
This month I was fortunate to participate in a State Department 
program that took me on a two-week, five-city speaking tour 

around Australia. The trip confirmed my notion of Australia as a 
reliable political and security partner of the United States (and as 
an exotic tourist destination), but what I had not fully appreciated 
was the country’s economic dynamism and important place in the 
regional and global economy. With a gross domestic product of 
roughly $1.5 trillion, over two decades of unbroken growth, and a key 
role in regional trade, Australia is a formidable “middle power” in 
Asia-Pacific economic affairs. This year, its mettle will be tested at the 
global level, as it hosts the premier forum for international economic 
cooperation, the Group of 20 (G-20).

Australians don’t know how lucky they have it. For over two decades, the country has been the economic envy of 
the advanced world. It has not had a recession (i.e., two consecutive quarters of negative growth) since 1991, a truly 
remarkable feat. It survived the global financial crisis of 2008–2009 with few of the financial strains and job losses 
suffered by other industrialized countries. A major supplier of coal, iron ore, natural gas, and other vital commodities, 
Australia has enjoyed a windfall in recent years from rapid, resource-intensive growth in China and other large 
emerging economies. 

Release of the Tony Abbott government’s first budget dominated the news when I was down under. As an American 
observer, it was hard not to be amused by the ferocity of debate about deficits and debt that would be cause for 
celebration in the United States. To be sure, Australia’s fiscal position swung abruptly from modest surplus to substantial 
deficit following the global financial crisis. And the country is not without other economic challenges: with the mining 
boom having peaked, policymakers must look for new sources of growth to reduce reliance on the resource sector and 
potential overexposure to China, which is clearly headed for a secular decline in its growth trajectory. This will be 
particularly challenging in the face of a strong Australian dollar, which many blame for declining competitiveness in 
the country’s manufacturing sector and for high-profile decisions by Toyota, Ford, and General Motors to close their 
Australia-based plants in recent years.

But overall, Australia is a model of good economic governance. This gives it great credibility as it steers the G-20 in 
2014. Canberra has a weighty responsibility as host this year: the G-20 has clearly lost momentum at recent summits, 
but its mission of international economic cooperation remains no less important than when the group came together as 
a leader-level forum in 2008. While the world economy has pulled back from the precipice since, growth in most parts 
of the world remains weak, unemployment is still high, and a number of risks—from deflation in Europe to a sharp 
slowdown in China—continue to loom. When they meet in Brisbane in mid-November, G-20 leaders need to discuss 
these problems and find ways to cooperate to solve them. 

Australia faces two central challenges as G-20 host. First, the spirit of common purpose that brought the forum together 
in the face of crisis has faded, as a sense of economic normalcy has crept in and countries have become more self-
absorbed. This will make it difficult for Canberra to win agreement on meaningful international cooperation to address 
the real economic problems that remain. The second challenge is distraction, particularly from unfolding geopolitical 
events. Last year’s planned discussion of development issues at the St. Petersburg Summit was preempted by the Syria 
crisis, and events in Eastern Europe, the Middle East, or Asia could well overshadow this year’s summit. 
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Upcoming Events

 ■ June 2: TFI@10: The Evolution of Treasury’s 
National Security Role (CSIS)

 ■ June 4-5: G7 Summit (Brussels)

 ■ June 5: Power and Order in Asia: A Survey of 
Regional Expectations (CSIS)

 ■ June 10: Asia-Pacific Economic Integration 
Seminar (CSIS)

http://csis.org/event/tfi10-evolution-treasurys-national-security-role
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Few countries are as well placed as Australia to take 
on these challenges. Australia is the fourth “middle 
power” to host the G-20, following Canada, Korea, 
and Mexico. Middle powers are typically more reliant 
than their larger peers on foreign goods, markets, and 
capital to drive growth, giving them a major stake in 
effective global economic governance; at the same 
time, they have greater capacity than smaller nations 
to contribute to these efforts. Previous G-20 middle-
power hosts have done a creditable job in the chair 
but ultimately failed to produce satisfying results: the 
Toronto Summit in 2010 got bogged down in a dispute 
between countries favoring an early move to fiscal 
austerity and those calling for continued stimulus; 
later that year, Korea got crushed between the U.S. and 
Chinese elephants as they battled over current account 
imbalances; and in Mexico’s truncated host year in 
2012, outgoing President Felipe Calderon seemed more 
interested in putting on a good show for domestic 
political audiences than in achieving substantial G-20 
outcomes. 

Halfway into its host year, Canberra has shown 
determination to avoid the mistakes of the past and to 
make the Brisbane Summit productive. It has set out 
two clear themes, “growth and resilience,” around 
which the G-20’s work this year is being organized; it 
brokered agreement among G-20 finance ministers in 
February to a goal of increasing global GDP in 2018 
by two percentage points above the trajectory implied 
by current policies, along with individual growth 
strategies to achieve this collective goal; and it has 
identified a few priority areas for progress this year, 
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Simon Says…

The budget unveiled by the Abbott government this 
month includes a major middle-power misstep. No, not 
the AUS $7 million cut in spending on this year’s G-20 
summit—though this will surely mean less Shiraz and 
vegemite-flavored snacks for visiting dignitaries. Far 
more damaging was the AUS $220 million cut in funding 
for the international arm of the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation (ABC). ABC had announced last month 
that it would establish an online portal to give viewers 
in mainland China access to Australian TV programs, 
including the popular children’s show “Bananas in 
Pajamas.” Alas, budget austerity has put the portal project 
on pause, denying Canberra a ripe chance to project its 
soft—and cuddly—power. ■

including promoting global trade, curbing tax avoidance 
and evasion, and facilitating investment in infrastructure. 
(One notable absence from the Australian priority list, 
but a subject G-20 leaders will likely want to discuss, is 
climate change, reflecting the Abbott government’s lack 
of enthusiasm for the subject.) 

Overall, Australia’s goals and priorities are sensible. 
Canberra should keep all eyes focused on these top-
line objectives during its host year. It should then put 
less emphasis on the usual G-20 litany of aspirational 
statements, roadmaps, and action plans, and focus 
instead on trying to win agreement to a few concrete 
policy outcomes in Brisbane. Laying down these “bricks 
in the road”—outcomes that are small but significant, 
ambitious but achievable, and clearly linked to the 
higher-level goals—would demonstrate the continued 
effectiveness of the G-20 at a time when the forum’s 
relevance is very much in question. 

From what I saw on my trip, I have every expectation that 
this is the kind of tangible progress Canberra will strive 
to achieve at Brisbane. Its formidable middle-power 
capabilities make Australia just the country the G-20 
needs in the chair at this pivotal time. ■

Sherpas hoping for a night on the town after a hard 
day of summitry in Brisbane should brace themselves 
for sticker shock. According to Deutsche Bank’s “cheap 
date index,” a comparison of inexpensive revelry in 
major cities around the globe, Australia’s metropolises 
rank among the most expensive, with the cost of a beer, 
burger (beef or kangaroo), and movie down under far 
outstripping even New York City. (Brisbane wasn’t rated 
by Deutsche Bank, but both Sydney and Melbourne rank 
among the world’s top 10 priciest cities.) If they can pinch 
their pennies this year, Sherpas will find their lira go 
further in 2015 when the G-20 moves to Turkey, where a 
kebab and strong coffee can be had for a song. ■
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