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The Tokyo Embassy, 

Past, Present and Future: 
Reflections

Bruce Miller AO

As a (retired) practitioner of international relations and a former Australian 
ambassador to Japan, I aim to use this concluding chapter to describe 
the role of the Australian embassy in Tokyo as it has evolved over the 
last 30 years, and its contribution to achieving Australian goals in Japan.1 
I start, however, with a personal perspective.

Personal Journey
I have had a long association with the embassy. I first visited it in April 
1978, when I was in my last year of high school on a Japan Foundation–
sponsored study visit to Japan. The occasion was to attend the annual 
cherry blossom event hosted by the then ambassador, John Menadue, 
which even then attracted the cream of Japan’s business and political 
worlds. I could not have imagined that I would attend that same function 
14 times, hosting it six times as ambassador. That visit sparked my 
fascination with Japan and was the impetus for my study of Japanese 
language, literature and history at the University of Sydney, including 

1	  I owe Bill Wise, who served several times at the embassy in Tokyo, a debt of gratitude for his 
assistance with preparing this chapter.
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a year studying in Japan. Before long, after I had completed a law degree, 
I found myself working at the then Department of Foreign Affairs (DFAT) 
in Canberra.

I have lived and worked in the current embassy building over three 
different postings for 14 years out of the last 26 (my first posting began 
in November 1992). My years in Japan as a student and a diplomat—
in junior and later more senior jobs and finally as ambassador—have 
given me a box seat from which to observe, as well as contribute to the 
strength and diversity of the relationship between the two nations. The 
late Dr Ashton Calvert, who was Australian ambassador from 1993 until 
1998, and for whom I worked during my first Tokyo posting, always 
emphasised that many people over several decades have put a great deal of 
work into the relationship. No one person can claim credit for all that has 
been achieved, although few would dispute that Ashton contributed more 
than anyone else over his four postings in Tokyo.

In that spirit, I aim to offer a balanced account of the embassy and its 
role over my 40 years of personal and 26 years of professional association 
with it. This will not be a full picture of postwar relations. Rather, I will 
focus on the periods when I was involved and leave to historians the more 
dispassionate and comprehensive account.

The Embassy and Its Neighbourhood
The embassy in Mita, in Minato ward, near the government and business 
heart of Tokyo, is where Australia is represented and pursues its interests 
in Japan. It is located on an old daimyō (feudal lord) estate, the city 
residence during the Edo period first of the Shimazu family of southern 
Kyushu (Satsuma and Hyuga, now Kagoshima and Miyazaki), and later 
the Hachisuka family of Awa (present-day Tokushima).

Australia rented the property after World War  II for the use of its 
representatives to the supreme commander for the Allied powers. We had 
apparently also rented it for Australia’s short-lived legation before the war. 
When Japan regained its sovereignty with the entry into force of the Treaty 
of San Francisco in 1952,2 Australia was in the market for an embassy. 
After hard-fought negotiations with the Hachisuka family, we bought the 

2	  Okinawa remained under US administration until 1971.
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property through an intermediary.3 The family had fallen on hard times 
because of their extravagance over many years, and then, as a final blow, 
the wealth taxes levied after the war on owners of property.4

At the time of the Meiji Restoration in 1868, the Azabu and Mita districts 
were dotted with many such old estates. These estates, together with 
numerous shrines and temples, occupied the ridges, while the villages were 
on the flat around the Furukawa River. Those that have survived intact 
have done so because foreign governments acquired them as embassies.5 
They have otherwise been sold and subdivided.

The combination, however, of earthquakes, particularly the Great Kanto 
earthquake of 1923, and the loss of much of Tokyo to firebombing during 
World War II, left little of the physical built environment of the Edo and 
Meiji periods. But you can still use an Edo-period map to navigate the 
district, because, despite many modern buildings, the boundaries are still 
apparent between the daimyō estates (now mainly embassies), the temple 
and shrine grounds, the Azabu-Juban area (a commercial centre since the 
middle of the Edo period) and residential areas.

Immediately opposite the embassy there are no fewer than three Buddhist 
temples, while the 1,100-year-old Moto-shinmeigū, the local shrine for 
the district, is just down the road. Even now, as you descend the back 
steps to Mita 1-chome, you get a strong sense of entering a  village, 
with many small houses and shops, and until recently, a working public 
bath. Over the  last 10  years, much of the low-lying area has been 
redeveloped, particularly that portion facing onto main roads, where 
local zoning regulations permit high-rise buildings. Behind the high-
rise, as you approach the ridge on which the embassy is built, you can 
still find the higgledy-piggledy residential areas characteristic of the early 
postwar period.

3	  The embassy in Tokyo has an unclassified file that includes documents that relate to the history of 
the embassy, including its purchase in 1952, partial sale in 1989 and negotiations over the subsequent 
use of the sold land.
4	  Decades later, during an embassy function in the garden in the late 1970s, an elderly woman 
joined the queue of arriving guests. She said that she was Marquis Hachisuka’s daughter, had been 
born in the house and hoped to look around, which was quickly arranged. I owe this anecdote to 
Dr Richard Rigby, emeritus professor at The Australian National University, who served in Tokyo in 
the late 1970s.
5	  The embassies of France, Germany, Italy and the Netherlands, in addition to that of Australia.
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The old Hachisuka residence collapsed during the 1923 earthquake and 
the owners replaced it with a replica of an English country house, which 
Australia used at first as the ambassador’s residence and chancery offices, 
and then just as the residence once a separate chancery was built in the 
1960s. The garden, however, is much older. It has a moon-viewing hillock, 
which probably goes back to the foundation of the garden 250  years 
ago. The garden is famed for its cherry blossom trees, which have been 
replanted over the centuries. It has the full range—the well-known Somei 
yoshino (Yoshino cherry), the yaezakura (double-layer cherry blossom) and 
some shidare-zakura (weeping cherry). Many of these were planted as a 
gift from the late Kenneth Myer AC, whose family has had a long and 
distinguished association with Japan. Wattle trees were planted in the 
middle of the 1960s. While a good idea to have an Australian element 
in the garden, it was a mistake to mix them with the cherry blossoms, as 
they interfered with the Japanese aesthetic of appreciating the evanescent 
and delicate colours of the blossom. Some years later, a native garden was 
planted, sensibly separated from the traditional Japanese garden, and the 
wattles in the main garden died a natural death after seven or eight years 
and were not replaced.

In 1972, two now impressive cherry blossom trees were planted by 
political foes: the left-wing governor of Tokyo, Minobe Ryōkichi, and the 
minister of international trade and industry (later the prime minister), 
Nakasone Yasuhiro, hailing from the conservative Liberal Democratic 
Party. During my term as ambassador, we acquired a weeping cherry 
thanks to Sumitomo Forestry. It is a clone of the famous tree at Daigoji in 
Kyoto, under which Toyotomi Hideyoshi held a celebrated flower viewing 
in 1598. Over the past 15 years, the embassy has pursued a conservation 
program for the cherry trees to stave off ageing, and a plan to replace those 
which were likely to die off over the next decade.

One of two eucalypts planted at the same time as the wattles remained 
on  the land Australia sold in 1988. It flourished in humid Tokyo to 
a point that is uncanny for any Australian used to the gnarled and twisted 
forms of the gum tree that we have in a much dryer climate. The garden, 
mysteriously, also has several cycad palm trees. These palms are found 
naturally in Japan only in the southern tip of Kyushu and Okinawa. 
I like to think that they may have been planted at the behest of the first 
owners of the garden, the Shimazu family, whose lands were in southern 
Kyushu, but I have no proof. The garden also has number of impressive 
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Edo-period stone lanterns, including a small one located outside the 
ambassador’s residence that looks quite exotic, and may have originated 
on the Korean Peninsula.

I cannot leave a discussion of the embassy without talking about the sale 
of half the property, including the lower garden, the demolition of the 
Hachisuka residence, and the rebuilding project that took place from 
1988 to 1992. It was the right decision to release the accumulated value 
of the property through sale for the benefit of the Australian taxpayer and 
to do so at the height of the Japanese property boom. The new building, 
designed by Denton Corker Marshall, is itself a fine piece of architecture 
that represents modern Australia well. As someone who actually lived in it 
for 14 years, I can say that parts of it are a triumph of form over function. 
The black marble facades to the new residence prevent most natural 
light from entering the ambassador’s living quarters. Many of the offices 
also lack natural light, having only porthole-sized windows. Returning 
Australian diplomats likened working in the new building, with its lower 
ceilings and narrower corridors, to serving on a submarine.

It was more important to keep the 250-year-old garden than the less 
historic residence. I believe, however, it would have been possible to 
keep the old residence while erecting a new chancery and apartment 
building. You have only to look at the waste of space as you enter the 
modern embassy through a large windswept courtyard, where nobody 
wants to linger and which evokes a prison exercise yard, to realise that 
there was room on the site to preserve the old residence. Sadly too, much 
of the internal decoration of the old residence was also lost, and the 
finest artworks, including some early Edo-period screens were sent on 
consignment to a suburban museum which did not put them on display 
for nearly 30 years.6 The retention of some wood and stained-glass screens 
in the public areas of the new residence and of the magnificent old porte-
cochère as an attractive (if pointless) feature in the garden, are poignant 
reminders of what was sacrificed.

The plans for the sold land did not go ahead because of a combination of 
the collapse in Tokyo’s real estate bubble, the slowing of Japan’s economy 
and zoning complications for the proposed commercial development. 
A temporary apartment building was erected on the site, which otherwise 

6	  My successor as ambassador, the Hon. Richard Court AC, has recovered these screens from the 
museum for display at the residence.



THE AUSTRALIAN EMBASSY IN TOKYO AND AUSTRALIA–JAPAN RELATIONS

250

lay fallow for nearly 25 years until 2011, when one of my first acts as 
ambassador was to receive a delegation from the owners. On sale, 
Australia had prudently retained the contractual right to be consulted 
over proposals for development. I asked that the new luxury residential 
complex be set back further than planned and separated from us by a new 
security fence, and for the retention of the tall trees between our garden 
and the new development.

Role of the Embassy
The embassy is the fulcrum for Australia’s presence in Japan—physically 
and metaphorically. It has many roles that range from the practical to the 
symbolic. The embassy tells a story to Japan about Australia: that we are 
a serious country, with a weighty presence in a nation that matters a great 
deal to us. It helps preserve Australia’s access to the most senior levels in 
Japan, as everyone wants to visit, most more than once (no ambassador 
should pretend his or her charm alone persuades VIPs to turn up). The 
embassy is among the top five in Tokyo in size of staff and profile (only 
those of the United States, China, South Korea and Russia are larger). 
Before mass tourism and the internet, the embassy provided the only 
window onto Australia for many Japanese.7 The embassy is also the place 
that Australians visit to receive consular assistance, register the births of 
children and vote in Australian elections.

The embassy monitors developments in Japan that affect Australia and 
advocates our trade, political and security interests. Much of this activity 
takes place outside the embassy, as staff interact with the Japanese 
political, business, cultural and bureaucratic worlds. But the embassy and 
its grounds are themselves a vital tool for advocating Australia. Over the 
decades, generations of Japanese politicians, businesspeople, government 
officials and cultural and sporting figures have visited the embassy and 
associate it with Australia. In my time as ambassador, I hosted over 1,500 
sit-down lunches and dinners, and many buffets and breakfasts as well, 
following the high-tempo pattern set by my predecessors. We did not do 
this for the fun of it, but rather because we wanted each and every one 
of those events to secure something specific for Australia.

7	  In addition to the embassy, Australia had a separate trade office in Akasaka and an office for the 
Australia–Japan Foundation in Aoyama, both of which closed when the new embassy opened in 1990. 
We also have a consulate-general in Osaka and used to have consulates in Nagoya, Sapporo, Fukuoka 
and Sendai.
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The annual cherry blossom viewing party in April attracts industry leaders, 
politicians, senior officials and cultural figures, trade union leaders and 
representatives of grassroots organisations, with an interesting sprinkling 
of former Imperial Family members and prominent sporting figures. 
Successive ambassadors made a point of inviting as wide a range of people 
as possible. Australian companies also capitalised on the event to promote 
their commercial interests in Japan. The embassy hosted many dinners 
for politicians, for example, to lobby for the free trade agreement or to 
gain their support for defence agreements that led to better cooperation. 
With senior executives of Japanese companies, we argued the case for 
more investment, and rebutted misapprehensions about political and 
regulatory developments in Australia that affected their businesses, while 
also reporting concerns raised back to Canberra. I would use the embassy 
as a backdrop for my appearances on Japanese television, promoting 
the best about Australia, and to showcase our finest food and wine to 
restaurants, hotels, educators and the gourmet press.

Finally, in Tokyo the embassy is the place where Australian diplomats 
and their families live in apartment buildings adjoining the chancery. 
Australians are not used to living with work colleagues, but I was always 
pleasantly surprised at the live-and-let-live attitude taken by staff. The 
design helped: that there were several entrances and only two apartments 
on each floor of each block helped preserve privacy.

Evolution of the Australian Presence 
in Japan
For 40  years Japan was Australia’s largest trading partner, until China 
overtook it. However, Japan remains Australia’s largest Asian investor in 
terms of total stock. Japan, as a fellow democracy, committed to the rule 
of law and the global rules-based order, has for many years been a vital 
partner for Australia. This has been clear in such areas as the Asia-Pacific 
Economic Cooperation (APEC) group, seeking peace in Cambodia, 
building regional security institutions, coordinating international 
economic policy coordination through the G-20, and, more recently, 
building defence links. Additionally, the people-to-people links, tourism 
and education, in particular, are strong.
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Australia’s embassy has helped achieve outcomes and sustain ties over 
the long haul, with representation from many parts of the Australian 
government. It has performed these functions with teams composed 
of both Australians posted from home as diplomats, and locally hired 
Japanese and Australians. I pay tribute to the embassy’s local staff, who 
give essential support and, critically, continuity—in some cases over 
several decades—to Australian-based diplomatic staff who rotate through 
embassy positions every three or four years. This includes people like 
Tomoko Nakamura, who worked at the embassy for close to 40 years, first 
interpreting, then supporting the agriculture section’s work in opening 
up market access and quarantine barriers; Hitomi Toku who drives our 
cultural relations program, and who in her own right is a well-known 
figure in the Tokyo cultural scene; and Yoshiko Kuwazawa, who for 
50 years kept the embassy building and property ticking over and settled 
in generations of diplomats and their families.

Australia has been successful in Japan because it has had diplomats at the 
embassy who could speak the language and who knew the country well. 
To advance Australian interests, the embassy needs staff who not only 
can communicate in Japanese but also know how decisions are made and 
how we can influence them. Speaking Japanese is not just a matter of 
language but also one of understanding how to press the levers of power. 
Just imagine how a foreign embassy in Canberra would fare if its staff 
could not speak English and all its dealings with Australians had to be 
through interpreters.

While there have been constant elements to Australia’s presence in Tokyo 
since its inception, many changes—notably shifts in the balance of power 
and advances in technology leading to new areas of cooperation—tell 
a story of an evolving partnership. Defence is one example. Japan’s war 
history and Peace Constitution meant it played a negligible regional 
security role for decades, so our defence relationship was not well 
developed and the resources devoted to it at the embassy were consequently 
minimal—a  fraction of Australia’s defence presences in Washington, 
London and Jakarta. Now, however, the change in the power balance in 
the region has driven the normalisation of Japan’s defence posture and 
led to greatly enhanced cooperation on security. Japan sees Australia as 
a partner second only to the United States (with which both have security 
alliances). The recent burgeoning in Defence staff numbers at the embassy 
reflects this, with a tripling in the size of the Defence team.
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For the last decade it has no longer been possible for the embassy to see itself 
as the sole, or at times, even principal channel of communication between 
the two countries. Technology, through email and videoconferencing, 
allows long-distance dialogue among subject matter experts, in technical 
areas such as arms control, quarantine, APEC, international financial 
cooperation and free trade agreement (FTA) negotiations. Frequent 
meetings and constant inter-sessional contact between negotiators of our 
bilateral FTA and of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), and its successor 
the TPP-11, saw the lion’s share of the negotiations taking place directly 
among trade ministers and chief negotiators and their teams, rather than 
through the embassy to Japan’s government. Nonetheless, the embassy 
worked closely with the negotiators, and retained the critical roles of 
troubleshooter and provider of the most authoritative advice on Japan 
and how to handle Australia’s interests there. For example, we identified 
politicians linked to vested interests who were blocking progress, whom 
we then targeted for lobbying, travelled to regional Japan to defuse 
farming lobby concerns about greater Australian agricultural access, or 
advised on the complex, often impenetrable details of Japan’s import 
regulatory frameworks. The embassy, the ambassador in particular, would 
be the first port of call at the Japanese political level, and troubleshooter 
in the final stages. For example, one of Prime Minister Abe’s most senior 
advisers came to me privately in the last few days of the FTA negotiations 
to map out the last few steps.8

I describe the modern ambassador’s role as strategic: envisioning the 
future  relationship and establishing the connections on the ground 
to move that vision forward. But it is also akin to that of foreman on 
a  building site, looking out for problems, troubleshooting, escalating, 
facilitating communication, watching the cranes, ensuring deliveries, 
telling ministers unpalatable truths, putting the last brick in place, 
and usually standing up and giving a speech at the launch. In the end, 
however, the measure of any ambassador’s effectiveness remains the extent 
to which an Australian prime minister and senior ministers wants to know 
his or her views before taking action. That successive prime ministers and 
ministers wanted to know the views of ambassadors in Tokyo showed we 
were successful.

8	  I write more on my personal experiences and on the importance of good diplomatic tradecraft in 
advancing Australian interests in Japan in an Australian Institute of International Affairs monograph 
(forthcoming).
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Decades of Achievement
I will cover the milestones reached in the bilateral relationship over the 
years, focusing on those with which I have had the closest association.

It took political leadership at the highest level to reconcile Australia and 
Japan after World War  II, beginning with the commitment shown by 
Prime Ministers Sir Robert Menzies and Nobusuke Kishi in 1956–57. 
Embodying those first steps in reconciliation was the bilateral Australia–
Japan Commerce Agreement in 1957, which normalised the economic 
relationship by extending most-favoured-nation treatment to Japan. 
Although Australia had made its peace with Japan, war history remained 
a sensitive matter for decades. It was only in 1992 that an Australian 
defence minister visited Japan for the first time.

One of the highlights of being ambassador was hosting annual 
reconciliation visits for former prisoners of war, funded by the Japanese 
government. It  was a privilege to meet the elderly veterans, and to 
experience their varied reactions to Japan, which few had visited since 
the war, and to accompany them to the Commonwealth War Cemetery 
in Yokohama.

At the time of my first visit to Japan in 1978 as a high school student, 
sponsored by the Japan Foundation, there were few Australians studying 
or living there. The Japanese government’s Japan Exchange and Teaching 
program, now very popular among Australians, was not yet established, 
and the New Colombo Plan was a long way off.

Of course, the two nations’ economic ties were already strong and 
becoming more sophisticated. In April 1978, Australia’s then prime 
minister, Malcolm Fraser, visited Japan and met his then counterpart Takeo 
Fukuda. Unusually, the two prime ministers focused their meeting on 
international economic affairs, rather than bilateral trade matters, which 
had been the mainstay of discussion between Japanese and Australian 
leaders. We were starting to think about our relationship in a regional 
and global context. But that kind of thinking was still quite novel. And 
Australia–Japan strategic and defence relations were still in their infancy. 
The countries had only just signed the Basic Treaty of Friendship and 
Co-operation two years earlier (famously rescued from stalling by then 
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first secretary at the embassy Ashton Calvert), and it was in 1978 that 
a parliamentary committee recommended that Australia start sharing its 
strategic thinking about the region with Japan.

I returned to Japan as a diplomat from 1992 to 1996, working under 
Ambassador Calvert to find that much had changed in the Australia–
Japan relationship. High-level dialogue on strategic and defence issues, 
known as Pol-Mil talks, with senior representation from DFAT and 
Defence (both civilian and military) began in 1996. This was a major 
breakthrough that foreshadowed the modern special strategic partnership 
between the two countries.

Japan also welcomed that Australia was focusing more than ever on its 
relationships in the Asia-Pacific—including that with Japan. In May 
1995, then prime ministers Tomiichi Murayama and Paul Keating 
signed the Joint Declaration on the Australia–Japan Partnership, in 
which Japan ‘welcomed Australia’s decision to create its future in the 
region’ and underscored that Australia was ‘an indispensable partner 
in regional affairs’.9

Though the Japanese economy had gone into recession in 1990, and Japan 
grew very little that decade, Australian merchandise exports to Japan grew 
by 60 per cent in the 1990s. Australia’s trade in services was also adding 
diversity and depth to already complementary trade ties. Moreover, both 
countries had been striving to secure and entrench the economic gains 
being felt in the wider region. The establishment of APEC in 1989 was 
a result of close bilateral cooperation. When I arrived at the embassy in 
1992, governments were preparing the ground for prime ministers to 
attend APEC’s first leaders’ summit in 1993.

My second posting to Tokyo, as minister-counsellor, was in 2004–08, 
this time working for two distinguished ambassadors in succession, John 
McCarthy and Murray McLean. By that time, Australia and Japan were in 
a position to announce several landmark bilateral events. Prime Ministers 
Abe and Howard signed a Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation 
in March 2007. This has proven to be a solid foundation for Australia 
and Japan’s now wide-ranging cooperation on issues such as defence, 

9	  ‘Joint Declaration on the Australia–Japan Partnership’, May 1995, Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade, www.dfat.gov.au/geo/japan/Pages/key-documents, accessed 10 November 2020.

http://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/japan/Pages/key-documents
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law enforcement, border security, counterterrorism, disarmament and 
counter-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, maritime and 
aviation security, and peacekeeping.

Also in 2007, the two prime ministers made the momentous decision to 
start FTA negotiations. Howard had paved the way for that in 2005 by 
gaining the commitment to an FTA feasibility study from then prime 
minister Koizumi. By June 2007, the respective prime ministers were 
holding the first Australia–Japan Joint Foreign and Defence Ministerial 
Consultations in Tokyo, which underlined that our interests were no 
longer just regional but also global. Recognising Japan’s advocacy for 
global nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament, Australia joined forces 
to launch the International Commission on Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
and Disarmament in 2008.

I should also mention the tragic events of March 2011 that saw Japan 
assailed by earthquake, tsunami and a nuclear disaster. This took place in 
the final months of the term of my predecessor as ambassador, Murray 
McLean, who led Australia’s national response with great energy and 
professionalism and who reflects on that crisis in Chapter 2 in this volume. 
Australia delivered its significant humanitarian assistance through a 
whole-of-government effort, much of it through deployed defence assets, 
including three of our four C-17 transport aircraft.

I became ambassador in August 2011. It was a privilege to serve in that 
role when many of the ground-breaking initiatives I have earlier described 
had become a natural and normal part of the relationship—simply the way 
Japan and Australia do business. The economic relationship continues to 
anchor our modern ties, but in a break from the past, our strategic and 
defence cooperation now assumes equal billing. That change has been 
driven by much bigger forces: by major shifts in the global and regional 
balance of power, by ever stronger economic complementarity and by 
mutual trust and shared values. The bolstered security and defence ties 
between the countries are also possible because of Japan’s willingness and 
greater ability to make a security contribution.

Working under the now well-established ‘2+2’ foreign and defence 
ministers’ framework, strategic cooperation is much more meaningful 
and includes sophisticated exercises, regional capacity building, defence 
science and technology cooperation in the fields of hydrodynamics, 
autonomous systems and materials research. This complements 
longstanding peacekeeping cooperation, ever stronger service-to-
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service collaboration, and defence materiel cooperation (notably Japan’s 
acquisition of Australian-made Bushmaster vehicles). Much sophisticated 
cooperation also occurs under trilateral United States–Japan–Australia 
auspices. Joint Australia–Japan efforts on humanitarian assistance and 
disaster relief, too,  continue to highlight the regional importance of 
the partnership.

On the economic side, the two countries have expanded the relationship 
from the always strong resources and energy base, and have shifted the 
trade relationship from one of persistent conflict over agricultural market 
access, to one of compromise in the FTA and collaboration in regional 
trade negotiations, such as the TPP and more widely in other trade 
negotiations such as the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership. 
I was delighted to be ambassador when Australia and Japan finally signed 
and ratified the FTA in 2014 after seven long years of negotiation. It has 
had substantial commercial outcomes, as well as a head-turning effect 
in getting business to have another look at opportunities in the other 
country, particularly in investment.

Japan remains Australia’s largest Asian source of investment by stock, and 
annual flows remain consistently high. The A$34 billion Ichthys project 
near Darwin, headed by Japan’s INPEX, started production in late 2018, 
and is the first Japanese-operated liquefied natural gas project anywhere 
in the world. For many years, Japan’s demand for Australia’s raw materials 
and energy exports, and Australia’s demand for Japan’s manufactured 
products dominated economic ties. They remain important factors, but 
the two have a new complementarity. Japan’s population is falling, and 
so major players in the domestic consumer goods sector and the services 
sectors have sought new markets abroad, through investment. Notable 
examples from which Australia has benefited include Kirin Beer, Asahi, 
Dai-ichi Life Insurance, Nippon Life Insurance, Nippon Paint and 
Kajima Corporation.

Another strength of the relationship is our people-to-people links, 
although COVID-19 has put a stop to tourism for now. Up until the onset 
of COVID-19, Australians and Japanese had been visiting each other’s 
countries more; in the year to March 2020,10 443,000 Japanese visited 

10	  ‘International Market Performance Statistics’, Tourism Australia, 2020, www.tourism.​
australia.com/​en/markets-and-stats/tourism-statistics/international-market-performance.html, accessed 
10 November 2020.

http://www.tourism.australia.com/en/markets-and-stats/tourism-statistics/international-market-performance.html
http://www.tourism.australia.com/en/markets-and-stats/tourism-statistics/international-market-performance.html
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Australia—well up on five years ago—and over 620,000 Australians 
visited Japan in 2019.11 Air links have been much healthier too, as airlines 
have revived unused air routes, and more airlines have begun competing 
in the market.

In education, Japanese remains the most studied foreign language 
in Australia (although too few Australian students study any foreign 
languages). Nearly 6,000 Australian students go to Japan to study every 
year, and some 60,000 Japanese come to Australia to study or undertake 
student exchanges. Importantly, 2,300 New Colombo Plan scholars have 
studied in Japan, either short-term or long-term. These links are supported 
by Australia–Japan societies in both Australia and Japan, Australia–Japan 
sister city relationships and state–prefecture relationships.

Strong science and research links also exist, with over 400 partnerships 
between Australian and Japanese universities and science institutes. 
Collaboration has yielded advances in fields as diverse as nuclear 
and physical sciences, Antarctic research, space science technology and 
applications, and marine science and ocean observations.

Into the Future
Geopolitical and geo-economic developments will see Australia and Japan 
cooperating ever more closely. The shift in global economic weight—the 
rise of China and India—is dispersing strategic influence and military 
power further. That makes Japan focus more on its security, including 
energy and food security, and pushes Australia–Japan defence and security 
cooperation further.

Both countries strongly support rules-based frameworks for trade, 
investment, non-proliferation and dispute settlement, and each wants 
flexible, representative global institutions and a rules-based international 
framework to support these markets. China and the United States in 
their different ways are challenging existing rules-based frameworks, 
prompting Australia and Japan to work together more closely in response. 

11	  ‘Japan-Bound Statistics’, JTB Tourism Research and Consulting Company, 2020, www.tourism.
jp/en/tourism-database/stats/inbound/, accessed 10 November 2020.

http://www.tourism.jp/en/tourism-database/stats/inbound/
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The  United States withdrew from the TPP but instead of the whole 
framework collapsing, which appeared likely, Australia and Japan took 
the lead to keep it on foot as the TPP-11, without the United States.

Japan remains a major economy, and a key enabler of regional economic 
development through investment, aid and technology. Its enormous stock 
of cumulative overseas investment, which reached over US$1.8 trillion by 
2019, ensures it continues to wield great influence.12 Even as US trade 
policy under former US president Trump challenged global supply chains, 
these will continue to be influenced by decisions made in boardrooms in 
Japan, among others. Australia will be a part of those supply chains and 
concerns about economic security and reducing dependence on China 
will only strengthen those connections.

Australia and Japan’s history of stable and predictable bilateral corporate 
and government dealings will see them turning ever more to one another 
in an age of growing uncertainty. As patterns of global supply and demand 
change even more rapidly owing to technological change and  growth, 
producers will seek greater stability and predictability. As  strong and 
important as Japanese investment in Australia already is, it will almost 
certainly grow stronger. Japan pumped out a record annual flow of 
US$160  billion in overseas investment in 2017, second only to the 
United States globally.13 This figure is four times that of 15  years ago. 
The Australia–Japan FTA also created the conditions for easier Japanese 
investment in Australia.

The Australia–Japan bilateral relationship will remain important to both 
countries, because of our strong economic complementarity and shared 
interests in bolstering regional stability and the rules-based international 
system, and the relationship will continue to be sustained by strong 
people-to-people links. The embassy will remain central to the advancing 
of Australian interests in Japan. Its role and functions will keep evolving, 
but I am confident it will keep making its unique contribution, so long as 
it continues to be staffed by people who know Japan and understand how 
to manage its systems towards Australia’s benefit, and to achieve bilateral 
advantage for both countries.

12	  ‘FDI Stocks’, OECD Data, 2020, data.oecd.org/fdi/fdi-stocks.htm#indicator-chart, accessed 
11 November 2020. Also available as: OECD, OECD International Direct Investment Statistics 2019 
(Paris: OECD Publishing, 2020), doi.org/10.1787/g2g9fb42-en.
13	  ‘FDI Flows’, OECD Data, 2020, data.oecd.org/fdi/fdi-flows.htm#indicator-chart, accessed 
10 November 2020. Also available as OECD, OECD International Direct Investment Statistics 2019.

http://data.oecd.org/fdi/fdi-stocks.htm#indicator-chart
http://doi.org/10.1787/g2g9fb42-en
http://data.oecd.org/fdi/fdi-flows.htm#indicator-chart
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If Australia was paying low rent in an ageing skyscraper in an unfashionable 
part of town, which is where so many Australian embassies around the 
world are accommodated, the Japanese would draw their own conclusions 
about Australia and our weight in the world. They would have been 
unlikely to treat us seriously, and we would have had far less chance 
of negotiating the big-ticket agreements of the last 20  years that have 
benefited Australia so much.

Of course, the embassy building is but part of the story of the Australia–
Japan relationship: it is the people who staff it, and their knowledge of 
Japan, and capacity to pull the levers of power and influence to advance 
Australian interests in Japan that will drive our success as a country there.



This text is taken from The Australian Embassy in Tokyo and Australia–Japan 
Relations, edited by Kate Darian-Smith and David Lowe, published 2023 
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