
For many years, the China-Australia investment relationship has been one of the strongest in Asia. For Australia, a developed 
nation with abundant natural resources, the rapidly growing but resource-poor China has been a natural partner. Survey data 
collected by Kreab Gavin Anderson suggests that Australians view Chinese investment positively. However, they seek 
assurances that future investments will benefit Australia as much as they benefit China. This indicates that public opinion of 
Chinese investment is much more nuanced than some recent media reports have suggested. For Chinese investors with 
innovative Australia investment strategies, this is good news indeed.  
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Australia elected a new coalition government on 7 September 2013 led by a Prime 
Minister determined to refocus attention on the Australia-China relationship. 
Capitalizing on the June 2013 resumption of FTA talks under the government of 
former Prime Minister Julia Gillard, the administration of the Hon. Tony Abbott has 
quickly moved to reenergize FTA discussions with China.  
 
While the coalition plans to fast-track FTA discussions, the Abbott government’s 
plan to lower the monetary threshold that triggers scrutiny by Australia’s Foreign 
Investment Review Board (FIRB) has raised concern among Chinese investors. 
From the current threshold of AU$248 million for most investment types, the 
administration would lower the threshold to AU$15 million. For China, which 
hopes to benefit from the same exceptional AU$1 billion threshold that US and 
New Zealand investors enjoy, that’s a step in the wrong direction.   
 
Investment is not the only sore spot in the negotiations. For its part, Australia 
wants to ensure greater access for its agricultural products to the highly protected 
Chinese market. Yet the potential change at the FIRB is a new development that 
might incorrectly lead prospective Chinese investors to believe that Australia and 
its people do not welcome their investment. In fact, survey data by Kreab Gavin 
Anderson suggests a much more nuanced view of Australian public opinion.  
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The China-Australia investment relationship is one of Asia’s 
largest. Statistics by Australia’s Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade show that two-way investment in 2012 
was AU$25 billion, of which 66 percent was made up of 
Chinese investment in Australia.  
 

The China-Australia Investment Relationship 

China’s swelling outbound investment has supported this 
relationship. According to the Chinese government’s 2012 
Statistical Bulletin of China’s Outward Foreign Direct 
Investment, China’s total outbound FDI rose 17.6 percent 
year-on-year in 2012 to US$87.8 billion – a record high. 
US$77.7 billion of this was non-financial foreign direct 
investment. Wang Yangguo, Vice-Chairman and Secretary 
General of the China International Chamber of Commerce 
for the Private Sector, has said that 45 percent of this non-
financial investment was composed of private investment, 
up from 14 percent in 2008. 
 
In September 2013, Premier Li Keqiang stated at the 
Summer Davos that China wishes to relax conditions on 
firms that invest abroad, showing China’s support for 
overseas investment at the highest level. China’s statistics 
show that Australia is the top investment destination for 
Chinese firms. Any relaxation of restrictions, such as through 
streamlined approvals or higher investment quotas, will only 
increase Chinese investment in Australia. 

China’s overseas direct investment 

The Australian investment climate 

Australia is well-poised to welcome these investors. The country offers a stable political and regulatory environment, a large 
consumer base, a highly skilled workforce, a strong economy and a long history of innovation. Chinese FDI growth trends in 
Australia are evidence that Chinese investors have recognized the many advantages Australia has to offer. According to the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Chinese FDI accounted for only 3 percent of the total stock of FDI in Australia in 2012. But this 
share is growing rapidly. In 2012, China’s FDI stock grew by 16.2 percent, and, from 2007 to 2012, growth was 46.4 percent. 
 
Additionally, Australia has few investment barriers, even when FIRB reviews are taken into account. In Australia, foreign 
investments over AU$248 million (AU$54 million for commercial real estate), or any deal involving a state-owned enterprise, 
requires scrutiny by the FIRB, with the exception of investments made by US and New Zealand investors. The FIRB then 
provides non-binding advice to the Treasurer on the effect of the investment on Australia’s economy and national interest, 
with favor given to ventures that enhance productive capacity and organizations that engage in transparent operations. Yet, 
as FIRB statistics show, out of the 11,420 FIRB reviews in 2011-2012, only 5 percent of proposals were withdrawn and just 13 
proposals were rejected – all in real estate. Clearly, the prospect of a FIRB review is not a major investment deterrent. 
 
Finally, as Kreab Gavin Anderson’s survey data shows, the Australian public generally welcomes Chinese investment, despite 
holding some reservations. 
 

Outward Chinese FDI - 2012 

Outward Chinese foreign direct investment continues to be 
robust, and private firms’ percentage of the investment 
total has risen markedly, from 14 percent to 45 percent in 
just four years 



3 

We have found that, contrary to the concerns of some 
Chinese investors, Australians are broadly comfortable with 
the idea that their economic future is tied to growth in Asia, 
and particularly China, even if they feel more cultural affinity 
with countries like the UK, New Zealand and the US.  
 
Motivating this general sentiment is a perception that 
relatively robust trade and investment with China insulated 
Australia from the global financial crisis. Australians also 
have a clear understanding of the high dollar value of the 
relationship. 
 
In fact, our survey data reveals that 64 percent of 
respondents rank China as Australia’s most important 
economic partner. China placed second (19 percent) behind 
the United States (42 percent) as Australia’s most important 
international relationship overall.  
 
Additionally, nearly half of all respondents thought that 
Chinese companies should be treated no differently from 
other foreign investors. The view was that the threshold of 
Chinese investment that triggers a FIRB review should be 
kept in line with the requirement that other foreign 
companies face. 
 

For three years, Kreab Gavin Anderson has been tracking Australians’ perceptions of the China-Australia investment and 
trade relationship through desk surveys, qualitative research and quantitative research. This includes a national survey of 
over 1,000 Australians, across all states and territories, urban and rural coverage, and three years of qualitative research in 
marginal seats across the country. In the process, we have gained a better understanding of the drivers of China-related 
trade and investment politics in Australia.  
  

What Australians Perceive 

Comfort with the Australia-China relationship 

Lingering wariness 

However, our research also suggests that Australians are 
wary of unfettered Chinese investment. Nearly 80 percent 
of our respondents thought that Australia was well within its 
rights to place limits on Chinese investments that were 
deemed contrary to the national interest.  
 
As a whole, these results indicate a sophisticated set of 
beliefs in the community about the relative importance 
Australians place on the relationship with China and 
highlight issues that Chinese enterprises may need to factor 
into their planning. 
 

Most important economic partner 

Most important relationship 
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It remains to be seen whether Australians’ perceptions of 
their country’s relations with China are changing the ways 
Chinese firms invest. 
 
Previous Chinese investment in Australia mostly occurred in 
the mining and resources sectors. Chinese enterprises have 
also demonstrated a preference for majority stakes or 
outright ownership by state-owned enterprises. From the 
perspective of our survey respondents, this is not ideal. 
Nearly 70 percent supported the acquisition of profitable 
but non-controlling interests in Australian companies by 
Chinese investors.  

Nevertheless, investments in mining and extractive energy 
still predominate. The Heritage Foundation’s China 
Investment Tracker, which measures deals over US$100 
million, shows that, of the US$9.19 billion of investments 
and contracts that Chinese firms concluded in Australia in 
2012, 84 percent targeted metals, gas or coal projects. 
Statistics from the FIRB support these numbers. The board’s 
2011-12 Annual Report reveals that mineral exploration and 
development by Chinese enterprises accounts for 65 
percent of FIRB approvals. 
 
State-owned investors also continue their dominance. In 
2012, only two out of the 11 acquisitions that Heritage 
recorded involved private buyers. 
 
However, there is anecdotal evidence that Chinese investors 
may be becoming more sensitive to the preferences of the 
Australian community. The acquisition of Talison Lithium by 
China’s Chengdu Tianqi (see box on next page) provides a 
textbook case of how an acquisition can maintain the 
support of the community.  
 
Moreover, Chinese firms have demonstrated an 
understanding of the benefits of localization. Australian law 
firm Clayton Utz has estimated that, between 1 January 
2005 and 31 December 2012, Chinese nationals were 
appointed as Chief Executive Officer in only 32 percent of 
acquisitions in the energy and resources sectors, and Chief 
Operating Officer in only 10 percent. By retaining local 
workers, Chinese enterprises can positively involve local 
communities in the development of their investments. 
  

Are We Seeing New Models of Chinese Investment? 

2012 Chinese investment – Heritage 

Chinese CEOs in energy and resources – 
Clayton Utz 
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Some innovative Chinese firms have already adapted to the new 
investment environment. The 2013 acquisition of Talison Lithium by the 
Chinese private company Chengdu Tianqi offers a case in point.  
 
Chengdu Tianqi went to great lengths to convince the local community of 
its good faith. The company hired an Australian investment advisor to 
guide its acquisition of Talison’s Greenbushes mine. It also acted quickly to 
align investors and give comfort to the marketplace by offering AU$848 
million for the mine, beating Rockwood Holdings’ best and final offer of 
AU$724 million.  
 
Tianqi demonstrated astute appreciation for the mergers and acquisitions 
game in gazumping Rockwood’s existing offer by securing pre-bid stake 
leverage, obtaining majority shareholder support and the final Chinese 
regulatory approvals before executing the implementation agreement. 
Additionally, the Chinese company offered reverse break fees as an 
upfront deposit payable into a trust account in Australia – a sign of its 
good faith.  
 
Finally, Tianqi impressed analysts by leaving the Australian managers in 
place and by making a series of visits to the mine to talk to staff and 
develop shared plans for the mine. 
 

Case Study: Talison Lithium Acquisition 

Map of Western Australia indicating the 
location of Talison’s Greenbushes Mine 

New Opportunities for Investment 

The mining boom has brought renewed vigor to Australia’s relationship with Asia. However, Australians are looking to the 
government and investors to develop more mutually beneficial and committed relationships. As China’s economy slows, the 
impact on Australia’s resource sector will raise the need to identify and support new options for investment and trade.  
 
Our national survey identified a range of industries where Australians expected more trade and investment opportunities to 
arise that would benefit from the injection of Chinese FDI. These included, in order of respondents' preferences, agriculture 
and food production (27 percent), manufactured goods (26 percent), capital investment (24 percent), mining (23 percent) 
and tourism (20 percent). When asked what they wanted the renewed focus of trade between Australia and China to be, the 
emphasis shifted to include tourism (23 percent), professional services (21 percent), education (20 percent), agriculture and 
food production (17 percent) and capital investment (11 percent). Currently, at least four key growth areas are emerging. 
 
Food and agriculture 
 
Australian exporters of wine, dairy products, seafood and wool desire support for their efforts to gain greater access to 
Chinese markets. FDI is viewed as an important way to unlock new opportunities. Despite some uncertainty about literally 
“selling the farm” to Chinese acquirers, Australia’s food and agriculture sector is openly calling for the injection of “slow 
capital” as a basis for cementing robust two-way trade between China and Australia. Gary Dawson, Chief Executive Officer of 
the Australian Food and Grocery Council, has stated that Australia’s AU$111 billion food and agriculture sector could 
become the site of a “dining boom” if Australia can harness FDI and make improvements in innovation and productivity. 
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Property 
 
Growing investments in real estate are beginning to balance the 
heavy emphasis on mining and resources investments. The FIRB has 
indicated that it reviewed AU$4.2 billion worth of Chinese property 
investments during the 2011-2012 period, making China the third-
biggest source of approvals in the domestic property market, 
behind the US (AU$8.16 billion) and Singapore (AU$5.7 billion). 
Additionally, the FIRB’s statistics show an almost threefold rise in 
the value of Chinese property investment reviews since 2007-08. 
 
Infrastructure 
 
On 30 September 2013, Rod Sims, Chairman of the Australian 
Competition and Consumer Commission, said that Australia needs 
efficient infrastructure to maintain productivity growth, which has 
been stagnant for over a decade. 
 
In fact, Australia has a long list of infrastructure needs, but it lacks 
the capital to fulfill them. Some analysts have estimated that 
around AU$100 billion worth of critical infrastructure projects need 
development or upgrades, including electricity distribution and 
transmission networks, railways, ports and toll roads. FDI in 
infrastructure – frequently executed through public-private 
partnerships – may unlock these projects with positive effects for 
the Australian economy, while proving an attractive option for 
Chinese suitors seeking long-term dividends. 
 
Maximizing the potential of these projects often involves 
partnering with local companies and engaging reliable financial, 
public affairs and legal advisers who can help navigate complex 
investment deals.  
 
Tourism 
 
In 2012, China overtook the UK as Australia’s second largest 
inbound travel market, with 626,400 visitors spending a record 
AU$4.2 billion over the year. Since the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics counted 373,000 Chinese visitors in the first six months of 
2013, record spending looks set to continue.  
 
A rise in Chinese visitors has underscored opportunities for Chinese 
investment in Australia’s tourism infrastructure, according to the 
Australian Trade Commission’s representative in Shanghai, Michael 
Clifton. Additionally, high visitor numbers have prompted Peter 
Hurley, President of the Australian Hotels Association, to state that 
Australia needs new hotel infrastructure to accommodate the 
inflows.  
 
 
 
 
 

Australia desires investments in infrastructure to 
support local productivity growth 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

The Australian marketplace continues to offer opportunities for Chinese investors to win over public opinion in Australia by 
engaging proactively with regulators, political leaders and the community. However, to best take advantage of these 
opportunities, Chinese acquirers need to acknowledge and respond to the complex yet positive attitudes that Australians 
hold towards Chinese investment. These attitudes will remain in place whether a compromise is reached during the FTA 
negotiations or not. Prospective investors should adopt the following strategies before entering the Australian marketplace: 
 

Do the groundwork 
 
Understand the political and regulatory environment, as well as 
public perceptions of transactions in the related investment 
industry before signing the contract. The greatest room for 
growth will exist where both regulatory and public support are 
present. 

 
Invest in communications 
 
Explain all actions and intentions to the FIRB and the public. 
Depending on the audience, the necessary communications 
activities may range from one-on-one conversations with 
influencers to mass communication and engagement using a full 
suite of traditional and social media tools. 

 
Build trust 
 
Frame actions in terms that demonstrate real advantages for 
Australia. This may require looking beyond growth numbers to 
discover and present the tangible benefits that local 
communities will receive.   

 
Build certainty and maintain transparency 
 
Regardless of the nature of the investment, it is important to 
have data on hand to demonstrate the sustainability of the 
transaction. Local communities appreciate investments that 
offer sustained benefits, and they value investors who are 
honest about the challenges their projects face.  
 
Our findings suggest that, in general, the Australian community 
is looking to the government and to businesses to develop a 
framework that ensures a sustainable economic future for 
Australia, beyond the current mining boom. As for the specific 
implications for China, while Australians see genuine value in 
Chinese investment, they wish to ensure that, as China emerges 
as a world power, Australia will enjoy success alongside of it.  
 

The Australian public appreciates investments that 
may contribute to raising productivity at home, 
such as agriculture investments 


