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The rationale

Why we need a 
Vic-Asia Unit

The centre of the world is shifting towards Asia and although Victoria sits right on Asia’s 
doorstep, we often find ourselves looking the other way. We need to be better prepared 
for the future and better placed to grasp the opportunities that a rising Asia offers our 
State. We also need to respond to the resulting shift of capital and resources to the 
mining sector, which will continue to put Victoria at a disadvantage. What we need is a 
dedicated Vic-Asia Unit, to harness the untapped knowledge and expertise across the 
Victorian Public Service and the wider community, to better co-ordinate existing 
initiatives, and to develop new policies and programs to build an Asia-ready Victoria.

What we hope 
to achieve

• Creation of a Vic-Asia Unit to develop a whole-of-government, Asia-ready strategy for 
Victoria.

• Greater knowledge-sharing between Departments and better co-ordination of policies 
and programs aimed at enhancing Victoria’s relationship with Asia.

• Identification and retention of Asia-literate talent and expertise in the public service.

Relevance to 
the Victorian 
Government’s 
strategic 
agenda

The Government’s multicultural policies are focussed on “providing culturally 
sensitive world-class services, promoting and supporting the teaching and learning of 
languages, and assisting multicultural communities to participate fully in society”. In 
addition, as part of its productivity reform agenda, Government has identified the 
need to develop new knowledge and skills to regain our competitive advantage.

More specifically:

• the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians and the new 
Australian Curriculum being implemented by DEECD acknowledge the need for 
Australians to become Asia literate and have identified Australia’s engagement with 
Asia as a priority across all levels of schooling;

• the Government’s Multilingual Victoria Plan, while not exclusively focused on Asia, 
includes commitments to introduce LOTE classes in every Victorian primary school 
and increase the number of qualified language teachers. In February this year the 
Government launched a $0.5 million exchange program for Victorian educators to 
participate in short-term overseas study programs in five Asian countries;

• the Victorian Seizing Global Opportunities' Action Plan, managed out of the 
International Division of DBI, is not strictly focussed on Asia but its goals align 
strongly with the creation of a Vic-Asia Unit; and

• the newly created Office of Multicultural Affairs and Citizenship will help co-ordinate 
policies for new refugees and migrants across local, state and federal governments

While there is alignment between the intended role of the Vic-Asia Unit and existing 
Government policies in this area, it is the absence of a comprehensive Government 
strategy for building an Asia-ready Victoria that underlines the need for such a Unit.
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The challenge

The challenge 
defined

1. Victoria business and government lacks the tools to effectively engage with Asia

• While three-quarters of businesses surveyed by Asialink in 2011 indicated an interest 
in expanding into Asia, few have the inter-cultural or language expertise required to do 
so. More than half of Australian businesses already operating in Asia have little board 
or senior management experience of the region and many Victorian businesses don’t 
even appreciate the benefits of having an Asia-ready workforce.

• In addition, the VPS struggles to attract and retain Asia-literate employees; many of 
whom instead prefer to work overseas, in Canberra or in the private sector, where their 
skills are better utilised and appreciated.

2. Victoria needs to build its Asia-literacy and understanding

• While Victoria should be doing everything it can to build relationships with Asia and lift 
our profile in the region, as a society we instead seem to be moving backwards. Many 
Australian students currently learn little or nothing about Asia in their schooling and 
student uptake in Asian languages has been declining since 2005, with fewer than 6% 
studying an Asian language to Year 12. 

• Apart from the occasional holiday to Bali or Phuket, many Victorians have little 
connection to or meaningful knowledge of the cultures and customs of our Asian 
neighbours and Asian culture rarely finds its way into Australian popular culture. As the 
proportion of migrants coming to Victoria from Asia increases, our failure to build a 
better understanding of Asian cultures across our community could undermine the 
social cohesion that is so important to our multicultural State. This was demonstrated 
in 2010 when acts of violence against Indian students caused significant backlash and 
multi-billion dollar losses for the education industry.

3. Putting Victoria on the map

• Victoria does not have the mineral resources base of Queensland or Western Australia 
and many would argue that a relationship based purely on trade is a weak one 
anyway. While good work is done by Tourism Victoria and Invest Victoria to raise 
Victoria’s profile in Asia, when it comes to getting the region’s attention, Victoria is 
competing with the rest of the world. The shift of capital and investment to the mining 
sector from the non-mining sector will continue to put Victoria at a disadvantage. We 
need to do more to distinguish ourselves and really put Victoria on the map.

4. Not enough information gathering and sharing

• Aside from headline statistics like import/export figures between Victoria and Asia and 
the number of Victorian students studying Asian languages, little work is done to 
continually track Victoria’s relationship with countries in Asia. In the absence of a 
central hub for information on Asia, including a database of our existing Asia-ready 
workforce, it will be hard to develop the right policies to build and Asia-ready Victoria.

The service 
need

• DBI is looking to build Victoria’s Asia trade capacity through its International 
Co-ordination Office and DEECD is trying hard to convert the lofty goals in its 
education curriculum relating to Asia education into practical outcomes. However, 
these bodies of work are currently confined to those two Departments and need to 
become part of a more unified, whole-of-government approach.

• Some good work is being done in public, private and non-government circles to 
provide Victorians with the skills to operate in Asia, build Asian language proficiency, 
and increase our understanding of Asian cultures. However, there is little integration 
between existing initiatives, no unifying strategic policy, and not enough co-ordination 
across government, business, cultural institutions and the education sector.
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The benefits

How Victoria 
will benefit 
from the work 
of a Vic-Asia 
Unit

• The Vic-Asia Unit will provide a focal point for the Victorian Government to develop a 
comprehensive policy to strengthen Victoria’s relationship with Asia, educate an Asia-
ready workforce and build on our multicultural traditions to forge a more inclusive, 
global and harmonious society.

• In India, China and Indonesia, Victoria has potential markets of 2.5 billion people and 
growing. Asia already contains over 60% of the world’s people. According to the Asian 
Development Bank, by 2050 it will also account for 60% of global GDP. China’s 
economy is likely to become the world’s biggest within the next two decades, during 
which time economic growth in many other Asian countries – including India, Vietnam 
and Indonesia – will be among the highest in the world. 

• In short, Asia is booming. Jurisdictions that can successfully engage with this market 
will have access to boundless opportunities. Those that don’t will be left behind. The 
good news is that with a multicultural population and large numbers of overseas 
students from Asia, Victoria has an opportunity to leverage off and develop existing 
Asia-literacy and cultural awareness and lead the rest of Australia in engaging with the 
Asian region. Setting up a Vic-Asia Unit will send a strong signal to the world that 
Victoria is serious about increasing its competitiveness in a shifting global 
environment.

• While Victoria cannot rely on Asia’s hunger for natural resources like Queensland and 
Western Australia, we have other industries that would benefit from improving our 
State’s direct relationship with Asian countries and provinces. The inward flow of Asian 
tourists has continued to increase in recent years, but we can do more to put Victoria 
on the map. Other opportunities for exports and knowledge sharing exist in 
agribusiness, manufacturing, health services and bio-technology, in which Victoria is 
considered a world leader.

• It is easy to foreshadow the economic benefits that are likely to flow from policies and 
programs developed by a dedicated Vic-Asia Unit. However, significant non-economic 
benefits will also come from improving the teaching of Asian languages and inter-
cultural competency in Victoria. 

• While learning Asian languages will increase the job prospects of Victoria’s next 
generation, second-language learning has also been proven to enhance the learning of 
one’s native tongue. Other benefits include understanding the culture of another group, 
understanding one’s own language and culture through comparison with another, and 
knowing how to communicate across cultural boundaries.

• Creating an Asia-literate Victoria means we must also focus on more than just formal 
education. Not everybody has the time to learn an Asian language, particularly outside 
school and university. As well as making Asia-focussed, inter-cultural training available 
to businesses and government employees, thought will also be given to how the arts, 
social media and popular culture can be used to expand the Asia-awareness of the 
average Victorian.

• As we move forward in the 21st Century, the ability to value and mediate among other 
languages and cultures will be just as important as increasing the flow of trade 
between Victoria and Asia. In the words of General Peter Cosgrove, “language skills 
and cultural sensitivity will be the new currency of this new world order”.

© Dra f t  Temp la te  f rom The Nous  Group                                                                                            Page  4



VPS Innovation Challenge 

The solution

The solution 
defined

There is no magic bullet to addressing Victoria’s poor Asia-literacy and lack of 
preparedness to connect with and prosper from a rising Asia. It requires a multi-faceted 
approach and serious investment. An essential starting point is to set up a dedicated Vic-
Asia Unit within DPC to work closely with DBI, DEECD and other Departments and key 
stakeholders to develop a whole-of-government strategy aimed at building an Asia-ready 
Victoria.

The Unit will also encourage links between the often disparate spheres of education, 
business, research and tourism and provide support to Departments in implementing the 
elements of an Asia-ready strategy.

The Vic-Asia Unit will initially consist of 6 VPS staff, reporting to a Director and ultimately 
to Cabinet through the Premier. A Steering Committee, made up of senior departmental 
representatives and possibly the CEO of Asialink, as an external adviser, will provide 
expertise and strategic direction to the Unit and ensure collaboration between all of the 
key Departments.

The first 6 months following the formation of the Unit will be focussed on developing a 
work plan, engaging in wide-reaching consultation, building awareness about the role of 
the Unit, and analysing existing and future trends and data to inform the work of the Unit 
going forward. 

The second phase will be to draft a whole-of-government policy focussed on building an 
Asia-ready Victoria. The Vic-Asia Unit will have a co-ordinating role but the details of the 
policy will require input from all Departments, the private sector and the broader 
community. As this policy will be relevant to a large number of portfolios, it will be 
developed through a governance structure that allows for the appropriate Cabinet 
deliberation and decision making.

In the longer term, the Vic-Asia Unit will focus on four inter-related streams of work: 

(1) Providing the tools for Victorian businesses and government to deal effectively 
with Asia; 

(2) Creating an Asia-literate Victoria, by educating the next generation of Victorian 
students as well as the wider community; 

(3) Putting Victoria on the map by raising our State's profile across Asia; and 

(4) Gathering and analysing up-to-date information to develop the best strategies 
going forward.

Two alternative models were considered for the Unit: 

• Consideration was given to housing the Unit within DBI or DEECD (as the 
Departments already most heavily involved in Asia-related initiatives). However, 
given the Unit’s focus on whole-of-government policy development, we felt it was 
better suited to DPC. The co-ordinating role of the Unit means that policy will be 
developed in concert with other Departments, particularly those most likely to be 
implementing programs in the longer term.

• An independent model was also considered, such as a statutory body that 
reports directly to a Minister. However, given the whole-of-government nature of 
the Unit and because the policy that it develops will cut across so many different 
portfolios, it is more appropriate that the Unit report to Cabinet through the 
Premier.
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Capabilities • Significant expertise already exists in pockets of the VPS that will be invaluable for 
developing an Asia-ready Victoria strategy. One of the first tasks of the Vic-Asia Unit 
will be identifying this expertise, as well as identifying the gaps in our knowledge base. 

• Given they are the two Departments that are currently most heavily involved in Asia-
focussed programs, secondees will be sought from both DBI and DEECD to draw 
from their expertise and ensure strong links between the Unit and those two key 
Departments.

• To ensure policies and programs are targeting the right areas, the Vic-Asia Unit will 
also need to create a database of accurate and up-to-date information on the Asia-
readiness of Victoria, beyond headline statistics like import/export figures and the 
number of students studying Asian languages in Victorian schools.

Collaboration • Collaboration has already begun in earnest in the process of developing the concept 
of a Vic-Asia Unit. Because the work of the Unit will be relevant to all Departments, 
the private sector and the wider community, the project team has already consulted 
with a number of people inside and outside of government to refine the idea and 
gauge the likely interest in the project.

• The initial phase of the Vic-Asia Unit will involve wide consultation with Departments, 
businesses, councils and representatives from the education sector and the arts.

• While the focus of the Vic-Asia Unit will be on increasing the opportunities for Victoria, 
it is essential that Victoria works closely with the Commonwealth, particularly around 
areas most likely to affect the work of the Unit, like the national education curriculum, 
trade and immigration policy. 

Engagement • The project team has created a public website at www.vicasiaunit.wordpress.com, 
outlining the context and rationale for the project, and providing an opportunity for 
interactive feedback. 

• The website also contains a short film produced specifically for this project, which has 
been uploaded to YouTube to spread the word about the Unit.

Resources • As the Vic-Asia Unit will become a permanent team within DPC, it will require base 
funding for six full-time VPS positions (a VPS6, two VPS5s, a VPS4 and two VPS3s). 
At least two of these positions should be filled by DBI/DEECD secondees.

• Because the first 12 months will be focussed on co-ordination, consultation and policy 
formation, no additional core funding is required. External contractors may however be 
needed to generate a database of existing expertise, knowledge and information that 
will be essential for policy and program development. Some of this work could be 
farmed out to the ABS as a Victorian Statistical Project.

• Once the whole-of-government Asia-ready Victoria policy is released and the Unit 
moves to the next phase of program development, separate business cases will be 
submitted for each new initiative by the relevant implementing Department(s) in co-
ordination with the Vic-Asia Unit. Importantly, new and existing initiatives will now be 
able to be placed in the context of an overarching policy and Departments will be able 
to draw on the empirical foundations generated by the Unit, which should ensure a 
more robust cost-benefit analysis.
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The enablers

Governance • The Vic-Asia Unit will initially consist of at team of 6 VPS employees housed within 
DPC, reporting to a Director and ultimately to Cabinet through the Secretary of DPC.

• A Steering Committee, made up of senior departmental representatives, will provide 
expertise and strategic direction to the Unit. It will also review policy proposals and 
ensure that key Departments, particularly DPI and DEECD, are able to contribute to 
and be regularly informed about the work of the Unit. It is also proposed that an 
independent representative from outside government sit on the Steering Committee, 
for example a senior executive from Asialink, a Victorian based organisation 
dedicated to building links between Asia and Australia, to provide linkages to key 
knowledge and networks domestically and most importantly within the Asian region.

• The success of the Vic-Asia Unit will depend on Government’s commitment to 
developing an Asia-ready Victoria. It is anticipated that an initial submission would 
need to be brought to Cabinet by the Premier seeking general endorsement for 
developing a whole-of-government policy. 

• Given that the work of the Vic-Asia Unit will cut across a large number of Ministerial 
portfolios, the future development of policy and programs could be brought either 
directly to Cabinet or through a particular Committee of Cabinet, depending on the 
nature of the submission.
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Timeline Phase 1: Unit formation

• The first 6 months following the formation of the Unit will be focussed on developing 
a work plan, engaging in wide-reaching consultation, building awareness about the 
role of the Unit, and empirical analysis of existing and future trends and needs to 
inform the work of the Unit going forward.

Phase 2: Development of whole-of-government, Asia-ready Victoria policy

• The second phase will be to draft a whole-of-government policy focussed on building 
an Asia-ready Victoria. While the Vic-Asia Unit will have a co-ordinating role, the 
details of the policy will require input from all Departments, the private sector and the 
broader community. As this policy will be relevant to a large number of portfolios, it 
will be developed through a governance structure that allows for the appropriate 
Cabinet deliberation and decision making. While the timing of the release of a whole-
of-government policy will be entirely dependent on support from Government, it is 
anticipated that this could occur by the end of 2012.

Phase 3: Program design and implementation

• Once the Asia-ready policy has been released, the Unit will commence the program 
development and implementation phase across four distinct, but inter-related 
streams of work. The four areas of focus are: 

• (1) Providing the tools for Victorian businesses and government to deal 
effectively with Asia; 

• (2) Creating an Asia-literate Victoria, by educating the next generation of 
Victorian students as well as the wider community; 

• (3) Putting Victoria on the map by raising our State’s profile across Asia; and 

• (4) Gathering and analysing up-to-date information to develop the best strategies 
going forward. 

• Depending on their nature, specific programs will be developed in co-ordination with, 
and ultimately implemented by, different Government departments including DEECD, 
DBI, DPI, as well as other government and non-government bodies like the VMC and 
Asialink. The timeframes for individuals programs will depend on their nature, size 
and complexity.

• While program development is a longer-term goal of the Vic-Asia Unit, which will 
initially be focussed on strategy development and co-ordination, it is useful to 
indicate some of the programs that might be explored once the broader Asia-ready 
Victoria strategy has been developed. Planning for some of these programs could 
commence in the shorter-term where Departments such as DBI or DEECD already 
have the relevant expertise and capabilities. A list of potential programs is at 
Attachment A below.
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Risk The initial focus of the Vic-Asia Unit will be engaging in consultation and gathering 
information, rather than launching immediately into program implementation. 
Therefore, many typical project risks such as budget blowouts and new technology 
are less relevant. However, there are still many risks that need to be considered to 
ensure that the Vic-Asia Unit, and the policies and programs that it creates, are a 
success.

Risk Impact Likelihood Mitigation strategy

Scope creep: areas of focus 
could quickly exceed the 
capacity of a 6-person team

Med Med Prepare a detailed work plan from the outset; utilisation of 
existing resources across the VPS, educational institutions 
and the wider community

Lack of buy-in from other 
departments

High Med Broad consultation strategy; secondments to the Vic-Asia 
Unit of people from DBI/DEECD; departmental 
representation on the Steering Committee

Rejection by a State 
Government with other 
priorities

High Low Strong evidentiary basis to support the policy and briefings 
to Ministers whose portfolios will benefit from a whole-of-
government Asia-ready Victoria strategy

Lack of relevant expertise High Low Effective hiring strategy initially for the Vic-Asia Unit 
personnel and ongoing engagement with universities, 
Asialink and other sources of Asia expertise

Real or perceived 
disproportionate focus on 
Asia at expense of other 
important regions

Low Med Educating the community and key stakeholders about the 
need for stronger engagement with Asia and maintaining 
existing links with other regions

Economic or political crises 
that diminish the 
attractiveness of Asia

Med Low Analysis will be a key function of the Unit to provide advance 
warning of such problems and place Victoria in a stronger 
position to respond

Lack of federal support Med Low Engaging with the Commonwealth around areas most likely 
to affect the work of the Unit, such as national education 
curriculum, trade and immigration policy

Change 
management

• While the creation of a dedicated Vic-Asia Unit is a novel idea, the realisation that we 
need to build Victoria’s Asia capacity is not new. DBI has conducted a number of 
pieces of work for building Asian trade opportunities, as have the Strategy & 
Innovation Branch of DPC and Invest Victoria.

• Because the Vic-Asia Unit will operate like a normal DPC team (although focussed 
on the broad theme of building an Asia-ready Victoria, rather than a particular 
department or portfolio), change management is unlikely to be a significant issue 
within DPC. 

• Departments are generally used to working with DPC where DPC plays a whole-of-
government, co-ordinating role. A comprehensive communications plan will be 
developed to promote understanding of and support for the work of the Vic-Asia Unit 
across the VPS.

• One issue that will need to be addressed is that DBI is currently responsible for Asia 
trade policy and DEECD is responsible for Asia education policy. With the Vic-Asia 
Unit taking a centralised, co-ordinating role in both of these areas, it will be important 
for the relevant areas within those Departments to understand that their position is 
not being usurped. Rather than being a competitor, the Vic-Asia Unit will become an 
important ally in the struggle to build an Asia-ready Victoria, providing overall policy 
guidance, direction and support for the rest of government. 
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Measuring 
change

If the Vic-Asia Unit is successful and the policies and programs it generates deliver their 
intended benefits, a number of positive outcomes could be expected in the medium to 
long term. Analysis will form part of the core work of the Unit, represented as the fourth 
stream of activities. 

The following table provides an indication of how success might be measured and 
could form the basis of a more comprehensive information development plan.

Outcome Source Indicator Gaps/Issues

A greater uptake of Asian 
language learning and inter-
cultural studies amongst 
Victorian students, from primary 
school to high school and 
through to university

Department of Education and 
Early Childhood Development, 
Victoria:     Languages other than   
English in Government Schools

Total enrolments in languages, 
government primary schools and 
secondary colleges, and the 
VSL

Does not include non-Government 
schools or universities

Further research may be required to 
further understand the measurement of 
inter-cultural studies

More Victorian businesses doing 
business in or with Asia and 
attracting investment from Asia 
and a higher volume of direct 
trade between Victoria and 
Asian countries

Australian Bureau of Statistics: 
International Trade in Goods 
and Services, Australia (cat no 
5368.0)

TABLE 36b. MERCHANDISE 
EXPORTS, State of Origin 
Victoria, by Country and Country 
Groups, FOB Value

TABLE 37b. MERCHANDISE 
IMPORTS, State of Destination 
Victoria, by Country and Country 
Groups, Customs Value

Growth in key Asian markets to 
reflect improvement in Victoria’s 
market share.

Does not include service imports or 
exports

Further research required to 
understand business investment and 
appropriate ways to measure, including: 
ABS, Austrade, Invest Victoria,

Increased number of Asian 
tourists visiting Victoria and vice 
versa.

Australian Bureau of Statistics: 
Overseas Arrivals and 
Departures, Australia (cat no 
3401.0), customised request

Short term movements, Visitor 
Arrivals by state where most 
time was spent by Country of 
Residence

Short term movements, 
Resident Departures by state of 
residence by Destination

Customised data available on a fee for 
service basis

An increasing level of knowledge 
of Asia and "positive sentiment" 
towards Asia amongst Victorians 
and vice versa

Public surveys, including 
baseline and follow-up surveys 
of Victorian job advertisements 
to reveal increases in the 
proportion specifically 
referencing Asian language / 
cross-cultural skills

Will require further investigation via the 
information development plan (IDP)

Perhaps there are proxy measures that 
can be measured under this outcome, 
such as increase in the number of 
Australian tourists to Asia

Increased knowledge sharing 
and flow of expertise between 
Victoria and Asia

Australian Education 
International: International 
Student data

International student enrolments 
by Sector by Nationality, monthly 
series 

Does not include Australians studying 
abroad

ATTACHMENT A: Potential programs for further consideration and development
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STREAM 1: Providing tools and support for Victorian businesses and government to increase investment in Asia

• Improve resources for Victorian businesses wanting to work in Asia, trade with Asia or attract Asian investment (Asia-Linked 
Businesses), to develop inter-cultural competence, including better co-ordination between the VGBOs.

• Create a database for Asia-Linked Businesses to tap into a workforce that is Asia-literate (across all professions and trades).

• Train and retain an Asia-ready workforce, by increasing the focus on and funding for Asian languages and inter-cultural 
training (push factors) and educating Victorian businesses about the value of employees with Asia skills (pull factors).

• Initiate work experience opportunities for Asia-literate secondary school students in Asia-Linked Businesses.

• Develop a world-leading cultural awareness training program and make it available to senior managers in both the public and 
private sectors.

STREAM 2: Educating the next generation of Victorians and building Asia-literacy across the community

• Improve Asian language learning and resources for teachers and students, set up local area networks of language teachers, 
raise the level of support for teachers and fund language teachers to participate in language exchanges or 2-week 
“refresher” courses overseas.

• Enhance the inter-cultural studies component of the school curriculum (turning the new Australian Curriculum, agreed at 
COAG, from words into action and fast-tracking Victoria’s adoption of it).

• Increase awareness of Asian culture across the community through film festivals, art exhibitions, exchange programs, writing 
festivals, etc.

• Encourage the federal government to lift travel bans on countries like Indonesia, or at least create more useful 
categorisations, to allow school trips to occur, in order to make Asian languages come alive for students, rather than just 
being dry words on a page.

• Develop language learning technology, which makes use of platforms like Skype, to allow students to actually interact with 
the people and cultures they are studying about (this initiative could build on work done by the Asia Education Foundation on 
virtual school partnerships through the Bridge program).

STREAM 3: Raising Victoria's profile in Asia and putting Victoria on the map

• Establish websites and social media programs to promote economic, policy and cultural links between Asia and Victoria.

• Establish a special visitor program for future Asian business, government and community leaders.

• Undertake a scoping study on how to showcase Victoria through investment in exhibitions and workshops in Asia.

STREAM 4: Providing an empirical basis for the work of the Vic-Asia Unit:

• Work with educational institutions, businesses and the ABS to collect up-to-date information on current trends and to test the 
effectiveness of programs as they are developed and rolled out.

• Establish research grants to identify existing gaps in Victoria’s Asia-literacy and cultural competency and develop 
international best-practice for addressing these gaps.
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