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Introduction
Australia and Indonesia have had a long history of higher education 
collaboration since the Colombo Plan in the 1950s. Through the Colombo 
Plan, Indonesia, like many other South and Southeast Asian countries, was 
at the receiving end of Australia’s educational services in the framework of 
international development aid (Gifford, 2001). Under subsequent Australian 
and Indonesian Governments, universities in the two countries grew various 
forms of partnerships, including ACICIS, that may have helped Indonesian 
universities to access global knowledge networks and increase the quality 
of their human resources.

The signing of the Indonesia−Australia Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership Agreement (IA-CEPA) in March 2019 marks a definite shift of 
the bilateral educational relationship from the international development 
paradigm to one characterised by a mutually beneficial economic partnership. 
This shift is likely a testament of Indonesia’s transformation into an upper 
middle-income country, which needs high-quality human resources to 
manage and drive economic growth (Mishra, 2015). On the Australian 
side, the Australian university sector has made use of IA-CEPA’s provisions 
to launch three international branch campuses in Indonesia – Monash 
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Indonesia in Greater Jakarta, Western Sydney University in Surabaya and 
Deakin University (in collaboration with Lancaster University, United 
Kingdom) in Bandung. With these changing dynamics in bilateral ties, how 
Australian−Indonesian university partnerships have contributed and will 
contribute to the flourishing of bilateral ties and Indonesian development 
needs requires fresh examination.

Aiming to offer an Indonesian perspective in understanding Australian−
Indonesian university partnerships, with a particular reference to ACICIS, 
this chapter is organised into five key sections: (1) the Indonesian higher 
education landscape and the place of partnerships with Australian universities 
within this landscape, (2) types of inter-university partnerships based on 
the actors involved and motives for establishing partnerships, (3) IA-CEPA 
and the changing dynamics of bilateral ties as both an opportunity and 
challenge for Indonesian universities, (4) the role of ACICIS in fostering 
more inclusive and equal university partnerships and (5) the future of 
university partnerships.

Indonesian higher education landscape
The Indonesian higher education landscape is large and complex. 
Of 279 million Indonesians, 9.3 million are higher education students in 
4,522 higher education institutions (HEIs), served by 326,554 lecturers 
(Pusat Data dan Teknologi Informasi, 2023). This large number of HEIs 
consists of academic HEIs – universities, institutes and schools of higher 
learning (in Indonesian: sekolah tinggi) – and vocational HEIs – academies, 
community colleges (akademi komunitas) and polytechnics. Thus, unique 
to Indonesia, the higher education sector incorporates both academically 
oriented and vocationally oriented HEIs. The overwhelming majority – 
approximately 92% – of Indonesian HEIs are private.

As acknowledged by the Indonesian Government itself, the large and 
complex higher education system faces many problems. In the two key 
planning documents, the 2020−2024 Mid-Term National Development 
Plan (RPJMN) and the 2020−2024 MoEC Strategic Plan (Renstra), 
the Government outlines the problems faced by the Indonesian higher 
education sector, which can be classified into four major themes: access, 
quality, funding and governance, as shown in Table 18.1.
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Table 18.1: Issues in Indonesian higher education as identified in RPJMN 
and Renstra

Access Quality Funding Governance

•	 Low gross 
enrolment ratio

•	 Financial aid for 
students from 
marginalised 
backgrounds 
and 
underdeveloped 
areas

•	 Limited number 
of academics with 
doctorate

•	 Poor relationship with 
industries

•	 Poor quality research, 
limited applicability 
for industries

•	 Lack of industrial 
experience and 
competency 
certification among 
lecturers

•	 Academic inbreeding

•	 Lack of 
financial 
support from 
the private 
sector and 
industries

•	 Lack of private 
investment in 
education

•	 Unavailability 
of endowment 
fund

•	 Mission 
differentiation 
between HEIs

•	 More 
autonomy for 
state HEIs

•	 Reducing the 
number of 
HEIs

Source: Italicised items are from Renstra. Other items are from RPJMN. Data are 
author’s analysis of Renstra (MoEC, 2020) and RPJMN (Peraturan Presiden, 2020).

Considering the multitude of problems, it is not possible to discuss them 
individually, but the problem of quality is more prominently mentioned 
by the documents and will be treated in the paragraphs that follow. It must 
be noted that new planning documents will be issued in 2025, which may 
highlight different issues. However, the aforementioned demonstrates how 
the government critically assesses the Indonesian higher education sector. 
Beyond the problems identified in the RPJMN and Renstra as shown in 
Table 18.1, there are also other latent issues that hold back the progress 
of Indonesian universities such as corruption, academic dishonesty and 
paternalistic academic culture (Rosser, 2019; Sutrisno, 2020).

As noted in Table 18.1, quality problems predominate the Indonesian 
higher education landscape. This is reflected in the accreditation status 
of the HEIs. Only 59% of Indonesia’s 4,522 HEIs are accredited by the 
National Accreditation Agency (BAN-PT), and 102 of these accredited 
institutions receive the highest accreditation rank (A or Unggul) (Pusat Data 
dan Teknologi Informasi, 2023). While the lack of accreditation has been 
attributed to the low capacity of BAN-PT to undertake accreditation for 
thousands of HEIs, the small number of those achieving the top accreditation 
demonstrates the lack of quality among most Indonesian HEIs based on the 
country’s own quality assurance system (Sutrisno, 2023).
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Table 18.1 also shows that some of the key problems in the quality of 
Indonesian higher education are related to human resources. Only about 
19% of Indonesian lecturers hold doctoral qualifications (Secretariat of 
Directorate General of Higher Education, Research, and Technology, 2021). 
Many of these lecturers completed their entire post-secondary education in 
one university, which is also their place of work – an academic inbreeding 
phenomenon. A study by Pratama and Amin (2018) on five universities 
that had doctoral programs in communication studies found that 67% of 
lecturers with doctoral qualification graduated from and worked for the same 
institution. The number was even more pronounced at the undergraduate 
level, where 72% of the lecturers studied for their bachelor degree at the 
same university where they worked. While it is not known how widespread 
this academic inbreeding phenomenon is in other study programs, the 
fact that the Renstra raised this problem indicates its pervasiveness. This 
academic inbreeding, according to Rakhmani and Siregar (2016), results 
in insularity. Many lecturers only know the higher education management 
system and academic culture in the one university where they studied 
and currently work. They have limited networks beyond that university, 
let alone international collaborators. Consequently, universities have been 
more focused on advancing their own research agenda, not attentive to 
collaborative research opportunities and thus, were circumvented from 
being competitive at the regional and international levels.

Unsurprisingly, the Indonesian higher education sector has been generally 
characterised by low quality from an international comparative perspective 
(Sutrisno & Pillay, 2016). There is no Indonesian university in the top 
1,000 universities of the 2023 Academic Ranking of World Universities/ 
Shanghai Ranking, whereas other neighbouring Southeast Asian countries 
fared better (Shanghai Ranking Consultancy, 2024). Singapore has four 
universities in the list, and both Malaysia and Thailand have five universities 
each. In comparison, Australia has 34 universities in the top 1,000 list.

One of the avenues to overcome this insularity and lack of international 
competitiveness is by harnessing partnerships with international 
counterparts (Rakhmani & Siregar, 2016). Indeed, the publicly available 
consultation draft of the 2025−2045 Long Term National Development 
Plan (RPJPN) calls for more partnerships between Indonesian universities 
and global universities and research institutes (Bappenas, 2024). Of course, 
not all Indonesian universities are insular, and universities from other 
countries can also contribute to increasing international networks for 
Indonesian universities. However, arguably, Australian universities have 
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been playing a major role in this respect. Staff members of Australian 
universities actively visit many Indonesian universities to establish academic 
partnerships and recruit potential postgraduate research students. The 
Australian Government, through the Australia Awards scholarships and 
other scholarship programs, has supported many Indonesian university 
lecturers to obtain further qualifications from Australian universities – 
moderating academic inbreeding. Consequently, to some extent, Australian 
universities have been helping their Indonesian counterparts to be more 
connected to the international knowledge network, alleviating their 
insularity (Sutrisno, 2014).

Hence, the natural role that Australian−Indonesian university partnerships 
can contribute to is strengthening the quality of the Indonesian higher 
education system. Issues of governance, access and funding, while 
interconnected to quality outcomes, are complex domestic policy issues 
that cannot be realistically leveraged by bilateral university partnerships 
or even policy adoption from Australia. Nevertheless, although university 
partnerships can be framed as a means for quality improvement, particularly 
from the Indonesian perspective, in reality, such partnerships are driven by a 
variety of motivations and actors (Sutrisno & Pillay, 2015). They may not 
view quality improvement as imperative.

Australian−Indonesian university 
partnerships
Noting that Australian−Indonesian university partnerships can improve the 
connectedness and cross-border knowledge sharing for some Indonesian 
universities, it is necessary to examine the types of the partnerships, 
the involved actors and the motivations underlying the partnerships. 
Such examination will provide a clearer picture of the current ongoing 
partnerships and their challenges. In this chapter, university partnerships 
are defined as both formal and informal partnerships involving institutions 
and individuals in the higher education sector. While there have been 
typologies of international university partnerships (see, for example, Hill & 
Nweiran, 2020; Knight, 2005; Sebastian et al., 2019), they are developed 
either in the transnational higher education context or commercial venture 
advisory and do not fit the goal of mapping existing Australian−Indonesian 
university partnerships. The following classification of partnership types 
is a preliminary attempt to stocktake and classify Australian−Indonesian 
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university partnerships based on the levels of actors engaged linked with 
the underlying motivations. Hence, the examples and the motivations listed 
in the Table 18.2 are not necessarily exhaustive. There are potentially more 
partnership examples, while the motivations linked in each category are 
only those which are salient.

Table 18.2: Types of Australian−Indonesian university partnerships

Key actors Partnership examples Motivations

Governments Joint working group, split-site 
master scholarships, KONEKSI

Soft diplomacy, capacity 
building, knowledge 
production

Consortia ACICIS, Australia–Indonesia Centre Cross-cultural understanding, 
knowledge sharing and 
production

Individual 
Universities

Dual-degree programs, professional 
internships, language and cultural 
programs, study abroad programs

Financial benefits, cross-
cultural understanding, 
international profile

Individual 
Academics

Joint research projects, guest 
lectures, adjunct professorships

Knowledge sharing, 
international profile, cross-
cultural understanding

As shown in Table 18.2, there are four broad categorisations of the university 
partnerships based on the key actors involved: governments, consortia, 
individual universities and individual academics.

At the government level, the Australian and Indonesian Governments enable 
and sponsor university partnerships through intergovernmental dialogues, 
collaborative research funding, and scholarship provision. The Joint Working 
Group hosted alternately by the Australian Department of Education and 
the Indonesian MoEC provides strategic discussions between the two 
governments on educational issues, which can translate into facilitation 
of university partnerships and acknowledgement of university degrees and 
qualifications (FPTVI, 2017).

Launched in 2023, KONEKSI is an initiative of the DFAT, in collaboration 
with the Indonesian Ministry of Higher Education, Science and Technology; 
Ministry of National Planning (Bappenas); and the National Research and 
Innovation Agency (BRIN). It provides competitive grants for collaborative 
research project between Australian and Indonesian organisations, including 
universities. The projects funded focus on knowledge to innovation or 
knowledge to policy, in topics of common interest for both countries, such 
as environment, climate change and digital transformation. It is expected 
that through collaborative research projects, Indonesian and Australian 
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organisations and universities will have a more equitable and lasting 
knowledge-based partnerships (KONEKSI, 2024). More time is needed to 
evaluate the impact of the initiative on sustainable Australian−Indonesian 
university partnerships.

The Split-Site Masters Scholarship Program, which was initiated by DFAT 
under the Australia Awards scheme, is a way for governments to sponsor the 
growth of university partnerships between the two countries. Under this 
program, partnering Australian and Indonesian universities offer master-level 
dual-degree programs, in which students study the first year in an Indonesian 
university and the second year at an Australian university, culminating in 
the awarding of two master degrees, one from each institution (Australia 
Awards in Indonesia, 2020). Indonesian Government agencies finance the 
Indonesia study component, whereas DFAT provides the scholarship to 
complete the Australia study component. The scholarship program can be 
seen as driven by capacity building goals – to train Indonesians for higher 
academic qualifications and skills as well as soft diplomacy – projecting a 
country’s positive image and influencing policy agenda of other countries 
through education partnerships (Coates, 2020; Haupt et al., 2021; Roberts 
& Habir, 2015).

Consortia of universities are another type of university partnership between 
the two countries. The Australia–Indonesia Centre brings together seven 
Indonesian and four Australian universities for research collaboration to 
advance knowledge sharing in science, technology, education, innovation, 
and culture (Australia–Indonesia Centre, n.d.). As the Centre hones 
excellence in research collaboration between the two countries, it perhaps 
can only accommodate a small number of highly research-intensive 
universities. All four Australian universities belong to the Group of Eight, 
whereas the seven Indonesian universities are autonomous state universities 
(PTN-BH). Although led by Monash University, the Centre is supported 
by development aid funding from the Australian Government. The other 
consortium in Table 18.2 and of particular interest for this volume, ACICIS 
is arguably more inclusive in its membership and will be discussed in the 
section that follows.

At the individual university level, there are many forms of university 
partnerships that each individual university can pursue according to their 
interests. Language and culture courses, for instance, have long been 
a means to increase cross-cultural understanding between partnering 
universities. The Program Intensif Belajar Bahasa dan Budaya Indonesia 
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(PIBBI) offered by UKSW in collaboration with ANU has served 
70 cohorts of learners of bahasa Indonesia from ANU (UKSW, n.d.). The 
Global Business Practicum at the UNSW has been run in collaboration 
with BINUS University. Supported by the NCP, the Practicum places 
UNSW students for internships in Indonesian companies (Jakarta Globe, 
2015). The numerous undergraduate dual-degree programs offered by 
Australian and Indonesian universities are another example of university-to-
university partnerships offering different pathways to earn both Australian 
and Indonesian qualifications for private fee-paying students (Sutrisno, 
2014). These examples of individual university partnerships are necessarily 
not replaced when a university joins a consortium, as they may be driven 
by other agendas, such as building a university’s international profile or 
financial benefits from tuition fees (Sutrisno & Pillay, 2015).

Turning to the individual academics, the ubiquitous and spontaneous 
nature of individual academic collaboration poses difficulties in thoroughly 
mapping and stocktaking the forms of partnerships and specific individual 
motivations. However, research findings have highlighted that person-
to-person relationships are the foundation for higher-level university 
partnerships (Sutrisno, 2014). Often the strength of these interpersonal 
relationships has outperformed institutionalised university partnerships and 
withstood situations when partnering universities were driven by different 
motivations (Sutrisno, 2014). Hence, these personal interactions are crucial 
for university partnerships, and in-country study opportunities, as afforded 
by ACICIS. They also enable the flourishing of personal interactions, 
not only between Australian and Indonesian academics but also between 
students and with the wider community around the campus (cf. Ziguras & 
Lucas, 2020).

Australian and Indonesian universities’ motivations when establishing 
partnerships may be divergent. For example, Australian universities 
could be more driven by financial benefit when establishing dual-degree 
programs, whereas Indonesian universities tend to expect capacity building 
from the Australian partners (Sutrisno & Pillay, 2015). Unmet aspirations 
may lead to fractures in the partnerships. Moreover, aggressive strategies to 
recruit more students by some Australian universities can be misconstrued. 
Financial profit orientation may be seen by some Indonesian academics as 
the sole motivation of Australian universities to enter partnerships with 
Indonesian universities (Sutrisno, 2014) − oversimplification and blanket 
generalisation that do not do justice to the range of motivations underlying 
university partnerships.
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Furthermore, motivations evolve over time. Hill and Nweiran (2020) note 
that as transnational education programs, such as dual-degree programs, 
mature, universities offering them are considering long-term sustainability 
rather than instantaneous student recruitment. Trust and a shared goal 
between Australian and Indonesian universities have been identified as key 
success factors for partnerships (Sebastian et al., 2019). Despite the facts, 
it is possible that negative perceptions may have been ingrained and are 
difficult to reverse. The signing of IA-CEPA and the ensuing establishment 
of Australian branch campuses in Indonesia further amplify the notion that 
Australian universities are more commercially oriented.

IA-CEPA and the changing dynamics of 
Australian−Indonesian bilateral ties
Since IA-CEPA took into effect in July 2020, the bilateral ties between the 
two countries have supposedly taken a new shape as a partnership between 
equals. Indonesia is no longer positioned as being at the receiving end of 
Australia’s international aid, even though it still receives some aid funding, 
as shown in the previous section. In its outlook on the Indonesian higher 
education sector, IA-CEPA views the sector as a service commodity and 
guarantees Indonesia’s commitment to liberalise the sector to the Australian 
universities (DFAT, 2019). It attests to the neoliberal reasoning and 
narrative, pervasive in the minds of both governments. Since late 1990s, the 
Indonesian Government has increasingly encouraged (public) universities 
to be more autonomous, more commercially adaptive and competitive 
(Marginson, 2016; Welch & Aziz, 2022), mimicking what Australia and 
many other countries did earlier to their higher education sectors.

At the same time, the Indonesian Government has embarked on transforming 
higher education and research infrastructure and policies, making them 
more comparable with what Australia has offered through its international 
development aid and competitive research grants. Programs that enable 
cross-border mobility and research collaboration are now offered by both 
Australian and Indonesian Governments. Table 18.3 compares those 
Indonesian Government-funded programs and their Australian equivalence.
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Table 18.3: Comparison of Australian and Indonesian cross-border 
mobility and research programs

Program type Australian program Indonesian program

International postgraduate 
scholarships

Australia awards
ACIAR scholarships

LPDP scholarships
BPI scholarships

Short-term mobility 
scholarships

New Colombo Plan IISMA
MOSMA
Darmasiswa

International competitive 
research grants

KONEKSI
ARC grants

LPDP Rispro

Postdoctoral/short-term 
research fellowships

ARC Discovery 
Program

BRIN visiting researcher and 
postdoctoral programs

As Table 18.3 shows, the coverage of Indonesian Government scholarship and 
research programs is now comparable with what the Australian Government 
has, although not necessarily of the same size and quality. Long- and short-
term cross-border mobility for the purpose of studying or conducting 
research is now possible, starting from undergraduate to postdoctoral level. 
International collaborative research opportunities are available from the 
two governments. With the backing of strong economic performance and 
conducive government policies, the Indonesian higher education system is 
becoming more self-sustaining in its global engagement, no longer solely 
dependent on international aid assistance.

However, this does not yet mean that Indonesia has an equal footing in 
higher education partnerships with Australia. In particular, research 
partnership between the two countries is lopsided. In early 2022, Australia 
was Indonesia’s third most important international partner for research 
publications, whereas Indonesia was only Australia’s 35th (DFAT, 2022). 
In terms of research publication citations, often considered as a measure 
of research quality output, Indonesia had 19% less citations than the 
global average, whereas Australia had 60% more citations based on the 
Field Weighted Citation Impact (DFAT, 2022). Thus, while the IA-CEPA 
narrative is one of equal economic partnership between the two countries, it 
is not yet a level playing field in higher education. The arrival of Australian 
international branch campuses perhaps further underscores the inequality 
of Indonesian and Australian universities.
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Indonesia had long considered the opening of international branch campuses 
(IBCs) before IA-CEPA came into force in July 2020. In February 2018, 
President Jokowi spoke at the Indonesian Rectors’ Forum and essentially 
stated that competition from IBCs operating in Indonesia was necessary to 
transform Indonesian universities,

‘Kalau tanpa diberi kompetitor berubah, ya tidak usah. Tapi kalau 
ditunggu tidak berubah ya diberi (saingan)’ [If it is possible to change 
without competitors, then there will be no need (to introduce 
competition). But if after waiting for a long period and there is still 
no change, then competitors will be introduced].

(Stefanie, 2018)

This rather threatening statement perhaps reflected the government’s 
frustration in dealing with the persistent low quality of the universities, as 
discussed by RPJMN and Renstra. The earlier Ministerial Regulation for 
IBCs (Peraturan Menteri Riset, Teknologi, Dan Pendidikan Tinggi Republik 
Indonesia, 2018) states that the goal of allowing their operation is to improve 
the nation’s competitiveness and the targeted areas are science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics or other areas that have not been offered by 
Indonesian universities, in line with national development priorities. It also 
stipulated that only universities in the top 200 international rank could 
be allowed to establish IBCs. The current Ministerial Regulation of IBCs 
(Peraturan Menteri Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan, 2021) further tightens the 
requirements to universities in the top 100 international rank, and IBCs are 
to be established in Special Economic Zones (Kawasan Ekonomi Khusus), 
which are designated as new national centres of economic growth. Hence, 
the logic behind allowing IBCs is to introduce competition that will drive 
Indonesian HEIs to increase their quality and contribute to the nation’s 
increased competitiveness.

The ratification of IA-CEPA enables Australian universities to open IBCs. 
In 2021, Monash Indonesia, offering postgraduate qualifications and 
executive education, became the first IBC in Indonesia. It is followed by 
Western Sydney University Indonesia, officially inaugurated in 2023 with 
expected first student intake in 2024. Western Sydney exclusively offers 
undergraduate programs in five disciplines. In 2025, Deakin University 
in partnership with Lancaster University launched their branch campus in 
Bandung, also offering undergraduate programs. On paper, these branch 
campuses will help to increase the quality of Indonesian human resources 
through international higher education, foster entrepreneurial competition 
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among universities, and, in line with the discussion in the previous section, 
reduce the insularity of Indonesia’s higher education sector. However, 
the attitude of Indonesian academia towards the Australian IBCs comes 
into question.

While a survey on the views of Indonesian universities and academics on 
Australian IBCs does not exist, there have been media reports on concerns 
voiced by leading Indonesian academics. They can be categorised into 
two main themes: unreadiness to face competition from IBCs and unfair 
preferential treatment. Djiwantoro Hardjito, a professor of civil engineering 
from Petra Christian University in Surabaya, points out that the Western 
Sydney University Surabaya is not located in a Special Economic Zone. 
In terms of international ranking, it is ranked at 375 by the 2024 QS World 
University Ranking, even below Universitas Airlangga in Surabaya, ranked 
at 345 in the same ranking system (Hardjito, 2023). These facts seem to 
counter the general stipulations about IBCs in the Regulation of the Minister 
of Education and Culture no. 10/2021 as noted previously. Admittedly, the 
regulation was not breached as another article in the regulation provides 
a loophole – an IBC that does not fulfil the requirements still can be 
established as long as there is an invitation from the Minister of Education. 
Nevertheless, a question of fairness can be raised. The loopholes in the 
regulation give a preferential treatment to IBCs, while domestic universities 
must meticulously comply with other existing government regulations. The 
expectation that IBCs will raise the quality of the higher education system 
may not materalise if they do not have a substantially higher quality than 
the domestic universities (Hardjito, 2023).

Concerning competition, Prof Mayling Oey-Gardiner, an economist from 
the University of Indonesia, states, ‘The opposition among Indonesian 
teaching staff is incredible … It’s very simple: Indonesian universities simply 
aren’t ready for competition and are objecting to this (O’Neill, 2018, p 38).’ 
Such rejection represents the anxiety of leading Indonesian universities in 
facing head-to-head competition with IBCs. This competition does not 
necessarily tackle one of Indonesia’s pressing higher education problems 
– the predominance of small, low quality, undergraduate-focused, private 
providers. Some 3,700 HEIs were classified as such by MoEC (2020). 
Because these HEIs mainly cater to low-income students, they will never 
be competitors of IBCs that charge premium tuition for students. They 
will not be pushed to improve their quality simply because IBCs start 
operating in Indonesia. Rather, IBCs may adversely affect the enrolment 
rates at the better private and state Indonesian universities (Hardjito, 2023), 
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many of which have been offering dual-degree programs in partnership with 
Australian universities. Hence, it is understandable that the government’s 
plan to introduce competition in the higher education sector by 
introducing IBCs is not necessarily welcomed as the logic underlying this 
plan – international competition to push for reforms – may not address 
the problem of numerous low quality HEIs in Indonesia. Both critiques 
show the contested conceptualisation of the roles of IBCs translates into 
opposition and anxiety among domestic universities.

While there are reasons to oppose the introduction of IBCs, there is not 
enough evidence on the outcomes of these IBCs for Indonesia considering 
their recency. Thus, lessons learned from neighbouring countries’ 
experience in hosting IBCs may be instructive for imagining the future 
of the Indonesian higher education in general and Australian−Indonesian 
university partnerships in particular. Vietnam allowed IBCs for the 
chief purpose of capacity building and quality improvement – similar to 
Indonesia’s situation (Hayden & Le-Nguyen, 2020). Pham (2020) stated 
that the IBCs, which included RMIT Vietnam in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh 
City, helped Vietnam to improve the quality of human resources, although 
this improvement was mainly for the wealthier segment of the society that 
could afford the tuition. Most Vietnamese universities are not necessarily 
pushed to perform better due to the introduced competition from the IBCs 
(Hayden & Chinh, 2020). It is possible that the IBCs cater to a different 
market niche than most Vietnamese universities, thus nullifying their 
need to undertake internal reforms. Nevertheless, partnerships between 
Vietnamese and Australian universities do not necessarily diminish due to 
the presence of RMIT Vietnam (UTS Insearch, 2019).

A similar scenario may also take place in the future for Indonesia. Australian 
IBCs may serve a particular segment in the market for higher education – 
those seeking international qualifications without having to cross borders. 
It is doubtful that a large number of Australian universities will aggressively 
set up branch campuses in Indonesia and significantly compete with leading 
Indonesian universities. Like in Vietnam, most Indonesian universities will 
not be compelled to improve their quality just because IBCs operate in 
the country. Moreover, studies on IBCs show that they are not necessarily 
profitable, and universities that keep their commitment to maintain IBCs 
tend to have other key motives and incentives beyond short-term financial 
benefits (Wilkins, 2020). Hence, any IBCs that can survive for a long 
period of time in Indonesia will likely be less profit oriented and look for 
long-term engagement and non-monetary benefits. Indonesian universities 
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that have enjoyed mutually beneficial partnerships with Australian 
universities, through ACICIS for example, will not necessarily be negatively 
influenced as Australian IBCs spring up in the country. They will continue 
mutually beneficial partnerships with Australian universities. Nevertheless, 
the presence of Australian university branch campuses in Indonesia that 
are tied in with a Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement may 
strengthen the view that Australian universities are profit-driven and student 
recruitment–oriented among certain groups of Indonesian academics.

ACICIS’ role and contribution
As noted before, some Indonesian universities may have suffered from 
insularity and segments of the higher education sector may have less-
favourable views about Australian universities’ marketing tactics in 
Indonesia. Due to its design and work, ACICIS arguably provides means 
for tackling these two issues – insularity and negative perceptions.

First, ACICIS’ open membership and varied composition enables broader 
and more intensive cross-border encounters between member universities. 
In his presentation to the Indonesian Innovative Languages Other 
Than English in Schools (ILOTES) Project Conference in 1994, David 
Hill envisaged ACICIS not as a replacement of individual university 
partnerships. Rather, ACICIS would be a corporate endeavour to make 
the in-country study option more directed, efficient, and academically 
robust for both Australian and Indonesian universities (Hill, 1994). Hill 
further pointed out many examples of flourishing Australian−Indonesian 
university partnerships, particularly among the regional universities in the 
two countries, which he believed would improve the capacity of Indonesian 
lecturers. Hence, since its inception ACICIS had the in-built aspiration 
to remove the insularity of Indonesian universities and develop their 
capacity. Currently, eight Indonesian universities, 20 Australian universities 
as well as Leiden University in the Netherlands are members of ACICIS. 
Among the Indonesian host universities, there are three PTN-BH state 
universities, one private Islamic university and four private Christian/
Catholic universities. On the Australian side, the membership spectrum 
is also broad, incorporating universities belonging to the Group of Eight, 
Australian Technology Network and the Innovative Research Universities 
group. Current and previous non-Australian member universities add a 
more international outlook for ACICIS, which further widens the global 
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network of the Indonesian host universities. In addition, ACICIS’ credit 
transfer from these Indonesian universities to the international member 
universities provides a more equal international educational partnership. This 
acknowledgement of the credits earned from courses offered by Indonesian 
universities can be seen as an acknowledgement that the quality of these 
courses is equal to those offered by the partner international universities 
(Sutrisno, 2014). Hence, while the eight Indonesian host universities may 
not be perceived as inward-looking universities, ACICIS further improves 
their international profile and networking.

Second, by facilitating students to study in Indonesia, ACICIS reverses 
the dominant student traffic from Indonesian to Australian universities. 
This reversal counters the perception that Australian universities are only 
interested in recruiting Indonesian students for profit-taking. Admittedly, 
the number of Australian students studying in the eight Indonesian host 
universities through ACICIS is far fewer than the 25,000 Indonesian students 
studying in Australia (Department of Education, 2023), and these ACICIS 
students only study for a rather short time and in limited study programs. 
Nevertheless, they provide a firsthand experience for many Indonesian 
university staff members and students to meet their southern neighbours. 
In addition, these Australian students also enrich the communities around 
the campus where they live and interact, such as residents and owners of kos, 
warung and laundromats, both socially and financially. Ziguras and Lucas 
(2020) interpret the financial transactions and social interactions as the key 
benefits of overseas short-term study, such as ACICIS. Through the hosting 
of internationally mobile students, the local communities profit financially 
through the accommodation, meal and transportation expenditures. 
By sharing experiences with the international students, the local population 
generate mutual respect and pride (García & Longo, 2017). Hence, the 
Indonesian universities and communities surrounding them may benefit 
financially and socially from hosting international students brought 
by ACICIS.

Aside from the benefits, there are potential issues in university partnerships 
for cross-border short-term mobility. Some of them pertain to the students 
and academics involved in these mobility partnerships, such as superficial 
learning of local language and culture, purely transactional interaction 
between international students and local communities, amplification of 
inequality by collaborating with the privileged segment of the local society, 
and inadequate respect of local culture (García & Longo, 2017; Wood et al., 
2012; Zemach-Bersin, 2008), which may result in negative perceptions 
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from the local host communities, students, and university administrators. 
There may also be issues in the nature of university partnerships. As many 
day-to-day decisions have been relegated to the program administrator 
(such as ACICIS), the actual level of engagement between the partnering 
universities is actually rather low, and the host universities (in this case the 
Indonesian universities) may not have sufficient agency in making decisions 
about the short-term overseas study programs (Ziguras & Lucas, 2020). 
However, these are rather conjectural conclusions based on findings from 
other contexts. Unfortunately, there is limited empirical research done about 
these potential benefits and problems in the ACICIS context specifically 
and the Australian−Indonesian context more generally. Some emerging 
empirical investigations as reported in different chapters of this volume 
contribute more understanding about these issues.

Where do we go from here?
As ACICIS reaches its 30th anniversary, its consortium partnership model 
is still fit for purpose in sustaining collaboration between Australian and 
Indonesian universities. Having withstood the COVID-19 pandemic that 
stopped the essential requirement of in-country studies – physical mobility 
of students, ACICIS managed to adapt to temporary online delivery 
mode (ACICIS, 2023). The earlier concerns among academics that virtual 
learning will replace traditional classroom interaction have been proven 
unfounded after the pandemic is controlled, although it will continue 
to develop along face-to-face interaction (Coates, 2020). While virtual 
learning and internships have their value, the experience of personally living 
and studying in another country cannot be fully replaced.

Looking ahead, Australian and Indonesian university partnerships 
will continue to grow, incorporating technology where appropriate 
without abandoning face-to-face interaction as the ACICIS experience 
demonstrates. IA-CEPA and Australian IBCs are already a part of the 
partnership landscape and will be tolerated, even accepted, in the long run. 
The types, longevity, drivers and actors behind these partnerships will vary 
even more to accommodate for the growing needs of Indonesia for quality 
higher education services and Australia’s interest in the Indonesian higher 
education market. With the convergence of commercial and human capital 
development motives in IA-CEPA, corporations and business entities, 
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which have been largely absent from Australian−Indonesian university 
partnerships, will likely enter the landscape and shape partnerships between 
universities, for instance (cf. Coates, 2020).

As global and regional challenges such as climate change, sustainability, 
social inclusion, regional stability and democratic governance impact all in 
Australia and Indonesia, to further flourish, universities must participate 
in addressing them and cannot just emphasise their own internal interests 
(cf. Coates, 2020; Rizvi, 2020; Tierney, 2021). As Guo et al. (2020, p 1326) 
put it: ‘As experiences in 2020 have demonstrated, universities can and must 
direct their futures, for the good of the globe. Universities are for life, not 
just for money, competitions, papers, and grades’. If universities, researchers, 
and industries could collaboratively work across borders together to develop 
COVID-19 vaccines in 2020, in the future universities should be able to 
form partnerships that help solve humanity’s pressing problems. External 
funding mechanisms made available by the two governments through 
KONEKSI dan LPDP Rispro to some extent have directed universities’ 
research efforts to this direction, giving hope that universities with the 
right kind of support will remain relevant and useful for the common good 
(Marginson, 2016; Tierney, 2021). It is now dependent on universities to 
orient themselves and their partnerships to tackle these larger societal issues.

Conclusion
Australia and Indonesia have a long history of university partnerships. 
Those partnerships flourish into many different types, driven by a range 
of different motivations and key actors. At the beginning of this chapter, 
Australian−Indonesian university partnerships were framed as a way to 
improve quality of Indonesian universities. Throughout the chapter, it has 
been demonstrated that there are ways that these partnerships have brought 
positive impacts to the quality of Indonesian universities, ranging from 
reduced insularity, improved human resources, increased international 
profile, and the co-production of knowledge. However, this chapter also 
acknowledges that university partnerships are limited in their breadth and 
depth to effectuate quality improvement for the entire higher education 
system. Enacting a massive quality overhaul requires sustained long-term 
investment, international talent acquisition, robust academic freedom, and 
structural reform to the university organisation, which should be embedded 
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in the social and political realities of the country (Salmi et al., 2023). While 
international partnerships have a role, it is just one among many factors that 
contribute to higher education quality improvement.

The signing of IA-CEPA facilitates the presence of Australian university 
branch campuses in Indonesia, which may have caused anxiety among some 
Indonesian universities and academics due to the prospect of competition, 
negative perceptions of profit-making motives, and preferential treatment 
of branch campuses. Nevertheless, ACICIS demonstrates that Australian−
Indonesian university partnerships can be mutually beneficial through 
improved international profiles for participating Indonesian universities 
and increased flows of Australian and international students to Indonesian 
campuses. As the dynamics of bilateral relationships shift and the two 
countries face common global and regional challenges, Australian−
Indonesian university partnerships continue to grow and be relevant 
provided they contribute to finding solutions for those common challenges.
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