
Senator the Hon Marise Payne 
Minister for Foreign Affairs 
PO Box 6100 
Parliament House 
Canberra ACT 2600 
 
Dear Senator Payne 
 
 Warm congratulations on the re-election of the Liberal Party to Government and 
for your re-appointment as Minister for Foreign Affairs.  
 
 This letter is to introduce you to the results of a research project on Australia’s 
contribution to conflict prevention and peacebuilding. It relates directly to the ‘guiding 
principles’ you outlined in the statement you made following your appointment about 
‘The safety and security of Australians … the promotion of a robust international rule-
based order to support global peace and prosperity and the delivery of sustainable 
and targeted overseas development assistance…’ 
   
 In the situation since 2011 of a renewed international upsurge in the number of wars 
and casualties and in the extent of displacement and physical destruction, your guiding 
principles are consistent with the priorities advocated by UN Secretary-General Antonio 
Guterres who urged member States to focus attention on conflict prevention and 
peacebuilding efforts within their foreign policies.  
 
 In response to this priority, since 2017 DFAT has joined in sponsoring a survey by the 
Australian International Conflict Resolution Project at the University of Melbourne of the 
experiences of DFAT staff in conflict situations. The aim of the project has been to provide a 
sound basis for advancing pragmatic, evidence-based proposals to the Department for 
improving conflict prevention and peacebuilding capacity. The survey involved interviewing 
about 120 serving and retired diplomats, and a few defence, police, academic and INGO staff. 
Their experiences and comments have been transcribed, organised and distilled for the report, 
and provide an authoritative basis for conclusions and recommendations. 

  The recommendations begin by affirming that commitment to conflict prevention and 
peacebuilding is vital to Australian safety, security and prosperity. You have principal political 
responsibility for articulating, planning and implementing international peace processes and 
in leading departmental attention to them. Perhaps a Minister for International Development 
and the Pacific could be of assistance to you in planning and implementation of support for 
peace processes. The Parliamentary Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence 
and Trade may also be able assist with some aspects of conflict analysis and discussion of 
government responses on a bipartisan basis. 

  It would be a valuable step forward if, in due course, you are prepared to make a 
Ministerial statement on conflict prevention and peacebuilding for this signal to Australians 
and also other countries Australia’s preference for peaceful conflict settlement wherever that 
is possible. It could also unite the framework for 'Sustaining Peace' as a cross-cutting whole-
of-government policy priority.  

  The report expresses concern about the low political priority given to Australian 
diplomacy throughout the last quarter century. The proportion of total Commonwealth outlays 



allocated to diplomacy has fallen from 0.38% in 1995-96 to 0.22% in 2018-19, a decline of 
42%. This has, of course, caused tight constraints on DFAT staffing and functions.  

  External reviews such as those by the Lowy Institute (2011) and the Joint 
Parliamentary Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade (2012) have 
concluded that Australia’s diplomatic service is so inadequately funded and staffed that it 
cannot be fully effective. Although the new missions in the Pacific will address some of these 
gaps Australia’s overseas representation will still be significantly lower than of other G20 and 
OECD countries.   

  Since DFAT has the central role in ensuring consistent and coherent foreign policy and 
in overseeing effective implementation of Australia’s international responsibilities, it is crucial 
to affirm the necessity for diplomatic vitality in conflict prevention and of its cost-effectiveness 
in minimising international violence. Strengthening the diplomatic service would also enable 
extension of Australia’s international representation, increasing participation in maintenance 
of bilateral and multilateral relations and the international rule of law, and enhancement of 
Australia’s effectiveness as a humanitarian and cooperative global citizen. 

  There is a strong case for enhancing analytical and contingency planning within DFAT 
over the full range of foreign policy issues. While acknowledging the current leaderships’ 
efforts to enhance DFAT structure and forward looking development cooperation, there is a 
need to comprehensively build up diplomatic capacity including the way conflict prevention 
and peacebuilding is organised and undertaken. The report recommends that a section of the 
Department be established to specialise in peacebuilding; and that diplomatic staff with 
expertise in conflict prevention and peacebuilding also be included within the functional 
branches.  

  Implementation of the principles and concrete proposals of Security Council 
Resolutions on Women, Peace and Security is both normatively desirable and an effective 
means of increasing the success of peace processes.  

  DFAT should not have to make a choice between generalists and specialists. It is vital 
to increase provision of training opportunities on diplomatic dialogue, conflict prevention and 
peacebuilding within the Diplomatic Academy, at Australian universities, and for diplomats to 
study and network in these areas overseas. More active inclusion of professional experts from 
the wider community could be of assistance in policy development.  

As Australia’s experience in Bougainville and Solomon Islands demonstrates, the 
evolution of a more effective ‘whole-of-government’ and ‘whole-of-region’ framework requires 
that interventions in conflict and instability must prioritise diplomatic engagement and seek 
political solutions. This conclusion stands in contradiction to increasing militarisation and 
securitisation trends. 

The rationale for substantially increasing DFAT’s funding in response to the demand 
for its services in a globally unstable and opportunity-laden environment is strong. Amongst 
DFAT’s work, it is highly desirable to increase funding for conflict prevention and peacebuilding 
capabilities as a cross-cutting policy priority. These policies would enhance Australia’s 
capacity to pursue its national interests and strengthen its role in contributing to global security 
through sustainable peace. 

A draft of the final report has been submitted to the Department. A copy of the 
Executive Summary is included with this letter. We are now working on preparation of a much 
shorter version of the report which would be suitable for public release if you consider that to 



be desirable. We are also planning a workshop with Departmental officers for discussion of 
the report.  

We would be delighted to visit you to discuss the report if that would be of interest to 
you and of use. 

With very best wishes 

 

 

 

 

Professor John Langmore AM 
Professorial Fellow 
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