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the	closest	academic	relations	with	China	and	have	received	
the	large	majority	of	Chinese	students,	there	will	significant	
negative	developments.	For	those	countries	and	institutions	
that	have	come	to	rely	on	Chinese	students	to	fill	classroom	
seats	and	provide	needed	income,	these	developments	will	
create	serious	problems.	Global	scientific	relations	with	an	
emerging	scientific	power	will	be	disrupted.	On	the	other	
hand,	countries	working	with	China	on	its	Belt	and	Road	
initiative	 are	 likely	 to	 see	 an	 increase	 in	 cooperation	 and	
involvement.		 	
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As	 in	 a	 number	 of	 other	 countries,	 Australian	 views	
on	the	Chinese	influence	in	higher	education	and	re-

search	 have	 become	 a	 significant	 issue	 over	 the	 last	 year	
or	more.	In	Australia,	the	debate	is	vigorous,	touching	on	
student	 enrollment	 trends,	 internet	 protocol	 and	 security	
issues,	 and	 Confucius	 Institutes,	 and	 has	 become	 rather	
polarized	 and	 politicized,	 with	 some	 critics	 charging	 that	
a	few	politicians	are	making	political	mileage	out	of	the	is-
sue.	There	are,	however,	 two	key	differences	 in	Australia,	
compared	to	the	United	States	and	Canada.	First	is	the	ex-
tent	of	financial	dependence	upon	Chinese	students	among	
universities	across	the	country.	Second	is	the	decision	not	
to	close	any	Confucius	Institutes.

Dependence on the Chinese “Market” 
As	in	a	number	of	other	major	destinations	for	international	
higher	education	students,	individuals	from	mainland	Chi-
na	comprise	by	far	the	largest	cohort	among	international	
students	in	Australia.	Of	the	almost	400,000	international	
students	 enrolled	 in	 Australian	 universities	 in	 2018,	 Chi-
nese	students	accounted	for	at	least	30	percent.	While	this	
is	not	necessarily	different	 from	other	major	English	 lan-
guage	systems	such	as	the	United	Kingdom	or	the	United	
States,	the	degree	of	financial	dependence	on	international	
student	 income	among	Australian	universities	 is	distinct.	
Recent	data	drawn	from	government	auditors	and	individu-
al	university	annual	reports	showed	that	among	Australia’s	
top-tier	“Group	of	Eight”	(Go8)	universities,	several	earned	

30	percent+	of	their	annual	revenue	from	international	stu-
dents.	The	University	of	Melbourne	and	the	University	of	
Sydney	 each	 earned	 more	 than	AU$750	million	 (US$532	
million)	 from	 international	 students	 alone.	 Given	 that	
more	than	30	percent	of	this	amount	derives	from	Chinese	
students,	it	is	no	surprise	that	vice-chancellors	around	the	
country	are	nervous	about	any	downturn	in	Chinese	enroll-
ments,	and	are	seeking	to	rapidly	diversify	the	international	
student	intake	at	their	institutions.	It	is	partly	for	that	rea-
son	that	enrollments	from	India	rose	by	32	percent	in	2018,	
those	from	Nepal	by	51	percent,	and	those	from	Brazil	by	
10	percent.	The	University	of	Sydney’s	Business	School	re-
cently	 launched	an	AU$1	million	fee-rebate	scheme	to	at-
tract	 100	 high-achieving	 students	 from	 other-than-China	
Asian	countries	such	as	Korea	and	India.	

Security Concerns?
For	much	the	same	reasons,	university	leaders	have	tended	
to	resist	the	concerns	expressed	by	some	within	Australia’s	
security	organs,	such	as	the	Australian	Signals	Directorate	
(ASD).	The	head	of	the	ASD,	charged	with	the	defense	of	the	
country	from	global	cyber	threats,	recently	underlined	that	
the	much-vaunted	Shift	to	the	East	also	included	the	rise	of	
leading	 Chinese	 centers	 for	 technology	 and	 research	 and	
development,	 including	 Huawei’s	 world-leading	 5G	 com-
munications	 technology,	 which	 Australia	 recently	 banned	
with	 strong	 backing	 from	 the	 United	 States.	 Faced	 with	
purported	 examples	 of	 Australia-based	 Chinese	 research-
ers	who	were	also	People’s	Liberation	Army	(PLA)	officers	
engaged	 in	 high-tech	 research	 in	 areas	 such	 as	 quantum	
computing,	 robotics,	 new	 materials,	 or	 artificial	 intelli-
gence,	but	who	failed	to	disclose	 their	military	status	and	
then	returned	 to	China	with	 the	results	of	 their	 research,	
the	response	of	one	prominent	vice-chancellor	was	to	dis-
miss	such	concerns	as	“China-bashing.”	A	report	from	the	
Australian	Strategic	Policy	Institute	in	late	2018	listed	the	
University	of	New	South	Wales	(UNSW),	one	of	Australia’s	
leading	research	institutions,	as	among	the	top	few	institu-
tions	outside	China	with	which	PLA	scientists	copublished.	
In	response,	the	vice-chancellor	of	UNSW,	which	benefits	
significantly	both	from	collaboration	with	Chinese	scholars	
and	Chinese	investment	in	joint	scientific	research,	defend-
ed	 that	 institution’s	 collaboration	 with	 China’s	 National	
Defense	University	as	a	normal	part	of	an	 internationally	
engaged	university’s	work,	and	pointed	out	that	the	results	
were	 published	 in	 international,	 peer-reviewed	 journals.	
UNSW,	 it	 was	 claimed,	 conducted	 rigorous	 assessments	
to	 ensure	 that	 military	 expertise	 was	 not	 exported.	 Aus-
tralia’s	 membership	 in	 the	 “Five	 Eyes”	 intelligence	 shar-
ing	network	(Australia,	Canada,	New	Zealand,	 the	United	
Kingdom,	and	the	United	States),	which	hosts	many	of	the	
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2,500	scientists,	researchers,	and	engineers	reportedly	sent	
overseas	by	the	PLA	to	work	with	international	researchers	
in	recent	years,	has	only	sharpened	debate	on	the	issue.	

Confucius Institutes
Unlike	in	Canada	and	the	United	States,	no	Australian	Con-
fucius	Institute	(CI)	has	been	closed	due	to	concerns	about	
Chinese	 influence	 or	 political	 control.	 Among	 Australia’s	
40	universities,	13	host	Confucius	Institutes,	including	six	
of	 the	 eight	 leading	 Go8	 tier.	 This	 does	 not	 imply	 an	 ab-
sence	of	debate	as	to	their	role	and	significance.	Some	crit-
ics	in	the	media,	and	a	few	China	hawks,	have	argued	that	
CIs	 should	be	 forced	 to	 register	 as	 foreign	entities	under	
Australia’s	 sweeping	new	 foreign	 interference	 laws	 (simi-
lar	 to	 the	US	Foreign	Agents	Registration	Act),	passed	 in	
mid-2018.	Arguing	that	CIs	receive	funding	from	Beijing’s	
Hanban	agency,	and	 that	 their	activities	seek	 to	 influence	
views	about	China	and	perhaps	their	host	universities’	in-
ternational	engagement	strategy,	some	have	criticized	vice-
chancellors	for	failing	to	register	CIs	as	foreign	entities,	and	
characterized	this	failure	as	kowtowing	to	Beijing	for	fear	of	
losing	students	or	Chinese	research	funds.	Other	centers,	
such	 as	 the	 USAsia	 Centre	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Western	

Australia	and	the	United	States	Studies	Centre	at	the	Uni-
versity	of	Sydney,	have	registered	under	the	new	legislation,	
and	the	federal	government	recently	sent	letters	about	the	
new	 policy	 to	 all	 CIs,	 signaling	 that	 they	 could	 be	 target-
ed.	By	contrast,	some	China	scholars	have	 juxtaposed	 the	
University	of	Sydney’s	well-endowed	United	States	Studies	
Centre,	 for	example—charged	with	advocating	 the	 impor-
tance	of	the	US	defense	and	strategic	alliance	and	running	
a	wide	 range	of	 courses	as	a	 regular	part	of	 the	universi-
ty’s	 curriculum—with	 the	much	smaller	 and	much	more	
modestly	funded	CIs,	which	offer	a	sprinkling	of	language	
and	Tai	Chi	courses	but	play	no	role	 in	undergraduate	or	
graduate	teaching.	Openness	and	intellectual	freedom,	it	is	
argued,	demand	that,	 if	universities	allow	such	centers	as	
Sydney’s	 United	 States	 Studies	 Centre	 to	 actively	 seek	 to	
shape	debate	on	Australia’s	security	and	strategic	alliance,	
it	is	illegitimate	to	target	CIs	as	potential	agents	of	foreign	
influence.	 If	 CIs	 were	 listed,	 might	 not	 France’s	 Alliance	
Française	and	Germany’s	Goethe-Institut,	for	example,	also	

fall	under	the	sweeping	new	national	legislation?
Unlike	 in	 the	 United	 States,	 where	 politicians	 from	

both	left	and	right	agree	that	China	is	a	strategic	rival	that	
should	 be	 contained,	 especially	 in	 key	 areas	 of	 high-tech	
research	 and	 development	 such	 as	 those	 highlighted	 in	
China’s	signature	Made	in	China	2025	policy,	the	debate	in	
Australia	is	more	polarized.	Part	of	the	reason	is	that,	given	
its	geography	and	increasing	integration	within	the	region,	
Australia	recognizes	 that	 its	 future	 lies	 in	Asia,	 including	
its	 expanding	 collaborative	 research	 profile—notably	 with	
China.	At	the	same	time,	its	strategic	and	defense	allianc-
es	remain	tied	to	the	United	States,	including	via	the	Five	
Eyes	intelligence	network.	Quite	how	the	country	manages	
these	competing	interests	is	yet	to	be	seen.	Its	universities	
are	 increasingly	engaged	 in	 international	 collaborative	 re-
search,	 including	with	China,	which	has	become	a	major	
knowledge	 partner	 over	 recent	 years.	 China’s	 knowledge	
diaspora,	an	important	and	growing	component	of	Austra-
lian	 university	 staff,	 is	 anxiously	 watching	 developments,	
including	 incidents	 of	 anti-Chinese	 rhetoric.	 Traditionally	
committed	 to	 making	 their	 research	 accessible,	 but	 now	
under	pressure	to	audit	international	collaborative	research	
on	 security	 grounds,	 Australia’s	 universities	 are	 one	 site	
where	some	of	these	tensions	and	contradictions	will	play	
out.	Their	ongoing	high-level	dependence	on	international	
student	fees,	especially	from	China,	will	be	a	key	factor	in	
shaping	their	responses.	 	
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Colleges	and	universities	in	developed	nations	will	face	
the	impact	of	demographic	change	sooner	rather	than	

later.	As	numbers	 shrink	 in	 the	younger	age	 cohorts,	 en-
rollments	will	be	negatively	affected.	In	parallel,	expanding	
higher	education	remains	a	stated	policy	goal	in	most	coun-
tries.	A	far	less	attractive	topic	for	decision-makers	to	bring	
up	 is	how	the	 inevitable	opposite	 trend	will	affect	 institu-
tions.

In	 Taiwan,	 universities	 are	 already	 confronted	 with	
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Individuals from mainland China com-

prise by far the largest cohort among in-

ternational students in Australia. 




