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TOM CONNELL: Late last week China released its Defence White Paper and it 

certainly caused a stir in Australia, effectively calling for an end to the Australia-

US alliance. That's not about to happen of course. And earlier I spoke to Deputy 

Labor Leader and Shadow Defence Minister, Richard Marles and I began by 

asking about his thoughts on the White Paper. 

 

RICHARD MARLES, DEPUTY LEADER OF THE AUSTRALIAN LABOR 
PARTY: Well it's really important that we make clear to everyone how important 

the alliance with the United States is. The alliance is central to our world view 

and it's central to our national security- and it's as relevant today as it's ever 

been. The alliance is built on shared values and we use that phrase often. I 

think in a global context what that really means is that the United States has 

been fundamental in underwriting the global rules based order which has very 

much been in our national interest. If you think about the UN Convention on the 

Law of the Sea and the amount that we have in terms of our economy which is 

based on trade, which is based on the Laws of the Sea, that's an example of 



how important it is that that rules based order is maintained. We share that with 

the United States. It's why our alliance with them is so important at the moment. 

 

CONNELL: Is it fair to say we don't share as much in net value as China? 

 

MARLES: Well we have a lot to do with China. But the point I would make is; 

that from a place of having our alliance with the United States is central to our 

world view and from that place being non-negotiable. We ought to be trying to 

build the best political relationship with China that we can. 

 

CONNELL: So when it raises this issue, of this alliance is hurting the region; 

what's the message to China? 

  

MARLES: I think the message is simply that this is the alliance that we are in. 

But given that, and that's not going to change, we would like to build the best 

relationship with China that we possibly can. That's not just an economic 

relationship, albeit the economic relationship is vitally important, but we want to 

extend that, we want to have the best political relationship and in some respects 

the best defence relationship that we possibly can with China from the place of 

being in an alliance with the United States. And I think that's the way forward. 

But can I come back to this, Tom; whether that's the formulation or there is 

another, it is really important that Australia forms a long term view in respect of 

this. And, it is very difficult to do that when the Government of the day presents 

five Defence Ministers in six years. Since they've been in power they've had 19 

Defence Ministers within the broader portfolio. That is not a place from which 

you are going to get consistent policy around what is ... 

  

CONNELL: Has the Government's policy changed at all in regards to 

approaches to the US and China, do you think? Could you point to a ... 

  

MARLES: What I think in the broad there- everyone will agree about the 

importance of the US alliance, and everyone will agree that China matters and 

it's important to reconcile our relationship with China, but so much turns on the 



detail. As a country we actually do need to have a very clear perspective on 

how we move forward in relation to these great power relationships and how we 

fit into that. And again, I come back to it; I think it is very difficult to do that when 

you've seen such a turnover in this portfolio. 

 

CONNELL: Do you think at the moment we are in a situation where it's 

effectively a Cold War between the US and China? 

  

MARLES: No, I don't. 

  

CONNELL: No. You have got different power pushes; you've got this trade 

conflict ongoing as well. They're not exactly in harmony. 

  

MARLES: No and certainly the world looks better from where we sit when 

China and the US are working with each other and when they're trading. And a 

trade war between China and the US would be terrible for Australia. But let's 

also be clear, there is a huge degree of economic interaction between America 

and China. As there is between us and China. That's not what's going on 

between the US and the Soviet Union during the Cold War; it is fundamentally 

different. 

  

CONNELL: The strategic sort of race is ratcheting up though isn't it, right now? 

  

MARLES: Well I think China is a growing power. That is something which has a 

lot of good associated with it from our point of view. And the economy is a good 

example of that. But it presents challenges as I've described. It ought not to be 

a surprise, and I say none of it with judgment in respect of China, but China is 

seeking to shape the world, which is what great powers do. And in that context 

it does present certain challenges for us and we need to think about them very 

carefully. 

  

CONNELL: The Chinese naval base in Cambodia that's been announced, or 

revealed, perhaps. Does this damage Australia's interests in Southeast Asia? 



 

MARLES: Well again it comes back to the same point. China is going to do 

what China is going to do and we should be working within the context of a 

growing and a more assertive China. 

  

CONNELL: So we should just accept they're going to have these naval bases 

through our region? 

  

MARLES: I mean China is going to do what China is going to do. We need to 

be positioning ourselves so as best to deal with the realities that we face ... 

  

CONNELL: And have our own bases or US base? 

  

MARLES: Well what it's about, I think, and I've argued this for a long time, is 

finding the leadership side of our international personality. It is about being as 

much a shaper of events as we possibly can. And that's not to over inflate ... 

  

CONNELL: How do you shape that event, though? What do you make of it? Do 

you welcome or otherwise, that naval base? 

  

MARLES: Some events you can shape and some you can't. But you can make 

a decision about whether or not we are going to be a country which does give 

rise to leadership within our region- in the context of what we can provide. And 

that's why, for a long time, I've been saying we need to be a much bigger player 

and a more constructive player in the Pacific, which is a part of the world where 

people do look to us for leadership. Now, for a long time, I think we've been 

present within the Pacific without intent and that's an example of where we 

need to change and where we need to find the leadership side of our 

international personality. And that there are two effects of that- one; one is to 

share the burden of strategic thought with the United States within the context 

of our alliance. But also it lets China know that we're a country which should be 

taken seriously. 

  



CONNELL: And so is that the response? Do you see that it is inevitable China 

will have these bases and our response needs to be build our own or have the 

US have more of a presence? 

  

MARLES: I think to focus in on bases and make that the issue solely, just 

slightly goes beside the point ... 

  

CONNELL: Maybe not solely, but it is a momentous time. 

  

MARLES: Of course bases have an impact. But the bigger picture is a growing, 

assertive China, that should not be a surprise to us because China is rising and 

there's a lot that's good in that for us. What we need to be doing is shaping 

these circumstances as much as we can. It means we need to find the 

leadership side of our international personality, playing a bigger role in places 

like the Pacific. But it also requires consistency of policy, and you're not going 

to do that when you are churning Defence Ministers at the rate this government 

does. 

  

CONNELL: The Foreign Fighters Bill. I just wanted to talk about this, that Labor 

did eventually support the recommendation ... 

  

MARLES: Well, to be clear on that; we were supporting a Temporary Exclusion 

Order regime from the outset. 

 

CONNELL: Okay, okay, I understand that, I mean the details of it. I just wanted 

to talk about one of the recommendations from the Joint Committee that was 

rejected by the Government. That is that: "The Minister must not make a 

Temporary Exclusion Order unless he or she reasonably suspects that the 

person is, or has been, involved in terrorism related activities outside Australia, 

and an ASIO assessment can't be the trigger for an order." Did you basically 

accept that was too high a bar? 

  

MARLES: Well, our point in relation to the recommendations from the 



Committee is that they should have been listened to. So again without going 

into the detail of that that specific recommendation, what we ... 

  

CONNELL: I want to delve into that one because I'm wondering whether what 

we've heard from the Government is; well intelligence agencies said you know 

the situations changed. That's a pretty specific element there that they have to 

be suspected to be involved in terrorism related activities. So do you accept 

more from the Government that specific element is a bit too high a bar? 

  

MARLES: At the end of the day we think it's important to have a regime of 

Temporary Exclusion Orders. And we said that from the outset. The need for 

that regime trumps other issues. Having said that, it would be much better if we 

had a government which respected what has been a functioning Joint 

Parliamentary Committee on Intelligence and Security which has looked at 

national security legislation over the last six years, come up with 

recommendations which invariably have made that legislation fairer, stronger 

and better in the national interest. This is an example of it. 

  

CONNELL: Do you think that still should have stayed? You don’t accept that 

perhaps the specificity of that was not always applicable? 

 

MARLES: The amendments that we put forward were about seeking to support 

the role of the Joint Parliamentary Committee and the recommendations that it 

made. Now, those amendments were defeated. And, in the circumstances of 

that, we were then presented with the decision; do we support the legislation as 

is? It is not perfect from our point of view but we're in a position now in 

Opposition and we're going to be given a lot of options that aren’t perfect. 

  

CONNELL: Okay. 

  

MARLES: Having said that, the Temporary Exclusion Order regime is 

necessary. We accepted that from the outset and that's why we supported it. 

But I want to make this point as well, Tom; this is an example of the way in 



which this Government plays politics and is willing to play politics in respect of 

national security. I mean, why wouldn't you want to empower a Joint 

Parliamentary Committee which has had a really important record of making 

legislation better, fairer and stronger and more judicially defendable, as 

opposed to seeing that process as getting in the way. And what the 

Government wanted to do was pick a fight on national security. So 

notwithstanding the fact that from the outset we were there supporting a regime 

of Temporary Exclusion Orders. They wanted a fight in relation to. And it shows 

the extent to which they are willing to play politics on. 

  

CONNELL: Despite all what went on, the Minister now will have that power. 

How should that be exercised? For example, for children it can apply to 

someone from 14. Should there be any higher threshold about when this is 

used; these Temporary Exclusion Orders? 

 

MARLES: I think moving forward this is all going to need to be applied very 

carefully is the answer in terms of what regime we have in place. But we do 

accept the fact that we've now had a significant number of Australians acting as 

foreign fighters for ISIS. Our agencies need every tool they can have in terms of 

meeting the threat that that now poses in terms of returning foreign fighters. 

And a regime of Temporary Exclusion Order is an important part of that toolbox. 

  

CONNELL: Including; is there any different treatment for a 14 year old? 

Remembering, this is mainly about, as well, making sure there's a tool to bring 

them back in a controlled manner. That they make sure things are in place in 

terms of knowing their whereabouts, school, whatever it might be. But you do 

get two years to do that. It's a long time in limbo. 

  

MARLES: It is, but obviously age is going to have an impact ... 

  

CONNELL: But would you want a 14 year old sitting there for two years and 

eventually they come back; they can get more radicalized in that time? 

  



 

MARLES: And these will need to be exactly the issues that have to be 

considered by the Minister. 

  

CONNELL: All right. 

  

MARLES: But we do accept the point that given what people have been 

exposed to and the radicalisation which has occurred up until now, having this 

as one tool that you can use is an important tool in the toolbox. And again, we 

supported it from the outset. 

  

CONNELL: Okay. Richard Marles, thanks for your time. 

  

MARLES: Thanks, Tom. 
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