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Our alliance with the US is facing a big test. Australia's support in Iraq now attracts less 
attention in Washington than our growing political alignment with China, and George Bush's 
team is wondering what to do about it.  

John Howard's recent landmark Lowy Institute speech will have reinforced the US's concerns. 
The Prime Minister was scrupulously even-handed over the US and China on litmus issues 
such as Taiwan. That appears to Washington as though he has moved a long way out of the 
US camp, and into China's.  

In his Lowy speech Howard argued that such even-handedness is sustainable because 
escalating strategic competition between the US and China is not inevitable. The hard men in 
the Bush Administration do not see it that way. They regard China as America's most 
important long-term strategic competitor.  

They are worried that China's economic growth and soft-power diplomacy is building its 
influence in Asia at the US's expense Ô especially among loyal allies like Australia. For the 
US this is clear-cut: China's win is its loss. It would be out of character for the neo-cons to 
take this lying down.  

Let me give you an example of the kind of thing they might do about it. Most years, when 
Australian and US foreign and defence ministers meet at Australia-US ministerial 
consultations, they produce a boring communique.  

But occasionally one side provides excitement by using the communique to push a significant 
shift in the other side's policy on some key issue. This year there is a fair chance the US will 
try it on with Australia over China. It has done exactly this already with Japan two months ago. 
At the annual "2 + 2" talks with Japan Ô their equivalent talks Ô the Pentagon pushed into 
the communique a new formulation on Taiwan that placed the "peaceful resolution of issues 
concerning the Taiwan Strait" as a "common strategic objective" of the US-Japan alliance.  

This constituted an important shift in Japan's position. Hitherto Tokyo had maintained a 
studious ambiguity about whether Taiwan fell within the ambit of US-Japan alliance interests. 
Not any more. China, according to its spokesman, was "much concerned". That was an 
understatement.  

It is just my hunch, but I think there is a better than even chance that the same people in the 
Pentagon who thought it was a good idea to try this language on the Japanese will do the 
same when it comes to drafting the communique with Australia this year. They might even 
suggest the same form of words. In the pressure-cooker atmosphere of these meetings, with 
intense public and political scrutiny, the issue could quickly become a litmus test of the whole 
alliance Ô and Washington would be interested in presenting it that way.  

If Australia signs up to the kind of communique statement on Taiwan that Japan agreed to, we 
will be saying that we share with the US a set of strategic objectives over Taiwan. And we will 
be saying that Ô contrary to the position the Foreign Minister, Alexander Downer, has been 



presenting recently Ô Australia could be relied upon to provide major military support to the 
US if it comes to war with China over Taiwan.  

We would be getting back off the fence, and back into the American camp. It would be a nice 
win for Washington.  

But it would be a big loss for China, and there would be big consequences. China has two 
easy ways it could express its displeasure. The first is the China-Australia free trade 
agreement. China has made it clear that if we want to ride its economic growth, we need to 
respect its strategic interests. Realignment with Washington over Taiwan could scuttle the free 
trade agreement.  

Second is the East Asian Summit. As we saw last week, regional leaders are divided about 
whether or not Australia should be invited. Beijing will have the deciding vote, and a veto from 
Beijing will ensure Australia is not there. These would be real blows to Australia's interests in 
Asia and our economic future.  

But stiff-arming our major ally on this core strategic issue would carry big costs, too. The Bush 
Administration is unforgiving with those who do not support it on key issues. Suddenly 
Australia faces a rather stark choice.  

Howard is right to not want to choose between China and the US; Australia needs both. But 
neither Beijing nor Washington see it that way. To avoid being forced to a choice Australia will 
need more active, imaginative and effective diplomacy than we have shown so far Ô and the 
place to start is Washington.  

The US is responding to China's growing power by opening new dialogues about the issue 
with China, and with the European Union. Next week the Prime Minister goes to Beijing. 
Maybe he should have scheduled a trip to Washington first.  
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