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Australian Foreign Policy

1. What is the WTO? (2m)

The World Trade Organisation is an international body of 128 countries that aims to develop rules and regulations concerning world trade.  The WTO also works to solving trading disputes between nations.

All decisions of the WTO need to be ratified by its member nations according to their constitutional processes.

The WTO is the main international body committed to liberalising trading relations and promoting the development of a global economy.

2. Name one other international organisation Australia belongs to and explain its role.  (3m)

United Nations – a world body committed to promoting peace and improved relations between nations.  The UN acts as a “world parliament”.  It has established a number of subsidiary organisations such as the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) which perform related roles in specific areas.

Also:

APEC – Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation forum

CER – Closer Economic Relations – Australia and New Zealand

3. Evaluate the argument that the Australian Parliament should play a greater role in the formation of Australian foreign policy.  (5m)

Because foreign policy decisions rarely require parliamentary legislation, it is more often the case that foreign policy decisions are taken by the Prime Minister, Foreign Minister and bureaucrats, with some input from specialised pressure groups and “think tanks”.  This is inherently undemocratic and fails to fulfill the idea of executive accountability to parliament.  Moreover, power is concentrated in the hands of a few, whereas a liberal democracy depends on power being dispersed.  It would also be more appropriate for the people’s representatives to be involved in debate on foreign policy, given its importance to Australia’s security and economic prosperity.

However, it can be argued that the parliament already contributes to foreign policy through a number of committees, such as the Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade or the Senate committee of the same name.  

There is also a Joint Standing Committee on Treaties, although some argue that Australia should adopt the American system of congressional approval for treaty arrangements.

Moreover, the decisions of the executive on foreign policy can be scrutinised in parliamentary Question Time, in specialised debates, etc.

It is also argued that much of foreign policy is bipartisan and thus little parliamentary debate is needed.  This is a flawed argument, since democracy is based on the idea of free and open debate, not a reduction of debate because of agreement between major parties.

It is often said that foreign policy is an area that requires particular expertise not held by most members of parliament, but MPs are elected as the people’s representatives and should be allowed the opportunity to scrutinise the decisions of government.  MPs and ministers are generalists with a political background, whereas policy expertise is provided by the public service.

