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The Australian Governments’ Changi
Attitudes Towards Southern Africa - Ml(:g('lan'lqhan
Just Words of Sympathy for the Blacks?

Klaas Woldring*

At the Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ summit, held in London i
June, 1977, the Australian Primer Minister, Malcolm Fraser made histoll"n
by strongly aFtacking the racial policies of the white minority regimes o)ti
Southern Africa. He made history because no Prime Minister representi
the generally conservative Liberal Party had done much more than m'ldl;g
disapprove of the inequalities of white rule. In many respects Fraser rlnu };
be rated as one of the most conservative amongst Prime Ministe:
produced by his Party, especially as far as the domestic economic polic is
concerned and also in relation to Russian ‘global ambitions.” Thus };ﬂs
stand at the Summit was perhaps least expected by those not too wel’l in?
for(;n(’elfihlog t{l‘f f(l);rr.lation of government policy towards Southern Africa
an ir i
Ry we(r); issues, and apparently it even came as a surprise to
‘ The Australian Financial Review went as far as suggesting that
;do.m.pmed to Malcolm Fraser, Gough Whitlam’s (the previous gPri:le
aqlr:-lft:r) pert}"lorx?fmce on Fhe. international stage is emerging in retrospect
s; )T? to the }nlperllelstlc lakely” tag so often contributed by con-

nf;‘n\e A’sustrallan. Prime Ministers by Third World countries.’
dersmroadse:; :OE}?S'(;YT London were forceful and could not be misun-
B e e g
S ki (;3 i t am’s uncompromising line on
- ;t)e v c;ed a sharp d)fferen.ce of opinion with the
- Wirmbi o e is rA uldoon, whose reactionary position on this
B e in ustrahz'i. é‘s regards Rhodesia, which he
B b st m::nsatwe, Fraser said; .I.thll.lk wh.ite Rhodesians still
- W t}(: mus-tﬁar world opinion in their support. Well, the
- Ay g2 eg}ImWI not be able to do that the more they ought
B 1 e n ;rnd ;reﬂf&tkt:hcome to a proper accommodation in
- Th s n,mre fomefully'”at as each month passes, they ought

Fras :
eliev::ﬁr went on to comment, in another context, that he “didn’t
) at there was a policy more offensive te humanity than apar-

theid.” p N TR

Fraser's rejection of international open market systems as
l“K]aa
. s H. Woldri
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inadequate and damaging to the opportunities of the Third World coun-

tries and “as belonging to the laissez-faire economics of the 19th century”
certainly raised many eye brows in Australia and elsewhere coming as
they did from a declared admirer of Milton Friedman and Ayh Rand. Ina
series of “Letters to the Editor” in national newspapers and in editorials
Frasser’s role reversal was attacked by some prominent Australians for
various reasons. It was pointed out particularly that the Government’s
policy towards Aborigines was rather less generous than that of the
preceding Labour administration; that neighbouring Asian countries like
Malaysia, Singapore and the Philippines were becoming increasingly ap-
prehensive about the protectionist trade policies that had been adopted by
the Australian Government.

In spite of these contradictions, it was plain to all that the December,

1975 election promised that a Fraser Government “would return to

traditional friends” and “the castigation of the Whitlam administration

for giving aid to African guerillas” were not only set aside at the Com-
monwealth summit but that these policy positions had been reversed.

Meanwhile, aid to African guerillas, which has always taken the form

of humanitarian assistance, had actually continued after December, 1975
and Australian funds were also being provided to Mozambique to
compensate it for economic sanctions applied against Rhodesia (Zim-
babwe). Australia’s contribution was provided in the form of 286 tonnes of
corned meat and 3,800 tonnes of wheat as well as a quantity of skimmed

milk powder, which, including cost of freight, was estimated at Aus. $1
million. In addition, Aust. $80,000 was promised for a special fund
established under the Commonwealth Fund for Technical Co-operation

for technical assistance to Mozambique.

In 1976, $25,000 went to the UN Fund for Namibia (the fourth grant
in a series initiated by the Whitlam administration which for instance
provided $150,000 to SWAPO and MPLA jointly for medicines and

education).

Australia has been a member of the UN Council for Namibia since |

1975, a situation which has been accepted and continued by the present

Government. It is well-known here that the Foreign Minister, Andrew .

Peacock, whose policies are hardly distinguishable from those of the
previous Prime Minister, who actively pursued a pro-Third World and
anti-Southern Africa policy, at least verbally. In a major statement in
March, 1977 Peacock argued:-

The last year has been the tempo of change in Southern Africa quite

decisively, bringing the region to the forefront of the world’s attention.

The meaningful questions now are not whether fundamental changes

will take place but when they will take place. These questions are

clearly related: fundamental charges will have to be made sooner -

very much sooner - if they are to be made comparatively peacefully and

if the whole region is to avoid the incalculable consequences of large-

scale outside intervention. Obscuring this fact will serve no-one’s in-

terest. We recognise the difficulties which have grown with the wasted

years, but the future of all the people, both black and white, now
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(“rn,‘,er?ds on making swift and resolute use of the little time remaining
This is why we hax_!e supported the process of negotiated change in Zim:
ibwe apd Namibia. This is why, in pursuing a policy of maintaining a
olicy of correct diplomatic relations with South Africa, we have sought
convey very firmly that we not only oppose that regime’s policies of
\cial discrimination without reservation, but we believe its political
tructure lcannot indefinitely sustain the tensions and divisive forces
nherent in a system which institutionalises racial inequality. The
tragic and significantly sustained eruption of violence in Soweto un-
lerlines the validity of this message. It is one which is proper for-us to
onvey and we will continue to do so. For what is happenirhé in
Southern P‘xfrilca is significant not only in Africa; it demonstrates in
most convincing terms the potency of the racial question in con-
emporary international politics and it has an important effect on the
hole spectrum of third world-Western relations.' ;

.cock is generally credited with provision of the major muscle behind
icy adopted by Mr. Fraser. There was some minor backtracking by
\ :frrflvlian Prime Minister, however, on the use of force when he
ied his position in London on this matter by saying that he did not
nt “anyone reading ‘total support’ for the liberation struggle - as stated
| the final communique of the summit - as implying an obligation to
rovide armed assistance.” But he did agree that the armed struggle was
ecessary and complementary to other efforts including negotiation and
inctions - even though it might be ‘illegitimate.
f\. (he World Conference for Action Against Apartheid held in Lagos,
ia npm August 22-26, 1977 Peacock represented Australia and fur-
ther explained the Government’s new position. He stated that Australia
)pposed Apgrtheid on moral, intellectual and political grounds. The
;). ments i.or Apartheid were fraudulent and internally inconsistent.
olitically, it was a design for disaster:
Un some issues, morality and realism point in different directions and
{;(.l‘-xg‘_nt (ilffx(;ul.t problems of choice. This is not the case in Southern
= ica. In this instance, moral, intellectfal and political cornsiderations
The (:“v ‘m’un}mlly. reinforcing.? ]
re.,n-vjf 1 U)e little doubt tha't the sustained campaign organised by a
Omr;t;i._, small core .of dedlcated'anti-apartheid activists - usually
o :'.,ll: on a sboestmg budget - did arouse public opinion sufficiently
K H.; v)e:‘ome mcreasx'ngly aware ‘?f anfl critical towards official white
South A\Afn. ; outhern Africa. Compa nies with interests and investments in
ex}»(lse;i t:\r ahand unduly benefiting from‘t.he low wages of Africans were
VOI\'e\r;1ent)l tlgm and urged to change their ways or withdraw from the in-
Oulworth‘a ;leftber. Boycotts of South African products especially of
Beocl, a.ttask is f'mgers come to mind. Woolworths imports were relen-
. wu. cked with the ever'ltuahl effect that this company did turn to
C011S(‘r'.v\atirjzs og supply. Considering that Australian society is basically
mainsuegm afnwsuffermg from the effects of long-term isolation from the
B 1, ! o estern protest m.ovements in respect of Southern Africa,
,as been a remarkable achievement.?

While verbal and UN support for the African and anti-Apartheid

h
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causes could not be mistaken and also the amount of aid to African coun-
tries improved considerably under the Labour administration, “trade
relations were hardly affected. In fact, the volume of both exports to and
orts from South Africa steadily increased until late 1975. The reasons

imp
political and economic in nature. ]

for this are complex and both

Total Aust.

Exports to Imports from
Sth Africa South Africa Trade with
South Africa
1973/74 $90.3m $36.6m $126.9m
1974/75 97.9m 439m 141.8m
1975/76 90.9m 36.9m 127.9m
1976/77 69.6m 56.6m 126.2m‘;_’

It must be remembered that South Africa is Australia’s main African
trading partner with the balance of trade (still) in Australia’s favour.

In the Whitlam period, Australia began to benefit from a flow oﬂ
private capital to South Africa — a situation that no longer exis s,
Australia’s main export items to the Republic are cars and car com-
ponents and the vulnerability of this industry is such that it would be
economically and politically detrimental to any Australian Government
to implement a trade embargo. For the Whitlam Government it would
have been electorally suicidal since its stocks were already low in 1974
and 1975. Repeatedly, the Labour Government stated its preparedness to
join in an economic embargo if her other major trading partners did so ‘
This view was and is still held by Mr. Bob Hawke, President of the
Australian Council of Trade Unions, an extremely powerful pressu 3
group. Naturally, the chance of this occurring has always been very slim.
The former Labor Minister for Overseas Trade, Dr. Jim Cairns argue

that:

You cannot stop trade with countries because you don’t like their policies. If
we did that, we would stop trading with just about every country except

2

Sweden and Switzerland. Rhodesia is still the only country with which

i

Australia does not trade, because it is the subject of a UN resolution.®

A ‘no promotion’ position has been maintained by the Fraser Government
and in view of the poor state of the economy during the past five years is
unlikely to change in the foreseeable future. Peacock rightly claimed in
Lagos that the Australian Government “Hoes not actively promote trade
with South Africa” and “our economic interests in South Africa have, as 8
consequence, Qiminished." ‘

It wc_)uld be fair to say that Australia, as a nation, has ceased to be
the last friend of the white minority regimes. A pervasive awareness has
emerged amongst her people to ensure that blacks in that part of the
world will be given a ‘fair go’ in the future. Compared to South African
society, Australia is essentially an egalitarian nation which does not take

l:‘/‘.

a

1
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Aly to restrictions on personal freedom. Significantly, a growing ac-

ptance of multi-culturalism within the one political system is also

oading and could be taken as a model for future Southern Africa. The

. conservatism not to interfere in the domestic affairs of another

trv has given way, especially amongst the young, to a desire to be in-

4 in these important foreign issues, to become better informed and to

,ccordingly.

. is realised much more now than, say, 10 years ago that the

.alian complicity in Apartheid by some firms reflects poorly on her

tions with the many surrounding Third World nations and .that the

oful tackling of still outstanding Aboriginal issues is closely con:
| with the conduct of external race relations.

During 1978 the Australian Government has continued with its sup-
) the guerilla forces in Zambia and Mozambique. It approved the
\merican Proposals for a Settlement in Rhodesia and indicated
. Internal Settlement can only be expected to work if the guerilla

rs are to be included in it. The implication of this position ‘s clearly
rejection of the Internal Settlement as unviable and unjust. In June,

978 when Mr. Fraser was in Europe, when the Zaire crisis erupted,

ssure was apparently put on him to support a plan to save Zaire for the

p‘. €
West. The Prime Minister declined, however, and he made it plain that he
wa re concerned with economic issues of the Third World than with
taking sides in a political controversy with complications that could easily
ta -.w‘w‘: 'the favourable image that Australia is trying to build up in the
T *y‘,.vrr" World. As the Australian Financial Review stated “Mr. Fraser's
relief at ‘rnissing out underscores the massive changes that his government
has made in Australia’s view of its place in the world.”®

_ A desire to play a constructive role in the implementation of the in-
dependence settlement in Namibia has prompted Mr. Peacock to promise

?T' lian support for a UN Peace keeping Force in that territory. This
ollowed discussions between Mr. Vance, Dr. Owen and himself early in

1

978. Although this commitment is mildly opposed by the Department of

Defene o X

sui- ‘Ln ce and sections of the conservative press (Australia has several of

Alr::An‘.;m!vemepts already and has no historical duty in Africa”) an
istralian contingent can be expected to be part of that Peace keeping

F()hjg -

’ if it does materialize.”
That Australia has no historical duty does not mean that it could not

5‘1:: lz.:(}nsml.cgive role in Africa. Actually, it could mean that for that
Becen '(?On it is in a very advantageous position to play such a role. At the
LuHaRu{OHXﬂOnwealth Heads of Sta.te and Government Meeting, held in
Froce, a“‘ ugust 1979, the Australian delegation shone throughout. Mr.
8tors nnounced, on an.'lval,'that Australia would give Zambia 60 grain

ge silos each having a capacity of 100 tonnes (prefabricated,

g

a‘i‘;rcl’lsed and easy to erect). The gift was made following an appeal by
- Ofrr;}r‘nonwealt.h Secretary-Gen‘eral, Mr. Shridath Ramphal, to mem-
s e Cor.nmonwealth to assist nghia in overcoming its economic

ulties. This was complementary to earlier food aid.? Mr. Fraser also

._
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said that he would be presenting to President Kaunda a gift of library

books on agricultural topics relevant to Zambia. The collection of books
and periodical journals would be on agricultural science and include
details of the Australian experience in Arid Zone farming. On the political
front, the pessimism following Mrs. Thatcher's statement to the
Australian National Press Club in Canberra, a month earlier. gave way to
optimism in Lusaka. She had said on that occasion that Britain was
unlikely to renew sanctions in November and that the Muzorewa - Smith
regime would probably be recognised “a little later.” If she was testing the
water there, it proved to be quite chilly because Mr. Fraser immediately
dissociated himself publicly from this position.

In fact much of the credit of persuading Mrs. Thatcher to see reason ';
on this issue must go to the Australian delegation. Australian Prime ]
Minister, Mr. Maleolm Fraser, first to reply to President Kaunda’s |
welcoming address, set the tone of the meeting from the start. He re-
confirmed the position taken by his government in relation to Southern
Africa at the last meeting in London, in 1977, and repeated on several oc-
casions since. Although the conference and the British government still
regard the issue as Britain’s responsibility, her record of efforts to find a
solution to it has been extremely poor. :

Nevertheless, the new Constitutional Conference to be held in London:
from 10th September onwards is in itself a breakthrough. If, however, noj
agreement is reached a country like Australia would seem to be in an ad-
vantageous position to try to resolve the deadlock. Australia can only be’
regarded as essentially a neutral power in this issue which is likely to con=
sider the interests of all parties to the conflict more equitably than, say
Britain, the US or Nigeria.'® If the London conference is a success these.
remarks equally hold true for the still formidable outstanding issues Of
Namibia and South Africa, possibly even more so. It is becoming s‘
creasingly clear that the political and constitutional re-organisation of
Southern Africa is essentially an international concern. It is also obvious
that all major powers have vested interests in the area which hinders
them from acting as conciliators and mediators. The U.N. is not too well
placed either, as in one sense it is dominated by Third World Powers ex-
tremely antagonistic towhite South Africa but, on the other hand, when
the chips are down, the Western powers still shy away from efectively
sanctioning white South Africa. o

The ability of white South Africa to extricate itself from the vicious
circle of racial rule is questioned every where. Endlessly new schemes ar
drawn up which are supposedly breakthroughs and aim at ending Apars
theid, but the reality is quite different. Heribert Adam has called this
process rather kindly ‘modernising racial domination!” I would prefer 0
call it intensifying political schizo phrenia. The latest manifestations €
this may be seen in Namibia where the DTA will not be backed by the for=

this |
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mer head of the Selous Scouts, Lt Colonel Daly, who is to form a special

ontingent of South African troops to keep SWAPO at bay. This lat

|evelopment demonstrates that the white political leadersiﬁp is Lbe oesdt
earning lessons from the most recent history of Zimbabwe (Rhode};ig)
I'he causes of s.uch a state of mental abnormality are manifold and ma :
he worth examining in another paper. It is suggested, however, that fur)j
ther pressures alone - economic boycotts, isolation, effective di\:estment -
_oula lead to increasingly abnormal and dangerous behaviour, e.g. the use
i nuclear weapons. It is for this reason that new approache; me;y pro;/e
hore fruitful .in the future than mere isolation. Only the representatives of
. few countries v\iould qualify to engage in dialogue with people whose

racial arrogance is probably warning but who are increasingly sufferi;x
rom the stress of being under siege and of carrying internatioﬁal stigmag
If the international community is able to look beyond the dicimtom\;
nrovided by the capitalist and socialist frameworks of interpretation the
gotiations about political re-organisation in Southern Africa ma,v be
ved to a new plane. It is at this level that I can see a role emerginé for
Australia as a mediator. Although perhaps less well-known in-
wrl‘.;nmn‘;lll_\' than their European and U.S. counterparts, Australia has
some eminent constitutional lawyers and political scientists with a special

ot i A okt ] )
interest in A'.n(an affairs who could assist in this process of conciliation
and reorganisation.

‘ It would be an error, however, to accept the new policies of Mr
?“Iuw r and h‘is. Ministers as support for socialist or even social-democrati(.'
1.(11-,«1. in Africa. To the contrary, most enlightened Australian con-
servatives now realise that continued white domination has become a

distinct liability to the Western Alliance; that unless fundamental

('}]Hlm.fv.\ are introduced in South Africa itself soon, not only will there be a

olonged - ; ;

E/)i w‘ }n;,(' <‘l and bitter race conflict but that it is likely to end in a Marxist
ctory. To the present Australian Government the latter option would be

S()‘“’] ' 1_'?ch<,m‘fmvable than black majority rule within the framework of

E “: ‘ ‘.”,YTI ()t‘W estern democracy and a mixed economy and it is prepared

R 1C( or (-hngly. Regardless of the ideological orientation that sustains
a pos i 2l 2 $

Pro.. position, the net effect is what matters at this point of time. The

unag(.'\ Ii::l);_\t'] }'tfinl'(?nly hav‘e.('ome ds a sh(')ck to white Southern African
Manci istralian traditional .frlendshlp.

- 'ul:]t.te‘erpretors of the Zimbabwean struggle for independence

St in;, 1cley might view a more broadly based constitutional set-
m(“; ' r‘e')‘ a margma.l improvement on the Internal Settle.'' On
1g, its aim would still be to keep Zimbabwe within the Western

SPhere f ;
R Al:l‘l{l‘ue‘nce and its economy subservient to Western capitalist in-
e stralian advocacy of participation by the guerilla leaders in a

gover i
'nmment and the further reduction or elimination of white power,

S=€n | is 1
5" ' this light, would fall well short of Marxist objectives. Very likely

objectives w
) Jectives would be frustrated by a new settlement in the short run.
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The practical choice for the ideologies in the Patriotic Front, therefore, is
whether to pursue the guerilla war until final victory is achieved
militarily or to opt for what may be termed the Eurocommunist approach.
It would seem to me that the first option is too hazardous to be seriously
contemplated and, possibly, that it is even counter-productive at this .'
point of time.
Increasingly, the indications are that the opposition forces inside and
outside Southern Africa as a whole should begin to examine social- "
democratic approaches to liberation as an additional, not an alternative, |
straaegy towards a liberal socialist society. In particular, the proposed
federal re-organisation of Southern Africa should be looked at as a device:
that could be used by those of a socialist orientation to further their.
cause.'? It is interesting to note in this context that the Australian]
federation has many lessons to offer and it even provides a bi-ideological
historical context both in its formative period and the 79 years of its
operation. !
The newly developed interest in African affairs by Australia is bothi
remarkable and hopeful. It remains to be seen, however, that the present
Australian Government will heed the understandable call by Donald
Woods, a guest of the Australian National Press Club last year, to sevel
diplomatic relations with the Republic of South Africa. 4
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