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Sir John Crawford and 

Japan, 1953–77
David Lee

As a senior Australian public servant in the 1950s and then as leader of 
The Australian National University (ANU) in the 1960s and 1970s, Sir 
John Crawford played a crucial role in helping Australian governments 
to build the architecture of the post–World War  II Australia–Japan 
relationship. Crawford had been engaged in thinking about Australia’s 
long-term relationship with Japan even before the Pacific War from 1941 
to 1945. As a young academic, he presented a paper to the Australian 
Institute of Political Science in 1938, when Japan was at war with China, 
calling for what he called ‘economic appeasement’ of Japan. By  this 
he meant that the Western nations, including Australia, should seek 
to satisfy Japan’s legitimate demand for industrialisation in return for 
political agreements to limit its aggressiveness.1 Economic appeasement 
was an idea before its time. Japan’s interests increasingly diverged from 
the Western powers leading to the Pacific War from 1941 to 1945. By 
the end of the Pacific War, Crawford had joined the Australian Public 
Service and would ascend to the position of permanent secretary of the 
Department of Commerce and Agriculture (1950–56) and then of Trade 
(1956–60). In this position he carried a substantial responsibility for 
Australia’s mission in Tokyo and played an important role in making 

1  See Peter Drysdale, ‘The Relationship with Japan: Despite the Vicissitudes’, in Policy and 
Practice: Essays in Honour of Sir John Crawford, ed. L.T. Evans and J.D.B. Miller (Canberra: Australian 
National University Press, 1987), 66–71.
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policy relating to Japan during that time, most notably in successfully 
arguing for a trade agreement. In 1960 he joined ANU and became its 
vice-chancellor from 1968 to 1973 and chancellor from 1976 to 1984. 
As an academic leader he was also an adviser to Australian governments. 
This chapter examines Crawford’s key role in the making of the Australia–
Japan Agreement on Commerce of 1957, the NARA (the Nippon 
Australia Relations Agreement) Treaty of 1976 and the formation of the 
Australia–Japan Foundation, also established in 1976. Because of his key 
role in the two treaties and the foundation, Crawford must be regarded 
as the key architect of one of Australia’s most successful postwar bilateral 
relationships, Australia’s relationship with Japan. This chapter draws out 
the difference made by one man, Sir John Crawford, to the making of the 
Australian–Japanese relationship.

The Problem of Australian Trade 
with Japan
Crawford’s consciousness of the need for action on the trading 
relationship with Japan, after the disasters of trade diversion in the 
1930s and the Pacific War, started early in the 1950s. In 1953, Japan 
was already Australia’s second-best customer after Britain, largely because 
of its healthy postwar purchases of Australian wool.2 Despite this, the 
trading relationship was heavily weighted in Australia’s favour, with 
Australia sending several times in value to Japan what it imported from 
it. In this respect, the Australia–Japan trading relationship was the reverse 
of the Anglo-Australian relationship, where British imports into Australia 
considerably outweighed Australian exports to Britain. Less than a 
decade after the end of the Pacific War, there was lingering resentment 
towards Japan and concern that liberalised trade might damage Australian 
industries. From 1953 onward, against these headwinds, Crawford set 
about reforming Australia’s fragile relationship with Japan. In doing 
so, he was helped by his connections with Australia’s heads of mission 
in Tokyo. By 1953 Crawford was not only one of Australia’s leading 
agricultural economists but also a  member of the coterie of powerful 

2  Unsigned notes by the Department of Commerce and Agriculture, 4 August 1953, Papers of Sir 
John Crawford, National Library of Australia (NLA): MS 4514/6/18.
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heads of department who were dubbed the ‘seven dwarfs’.3 E.R. Walker, 
ambassador to Japan from 1952 to 1955, was a fellow economist and 
executive member of the National Security Resources Board that advised 
the Menzies government on balancing the civilian and military sectors 
during the Korean War; Allen Brown, ambassador from 1965 to 1970, 
was a former head of the Prime Minister’s Department and another of the 
‘seven dwarfs’; and Alan Watt, ambassador from 1956 to 1959, had been 
secretary of the Department of External Affairs and a peer when Crawford 
started as secretary of the Department of Commerce and Agriculture in 
1950. The embassy in Tokyo, moreover, was largely staffed by officers of 
the Department of External Affairs and the Department of Commerce 
and Agriculture (Trade from 1956) and both these departments were in 
accord about the need for development of a more positive relationship 
with Japan.

Though Australia had supported Japan’s admission to the UN and 
the Colombo Plan in the 1950s, the question of Japanese accession to 
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) was much more 
difficult. Once Japan became a member of GATT, the Australian 
government would have to give it the same treatment as other foreign 
countries through the intermediate tariff. The Department of Trade and 
Customs and manufacturing interests in Australia feared that opening the 
floodgates to Japanese imports could damage not only Australian industry 
but also the exports of Australia’s major trading partner, the United 
Kingdom. On  the other hand, the view of Crawford’s Department of 
Commerce and Agriculture was that:

exclusion of Japan from GATT settles no problems, but the 
application of GATT as between Australia and Japan may offer 
possibilities of controlling to some extent Japan’s general export 
and import policies. Any retaliatory measures by Japan against any 
move by Australia to restrict Japan’s exports to Australia, provided 
these are based on reasonable grounds, should also be subject to 
more control than if GATT did not apply.4

3  See Samuel Furphy, ed., The Seven Dwarfs and the Age of the Mandarins: Australian Government 
Administration in the Post-war Reconstruction Era (Canberra: ANU Press, 2015), doi.org/10.22459/
SDAM.07.2015.
4  Ibid.

http://doi.org/10.22459/SDAM.07.2015
http://doi.org/10.22459/SDAM.07.2015
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In the end, the Australian government hedged its bets by supporting 
Japan’s accession to the GATT in 1955 but invoking its Section XXXV, 
which meant that it could avoid according Japan most-favoured-nation 
treatment. Essentially, this meant that Australia had elected that the 
principles of the GATT would not apply between Australia and Japan.5

By 1953, the Japanese had become concerned about Australia’s 
discrimination in its trade relations with Japan. This discrimination had 
two key aspects. First, there were few countries trading with Australia that 
did not enjoy the benefit of either the British preferential tariff or the 
most-favoured-nation rates. Japan was the only major trading country to 
which the highest general tariff applied. Secondly, the import licensing 
system accorded Japan less advantageous treatment than to other non-
dollar countries.6 In 1953, the Japanese government asked the Australian 
government for trade talks to bring an end to the discriminatory treatment 
against Japan in import licensing and the tariff.

After this request was made, Harry Menzies warned Crawford that Japan, 
which was one of the principal textile countries in the world, had the 
capacity to experiment with substitute fibres other than wool or to source 
its wool from competitors such as Argentina.7 Harry Menzies, a trade 
commissioner in Crawford’s department, urged a sympathetic response 
to Japan’s complaints about Australia’s import licensing on the ground 
that ‘we can do a great deal to safeguard our position in the immensely 
important market for Australian wool’.8 Crawford agreed. Though the 
Department of Commerce and Agriculture was not responsible for import 
licensing, he persuaded his minister, John McEwen, to write to Senator 
George McLeay, acting minister for trade and customs, warning that:

it may be helpful if I set down my view that a study of Japan’s 
import trade in wool makes me believe that Japan could take 
reprisals against Australian trade. Moreover, if action is once taken 
to restrict imports from Australia, I would fear that our trade might 
receive some permanent injury. I therefore wish to stress that we 

5  Minute from Crawford to McEwen, 5 February 1953, Papers of Sir John Crawford, NLA: MS 
4514/9/33.
6  Letter from Tange to Watt, 10  April 1956, National Archives of Australia (NAA): A1838, 
3103/10/1 PART 4.
7  Minute from H.C. Menzies to Crawford, 28 May 1953, NAA: A609, 317/20/7.
8  Ibid.
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should examine the possibility of offering some concessions to the 
Japanese with a view to forestalling any Japanese action to reduce 
imports from Australia.9

In November 1954, in large part because of Crawford’s urging, Prime 
Minister Robert Menzies’s cabinet agreed to informal trade talks with 
the Japanese. The commencement of the talks, however, was delayed by 
continuing differences between the Australian trade departments and 
the preoccupation of both the Australian and Japanese governments 
with Japan’s accession to the GATT. This would not take place until 
September 1955.

In September 1955, despite Japan’s prospective admission to GATT, 
fundamental differences between the Department of Commerce and 
Agriculture and the Department of Trade and Customs were still holding 
up the government conveying a response to the Japanese on the start of 
informal trade talks. The Department of External Affairs by this time was 
fretting about the future of Australia’s relations with Japan and sought to 
arrange interdepartmental discussions to take place as soon as possible to 
prepare for the talks. External Affairs complained that these discussions 
had been postponed essentially because Crawford had been unable 
reach agreement with his counterpart, Frank Meere, the secretary of the 
Department of Trade and Customs.10 On 5 September 1955, Crawford 
wrote to Meere, expressing his concern that time was ‘slipping away’ and 
that, when Japan acceded to the GATT, the Japanese government would 
come under pressure at home to discriminate against countries continuing 
discrimination against it.11

On 29 September 1955 Crawford was finally able to meet with Meere. 
At this meeting he pressed his views that purely informal trade talks 
should begin between Australia and Japan. The Australian government, 
he thought, should be represented only by officers of the Department of 
Trade and Customs and the Department of Commerce and Agriculture. 
Crawford indicated that because the Australian government had already 
taken the decision that GATT would not apply between Australia and 

9  Letter from McEwen to McLeay, 6 June 1953, NAA: CP553/1, BUNDLE 21/194/B/10/35; 
Minute from Crawford to McEwen, 1 June 1953, NAA: A609, 555/120/4 PART 1.
10  Minute from Shaw to Tange, ‘Informal Trade Talks with Japan’, 30 August 1955, NAA: A1838, 
759/1/7 PART 2.
11  Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Documents on Australian Foreign Policy: The Australia–
Japan Agreement on Commerce 1957 (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 1997), 189.
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Japan, it could scarcely ask Japan for a guarantee of non-discriminatory 
treatment. Rather, Crawford considered that Australia’s representatives 
should deal with export commodities one-by-one, indicating the kind of 
treatment Australia sought from the Japanese. The Japanese would then 
be invited to outline the problems they faced in the Australian market and 
table their requests.12

Accompanied by Arthur Tange, the permanent secretary of the 
Department of External Affairs, and Meere, Crawford met the Japanese 
ambassador to Australia, Tadakatsu Suzuki, in October 1955. The three 
permanent secretaries agreed with Suzuki that informal trade talks should 
commence with officials from the Japanese embassy in Canberra. They 
also agreed among themselves that Alan Westerman of the Department 
of Commerce and Agriculture and Hudson Heyes, first assistant secretary 
in the Department of Trade and Customs, should be the Australian 
government’s senior representatives in the informal talks.13 Crawford 
had achieved a breakthrough of immense importance to the future of 
Australian trade policy and Australian engagement with Asia.14

The Australia–Japan Commerce 
Agreement
From August to October 1956, Crawford’s Department of Trade (a new 
department created in January 1956 by merging the Department of 
Commerce and Agriculture and the Department of Trade and Customs) 
led an Australian delegation of officials in negotiations with officials from 
the Japanese embassy in Canberra. Crawford had conceived the idea of 
a unified Department of Trade, and Menzies had carried it out largely 
because of his unhappiness with the way that the Department of Trade 
and Customs was administering Australia’s system of import licences.15 
The creation of this new Department of Trade was an indispensable 
prerequisite for the negotiation of a trade agreement with Japan, because 

12  Minutes of meeting at Department of Trade and Customs, 29 September 1955, NAA: A1310, 
810/1/39.
13  Minute from Crawford to Westerman, 21 October 1955, Papers of Sir John Crawford, NLA: 
MS 4514/9/33.
14  J.G. Crawford, ‘Matters for Writing and or Annotation of Files’, 14 June 1983, Papers of Sir 
John Crawford NLA: MS 4514, Box 193.
15  Note by Crawford for McEwen, ‘Departmental Changes in the Commonwealth Service’, 
17 May 1955, NAA: A463, 1957/2193 Part 1.
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it removed the bureaucratic impediment of two trade departments 
arguing different and sometimes contradictory positions in respect of 
Japan. The unification of the Department of Trade was important, too, 
because Menzies needed to be persuaded that a trade agreement with 
Japan was not an unacceptable political risk for him. Menzies, in addition 
to having concerns about Australian public opinion, was more willing 
than McEwen to listen to British arguments about protecting their own 
trade with Australia against Japanese incursions. After 1956 McEwen, 
speaking in cabinet on behalf of a unified trade bureaucracy and backed 
by the Department of External Affairs, was better able to respond to the 
political concerns of Menzies and other ministers about a modified trade 
relationship with Japan.

After the informal talks between officers of the Department of Trade 
and its counterparts finished, Japan sent out its formal delegation. It was 
chaired by Nobuhiko Oshiba from the Japanese Foreign Office and 
included representatives from the Japanese Customs, Finance and Trade 
and Industry ministries. On 1 November 1956 a counterpart Australian 
delegation, chaired by Crawford’s deputy secretary Alan Westerman, 
started negotiations with the Japanese. The Japanese were particularly 
appreciative of Crawford’s nomination of Westerman, the second most 
senior official in the Department of Trade, to lead for Australia as 
showing the importance that the Australian government was attaching to 
the negotiations.16

The Japanese asked Australia for most-favoured-nation tariff and 
licensing treatment and Australia reciprocated. However, because of state 
trading activities in Japan and Japan’s reception of surplus American 
agricultural products under US president Dwight D. Eisenhower’s 1954 
‘Food for Peace’ legislation, the Australian delegation considered that 
the goal of most-favoured-nation tariff and licensing treatment would 
not be sufficient. Consequently, it aimed at Japan’s accepting targets on 
individual commodities—23 million bushels of wheat, 350,000 tons of 
barley, 900,000 bales of wool and a quota of 100,000 tons of sugar. The 
Australian delegation also revealed that the Australian government was 
negotiating lower preferences on British imports into Australia, which 
would enable Australia to increase benefits to countries like Japan.17

16  Cablegram from Stuart to the Department of Trade, 5 November 1956, NAA: A1209, 57/5473.
17  Minute from Jones to Durie, ‘Japanese Trade Negotiations’, 2 November 1956, NAA: A1209, 
57/5473.
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By 14 June 1957, negotiations were substantially concluded. The Commerce 
Agreement, eventually signed by McEwen on 6 July 1957, comprised seven 
articles. Under the first four, each government undertook to extend most-
favoured-nation treatment in tariff and import licensing to the other, but 
in Australia the tariff preferences for British imports were retained. Both 
parties, moreover, undertook to conduct state trading on non-discriminatory 
and commercial principles and to base their commercial relations as far 
as possible on GATT principles, while preserving the right of each to 
invoke Article XXXV. Articles VI and VII of the Commerce Agreement 
provided for regular consultations and for a term of at least three years for 
the agreement. The most contentious provision was Article V. It provided 
safeguards in the case of serious injury caused by the exports of either to 
the industries of the other, first by consultation and then by an attempt 
to renegotiate the agreement. In 1986 Alan Rix provided a comprehensive 
account of the negotiation of the trade agreement with Japan.18 This 
chapter focuses on the role of Crawford in Australia’s ‘coming to terms’ with 
Japan in the 1950s. His major accomplishments were first to argue the case 
for a more liberal trading relationship with Japan against bureaucratic and 
political opposition between 1953 and 1955 and then to convince Menzies 
and McEwen to create a new Department of Trade that would negotiate 
it. Crawford left the actual negotiations to his deputy, Westerman, but he 
worked successfully with McEwen in Canberra to shepherd the agreement 
through cabinet. In doing so, he used his contacts in the embassy in Tokyo 
to full effect.

In 1962, when looking back at the negotiation of the agreement with 
Japan, Crawford recalled the apprehensions felt in 1956 and 1957, mainly 
by manufacturers and by consumers, who feared an inrush of cheap, low-
quality Japanese imports. This fear had not been realised. Australia had 
gained a stronger market for wool, foodstuffs and, increasingly, minerals, 
and Japan had obtained the end of discrimination in tariffs and import 
licensing.19 In the years from 1957 to 1962 Japan and Australia both made 
rapid progress under the treaty, Japan proportionately more than Australia 
and Australia more in absolute terms. Declared Crawford:

18  See, generally, Alan Rix, Coming to Terms: The Politics of Australia’s Trade with Japan 1945–1957 
(Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1986).
19  See, generally, David Lee, The Second Rush: Mining and the Transformation of Australia (Redland 
Bay: Connor Court, 2016).
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Neither side expects nor can expect a neat balance for the very 
reasons that make us ‘natural’ trading partners. Japan needs 
industrial raw materials and foodstuffs which we can supply in 
good quality and competitively. It can fairly be said that our wool 
and industrial minerals, our scrap and, indeed, our raw sugar, are 
exports vital to the employment of Japanese people. We export 
employment to Japan’s growing population.20

Crawford was here giving expression to what was described as economic 
‘complementarity’. Another Crawford protégé, Ross Garnaut, would 
make use of the term and the concept in describing the nature of 
Australia’s relationship with the countries of Northeast Asia in the 1980s.21 
Crawford also thought in 1962 that Australia’s continued invocation of 
Article XXXV was invidious and called for its removal, a decision which 
the Menzies government would take in 1963.22 In a newspaper article that 
year, Crawford noted that Japan was taking 17.5 per cent of Australian 
exports and that it would ‘almost certainly’ replace Britain as the leading 
market for Australian exports.23 It took only four more years for Crawford’s 
prediction to be realised. By that time Crawford had made the transition 
from the Australian Public Service to ANU.

Beyond the Commerce Agreement: 
Australia and Japan, 1968–76
As director of the Research School of Pacific Studies and later vice-
chancellor of ANU, Crawford strongly encouraged the academic study 
of Australian–Japanese relations, setting up a new school of economists 
at the ANU in the field of international economic studies at the centre 
of which would be one of his protégés, Peter Drysdale. Drysdale would 
work closely under Crawford on a project announced by the Liberal 
minister for foreign affairs Nigel Bowen in 1972—the Australia, Japan 
and Western Pacific Economic Relations Research Project. The project, 

20  J.G. Crawford, ‘Speech to Welcome Japanese Sugar Mission: CSR Dinner’, 8 August 1962, 
NAA: M58, 402.
21  See, for example, Ross Garnaut, Australia and the Northeast Asian Ascendancy: Report to the Prime 
Minister and Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing 
Service, 1989).
22  ‘Amendment to Agreement on Commerce Between Australia and Japan, Joint Communiqué on 
Protocol, Signed 5 August 1963’, in Australian Trade Policy 1942–1966, ed. J.G. Crawford (Canberra: 
Australian National University Press, 1968), 383.
23  J.G. Crawford, ‘The Jolt of the Common Market’, Sunday Review, 2 January 1963.
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running for an initial three years from 1973 to 1976, was conceived by 
Crawford and Saburō Ōkita, president of the Japan Economic Research 
Centre, in Japan. Ōkita was born in Dalian, Kwantung Leased Territory, 
on 3 November 1914. Before World War II, he worked as an engineer 
with the Ministry of Posts and after the war he held government research 
positions that were similar to the ones held by Crawford in Australia in 
the 1940s. Ōkita was chief of research for the Economic Stabilization 
Board in 1947, head of the economic cooperation unit for the economic 
planning agency in 1953, director-general of the planning bureau in 1957 
and, in 1963, director-general of the development bureau. In these roles 
Ōkita played an important part in implementing the economic plans of 
Japanese prime minister Hayato Ikeda (minister for international trade 
and industry from 1952 to 1956 and from 1959 to 1960, and prime 
minister from 1960 to 1964), in reforming the Japanese economy and 
creating what had become known as the Japanese ‘economic miracle’.

Ōkita would go on to become Japan’s minister for foreign affairs from 
1979 to 1980 and continued after that to be one of Japan’s foremost 
economic spokesmen. Ōkita and Crawford first met in 1967, when Ōkita 
attended a conference sponsored by ANU on Australia’s relations with 
India. Several months afterwards, in January 1968, Crawford met up 
with Ōkita in Tokyo when he attended the first meeting of the Pacific 
Trade and Development (PAFTAD) Conference at the Japan Economic 
Research Centre in Tokyo.

Crawford and Ōkita initiated the Western Pacific Economic Relations 
Research Project to bring together studies by Australian and Japanese 
economists on the policy issues of importance in Australia–Japan and 
regional relationships. In the initial three-year project running from 
1973 to 1976, an Australian group of researchers based in Canberra 
and a counterpart group in Japan examined the general nature of the 
Australia–Japan relationship and undertook specific studies. These studies 
were in areas such as the approach of Australia and Japan to world trade 
and adjustment policies and trade; investment, monetary and foreign 
exchange policies; foreign aid and technology transfer; resource goods 
trade and the role of long-term contracting; problems of structural 
adjustment in the agricultural and manufacturing sectors of both 
economies; and more detailed industry studies.24 The program of research 

24  ‘The Australia–Japan Research Centre’, Australian Foreign Affairs Record 52 (December 1980): 
595.
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established by Crawford and Ōkita was completed jointly by Australian 
and Japanese economists. Drysdale and Professor Kiyoshi Kojima of 
Hitotsubashi University, Tokyo, undertook most of the drafting and they 
were joined by J.W. Neville, H.W. Arndt, E.S. Crawcour, Stuart Harris, 
Hisao Kanamori, Kenzo Hemmi, Chikashi Moriguchi, Makoto Ikema 
and Koichi Hamada.25

The outcome of the ‘Crawford–Ōkita’ report was formally entitled 
‘Australia, Japan and the Western Pacific Economic Relations’. It contained 
a detailed analysis followed by conclusions and recommendations on 
Australia–Japan economic relations in a long-term framework, on means 
of providing resource and food security for Japanese consumers and 
market assurances for Australian producers, and on proposals for closer 
economic cooperation with countries in the Western Pacific region. 
Crawford and Ōkita would subsequently publish the report commercially 
as Raw Materials and Pacific Integration.26 Arising from his thinking about 
Japan and the Australia–Japan research project, Crawford came to the 
view that a new treaty with Japan was desirable. Such a treaty was being 
pressed insistently by Japan but was being adamantly resisted by the 
Australian government and particularly by the Department of Foreign 
Affairs. During 1973 to 1977, the senior diplomat K.C.O.  ‘Mick’ 
Shann was ambassador to Japan. Shann fully shared the Foreign Affairs 
scepticism about a treaty with Japan. Crawford’s relationship with Shann 
and other senior officers of the Department of Foreign Affairs, such as 
Keith Waller and Alan Renouf, was less close, in part because Crawford 
differed emphatically with them on the need for a treaty with Japan that 
went beyond the Commerce Agreement.

In the years after the conclusion of the 1957 Commerce Agreement the 
question of a ‘treaty of friendship, commerce and navigation’ (FCN) had 
arisen from time to time. The FCN had developed in the nineteenth 
century as a type of treaty that safeguarded the persons and activities of 
merchants and traders and generally covered matters such as immigration 
and residence, protection of property, taxation, exchange control, 
customs duties and import quotas, restrictive trade practices, shipping, 
civil liberties and the judicial process. Countries that negotiated FCNs 

25  J.G. Crawford and Saburō Ōkita, Australia, Japan and Western Pacific Economic Relations: A Report 
to the Governments of Australia and Japan presented by Sir John Crawford and Dr Saburo Okita (Canberra: 
Australian Government Publishing Service, 1976), vii.
26  J.G. Crawford and Saburō Ōkita, Raw Materials and Pacific Economic Integration (Canberra: 
Australian National University Press, 1978).
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achieved equality of treatment between nationals of the beneficiary 
state and nationals of any third state. Australian governments, however, 
were not in favour of FCNs because of the extreme difficulty of gaining 
agreement among Commonwealth departments and the various states.

By 1970, nevertheless, Japan had concluded FCNs or similar treaties with 
26 countries, eight of them after the end of World War II. The economic 
relationship with Japan had broadened from agriculture to mineral 
commodities such as black coal, iron ore, bauxite, nickel and alumina. 
In 1962–63, a few years after Crawford’s retirement from the Department 
of Trade, Australian exports to Japan were A$346 million, or 16  per 
cent of the total. Ten years later, in 1972, they were nearly A$2 billion, 
almost one-third of total exports.27 Japan had by that stage taken over the 
position which Britain had hitherto had with Australia.

In May 1970, at the eighth meeting of the Australia Japan Business 
Co-operation Committee in Kyoto, the Japanese again requested that 
Australia and Japan examine the idea of an FCN. The matter was raised 
formally at official talks in Tokyo on 29 and 30 October when a senior 
Japanese official of the Foreign Office argued for the need to go beyond 
the 1957 Commerce Agreement, believing it ‘highly desirable to go 
further to create an environment conducive to the stable development 
of a close and friendly economic relationship’ and that an FCN would 
‘complete the chain of friendly agreements’ already concluded between 
Australia and Japan. Australian government departments were suspicious. 
The Standing Inter-Departmental Committee on Japan was worried in 
March 1972 that an FCN would touch on questions such as immigration, 
investment policy, shipping and state interests such as property and 
resource development.

Crawford did not agree with prevailing orthodoxy and spoke out strongly 
against the consensus among federal departments. Crawford’s essential 
views about Australia and Japan had at its core the arguments he had 
expressed about Japan as a young man in the 1930s when he urged 
a policy of ‘economic appeasement’. Crawford would confide to Gough 
Whitlam in 1974 that:

27  Letter from Cairns to Whitlam, 1 October 1973, NAA: A1209, 1973/6986.
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I regard Japan as one of the most vulnerable advanced powers in 
the world and a failure to indicate a positive willingness to help 
her by way of assurances could endanger what I believe to be a 
needed political relationship. A negative course on our part might 
contribute to driving Japan into other political relationships 
inimical to our long-term interests. At the worst Japanese could 
be made to feel that the pre-war policy of Lebensraum had some 
justification after all.28

Two years before writing that letter, as a witness in 1972 before the 
Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and Defence, Crawford 
was alone in urging that Australia needed a ‘framework of principles’ on 
which to base negotiation of specific agreements with Japan.29 Crawford 
was scathing about the negative attitude of departments to a new treaty 
typified by the refrain—there was nothing in it for Australia. He told 
the Senate:

it is a fairly typical comment: ‘There is nothing in it for us.’ Now 
I have never heard such nonsense in my life as to say that there is 
nothing in a negotiation over a general treaty with Japan … I doubt 
if even the trade expansion that we want and an understanding on 
investment policy can be adequately achieved on an ad hoc basis. 
I  do believe we do need some framework of principles against 
which to negotiate … This adhocery is quite dangerous if a very 
powerful trading partner is left to believe that we do not much 
care what happens.30

For Crawford a framework treaty with Japan was necessary and should 
combine a ‘general understanding about [the] relationship with 
a recognition that in fact we are going to negotiate over a number of very 
specific things’.31 An ad hoc approach was no basis either for the orderly 
and stable development of Australian industries or of a major trading 
partnership. Instead, Crawford urged that Australia needed to foster and 
maintain long-term interests with Japan through consultative machinery 
enabling the discussion of matters of mutual interest affecting bilateral 
relations as well as with third parties.

28  Letter from Crawford to Whitlam, 11 October 1974, NAA: A1209, 1974/6573.
29  Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and Defence, Japan, 26 July 1972, NAA: A1838, 
759/1/9 PART 6, pp. 990–93.
30  Quoted in D.C.S. Sissons, ‘Japan’, in Australia in World Affairs 1971–1975, ed. W.J. Hudson 
(Sydney: George Allen & Unwin, 1980), 256.
31  Ibid.
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Without such a treaty, Crawford thought that Australia would not have 
the means to press for bilateral discussions whenever Australia considered 
that its interests were involved. In the absence of such a treaty, he feared 
that Japan would have the latitude to negotiate deals with third parties to 
Australia’s detriment. He cited the example of Japan, in the absence of a 
framework treaty with Australia, possibly making an agreement with the 
European Economic Community to take its surplus agricultural produce 
at dumped prices. Crawford continued:

I think we have to remember that Japan is still feeling its way 
somewhat into a policy which suits it admirably but which is 
the complete antithesis of pre-war where it felt the only way it 
could be sure of adequate supplies of raw materials and goods was 
through a policy of imposing its will. Now it is finding it possible 
to trade in the world and succeed. But every now and then the 
Japanese are perplexed, non-plussed by an inability to understand 
the attitude of foreign governments on matters affecting trade 
relations. I think a large element in the Japanese anxiety, perhaps, 
is the very same as my anxiety—to have a framework within which 
it is known that things can be rationally discussed …32

Crawford’s approach to managing Australia’s relations with Japan on an 
orderly basis and over the long term paralleled his approach to long-term 
economic planning in the Vernon Committee of Enquiry and his approach 
to government assistance to industry. While Crawford’s views were resisted 
in the Commonwealth public service, elements of Australian business 
were becoming more receptive to accommodating the Japanese pressure 
for an FCN. In 1972, Sir James Vernon, chairman of the Colonial Sugar 
Refining Company and Mount Newman Mining and Crawford’s former 
colleague on the Committee of Economic Enquiry, became chairman of 
the Australia Japan Business Co-operation Committee. In discussions 
with the Inter-Departmental Committee on Japan on 24 October 1972, 
Vernon argued that it was important that the Japanese request for an 
FCN not be dealt with in ‘such a way that the Japanese lost face’. Vernon 
wondered whether contentious issues in an FCN could be put to one side 
and then to ‘see whether there was anything left that might be included 
in a harmless FCN treaty’.33 The Senate committee was also persuaded 

32  Ibid.
33  Summary Record of a Meeting between Representatives of the Australia Japan Business Co-
operation Committee (AJBCC) and the Inter-Departmental Committee on Japan (IDCJ) held in the 
Department of Foreign Affairs, Canberra, 24 October 1972, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 6.
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by Crawford’s arguments. One of its recommendations in January 1973 
was ‘that a treaty could be devised which would confer equal and mutual 
benefits to both parties’.34

Crawford and Whitlam: Towards the 
Treaty of NARA
Crawford’s arguments in favour of a new treaty fell on even more receptive 
ears when the Whitlam Labor government was elected in December 
1972, the first federal Labor government elected since the defeat of the 
Chifley government in 1949. Whitlam—in an initial duumvirate in 
which he and Deputy Prime Minister Lance Barnard shared all ministerial 
portfolios—moved quickly to recognise and establish diplomatic relations 
with the People’s Republic of China. On 6 December 1972, Whitlam also 
asked the Department of Foreign Affairs, of which he was the minister 
in 1972 and 1973, for a paper on an FCN with Japan. He asked for the 
paper to be presented not to the duumvirate with Barnard but to the full 
Labor cabinet when it was appointed. Whitlam indicated that he had ‘no 
personal inhibitions’ about such a treaty but called for a paper setting out 
the pros and cons.35

The secretary of the Department of Foreign Affairs, Keith Waller, was 
sceptical that such a treaty would ever see the light of day. He noted:

The real problem is political will. If the PM wants an FCN, then 
we can give him one. If he lets the matter be sorted out on basis 
of balance of advantage as seen by Depts (& other Ministers) on 
details, then we will not have one.36

But some other voices were now becoming more optimistic about the 
practicability of negotiating a new treaty. One of them was Jim Cairns, 
the presumptive minister for overseas trade, who declared in Tokyo on 
12 December 1972 that he was in favour of a broader treaty with Japan.37 
Despite such calls for a new treaty, the bureaucracy in Canberra remained 

34  Quoted in Sissons, ‘Japan’, 256.
35  Minute from R.S. Laurie to Waller, 7 December 1972, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 6. 
36  Ibid.
37  Sydney Morning Herald, 13 December 1972; Cablegram from Australian embassy in Tokyo to 
Department of Foreign Affairs, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 6.



THE AUSTRALIAN EMBASSY IN TOKYO AND AUSTRALIA–JAPAN RELATIONS

112

adamantly opposed to an FCN with Japan. J.W.C. Cumes, first assistant 
secretary of the International Organisations Division of the Department 
of Foreign Affairs, summed up the case against an FCN:

The basic argument against our accepting a Treaty is that the 
Japanese see a Treaty as improving their position in Australia 
(otherwise why would they bother to seek a Treaty), either by 
having concessions—especially in the immigration and financial 
field—written into the Treaty itself or by building on the general 
wording and spirit of the Treaty to seek concessions later.38

For Cumes the issue which confronted Australia was whether to 
formalise an arrangement with Japan that would be taken, domestically 
or internationally, to constitute a ‘special relationship’ ahead of other 
significant relationships such as Australia’s relationship with Indonesia.39 
Reviews prepared by the interdepartmental committee in May 1973 
showed no change in the position of departments on an FCN with Japan.

Whitlam was not happy with the interdepartmental committee’s advice, 
which he later described to Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi as 
‘appalling’. Whitlam passed the interdepartmental committee’s advice 
on to Crawford, whom he knew from his remarks in the Senate to be 
a supporter of a new treaty with Japan, and invited his comments.40 
Crawford agreed with Whitlam’s assessment, noting that Commonwealth 
departments had identified ‘problems and difficulties but [were] far from 
being conclusive about the policy to be followed—whether in general 
political terms or in economic terms’.41 Crawford recommended to 
Whitlam that, before the government could examine the feasibility of a 
treaty, the interdepartmental committee should ‘examine more deeply a 
treaty designed to meet our interests and then to explore what sort of price 
we might have to pay in terms of Japan’s interests’.42 Crawford thought 
that the examination should include three parts: what Japan has sought; 
what the pros and cons would be of meeting the Japanese wishes in the 
terms so far suggested by them; and then what sort of treaty would serve 
Australian interests and what price might be sought for one.43

38  Minute from J.C.W. Cumes to Whitlam, 19 December 1972, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 6.
39  Ibid.
40  Minute from R.S. Merrilees to Feakes, 19 June 1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 8.
41  Letter from Crawford to Whitlam, 17 June 1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 8.
42  Ibid.
43  Ibid.
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Whitlam accepted all of Crawford’s advice. He instructed the Department 
of Foreign Affairs to compile a report on the lines that Crawford had 
recommended—one that did not negotiate compromises and that would 
be placed in the hands of one man who would seek advice from inside 
and outside the public service.44 Whitlam’s decision to seek advice from 
outside the public service was an explicit acceptance of another suggestion 
of Crawford’s. This had been devised to overcome departmental constraints 
on individual public service members of interdepartmental committees ‘to 
prepare reports in which the debate [was] pursued to a clear conclusion’.45 
Whitlam and Crawford were crucial in overcoming bureaucratic opposition 
to a new treaty with Japan, a treaty eventually signed by Whitlam’s successor, 
Malcolm Fraser, in 1976. Just as Crawford and McEwen were the fathers 
of the 1957 Agreement on Commerce, so Crawford and Whitlam may be 
regarded as the fathers of the 1976 NARA Treaty.

The new report that was commissioned by Whitlam on Crawford’s 
advice paved the way for the NARA Treaty. It was prepared not by an 
interdepartmental committee and nor by one man but rather by the 
Economic Policy Branch of the Department of Foreign Affairs, which 
consulted several people outside the public service on the terms of the 
draft treaty. The Economic Policy Branch was particularly anxious to 
consult Crawford, its head, Philip Flood, noting:

Unless you think otherwise, I propose to send a copy of the F&C 
report to Crawford. I think we should make an effort to outline 
our thinking to him, rather than have him head off on his own 
comments to the PM.46

Crawford happened to be overseas at the time that the new report was 
being prepared.47 Although Crawford did not see the Economic Policy 
Branch’s report, he was consulted while abroad on its broad shape and 
on the terms of the economic component.48 Also consulted was Peter 
Drysdale, along with Peter Robinson, editor of the Australian Financial 

44  Memorandum from Whitlam to Waller, 20 June 1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 8.
45  Letter from Crawford to Whitlam, 17  June 1973 NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 8; Briefing 
Note for Deputy Secretary A, n.d. 1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 8. Whitlam asked for a report 
seeking advice inside and outside the Public Service on (a) what has Japan asked for? (b) what are the 
pros and cons of meeting their wishes in the terms so far suggested by them? (c) what sort of treaty 
would serve our interests and what sort of price might be sought for this?
46  Handwritten minute from Flood to Acting Deputy Secretary, Department of Foreign Affairs, 
n.d. 1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 9.
47  Minute from A.D. Brown to Philip Flood, 28 June 1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 9.
48  Cablegram from Crawford (Rome) to K.C.O. Shann, July 1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 9.
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Review, and Max Suich, editor of the National Times. The Economic Policy 
Branch, in addition to its report, prepared a preliminary draft of the treaty 
on 16 July 1973.49 Copies were then circulated to Sir James Vernon and 
to Bob Hawke and Harold Souter, respectively president and secretary of 
the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU). K.C.O. Shann, deputy 
secretary of the Department of Foreign Affairs, cabled the text of the draft 
treaty to Crawford in Rome.50 Drysdale, when consulted in Canberra, 
held the same opinions as Crawford of the need for

an umbrella Treaty which encompasses the operation of established 
specific agreements and, at the same time, envisages, under that 
umbrella, the negotiation of new specific agreements or the re-
negotiation of established agreements as required.51

Hawke, though he was a great admirer of Crawford, saw little that would 
be worthwhile in such a broad-ranging treaty with Japan, fearing the 
competition of Japanese with Australian workers.52

After Crawford’s return to Australia, Flood sent Crawford a full copy of 
the report that accompanied the draft treaty.53 Crawford found it a ‘far 
more satisfactory approach than was evident in earlier documents’ and 
thought that that draft was an ‘excellent basis for opening talks about 
a Treaty with the Japanese Government if this proves to be the decision of 
the Government’.54 He recommended listing all treaties already negotiated 
in an annex and added:

I would also like to see … a clause which requires each country 
to consult with the other before imposing new quantitative 
restrictions or embargos likely to impair the interest of the one or 
the other. I do this especially because of the fright Japan got when 
the U.S.A. arbitrarily stopped the export of soy-beans.55

49  ‘Future Development of Australia’s Relations with Japan’, 16 July 1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 
PART 8.
50  Cablegram from Shann to Crawford, 19 July 1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 8.
51  Memorandum from Drysdale to the Secretary, Department of Foreign Affairs, n.d. 1973, NAA: 
A1838, 759/1/9 PART 9.
52  Minute from Flood to Waller, 27 September 1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 9.
53  Letter from Flood to Crawford, 3 August 1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 9.
54  Letter from Crawford to Flood, 17 August 1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 9.
55  Ibid.
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Whitlam was pleased with the draft so much so that, without consultation 
with other ministers or departmental heads, he announced to the press on 
11 September 1973:

I am myself very much attracted to … a treaty … I do believe … that 
it would be very appropriate for Japan and Australia, in a formal 
context, to acknowledge the very great interdependence they 
have on each other … Australia should be assured that as Japan’s 
prosperity continues … our prosperity rises with hers.56

The statement was well received in Japan, which Whitlam visited in 
October. There, Japanese prime minister Tanaka Kakuei approved 
a  recommendation from Whitlam that the treaty might be called the 
‘Treaty of Nara’ after the city of Nara, the ancient capital and cultural 
centre of Japan and standing for Nippon Australia Relations Agreement.57 
Whitlam had earlier joked to the Japanese ambassador, Yoshida Kenzo, 
that ‘he had not discussed this with the Department, whom he thought 
would not favour it’.58 The two prime ministers, Whitlam and Tanaka, 
agreed on 31  October 1973 to ‘begin discussions on a broad bilateral 
treaty which would help to formalise, stabilise and broaden relations 
between Australia and Japan in the economic and related fields’.59

At the beginning of January 1974, Alan Renouf, Waller’s replacement 
as secretary of the Department of Foreign Affairs, delegated the task of 
negotiating the treaty with the Japanese to deputy secretary Lewis Border, 
with the instruction: ‘This is a political question and we must have a 
Treaty.’ Border, in turn, set up a small departmental working group 
headed by Michael Cook, head of the department’s North and West 
Asia Division. Department of Foreign Affairs official W.P.J.  Handmer 
suggested to Border designing a role for Crawford in the operations of 
the group, given Crawford’s involvement in developing the concept 
of the  treaty.60 This, Handmer thought, would recognise his past role, 
give the department access to his experience, show that the department 
was taking the negotiations seriously, and ‘give us important assistance 
should the negotiations run into serious difficulties with the Japanese 

56  Cablegram from Australian embassy in Tokyo to Department of Foreign Affairs, 11 September 
1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 9.
57  Letter from Whitlam to Tanaka, ‘Nara’, 28 October 1973, NAA: A1838, 759/1/9 PART 10.
58  File note by T.D. Wilson, 16 October 1973, NAA: A1838, 3103/10/20/1 PART 1.
59  ‘Whitlam/Tanaka Joint Communique’, Tokyo, 31 October 1973, NAA: A1209, 1975/42.
60  Minute from Handmer to Border, 9 January 1974, NAA: A1838, 3103/10/20/1 PART 1.
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or in Canberra’. Handmer recommended that Crawford be a consultant 
rather than an active member of the working group because ‘apart from 
my doubts whether Sir John would have the time needed for active 
membership, he is getting pretty deaf ’.61

The Japanese presented a revised draft treaty in May 1974 and, following 
further discussions between officials in Tokyo in July, on 6  September 
1974 they presented a revised text. There were significant differences 
between the Australian and Japanese positions, differences which the 
Australian negotiators tried to address. From Japan, Shann, now the 
ambassador, cabled:

I have read the latest draft from our side with some dismay. 
The  document is becoming so anodyne and so hedged around 
with qualifications as almost to invite ridicule as something with 
no real substance.62

Shann recommended the involvement of ministers in the negotiations. 
Once again, Crawford’s advice was sought, and he was given copies of 
the drafts of the Japanese and Australian delegations in September 1974. 
Crawford assured Whitlam:

The drafts were closer together than I had expected and, in my 
judgment, a firm ministerial decision in support of the Australian 
draft would produce worthwhile results. As the drafts stand now, 
they do have value.63

In the event, after the dismissal and defeat of the Whitlam government 
in 1975 and intensive negotiations between Australia and Japan in 1975 
and 1976, the NARA Treaty was signed by the Fraser government in June 
1976. While less important than the landmark Commerce Agreement 
of  1957, it was nonetheless a valuable instrument for implementing 
long-term policy and served as a positive influence and constraint on both 
countries in the 1970s and 1980s.

61  Ibid.
62  Cablegram from Shann to Acting Secretary, Department of Foreign Affairs, 12 July 1974, NAA: 
A1838, 3103/10/20/1 PART 3.
63  Letter from Crawford to Whitlam, 11 October 1974, NAA: A1209, 1974/7435.
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The Australia–Japan Foundation
In the meantime, one of the recommendations coming out of the 
Crawford–Ōkita research project on Australia, Japan and the Western 
Pacific was an idea of Crawford’s for the government to establish an 
institution to foster a broad range of exchanges between Australia and 
Japan. The result of lobbying by senior public servant and Whitlam 
adviser H.C.  Coombs at the beginning of 1974 for a more formal 
advisory role for Crawford to the Whitlam government had resulted in 
an interested response from Whitlam ‘but more in the direction of special 
assignments than of a continuing consultancy at this stage’.64 At the end 
of 1974, Whitlam gave Crawford another ad hoc assignment. He took up 
Crawford’s idea for a new Australia–Japan institution with alacrity and 
foreshadowed it being discussed at heads of government level during the 
visit to Australia of Japanese prime minister Tanaka Kakuei in November 
1974, at which Whitlam and Tanaka signed an Australia–Japan Cultural 
Agreement. After Tanaka’s visit, Whitlam asked Crawford to chair a 
committee to:

prepare a basic outline report on the arrangements needed to 
advance a wider spectrum of relations between the people of 
Australia and Japan through the establishment of a foundation or 
similar institution.65

The committee consisted of a colleague on the Vernon Enquiry, Kenneth 
Myer, E.S. Crawcour, professor and head of the Department of Japanese 
Studies at ANU, and two officials, D.J.  Munro of the Department of 
the Prime Minister and Cabinet and John Rowland of the Department 
of Foreign Affairs. The Crawford Committee completed its report in 
March 1975 recommending the establishment of an independent non-
governmental statutory body to be called the Australia–Japan Foundation 
with an invited national council of not more than 15 members.66 It thought 
that the national council should be drawn from the key elements of 
Australian society to make it properly representative of Australian society 
as a whole and to ‘give it as much stature as possible in Japanese and 

64  Letter from Bunting to Coombs, 22 February 1974, NAA: A6385, 270.
65  Submission from Whitlam to cabinet, ‘The Australia Japan Foundation’, 4 July 1975, NAA: 
A5915, 1918.
66  ‘Australia–Japan Foundation’, Australian Foreign Affairs Record 46 (August 1975): 460–61.
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Australian eyes’.67 The Australia–Japan Foundation was another initiative 
started by Whitlam but implemented by Fraser. The latter announced 
on 30 January 1976 that he would introduce legislation to establish the 
foundation that would:

deepen and broaden contacts between Australia and Japan in all 
fields, including business, academic, cultural, scientific and the 
trade unions and thereby foster an understanding of each other’s 
problems and cultures.68

The Australia-Japan Foundation Act 1976 (Cth) was proclaimed on 
27 April 1976 and came into effect on 10 May with an initial budget of 
A$250,000 and a further A$100,000 held over from 1975. In accordance 
with the Crawford Committee’s recommendations, the first council 
reflected a diverse range of interests and backgrounds.

Chaired by one of Australia’s leading mining executives, Russel Madigan, 
chairman of Hamersley Holdings, it also included ANU academics 
Crawcour and Crawford; public servants John Menadue (Whitlam’s 
permanent secretary of the Department of the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet) and John Rowland; businessmen Sir Kenneth Humphreys and 
S. Baillieu Myer; Peter Nolan from the ACTU; Milton Moon, an artist; 
and Rosemary Trott, an honours student studying Japanese at ANU. Also 
on the committee was Owen Harries, an academic from the University 
of New South Wales seconded to the Department of Foreign Affairs to 
work for the young Liberal foreign minister, Andrew Peacock.69 The 
establishment of the Australia–Japan Foundation in 1976 coincided 
with the signing by Crawford and Ōkita of their massive report of the 
Australian and Japanese governments on Australia, Japan and Western 
Pacific Economic Relations, work which would help lay the basis for the 
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation group (APEC) in the 1980s.

67  Main conclusions of Crawford Committee report, submission from Whitlam to cabinet, ‘The 
Australia Japan Foundation’, 4 July 1975, NAA: A5915, 1918.
68  ‘Australia–Japan Foundation’, Australian Foreign Affairs Record 47 (January 1976): 47.
69  ‘Australia–Japan Foundation’, Australian Foreign Affairs Record 47 (November 1976): 610–11.
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Conclusion
Crawford’s key role in the development of the Australia–Japan relationship 
after World War II underlines the way in which that relationship differed 
from other key bilateral relationships. Although the Department of 
External Affairs was responsible for the post in Tokyo from 1940, the 
department that drove the most important postwar aspects of policy 
with Japan, namely economic policy and trade, was the Department 
of Commerce and Agriculture and its successor, the Department of 
Trade. It was the dynamic head of this department, Crawford, and 
its powerful minister, John McEwen, who initiated and sponsored 
the 1957 Commerce Agreement with Japan. In the concurrent years 
of the Japanese Economic Miracle, it was the Department of Trade 
(supported by the Department of National Development) that was 
bureaucratically responsible for the flourishing resources trade from the 
1960s onward. Moreover, it was Crawford, more so than any bureaucrat, 
who persuaded Whitlam of the necessity for the NARA Treaty of 1976 
and who championed the establishment of Australia’s first and perhaps 
most important cultural council supporting people-to-people links, the 
Australia–Japan Foundation. In doing so, Sir John Crawford was one 
of the key architects of the postwar Australia–Japan relationship. This 
chapter has demonstrated the extraordinary role that one individual made 
to the development of Australia’s postwar relations with Japan. His role 
was never as a member of Australia’s diplomatic mission in Tokyo but as 
a senior bureaucrat and academic working in concert with it.
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