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Dear Mr Watts
CPA Australia submission to the inquiry into building Australia’s Asia capability

CPA Australia represents the diverse interests of more than 175,000 members working in over 100 countries and
regions, including nearly 50,000 members based in Asia. We maintain a strong and long-standing presence in
many Asian markets, including Mainland China, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, the UAE and
Vietnam. This submission to the Committee’s inquiry into building Australia’s Asia capability through the education
system and beyond is made on behalf of our members and the broader public interest.

With over 70 years of active engagement in Asia and our extensive membership across the region, we bring a
broad and informed perspective to this inquiry. CPA Australia strongly believes that enhancing Australia’s Asia
capability is essential to strengthening national prosperity and regional influence.

Our research shows that Australian businesses, especially small businesses remain predominantly domestically
focused'. Consequently, they are missing significant business, investment and innovation opportunities in Asia.
Building Asia capability within Australia’s business community should therefore be an economic priority.

This submission outlines CPA Australia’s suggestions to improve Australia’s Asia literacy and foster deeper
engagement across business and education. Most proposals build on existing government initiatives, with a view to
expanding their reach and impact. Our key recommendations are:

o Enhance business knowledge of Asia — expand the reach and accessibility of existing Asia-focused training
programs for small and medium enterprises (SMEs).

o Showcase Australian success stories in Asia — federal and state governments should develop and promote
a library of case studies highlighting Australian businesses and institutions that have achieved sustained
success in Asia.

o Expand in-region learning and work experience opportunities — increase the number of scholarships
available to students to study in Asia through the New Colombo Plan and expand pathways for more young
Australians to gain professional work experience in Asia.

¢ Revitalise the learning of Asian languages and cultures — boost enrolments in Asian languages at schools
and the wider community by increasing support for language teachers, adopting innovative delivery models

1 CPA Australia APAC Small Business Survey — Australia market summary
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and offering immersive learning experiences. Additionally, allocate more class time to the study of Asian
history, societies and cultures in schools and universities.

Further detail on these recommendations, plus other observations is provided in the attachment.

If you have any queries, please contact Mr Azfar Asa’ad at CPA Australia on azfar.asaad@cpaaustralia.com.au.

Yours sincerely

Gavan Ord
Business Investment and International Policy Lead

Encl.
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ATTACHMENT
CPA Australia’s Asia presence

CPA Australia has maintained a strong and enduring presence in Asia for more than 70 years. This year, we
celebrated our 70™ anniversary in Hong Kong, following the same milestone in Singapore in 2024. Our 70"
anniversary in Malaysia will be commemorated in 2026.

Today, nearly 50,000 accounting and finance professionals across Asia are CPA Australia members, representing
approximately 28 per cent of our total membership. To support these members, as well as the broader accounting
profession and education, we operate nine offices across Asia and maintain mutual recognition arrangements with
several leading Asian professional bodies.

Our activities in Asia extend beyond membership and education services. Drawing on our knowledge of Australian
policy settings, we actively contribute to policy development in several Asian markets. Our regional thought
leadership initiatives, including the annual Asia-Pacific Small Business Survey, Business Technology Survey, and
the ASEAN Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) Focus Group, provide a robust evidence base that
informs our engagement with regional governments.

CPA Australia also plays a key role in fostering knowledge exchange between professionals, academics and
businesses across Australia and Asia. This includes convening the ASEAN Accounting and Finance Academic
Forum and conducting joint research and focus groups in collaboration with local universities and regional
organisations such as the ASEAN Federation of Accountants and the Confederation of Asian and Pacific
Accountants.

We are also facilitating reciprocal work experience placements for young Australians in Malaysia and vice versa.
Organisation participating in CPA Australia’s Recognised Employer Program can apply to take part, with eligible
employees being matched with participants from Malaysia.

Although we maintain close working relationships with Australian government representatives in the countries
where we operate, we are rarely invited to participate in ministerial delegations. Greater recognition from the
Australian government of CPA Australia’s long-term success in Asia and our contribution to strengthening
Australia-Asia business ties, would enhance our impact.

Enhancing business knowledge of Asia

To strengthen the Asia capability of Australian SMEs, CPA Australia recommends expanding existing
government programs that enhance SME Asia-readiness.

Australia enjoys deep people-to-people connections with Asia, built through migration, international education and
the work of organisations such as CPA Australia and AsiaLink. However, these ties have yet to translate into
widespread SME success in Asian markets. To unlock Australia’s full potential in the region, it is essential to better
leverage these human connections to enable deeper commercial engagement and fostering enduring partnerships.

The current Austrade—Asialink Business partnership provides a valuable foundation, but its reach and impact could
be amplified by formally involving industry and professional associations. These organisations maintain strong,
trusted relationships with Australia’s SME sector and are well positioned to extend the program’s influence and
accessibility. We suggest using the government’s Cyber Wardens program as a model for expansion, given its
broad recognition and uptake among small businesses.
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Showcase Australian success stories in Asia

To strengthen the Asia capability of Australian SMEs, CPA Australia recommends the government develop
and promote a library of case studies featuring Australian businesses and institutions that have achieved
sustained success in Asia.

Federal and state governments should create and promote a library of case studies showcasing Australian success
stories in Asia, detailing both their achievements and the challenges they have overcome. By sharing practical
insights and real-world experiences, this initiative would foster peer-to-peer learning and inspire greater confidence
among SMEs considering engagement with Asian markets.

Incorporating these case studies into existing SME Asia training programs and delivery channels would significantly
enhance their relevance and effectiveness.

Expand in-region learning and work experience opportunities

To build the Asia capability of young Australians, CPA Australia recommends expanding existing
government programs that support in-region study and professional experience.

The New Colombo Plan Scholarship Program provides a valuable foundation for Australian undergraduate
students to build cross-cultural competencies and deepen engagement with Asia. However, its current scope is
limited to up to 350 scholarships for the 2026 round. We therefore recommend increased funding to grow the
number of scholarships, allowing many more young Australians to build their Asia capability and networks.

The ASEAN-Australia Centre’s Emerging Leaders Program similarly fosters valuable cross-cultural engagement
among young professionals from Australia and ASEAN. However, its scope is confined to ASEAN, with only 75
participants in its inaugural year (2024-25). We therefore recommend additional funding to increase participation,
particularly from Australia, extend the program’s geographic scope to include other Asian countries and include
stays outside of Australia in the program.

The Professional Placements program, run for DFAT under the Invested: Australia’s Southeast Asia Economic
Strategy to 2040 is another positive initiative to build professional work experience in ASEAN. We recommend
expanding the program’s funding and scope to include placements in other Asian countries. CPA Australia, with its
extensive regional networks can assist support this expansion.

Broadening the reach of these programs would enable more young Australians to study in Asia, gain practical work
experience in Asia, and build their professional and personal networks. All of which ultimately strengthens
Australia—Asia business and economic ties.
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Revitalising the learning of Asian languages and cultures
To strengthen Australia’s Asia capability, CPA Australia recommends:

o the establishment of a national program tasked with boosting Asian language enrolments and
proficiency in schools and the wider community

e increasing instructional time dedicated to Asian history, societies, and cultures in both schools and
universities.

Asian language study in Australia has declined markedly over the past two decades. According to the Lowy
Institute, enrolments in Southeast Asian languages dropped by 75 per cent between 2004 and 20222. This
undermines Australia’s long-term ability to engage effectively with regional partners.

To reverse this decline, CPA Australia proposes the establishment of a program to revitalise the learning of Asian
languages. Key components of this program should include:

e increased funding for language teacher recruitment and scholarships for Australian educators to train in Asia
e integration of language study with practical business applications to demonstrate relevance and career value
e development of digital learning platforms that connect Australian classrooms with partner schools in Asia.

Embedding cultural competency alongside language training will help ensure Australia’s future workforce can
operate effectively across diverse Asian markets.

While the inclusion of “Asia and Australia’s Engagement with Asia” as a cross-curriculum priority in the Australian
Curriculum is positive, we believe its implementation is under-resourced. To increase the community’s knowledge
of Asian history, societies and cultures, CPA Australia recommends increasing instructional time devoted to Asian
studies and providing Asia literacy training to teachers.

Conclusion
Raising Australia’s Asia capability is an essential driver of Australia’s future prosperity.

To remain competitive, Australia must integrate Asia capability development in the classroom through to the
boardroom. This requires revitalising language and cultural education, expanding in-region learning and experience
opportunities, embedding regional literacy into business capability, and leveraging the expertise and reach of
industry and professional bodies.

CPA Australia stands ready to collaborate with government, education providers and regional partners to turn these
recommendations into practical outcomes that strengthen Australia’s connection with Asia.

2 Lowy Institute, Australia’s Asian Language Decline, 2023
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