A Climate-Focused Foreign Policy for Australia
We, a group of former Australian diplomats, call on Australia to adopt a new foreign,
trade and development policy to meet the challenge of climate change.
Climate change is a global existential threat facing humanity, and an immediate
national security threat facing Australia. Through the Paris Agreement and the
Glasgow COP26 the world, including Australia, has agreed that all governments and
peoples must work together to address this threat and to secure a safe, habitable
planet for our descendants and future life. We welcome the reaffirmation at COP26
of the long-term goal of limiting global average temperature increase to 1.5°C above
pre-industrial levels.
Australia will face increasing international economic, financial and political pressure
to do more to ensure this goal is met.
Australians want to see decisive and urgent action by federal, state and local
governments. This includes action to replace our fossil fuel dependence by exploiting
our country’s potential to produce cheap and abundant renewable energy.
Our nation has a choice: decisive domestic action on climate change – as advised by
the best scientific and business minds - will help to mitigate the climate-induced
natural disasters that our people and environment are already suffering. It will open
significant economic and employment opportunities for Australians to provide the
world with low-carbon commodity and manufactured exports as our major
international markets increasingly demand. It will secure our reputation as a
forward-leaning, reliable international partner with our major allies as well as our
neighbours throughout the Indo-Pacific. It will give us the international credibility to
push other major emitters to take more ambitious action.
Conversely a failure to act defers inevitable actions and imposes greater costs on
future Australians. A failure to act will jeopardise our exports as other countries
apply carbon border taxes or refuse to import carbon intensive products. It will
jeopardise foreign investment and the ability of Australian companies to secure
international finance as investors and financial institutions refuse to take on the high
risks of financing carbon intensive products and projects. It will jeopardise our
national security as allies and neighbours turn elsewhere for support in mitigating
their own climate risk, and as our credibility as a negotiating partner diminishes. It
will reduce our influence in international fora and undermine our ability to achieve
our international objectives as allies, partners and competitors penalise us for not
pulling our weight on climate change.
We therefore propose a framework to better address the climate change agenda in
Australia’s foreign policy, under which Australia should prioritise the following
actions before the end of 2022:

-

affirm in legislation a commitment to achieving net-zero emissions at the
latest by 2050
commit to a strong nationally determined contribution under the Paris
Agreement, at least halving emissions by 2030
ban new fossil-fuel projects, end coal-fired electricity generation and coal
mining by 2035, phase out the use of fossil-fuels and transition the economy
to renewables as soon as possible
join global efforts to reduce methane, nitrous oxide and other greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions (as well as CO2)
affirm in legislation the commitment to end deforestation by 2030, to
strengthen nature-positive policies and programs, and support nature-based
GHG abatement
support developing country partners across the Indo-Pacific to also reduce
GHG emissions and transition their economies.

During 2022 Australia should double its total allocation of climate finance and
recommit to the UN Green Climate Fund. Australia should champion the interests of
small-island states via the fund. Australia should also commit to offering vulnerable
Pacific Island nations a safe-refuge resettlement program for affected populations if
their homelands become no longer habitable due to sea-level rise or other effects of
climate change.
Beyond 2022, Australia’s foreign, trade and development agencies should review all
policies and programs to ensure that they:
-

-

acknowledge the threat of climate change and global warming and the urgent
need for action to reduce GHG emissions
do not undertake or support activities that result in any investment or funding
for fossil-fuel projects
require participants, partners, suppliers and clients to ensure as far as
possible that their activities are carbon-neutral and do not contribute to any
increase in GHG emissions
support and promote exports of Australian green technology and expertise in
renewable energy, green hydrogen, green ammonia and other green industrial
processes; green agriculture and fisheries products; and all similar proclimate business activities
support Australia’s development partners to achieve their objectives of
reducing emissions and making the green economy transition.

Under a Climate-Focused Foreign Policy the Australian government should also:
-

-

-

establish bilateral and regional ministerial climate dialogues with key regional
partners; and support one and two-track dialogues to discuss climate policy,
best practice in emissions reduction, transitioning to a green economy and
building climate-change resilient communities
promote the rapid adoption of renewable energy in the region through
bilateral business dialogues on renewables and the green economy, financially
support Australian renewable energy exporters, and support joint renewable
energy R&D projects
refocus Australia’s aid programs to support development partners in their
efforts to meet their Paris and COP commitments and support partner

-

government agencies and civil society and business organisations to develop
the regulations and skills needed to build green economies
appoint within the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade an appropriately
resourced Chief Climate Change Officer whose role is to ensure that the key
principles above are implemented and audited across foreign, trade and
development agencies.

Australian foreign, trade and development offices in Australia and overseas should:
-

be net-zero emissions compliant by 2030 wherever possible
use only electric or zero-emission vehicles by 2030
ensure all staff understand the key concepts of climate action, such as how to
maintain net zero emissions compliant workplaces.

We acknowledge the complexity of climate change and its impacts on the planet, and
that there are many different and often competing popular views on the priorities for
action on climate change. We see an enduring need for enhanced public discussion of
these issues, and for greater public education to assist Australians better understand
the details and issues at stake, including the international and foreign policy
perspectives.
We therefore urge the Australian government to work with all state, territory and
local governments, expert academics, civil society organisations and communities, to
develop a climate change public education program. This program should also
normalise the values of respect for the deep knowledge of First Nations Peoples
regarding the sustainable management of the environment; respect for the rights of
future generations to enjoy a habitable, safe and biodiverse planet; and appreciation
of the interconnectedness of global communities and understanding that what we do
in our own backyard matters to others.

dip4can@gmail.com
www.diplomatsforclimate.org
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