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The quality and diversity think tanks add to the debate on foreign policy 
 
Beyond that broad definition, the three institutions mentioned above are clearly different “types” of think 
tank with different levels of funding, different ways of approaching their missions, and different views on 
what their mission is. Indeed, the subject matter considered in think tanks in Australia is diverse. In 
addition to think tanks with a broad focus, a number of institutes with a narrower focus, such as the Perth 
USAsia Center, the US Studies Centre, AsiaLink, China Matters, and the Australian China Relations Institute 
contribute to the diversity of the debate on foreign policy in Australia.  
 
The AIIA considers the quality of the debate produced by think tanks in Australia to be extremely high and 
varied. Think tanks in Australia produce accessible publications of a consistently high standard. The AIIA 
itself publishes the Australian Journal of International Affairs (AJIA), the nation’s foremost academic journal 
in the field. The AJIA plays a vital role in sustaining the study of Australian foreign policy, defence and 
national security issues in Australian universities by providing Australian academics the opportunity to 
publish in a highly rated scholarly journal which supports research on Australian subjects. Every five years, 
the AIIA also publishes the multi-author volume Australia in World Affairs, which has provided a 
comprehensive survey of Australian foreign policy since 1950. This is in addition to more irregular 
publications, such as a multi-author volume on Australia and the Rules-based International Order, to be 
published in the upcoming weeks, and an ongoing series of books on Australian diplomatic history. The 
AIIA is currently pursuing projects that will lead to policy brief publications on health, connectivity, and 
maritime security in the Indo-Pacific. The AIIA’s publications add to the rich diversity of publications on 
foreign policy produced by other foreign policy think tanks.  
 
The nation’s foreign policy discourse is also greatly enhanced by the weekly publication of foreign policy 
articles from authors of different backgrounds in Australian Outlook (10 articles per week including a 
weekly “round-up” on Australian foreign policy), the Lowy Interpreter (12-13 articles per week) and the 
ASPI Strategist (20 articles per week).  
 
Events also enrich the debate on international affairs in Australia, and this is an area where the AIIA excels. 
The institute usually hosts about 200 events on international affairs per year across the country. The move 
to online and hybrid events after the onset of the COVID pandemic, while it slowed the overall delivery of 
events, has had a marked positive effect on the visibility of the AIIA. Now all AIIA members across the 
country can access all branch events for free. Moreover, most of the 120 lectures, roundtables, panel 
discussions, interviews, debates and other events it has hosted since the onset of the pandemic—and the 
many more to come—will be available permanently online for free at Youtube.com/aiiavision. The roughly 
35 and 30 public events advertised respectively on the ASPI and the Lowy Institute websites during the 
same period will also serve as a valuable resource on international affairs. 
 
In addition to its expansive programme of online events, the AIIA organises a national conference each year 
that serves as the nation’s premier conference on Australian foreign policy. The conference attracts close 
to 400 participants and features experts and practitioners from parliament, government, academia, and 
business. Ministers and shadow ministers have consistently presented the keynotes at the conference. It is 
priced specifically so that members of the public can attend, and various sponsorship packages enable 
young participants to also benefit from masterclasses the day before the conference. While the conference 
was cancelled due to the pandemic in 2020, the AIIA intends to hold it again in October this year. The 
institute’s Victoria branch also hosts an annual careers conference that attracts around 200 students and 
early career professionals. 
 
Thank tanks also aid expert foreign policy discussion and ensure Australian voices are heard in 
international venues through in-person international events in Australia and overseas. For example, the 
last such event the AIIA organised before the pandemic was a roundtable in Tokyo on maritime security 
and institutions in the Indo-Pacific. That event brought Australian academics into contact with their 
colleagues from Japan, South East Asia, South Korea, Europe, New Zealand, India, and the United States. The 
AIIA maintains similar ongoing projects with international partners, and it has supported major 
international conferences, such as the EU-Australia Leadership Forum. 
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Australian Government Funding for Think Tanks is Uneven 

Think tanks clearly enrich the debate on foreign policy in Australia. However, government funding of 
foreign policy think tanks varies greatly in Australia. The AIIA, which has modest funding to begin with, 
recently renewed a three-year contract with the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade for an annual 
subvention of $80,000, amounting to six percent of its overall income in 2018-19, calculated across its 
National Office and branches. In all, the AIIA received $122,900 (or 9.3 percent of its 2018-19 income) from 
the Australian government. In contrast, the Lowy Institute received $2.6 million (21 percent of its income) 
in 2018-19. ASPI maintains yearly core funding of $4 million representing 43 percent of its overall budget 
in 2018-19. This is in addition to commissioned government grants. In all, ASPI’s Australian Government 
funding totals around 65 percent of its total budget. All three institutions state in their publicly available 
materials that they value a diversified funding structure, but there are clearly different results. 

Australian Government funding for publicly funded foreign policy think tanks 
Institution Status Australian 

Government Funding 
2018-19 

percentage 
of total 
income 

Australian Institute of International Affairs Independent charity $122,900 9% 
Lowy Institute Independent charity $2.6 million 21% 
Australian Strategic Policy Institute Commonwealth 

Company 
$6.2 million 65% 

AIIA figures taken from internal information. Lowy Institute figures taken from ACNC register. ASPI figures are 
approximate and taken from the ASPI Annual Report. 

What explains this divergence? First, the missions of the various organisations surveyed here may 
sometimes align, but their organisational cultures are different. The AIIA and the Lowy Institute were 
established as private entities. To speak for the AIIA: while it has a very close working relationship with 
DFAT, the institute values its independence from all governments. The AIIA throughout its history has 
worked efficiently to achieve its mission, while relying on grants and projects that were not sourced from 
the Australian Government. Meanwhile, it relies on a significant reservoir of goodwill among both 
the general community and senior figures within the foreign policy establishment. Many of the activities of 
its branches are supported by enthusiastic volunteers, and many of the products of the institute, such 
as its popular podcast Australia in the World and much of Australian Outlook, is produced at cost to the 
institute as a service to the public.  

Second, and related to the first point, there is a significant capacity gap when it comes to writing grant 
applications. Think tanks which may be highly effective in organising events and projects and publishing a 
steady stream of online articles, may nevertheless be time poor. Many of the more lucrative Australian 
Government tenders are for specific innovative projects whose parameters are determined by the 
government. Organisations that do not have base funding and, therefore, staff with time dedicated to 
researching and responding to specific tenders will prefer to either stick to their familiar sources of funding 
or to create their own projects and seek funding for them. This may well create a vicious cycle where only 
certain institutes have the capacity to apply for tenders. This would decrease the diversity of thinking on 
foreign policy. 

• Recommendation: The Australian Government should allocate staff associated with the
departments offering tenders and task them specifically with approaching time- and resource-poor
institutions to explain both what is available and the requirements of tender applications.

Third, and more relevant to the standing committee’s inquiry into funding on foreign policy, it is clear that 
the rate of increase in funding for defence has outpaced that for the foreign service in Australia in recent 
years. This may well be justified by the fact that increases in the cost of technology to field a first-rate 
military expand faster than the staffing costs to fund the diplomatic service. There is no authoritative 
measure that the AIIA knows of to indicate total government spending on think tanks or to track think tank 
spending according to departments. However, it is clear that the Department of Defence has significantly 
more funding overall, and therefore more to allocate in this area than DFAT. This naturally leads to greater 
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