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Opening remarks 

ASPI and SWP have been partnering since 2016 to undertake regular Germany–Australia dialogues. This year’s 
meeting in Sydney marked the second iteration after the inaugural dialogue in Berlin in December 2016. 
Following the 2+2 meeting of 2016 and the recommendations in the report by the Australian–German Advisory 
Group (AGAG), the dialogue has been a welcome outcome, fostering a closer bilateral relationship. Participants 
agreed that political will to continue talks and meetings and to foster institutional cooperation is still strong on 
both sides. Another welcome development has been the opening of an office of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, a 
German political foundation, in Canberra in 2017. 

Germany and Australia share many values and have increased collaboration in many areas. However, there’s still 
room to further develop the strategic partnership that was agreed in 2012 and strengthened through the AGAG 
process. As one participant remarked, both countries are close enough to share interests and challenges, 
different enough to bring varying views to the table and direct enough to have an interest in frank discussions 
and implementing practical outcomes. 

The characteristic of ‘like-mindedness’ between Australia and Germany sparked discussion on the varying 
connotations of the term and agreement that, even if countries are like-minded, they can still have diverging 
views on some areas. At the same time, like-mindedness allows us to develop solutions together, especially on 
pressing issues such as countering terrorism and countering violent extremism, in which sharing lessons learned 
and developing approaches together are the only ways that both countries will be successful. 

It was noted that geographical distance is often cited as a hurdle to closer cooperation, but participants stressed 
the importance of overcoming that narrative: German–Australian relations are too important to use geography 
as an excuse for inaction. 

 

Session One: Russia challenges the global order 

In recent years, German and Australian relations with Russia have deteriorated substantially. Russia is 
increasingly challenging the international liberal order, culminating in the illegal annexation of Crimea in 2014 
and the conflict in Ukraine’s east. Russia has also interfered in domestic politics and elections across North 
America and Europe. Despite continuing to seek dialogue and political solutions to the conflict through the 
Normandy format, Germany has hardened its stand towards the Kremlin as prior trust has been broken. 
Australia’s view on Russia has also become more negative in recent years, especially due to the downing of 
Flight MH17. 

Russian foreign policy interests have not significantly changed over the past few years, but the Kremlin has 
changed its ‘toolbox’ to further its interests. Moscow continues to aim for an equal footing to the US and China in 
its regions of interest. The military reform and modernisation of recent years underpins the ‘coercive diplomacy’ 
approach that the Kremlin has been using for years. 

2018 marked another step away from any improvement in relations with Russia. Some participants argued that 
the Novichok nerve agent attack in Salisbury, UK, saw the West more united than ever before. In response, EU 
member states and like-minded partners, including Australia and the US, expelled Russian diplomats, sending a 
coordinated message on the part of the democracies. This was also evidence that the Kremlin can 
underestimate the consequences of its actions and has a tendency to overreach. It was noted that Putin may 
understand weaknesses of countries but overlooks their strengths, and didn’t expect such stark deterioration in 
German–Russian relations. 
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The way Russia challenges the international order on political, social and cultural levels poses specific 
challenges to both Germany and Australia, as well as in their respective regions and regions of interest. Australia, 
which often sees Russia focusing on Europe rather than the Asia–Pacific, needs to understand that Russia can 
affect its immediate security environment despite the geographical distance. For example, Nauru recognises 
Abkhazia and South Ossetia, and both were invited to attend the Pacific Islands Forum meeting held on Nauru in 
September 2018. Furthermore, the Asia–Pacific region reacted very differently to Crimea’s annexation and 
succeeding sanctions as well as the Novichok attack. For example, Japan didn’t apply sanctions or expel 
diplomats, despite its often cited like-mindedness. 

Australia is on Moscow’s radar due to its membership of the Five Eyes intelligence alliance, but Canberra’s view 
of Russia is through a lens often dominated by China, as one participant remarked. As Germany has more 
experience in dealing with Russian bellicosity, Australia values access to Germany’s deep knowledge of the 
country. 

Russia isn’t a global power but is becoming a go-to power in the Middle East and Africa, not least because of the 
relative US diplomatic withdrawal from those areas. Within Russia, the Kremlin continues to connect domestic 
and foreign affairs using a more risk-accepting attitude. Russian foreign affairs ‘successes’ are used to overcome 
a domestic political legitimacy gap. For example, after the Crimean annexation, Putin’s approval ratings 
increased dramatically. Now that domestic issues (pension reform, regional elections) are dominating the 
discourse, the question remains whether that could motivate the Kremlin to escalate military adventurism 
abroad. Possible areas would be the Azov Sea, the bridge of Kerch and further escalation in the Donbass, after 
the recent killing of a Donetsk leader. 

Addressing approaches to dealing with the Kremlin, participants discussed different possibilities as well as their 
shortcomings. Containment overlooks that Russia might still attempt destabilisation. Supporters of a ‘Yalta 2.0’ 
accept the existence of influence zones, which would mean accepting illegal behaviour and violations of 
sovereignty. A combination of deterrence and dialogue is still the preferred strategy, as it allows for confidence 
building and preventing a military escalation. 

Both Germany and Australia should increase their cooperation with post-Soviet states, support upholding 
internal EU cohesion and foster cooperation with the EU’s partners. One participant proposed a ‘5C’ strategy for 
dealing with the Kremlin: be candid and tell them what you stand for; be consistent in your reactions and 
decisions; promote clarity on red lines and policies; have the courage to hold onto positions and decisions; and 
ensure coordination with like-minded countries in responding to Russian behaviour. 

Participants touched upon several emerging areas where countries have to develop understanding and 
approaches to Russia: cyberwarfare has already become an area where Russia isn’t a challenge but a threat; the 
potential of the Kremlin to influence and mobilise Russian diasporas (as seen in the Lisa case in Germany); and 
the growing China–Russia relationship. 

Russia–China relations can have big implications for Australia, and the closeness and degree of cooperation 
should be analysed. While they aren’t anywhere near an alliance, they see tactical value in cooperating. China 
and Russia have now held naval manoeuvres in the Baltic, Mediterranean and South China seas. However, Russia 
still pursues behaviour in the Asia–Pacific region that also counters China’s interests—for example, sustaining a 
formerly close military relationship with Vietnam. It’s yet to be determined how the potential competition 
between the Belt and Road initiative (BRI) and the Eurasian Economic Union may affect the partnership; it may 
have repercussions for the regions. Brief remarks were made about the Russian economy, touching upon the 
issues around the North Stream 2 pipeline and the fact that the past decades haven’t brought competitiveness 
to Russia’s economy. That underpins the notion that Russia is an overall loser to the forces of globalisation, even 
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while that hasn’t prevented Moscow from applying its power and being prepared to use force in its near abroad 
and with old partners like the Assad regime in Syria. 

The participants agreed that it will be incumbent upon countries such as Germany and Australia to continue 
stating the importance of the international rules-based order. The next German–Australian 2+2 ministerial 
meeting would offer a valuable opportunity to make such statements and show our bilateral commitment to 
coordinate dealings with the Russian Government. It was remarked that Germany should highlight the 
importance of this topic for inclusion in the 2+2 declaration. 

 

Session Two: China’s growing global, regional and domestic 
influence 

It’s been accepted for a long time now that China is an advanced power in the Asia–Pacific and increasingly in 
other areas around the globe. While initially taking the form of mainly economic relations with other countries, 
China’s engagement has seen exponential growth in recent years, especially because of the BRI. Through this 
megaproject, China has reached the middle of Europe, which has been a surprising realisation for many 
Europeans. 

The global financial crisis of 2008 has been seen as a turning point, when Western credibility as the provider of 
global economic stability was damaged and China started to move away from its ‘hide and bide’ strategy, taking 
on a more prominent international role. Some participants underlined that China is aiming to replace the US as 
a global leader. The global perspective on China has been reassessed in recent years: China was seen by Robert 
Zoellick in 2005 as potentially a ‘responsible stakeholder’ but, under Xi Jinping, it’s increasingly seeking to write 
its own rules of international behaviour. In the East and South China seas, in the Pacific and Indian oceans and 
elsewhere, Chinese actions now potentially run in direct competition with the interests of other powers. 

Participants discussed how China has begun challenging the international rules-based order. It was noted that 
China is interested in rules generally, as it likes predictability. At the same time, it now wants to shape the rules 
that nations operate under. This led to debate on whether countries such as Germany and Australia, which are 
very invested into the international liberal order, need to accept Chinese ‘adjustments’ to the order and rules. 
Most participants agreed that it wasn’t in our interest to adopt Chinese rhetoric, as it can lead to the illusion that 
we’re on the same page. One participant underlined the distinction between breaking international rules and 
abolishing international rules. It was then highlighted that China remains engaged in some international 
organisations, for example the World Trade Organization. It was put by a participant that, rather than engaging in 
a trade war with China, Germany and Australia should make an effort to reform the system and thereby 
acknowledge its imperfections—a process that could be in China’s interest. This offers opportunity for bilateral 
cooperation in times of US revisionism and the White House undermining the very institutions that the US 
helped to build. 

While Germany has more experience with Russia and can share its knowledge with Australia, it’s also true that 
Australia has valuable perspectives on China that will be useful to German strategic thinking. Germany has long 
treated China through its business interest lens only, but it’s important to understand the political, strategic and 
intelligence dimensions of Chinese activity in Europe and Germany. 

It was highlighted that Australia, despite its consistency in its China policy, needs to develop a strong stand on 
China, despite its extreme economic dependency on the country, which has been described as ‘unhealthy’. It 
was suggested that Canberra communicate to China its values and continue its principles (focus on areas of 
shared interest, negotiate where difficulties arise, agree to differ, and be careful about what’s said publicly). As it 
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was agreed that China will always want to dictate the terms of a relationship, ultimately the Australian 
Government will need to tell China where it stands. A proposition throughout the discussions saw the merit of 
applying the ‘5C’ strategy discussed in the first session to cover Germany’s and Australia’s approaches to China. 

While countries across Europe are usually united in their approach to the Kremlin, views on China vary 
throughout the Asia–Pacific, making coordinated responses less likely. It was suggested that Australia would 
need to re-equip its system to deal with China because of the importance of its economic relationship; Germany 
is not as dependent but also has significant business interests. Those economic dependencies and business 
interests will pose one of the main challenges in developing approaches for dealing with China. It was noted that 
the lack of a national security understanding in private sectors and societies is one of the main challenges and 
requires both the Australian and German governments to be more transparent in explaining national security 
policy settings. 

One such decision was to ban Chinese telecommunication companies Huawei and ZTE from providing 
components of Australia’s 5G network. Germany should learn from Australia in this regard and foster lessons-
learned exchanges involving provincial governments as well as universities. This creates opportunities for 
Australia and Germany to cooperate and exchange experiences: both need to work more with universities (for 
example, on intellectual property protection), foreign direct investment (the security aspects of Chinese direct 
investment are often overlooked), and the implications of joining Huawei initiatives such as ‘smart cities’ 
(regional and local bodies often don’t realise the national security interests at stake). At the same time, 
governments have to provide alternatives for universities and city administrations / Länder governments. 

Participants shared their thoughts that the Chinese Government might have studied Russia’s illegal annexation 
of Crimea as a litmus test for Chinese annexation of the South China Sea and the potential future handling of 
Taiwan. Participants expressed concern also about the recent intensifying of suppression of minority 
populations. While like-minded governments such as Australia’s and Germany’s have continued to criticise that 
behaviour, that hasn’t brought about any changes. China doesn’t tolerate any foreign interference in its politics, 
despite having done so itself for decades. 

The participants closed the session by speculating about potential developments that would require Australia 
and Germany to collaborate more closely: 

• What happens if President Xi overplays his hand and loses control over his system? 

• What happens if the BRI fails? 

• Does Chinese corrupting influence with Pacific island elites create the potential to spark ‘colour 
revolutions’ in the Pacific island states? 

• Does Australia need to be more pragmatic in the South Pacific to counter Chinese influence on and 
preference of local leaders? 

• How can we make better use of scenario analyses to understand a range of possible futures for China? 

Participants agreed that the topic of Chinese influence operations will become more important on political 
agendas outside China’s region. At the same time, however, they highlighted that China’s limitations need to be 
considered more closely in developing approaches to deal with the Chinese Government. 
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Session Three: Searching for peace in the Middle East 

Both Australia and Germany are engaged in the Middle East and committed to promoting stability and security 
in the region. However, the region’s fate has become extremely uncertain over the past couple of years. As one 
participant remarked, peace has been absent from discussions concerning the Middle East for a long time now 
and isn’t even mentioned in UN documents any more. The region has come to grapple with the coexistence of 
numerous conflicts in parallel, caused by different root causes, involving different players and requiring varying 
approaches. That there’s no blueprint for ‘peace in the Middle East’ remains an important factor. 

This challenging situation is exacerbated by diminishing US commitment to the region, and Russia has become a 
‘go-to’ power for states such as Syria and Iran. The Kremlin has secured mediator positions in the Syria and 
Yemen conflicts, as the White House refrains from continuing its dominating military position in the Middle East. 
Participants explained the turn to Russia with reference to the region’s experience of having been disappointed 
by the US in the past. A participant also claimed that it seems that Russia is currently the only power preventing a 
full conflict between Iran and Israel. Further, China is playing a bigger role in the region as well. A prime US 
interest used to be to assure the continuity of oil flow; now it remains a question whether China, having this key 
interest, wants to become the lone protector of the oil flow. That China has significant interest in the region was 
demonstrated by President Xi’s visits to Iran and Saudi Arabia, highlighting that China is well aware of regional 
power plays. 

Developments around the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, commonly known as the Iran nuclear deal or Iran 
deal, have created more problems in the region and among like-minded countries in the West. While Europe still 
avers that it’s a good deal, Iran has become less hopeful with the departure of the US. Europe and its partners 
have to be careful when considering whether to cooperate more closely with China and Russia on the Iran deal, 
as that would alienate the US even more and probably have negative consequences on the European (especially 
the German) economy. Participants averred that the Iran deal offers an opportunity for Australia to side with its 
European partners and support efforts to save the deal. The Australian Government could offer to host dialogues 
in its diplomatic missions in the region, support the E3 efforts, and help signal to Iran that there’s international 
interest in saving the deal. There’s also the possibility of engaging with Iran on a ‘post-Iran-deal structure’ that 
reaches beyond the initial nuclear deal and includes broader arms control for the region. 

The Iran situation will also play into the future of the regional security environment, which is currently 
dominated by Saudi Arabia – Iran competition. Participants touched upon the conflict in Yemen and how the 
impacts of that conflict on the region are often overlooked, just as the potential for an open state-against-state 
conflict between Saudi Arabia and Iran is often underestimated. Participants discussed opportunities for 
Australia and Germany to engage with Saudi Arabia. 

In Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, the country has gained a radical moderniser who is winning the youth 
domestically while following an aggressive foreign policy coupled with military modernisation. Participants 
agreed that the German and Australian governments need to engage with Saudi Arabia and support its domestic 
agenda while remaining committed to their values and principles, especially when it comes to the terms of 
economic engagement with the country. 

Much time was spent discussing the war in Syria. By now, it has become a highly internationalised conflict, such 
that the original parties aren’t able to end the conflict themselves. The looming battle for Idlib will most likely 
end with the restoration of government control in the area. That will contribute to the difficulties of finding a 
solution and creating a post-conflict vision. The latter remains a challenge, as involved parties have diverging 
views on the country’s future. It was highlighted that, while it’s correct that cooperation with Russia in this regard 
is necessary, the way that fact is communicated needs to change: we need to move from ‘we need Russia’ to 
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‘Russia needs us’. It needs to be pointed out that many issues have been exacerbated by Russia’s involvement 
and backing for Assad. One participant reminded us that this will require Europe and its partners to start thinking 
about what to expect from Russia in return for assisting in Syria. 

A main challenge remains diverging logics: Russia wants the return of refugees from across the region and 
Europe immediately and expects European support in rebuilding destroyed Syrian infrastructure at the same 
time, while Europe and its partners want to rebuild the country first, establishing a different political 
architecture, holding elections and settling a new constitution to create sustainable circumstances for refugees 
to return to. Furthermore, the participants agreed quickly that the Australian and German governments and their 
partners should not be supporting the application of the Chechnya model in Syria, as suggested by Russia. That 
would see the ‘Grozny model’, based on Russian experiences after Moscow’s Chechnya offensives, applied to 
Syria’s reconstruction. Security and economic development as well as aid would come with the requirement of 
accepting official Syrian government control of those areas. Instead, participants agreed that our like-minded 
governments should continue to aim for their preferred reconstruction plan while continuing humanitarian aid. 

Ultimately, the discussion reached the topic of ISIS/Daesh. Australia and Germany are both engaged in 
counterterrorism operations, and even after ISIS has lost most of its territory that shouldn’t lead us to 
underestimate the group. The fight against it remains a top priority, especially because of the group’s reach into 
Europe and Asia. Participants agreed that, while we won’t be able to get rid of ISIS/Daesh, we must contain and 
limit it. Militarily, it may be defeated, but an estimated 20,000 to 30,000 people remain in the group, which shows 
that it continues to evolve, as those were the same numbers as when the countermeasures began. 

It was pointed out that the cyber dimension of ISIS is often misjudged. As intelligence exchanges have proven to 
be very successful in the past to thwart attacks, they should be continued. 

The topic of Iraq was touched upon only briefly, but the participants agreed that both governments should 
continue their commitment and support for further capacity building. 

Concluding the session, it was noted that solutions to peace in the Middle East are not evident, but that 
international cooperation, for example between Australia and Germany and their partners, would at least help to 
establish supportive environments for negotiations. It was also stated that both countries should consider more 
cooperation with Asian–Pacific partners, especially those with large Muslim populations. Furthermore, it was 
agreed that better political engagement with Muslim communities domestically is needed—an area where 
Australia can learn lessons from Germany, where most political parties have Muslim candidates or members in 
political institutions. Participants noted that, if opportunities to counter rising Islamophobia worldwide are 
missed, the phenomenon of increasing right-wing extremism will be a challenge. 

 

Session Four: Broadening strategic cooperation on 
counterterrorism and countering violent extremism 

The preceding session’s debate closed on some of the consequences of a continued destabilised Middle East 
and its effects beyond the region, so the transition to this session was easy. Counterterrorism (CT) and 
countering violent extremism (CVE) are major security concerns for both sides. As was noted in the opening 
session, cooperation in those fields is essential in finding solutions and developing sensible policy approaches. 

Both Australia and Germany have a history of dealing with terrorism, which is far from being a new phenomenon. 
While Germany historically dealt especially with left-wing extremism and threats coming from the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party, recent years changed the focus towards Islamist and right-wing extremism. For example, violence 
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against asylum seekers and refugees exceeds ideologically motivated violence committed by refugees in 
Germany. It was observed that the feeling of being targeted leads to stronger radicalisation. 

Over the past few years, both the Australian and German governments have passed a number of laws to bolster 
their CT engagement. Most of those laws aimed to strengthen law enforcement powers. While Australian 
agencies seem to cooperate with each other somewhat effectively, in Germany there remain functional 
separations between police, law enforcement and intelligence services; domestic and external intelligence 
gathering; and civilian versus military means to fight terrorism. As it was remarked, a major challenge is the fact 
that around 40 agencies involved in CT are represented in a separate CT committee; however, many can’t cross-
cooperate due to bureaucratic and legal hurdles. 

During the discussion, participants were struck by the degree of overlap between Australian and German 
experiences of problems encountered in cooperation between agencies and different jurisdictions. Both 
countries have to deal with the challenges created by federalism. This offers opportunities to exchange lessons 
learned. Opportunities to deepen cooperation between Länder and state and territory governments and 
agencies should be explored and taken further. It was noted that Europol, the Australian Security Intelligence 
Organisation and Germany’s Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution regularly cooperate already. 

CVE remains a significant theme for both countries, and during recent years a lot more effort has been placed on 
it in Australia. Participants highlighted that public communication on existing and developing threats from 
different orientations of violent extremism needs to be continued. Some participants noted that rising right-wing 
extremism and white nationalism need to be addressed in Germany and Australia. The variety of violent 
extremism and countermeasures also need to be communicated better to the public, including differences 
between preventing violent extremism (PVE), CVE and countering hate-filled speech. 

Participants highlighted that practical work on the ground often doesn’t allow for international cooperation due 
to different nuances among states, territories and ethnic communities. However, experiences in what works in 
CVE and what doesn’t should regularly be discussed and exchanged. For example, Germany struggles with 
radicalisation in prisons. Australian states have developed a variety of programs to counter radicalisation in 
prisons and could share details of them with German counterparts. Recently, a new program that includes a 
training program for correction services was developed in Australia. It teaches personnel about early warning 
signs of prisoners radicalising. Such examples offer an opportunity for Australia and Germany to cooperate 
further and learn from each other. 

It was stated that Australia can learn from Germany about how to successfully engage in trust-building 
mechanisms with civil society and Muslim communities. Both Australia and Germany need to be more conscious 
of the fact that there are numerous Muslim communities that face different issues and need to be engaged 
differently. This creates an opportunity for both governments to support exchanges between civil society and 
PVE/CVE practitioners from various backgrounds from both countries to share experiences of different strategies 
and tools to develop disengagement opportunities and paths out of extremism. Bringing together 
representatives engaging in countering different forms of extremism should also be considered. For example, 
right-wing extremism disengagement strategies can teach valuable lessons to CVE programs aiming to counter 
Islamist extremism. 

Both countries have been experiencing challenges in combating extremist content on social media networks, as 
the companies that own the networks are often quite reluctant to act pre-emptively. Participants from both 
countries considered that the companies would act only when governments issue notices to take legal action. 

Australia doesn’t yet have legislation such as Germany’s NetzDG (the Network Enforcement Act); the Australian 
Government can learn from the experiences Germany has had since the passage of the NetzDG, but also from the 
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criticism that it sparked. Across the EU, there’s some common effort on this front but it is mainly on voluntary 
basis, as the removal of extremist social media content is still up to the member states. 

Closer cooperation with the private sector is necessary. Communicating about measures and the purposes of 
seeking access to data will be the key to getting companies such as Twitter ‘on the same page’ as governments. 

The importance that social media have acquired in distributing extremist content calls for more cooperation 
with third countries. Considering how prevalent social media are in Southeast Asia, Germany and Australia can 
use their international leverage to create common standards by pressuring international companies to support 
the efforts of the countries in the region. Another example of supporting those countries was shared by 
participants: Australia recently brought together young social media influencers and activists from the Asia–
Pacific with representatives from social media networks. They received training on how they can help counter 
hate-fuelled speech through their own social media platforms. This is an example that Germany could learn from 
and apply within Germany or support across Europe and other regions where it engages in CT and CVE. 
Furthermore, both governments have the opportunity to foster lessons-learned processes in regions such as 
Africa and Southeast Asia by bringing together people from like-minded states in the regions, enabling them to 
share experiences and strategies. 

Other areas that were also said to offer opportunities for more cooperation were combating cyberwarfare as a 
tool for groups such as ISIS or al-Qaeda and the return of foreign fighters to Germany, Australia or third countries. 
The latter will require closer cooperation with those third countries. 

It was also noted that more CT/CVE debates need to feature discussions on mental health in schools and on 
education’s role in PVE. Australia could also learn from Germany in developing and building a more effective 
Islamic studies architecture. Participants agreed that future discussions also need to include potential for 
German–Australian cooperation on countering the financing of terrorism and fighting the root causes of violent 
extremism and terrorism. 

 

Session Five: Australia–German relations in a rapidly 
changing world 

Australia and Germany have a growing strategic partnership. The past few years have brought much closer two 
countries that are geographically far apart but very close in values and mindsets. However, some participants 
observed that the AGAG was established because our relations were weak and not strong and, while it was 
acknowledged that much improvement has been visible, close dialogues and discussions need to continue. 

While the earlier sessions had mainly focused on shared security challenges and opportunities to meet them in 
collaboration, this session discussed the long way that Australian–German relations have come and which areas 
offer unique possibilities to advance the strategic partnership and deepen the relationship, especially trade and 
economic relations. The forthcoming free trade agreement (FTA) between Australia and the EU will create a 
supportive environment to enhance industry and business relations. It was noted, however, that the German and 
Australian governments should both ensure that topics such as climate change and cybersecurity feature in the 
FTA. 

Germany will have the EU Council presidency in 2020. It would send an important message on the importance of 
German–Australian relations if the German Government were to push for ratification of the FTA during Germany’s 
term in office. Even though our bilateral trade relations are not that advanced yet—Australia doesn’t feature in 
the top 30 of Germany’s trading partners—businesses on both sides need to realise the opportunities. 
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For example, it was remarked that German businesses need to realise that the infrastructure boom in Australia is 
happening now and consequently offers a lot of opportunities for German industry. At the same time, in some 
sectors, such as mining, there’s potential to develop joint ventures between Australian and German businesses 
both nationally and internationally. 

Several fields of opportunity were identified, including digitalisation and technology. The concept of Germany’s 
Industry 4.0 has been recognised, and a net of taskforces has been established in Australia (following an AGAG 
recommendation) to share the benefits of the concept. Initially within the Department of the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet, the taskforce is now located with the private-sector Australian Industry Group. 

Cybersecurity was mentioned as a critical field of interest, especially in regard to industry infrastructure and its 
protection, particularly in the energy sector. 

It was suggested that Australia could learn from Germany and involve unions in discussions about the future of 
work. Further qualifications and continuing education were also mentioned as a sector in which experiences can 
be shared and successful models replicated, for example in advanced apprenticeships. It was noted that 
cooperation between private sectors and universities should be fostered in and across both countries to 
contribute to skill development. 

Participants reiterated that both countries face the same challenges coming from China, as both economies are 
so dependent it, which calls for developing approaches on how to handle China together. Furthermore, it was 
underlined that Australia and Germany are in a place where they can partner and help reform the World Trade 
Organization while ensuring its continued existence. 

Participants highlighted the importance of defence industry cooperation for both economies and overall 
bilateral relations. It has proven to be one of the most successful recent fields of cooperation and has a very high 
priority on both countries’ agendas. It offers a variety of opportunities to deepen cooperation by joint 
developments in areas of common interests, such as helicopter capabilities, the Triton remotely piloted aircraft, 
army vehicles and large patrol vessels. A concrete measure should be to connect small and medium-sized 
enterprises to collaborate on defence industry projects, especially with the possibility to access the wider 
European market through recent EU defence initiatives. 

It was underlined that priority should be placed on developing people-to-people contacts to foster knowledge 
and understanding, including of how decision-making processes work in our respective political and military 
architectures. The potential for intensifying bilateral military cooperation is currently being assessed for a 
forthcoming ASPI publication. 

Aside from economic cooperation, more political partnering was encouraged. Common ground needs to be 
reinforced, such as the necessity of maintaining free markets, collaboration on crisis prevention, finding political 
solutions to conflicts, and strong support for multilateralism. 

Some suggested taking up German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas’s idea of creating an alliance for multilateralism 
in form of a network of like-minded countries. That would include publicly calling out misbehaviour together or 
applying common reactions that are relevant to both regions. It was noted that in the past Australia was 
disappointed when Germany and others didn’t take strong stands on the principle of freedom of navigation on 
the high seas, while Australia participated in sanctions and countermeasures against Russia, for example after 
the invasion of Crimea and in expelling Russian intelligence officers from Canberra after the recent Russian use of 
a Novichok nerve agent in the UK. 
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Participants reiterated that the ‘mental block’ of perceived geographical distance shouldn’t be a bar to 
intensifying the bilateral relationship, stating that other important players, such as the UK and France, don’t 
regard distance as a limit on their engagement with Australia. 

It was noted that cooperative efforts have increased over the past few years, including specific bilateral 
dialogues on CT, cybersecurity and cultural relations. Participants suggested enlarging some parts of those 
dialogues and involving actors from the region as well. It was positively highlighted that the next 2+2 ministerial 
dialogue is being planned. 

 

Final session: Brainstorming the bilateral relationship 

The final session of the dialogue allowed the participants to collect their impressions and ideas from a day of 
discussion. They shared what they had found to be the most striking concepts and comments, and what they 
thought should be on the agenda of the next dialogue. 

Suggestions included the following: 

• Both countries experience the same pressure to rethink their strategic outlook and policy settings. 
Germany and Australia know that improving bilateral relations will offer opportunities to deal more 
effectively with a globally changing security and strategic environment. 

• A vision for bilateral relations is needed. Both countries have different strategic focuses, but both share 
several challenges, one of them being rising anti-globalisation sentiment. Participants urged both sides 
to have the courage to discuss the international rules-based order and how bilateral and multilateral 
cooperation can help to preserve it. 

• The ‘distance issue’ needs to be reconceptualised. As one participant observed, ‘Distance is what you 
make of it.’ One view shared by some participants was that representatives of the German Government 
need to travel more and intensify strategic dialogues across the Asia–Pacific and, of course, with 
Australia. It was suggested that there’s a need to develop a better ‘sales strategy’, explaining why 
Australia and the region increasingly matter to Germany. Furthermore, there are practical solutions to 
the distance issue, such as holding some meetings ‘halfway’, off the back of multilateral and other 
gatherings. 

• Both countries should do more to draw on each other’s natural reservoirs of expertise. Germany has 
deep experience of, and expertise on, Russia; Australia has knowledge about the Indo-Asia–Pacific, 
China and the Pacific island states. Australia can support growing German engagement in the region. 

• Both sides should join hands more when it comes to dealing with China. This should also involve 
engagement with like-minded countries. 

• We should diversify our discussions by including the next generation of strategic thinkers from both 
countries. Such a group should be encouraged to think up ‘provocative ideas’ to help build an 
innovative bilateral relationship between Australia and Germany. 

• It was strongly agreed that the AGAG should meet again soon, both as separate national groups and 
together. The purpose of a further meeting would be to ‘go back and add more depth’—to review 
progress in implementation and set out a new agenda for further cooperation. This was seen to be an 
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important strategy to maintain momentum and senior level political engagement in the bilateral 
relationship. 

• A continuation of the 2+2 dialogue of defence and foreign ministers was highly appreciated, and 
participants suggested that 1+1 meetings (that, is separate meetings of defence ministers and foreign 
ministers and of deputy ministers and senior officials) should also be promoted. Furthermore, 
practitioner levels should be brought together, for example in the CT/CVE area, to exchange lessons 
learned from operating in similar federal systems. 

• Australia and Germany represent a type of ‘alliance of multilateralists’, like-minded in our commitments 
to work towards multilateral solutions to global problems. There’s clear scope for the two countries to 
work with other like-minded countries on promoting and sustaining the rules-based international 
order. 

• Specific topics that should feature at the next ASPI–SWP dialogue included: 

– artificial intelligence 

– the concept of the Indo-Pacific as well as critiques of the idea 

– responding to China’s BRI and its impacts 

– social media and technology impacts on our societies 

– relations with the US. 

• It was also noted that some topics that were timely during the December 2016 meeting were not raised 
on this occasion. They included the stability of the euro and refugee policy. Those issues should be 
revisited in later meetings. 

Both sides expressed their support to continue a Track 1.5 (officials and researchers) Germany–Australia 
dialogue, highlighting that this year’s iteration had shown the importance of the bilateral relationship, the scope 
for deepening cooperation in shared areas of interest, and the variety of opportunities to engage together to 
develop solutions to shared global problems. 
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Acronyms and abbreviations 

AGAG Australian–German Advisory Group 

BRI One Belt, One Road Initiative 

CT counterterrorism 

CVE countering violent extremism 

EU European Union 

FTA free trade agreement 

PVE preventing violent extremism 

UN United Nations 
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