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DISCLAIMER

While every care has been taken in the preparation of the materials 
contained within this publication, AP4D will not be held liable or 
responsible for any loss, damage or other inconvenience caused as 
a result of any inaccuracy or error within the pages of this publication. 
This publication is not a substitute for independent professional 
advice and you should obtain any appropriate professional advice 
relevant to your particular circumstances. Views expressed cannot be 
attributed to any individuals or organisations involved in the process. 

Executive Summary

The Australia-France relationship is on a positive trajectory, 
with greater coordination and cooperation in the Indo-
Pacific a core and growing element. However, with frictions 
from the September 2021 AUKUS announcement still 
fresh, now is an important time to develop a mature 
bilateral relationship with a clear understanding of how 
interests, priorities and capabilities intersect and diverge. 
As France looks to increase its presence and contribution 
in the Indo-Pacific, Australia should take a deliberate 
and active approach to managing risks and seizing on 
opportunities to work effectively with French counterparts. 

There are already substantial ties and areas of mutual 
coordination, cooperation and interests between Australia 
and France across three regional theatres: the Pacific, 
Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean. While Australia 
has a greater all-round presence in the Pacific than 
France, the balance is more even in Southeast Asia 
and the Indian Ocean. At the same time, the breadth 
of Australia-France ties and the complicated nature 
of managing relationships with both metropolitan 
France and its Indo-Pacific territories (with varying 
degrees of autonomy), means that this relationship 
presents complexities for Australia to navigate. 

In terms of the overarching bilateral relationship, the 
key risks and opportunities for Australia are: continuing 
to rebuild trust and mutual understanding with France 
post-AUKUS; developing an understanding of France’s 
strategic outlook and relative global priorities and how 
that affects its role in the Indo-Pacific; working with 
France to encourage a greater European contribution 
to the Indo-Pacific (especially on infrastructure); and 
boosting Australia’s capacity to engage France. 

In the Pacific, Australia needs to consider greater 
coordination with France both bilaterally and in the 
context of other external actors with the aim ensuring 
that contributions are complementary. Humanitarian 
responses are a well-established area of joint work with 
France, especially in the FRANZ arrangement with New 
Zealand, that could be further optimised. Meanwhile, 
Australia must be cognisant of how France is perceived in 
the Pacific and how this affects Australia’s own priorities 
– especially around a First Nations Foreign Policy. 

While both Australia and France are significant 
actors in Southeast Asia in their own right, there is 
less scope for coordination, but Australian officials 
should be alert to opportunities to coordinate with 
French colleagues in forums such as the ASEAN 
Defence Ministers Meeting and to leverage France’s 
“third way” stance on strategic competition. 

In the Indian Ocean, the positive momentum behind 
trilateral dialogue between Australia, India, and France 
is a welcome development to enable greater practical 
coordination, especially on maritime security. There 
are also opportunities for Australia to make a greater 
contribution in the western Indian Ocean with modest 
resourcing by working in partnership with France to 
align messaging and cooperate on issues such as 
maritime domain awareness and disinformation.

As Australia pursues its vision for the future of the Indo-Pacific, it must forge effective partnerships to align 
priorities, combine capabilities and coordinate action. France – a resident Indo-Pacific power with significant 
resources, sophisticated statecraft and global reach – is one such partner for Australia. In the broad, 
Australia should welcome and seek to shape a greater French contribution to the region’s stability, security 
and prosperity. 
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SUMMARY OF PATHWAYS

Leverage French and EU contributions across the Indo-Pacific

Working across the Indo-Pacific, Australia should:

•	 harness the bilateral roadmap with France to leverage greater French contributions across the region

•	 work with France to influence European engagement in the Indo-Pacific, 
especially a greater contribution on infrastructure finance

•	 work with France on the application of France’s Feminist Foreign Policy in the Indo-Pacific

•	 enhance the Australian Government’s own France literacy and capability for coordinated engagement

Realise the benefits of greater coordination with France in the Pacific

In the Pacific, Australia should:

•	 develop deeper coordination with France in the Pacific while encouraging a 
greater French contribution to addressing regional challenges

•	 optimise humanitarian assistance and disaster relief coordination through FRANZ

•	 continue to grow First Nations and Indigenous engagement with French Pacific territories

Keep a watching brief on opportunities to coordinate with France in Southeast Asia

In Southeast Asia, Australia should:

•	 pursue ad hoc coordination and collaboration with France where interests and capabilities intersect

•	 investigate the potential for Australia-Indonesia-France trilateral dialogue and practical cooperation

Work with France to multiply the effects of Australia’s efforts in the Indian Ocean

In the Indian Ocean, Australia should:

•	 continue to invest in the Australia-India-France Trilateral Dialogue

•	 explore opportunities to leverage French advantages and capabilities in the western Indian Ocean

Why it Matters

Acting alone, Australia cannot realise its vision for 
the Indo-Pacific.1 It must work with partners to align 
priorities and investments, combine resources and 
capabilities, and coordinate action and engagement. 
For Australia, France is one such partner. 

A significant power in the region, France regards itself 
as a “fully-fledged Indo-Pacific country”.2 It aims “to 
provide solutions to the security, economic, health, 
climate and environmental challenges” of regional 
countries, while wanting the “Indo Pacific to remain 
an open and inclusive area, with each State observing 
each other’s sovereignty.”3 This position – focused on 
addressing key regional challenges to stability and 
prosperity while maintaining a favourable balance 
of power – broadly aligns with that of Australia.4

Recent joint statements articulate a high degree of 
convergence in global and regional outlooks between 
Australia and France. In a meeting this year,

“Ministers emphasised the importance of a 
strong Franco-Australian partnership to preserve 
the international order based on the rule of 
law and to work together to maintain an open, 
stable, and prosperous Indo-Pacific region where 
sovereignty and international law are respected.”5

1	� For a recent outline of Australia’s vision for the Indo-Pacific, see: Penny Wong, ‘National Press Club Address, Australian interests in a regional 
balance of power’, April 2023, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/national-press-club-address-australian-inter-
ests-regional-balance-power

2	� Government of the French Republic, ‘France’s Indo-Pacific Strategy’, February 2022,  https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/en_dcp_a4_in-
dopacifique_022022_v1-4_web_cle878143.pdf. France identifies that over 1.6 million French citizens live in its Indo-Pacific territories, that two-
thirds of its national EEZ is in the region (making it the world’s second largest), and that it has more than 7,000 soldiers permanently stationed in 
the region.

3	� Government of the French Republic, ‘France’s Indo-Pacific Strategy’, February 2022, https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/en_dcp_a4_in-
dopacifique_022022_v1-4_web_cle878143.pdf

4	� See, e.g., Penny Wong, ‘Speech to the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace’, December 2022, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/
minister/penny-wong/speech/speech-carnegie-endowment-international-peace; Penny Wong, ‘National Press Club Address, Australian interests 
in a regional balance of power’, April 2023, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/national-press-club-address-austra-
lian-interests-regional-balance-power

5	� Penny Wong, Catherine Colonna, Sébastien Lecornu and Richard Marles, ‘Second France-Australia Foreign and Defence Ministerial Consulta-
tions’, January 2023, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/media-release/second-france-australia-foreign-and-defence-min-
isterial-consultations

6	� Government of the French Republic and Government of the Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Joint Statement’, July 2022,  https://www.pm.gov.au/
media/joint-statement-france-and-australia

While the September 2021 AUKUS announcement 
led to disruption of Australia-France ties, the last 12 
months have seen remarkable progress in rebuilding the 
relationship at the political, bureaucratic and operational 
levels. A joint statement announced by Prime Minister 
Albanese and President Macron in July 2022 instructed 
officials to develop a detailed “bilateral roadmap” to be 
delivered before the end of 2022. This signals a positive 
trajectory, with a particular focus on greater coordination 
and cooperation in the Indo-Pacific across defence and 
security, resilience and climate, and education and culture.6

Given this political, institutional and strategic momentum 
towards greater partnership, but with frictions still so 
fresh in memory, it is more vital than ever that Australia 
have a clear-sighted understanding of how its interests, 
priorities and capabilities intersect and, for that matter, 
diverge with those of France. This is especially important 
given that France has signalled that it will increase its 
military presence (especially naval and defence industry), 
diplomatic representation and development contribution 
in the region in coming years. Australia must take a 
deliberate and active approach to manage risks and 
capitalise on opportunities in this bilateral relationship. 
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The France relationship has unique complexities and 
challenges for Australia due to its breadth and geography. 
Not only does Australia work with France bilaterally across 
a full suite of diplomatic, development, humanitarian, 
environmental, multilateral, defence, security and 
intelligence domains, it also engages the French system 
both globally (as a North Atlantic security actor, a P5 UN 
Security Council member and an EU economic power) and 
locally (as a resident Pacific and Indian Ocean presence). 
From Australia’s perspective, French politics and strategic 
culture – including variations between the metropole 
and its overseas territories, as well as France’s colonial 
history in the Indo-Pacific – are difficult to grasp fully 
due to language differences and a generally low level of 
awareness and knowledge amongst the Australian public. 

In seeking out greater coordination and cooperation 
with France, Australia should look for opportunities 
where priorities, interests and capabilities align to 
multiply the effects of its efforts. At the same time, 
various risks need to be mitigated against, including 
mutual misunderstandings and divergent operational 
cultures between Australia and France, as well as a lack 
of coordination both within the Australian system and 
in engaging the French system. With France looking to 
update its strategy towards the Indo-Pacific, Australia 
should aim to influence this as much as possible. 

Existing Coordination

Taken as a whole, the relationship with France is one of 
Australia’s most comprehensive, building on a long history 
of engagement, exchange and cooperation stretching 
back to at least World War I. France’s significant global 
and European influence, as well as its various territories 
scattered around the world, including in the Indian Ocean 
and Pacific, provide unique complexities for Australia’s 
engagement. France is both a distant European power 
and proximate resident force.7 It is also important to 
remember that various dimensions of French policy 
(especially economic) are set at the EU level. Moreover, 
France contributes to the EU’s engagement in the Indo-
Pacific and has been the most influential member state 
in the EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific.8

Figure 1 on the next page captures the institutional 
avenues for coordination and cooperation between 
Australia and France in the Indo-Pacific, including 
shared regional fora. While broader bilateral ties such 
as trade and investment are noted as important context, 
they are not the focus of this Options Paper. Australia’s 
engagement with the European Union is also not included. 

7	� See further: Hugh Piper, ‘The promise for Australia-France ties’, Australian Outlook, February 2023, https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/aus-
tralianoutlook/the-promise-for-australia-france-ties/

8	� European Union External Action Service, ‘EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific’, February 2022,  https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/
eu-strategy-cooperation-indo-pacific_en

9	� Malcolm Turnbull and Emmanuel Macron, ‘Vision Statement on the Australia-France Relationship’, May 2018, https://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/
france/vision-statement-on-the-australia-france-relationship

10	� Government of the French Republic and Government of the Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Joint Statement’, July 2022,  https://www.pm.gov.au/
media/joint-statement-france-and-australia

11	� Penny Wong, Catherine Colonna, Sébastien Lecornu and Richard Marles, ‘Second France-Australia Foreign and Defence Ministerial Consulta-
tions’, January 2023, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/media-release/second-france-australia-foreign-and-defence-min-
isterial-consultations; Government of the French Republic and Government of the Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Joint Statement’, July 2022,  
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/joint-statement-france-and-australia; Richard Marles and Sébastien Lecornu, ‘Statement – Meeting between Rich-
ard Marles, Australian Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Defence, and Sébastien Lecornu, French Minister for Armed Forces’, September 
2022, https://www.minister.defence.gov.au/statements/2022-09-04/meeting-between-richard-marles-australian-deputy-prime-minister-and-min-
ister-defence-and-sebastien-lecornu-french-minister-armed-forces-1-september-2022-france

12	� Penny Wong, Catherine Colonna, Sébastien Lecornu and Richard Marles, ‘Second France-Australia Foreign and Defence Ministerial Consulta-
tions’, January 2023, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/media-release/second-france-australia-foreign-and-defence-min-
isterial-consultations

13	� Penny Wong, Catherine Colonna, Sébastien Lecornu and Richard Marles, ‘Second France-Australia Foreign and Defence Ministerial Consul-

BILATERAL ARCHITECTURE

The bilateral roadmap under development will be the 
primary relationship architecture, replacing the effectively 
defunct Vision Statement of 2018.9 It is expected to be 
released in 2023, encompassing three pillars: defence 
and security; resilience and climate action; and education 
and culture.10 Moreover, recent joint statements by leaders 
and foreign and defence ministers articulate a high degree 
of convergence between Australia and France on their 
outlook and interests in regional and international security, 
climate and the environment, and humanitarian issues.11

The premier coordination mechanism is the 
France-Australia Foreign and Defence Ministerial 
Consultations (FrAUMIN 2+2). This is supported 
by an annual senior officials dialogue.12

The January 2023 2+2 consultations flagged that Australia 
and France will look to collaborate on the following 
areas: energy transition in the Pacific, including by 
bringing together research capabilities; greater strategic 
dialogue to share expertise on the Indo-Pacific; and 
cultural exchange, including with the Pacific. Greater 
defence collaboration was also flagged, including 
strategic dialogue and research, operational and logistic 
cooperation, and civil space cooperation to support climate 
analysis and disaster resilience in the Indo-Pacific.13

This Options Paper uses “coordination” to broadly 
refer to Australia and France deconflicting, 
aligning or harmonising their respective individual 
actions. It uses “cooperation” to refer to a 
higher level of joint action where Australia and 
France work together on a particular initiative. 

For the purposes of this Options Paper, we use 
the following the geographic definitions: 

•	 ‘Indo-Pacific’ stretches from the far 
eastern Pacific Ocean to the far western 
Indian Ocean and encompasses all 
of Southeast Asia and littoral Asia. 

•	 ‘Pacific’ includes all of the island 
states and territories in or bordering 
the Pacific Ocean (though this 
paper is primarily concerned with 
the southwestern Pacific). 

•	 ‘Southeast Asia’ includes all ASEAN 
Member States, Timor-Leste and 
the maritime domain they share.  

•	 ‘Indian Ocean’ refers to all countries on 
the rim of the Indian Ocean as well as 
the maritime space of the ocean itself 
(though this paper is primarily concerned 
with the north-eastern Indian Ocean, 
South Asia and the western Indian 
Ocean island states and territories.
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INDIAN OCEAN & SOUTHERN OCEAN

Diplomatic

•	 Australia-India-France 
Trilateral Dialogue

•	 Indian Ocean Rim 
Association (IORA)

•	 Treaty on maritime cooperation 
in the Southern Ocean 
(fisheries surveillance, 
research, law enforcement)

•	 Bordering EEZs in 
Southern Ocean

•	 Indian Ocean Tuna Commission

•	 Indian Ocean Commission 
(Member: France (Réunion); 
Australia funds projects 
but is not a member)

•	 Southern Indian Ocean 
Fisheries Agreement

•	 Indian Ocean Commission 
(Member: France (Réunion); 
Australia funds projects 
but is not a member)

Development
•	 Joint climate risk mapping 

in Indian Ocean

•	 INTERREG projects (Réunion) 

Defence
•	 La Perouse exercise
•	 Indian Ocean Naval Symposium
•	 Joint fisheries patrols 

of Southern Ocean
•	 Information Fusion Centre - 

Indian Ocean (hosted by Indian 
Navy in New Delhi; Australia and 
France contribute liaison officers)

•	 Basing of French polar 
ship in Hobart

FIGURE 1: AUSTRALIA & FRANCE:  
COORDINATION AND COOPERATION IN THE INDO-PACIFIC

RÉUNION
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KERGUELEN ISLANDS

HEARD & MCDONALD ISLANDS

OVERARCHING BILATERAL COORDINATION IN INDO-PACIFIC

Diplomatic

•	 “Bilateral Roadmap” 

•	 2+2 Ministerial Consultations

•	 Senior Foreign Affairs & 
Defence Officials Dialogue

•	 Indo-Pacific senior officials 
dialogue on the Indo-Pacific

•	 WHO Regional Committee for 
the Western Pacific Region

Development
•	 Asian Development Bank 

(Regional Member: Australia; 
Nonregional Member: France)

•	 Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank (Regional Member: Australia; 
Nonregional Member: France)

•	 Bali Process

•	 Political Declaration on Strengthening 
the Protection of Civilians from 
the Humanitarian Consequences 
arising from the use of Explosive 
Weapons in Populated Areas

•	 Good Humanitarian Donorship 
(GHD) Principles (Australia and 
France are signatories)

Defence

•	 Australia-France Defence Cooperation 
& Status of Forces Agreement 

•	 Exercise Talisman Sabre

•	 Exercise Pitch Black

•	 Exchange of classified 
information Agreement

•	 Mutual Logistics Support Agreement

•	 Annual dialogues between Australian 
and French militaries and service arms

•	 Exchange officer program between 
Australian and French militaries 

•	 Military liaison officers

•	 RAN-Marine nationale agreement 
to increase interoperability

OTHER AUSTRALIA-FRANCE BILATERAL COOPERATION & COORDINATION

Diplomatic
•	 Antarctica: bordering 

continent claims; signatories 
to Antarctic Treaty 

•	 Cultural, diaspora, linguistic, 
historical exchange

•	 Educational, scientific, 
technological & research 
(e.g., FASIC, AFRAN network, 
CSIRO-INRAE cooperation, 
CNRS office in Australia)

•	 Feminist foreign policy

•	 Global forums: G20, G7, ASEM

•	 Multilateral coordination 
in UN forums 

•	 Trade & investment (EU-
Australia FTA  negotiations; 
Australia-France Trade & 
Investment Dialogue)

•	 Counter-terrorism and 
violent extremism

•	 Space cooperation (Australian 
Space Agency- Centre National 
d’Études Spatiales agreements)

•	 Sport cooperation

•	 Cyber security

Development
•	 Global development & humanitarian 

coordination (e.g, Food and 
Agriculture Resilience Mission) 

•	 Multilateral environment & 
climate coordination (e.g., 
Convention on Biological Diversity, 
International Coral Reef Initiative)

•	 World Bank

Defence
•	 Defence industry trade 

and investment

•	 International security 
(e.g., Ukraine)

•	 Franco-Ivorian International 
Counter-Terrorism Academy 
(Australia provides funding)

•	 Declaration of Intent on 
military space coordination

FRANCE

SOUTH EAST ASIA

Diplomatic

•	 ASEAN partners (Australia 
& EU are dialogue 
partners; France has a 
Development Partnership)

•	 ASEANAPOL (Australia 
is a dialogue partner; 
France is an observer)

Defence
•	 ASEAN Defense Ministers 

Meeting (France is a ADMM 
Observer; Australia is a 
ADMM-Plus member)

•	 Heads of Asian Coast 
Guard Agencies Meeting

•	 Joint patrols in South 
China Sea

PACIFIC

Diplomatic
•	 Australia-France senior officials 

dialogue on the Pacific

•	 France-Oceania Summit

•	 FRANZ Arrangement

•	 New Colombo Plan (New 
Caledonia & French Polynesia)

•	 Pacific Immigration 
Development Community 
(PIDC) (Members: French 
Polynesia, New Caledonia, 
Wallis & Futuna)

•	 Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) 
(Members: New Caledonia, 
French Polynesia; Observer: 
Wallis & Futuna; Dialogue 
Partner: France)

•	 Western and Central Pacific 
Fisheries Commission 
(Members: Australia & France; 
Participating territories: 
French Polynesia, Wallis & 
Futuna, New Caledonia)

•	 Oceanic Customs 
Organisation (Members: 
French Polynesia, New 
Caledonia, Wallis & Futuna) 

•	 Partners in the Blue Pacific 
(Australia is a member; 
France is an observer)

Development
•	 Growing AFD-DFAT 

coordination (Letter of 
Intent under negotiation)

•	 Australia Awards 
(Wallis & Futuna)

•	 CREWS: Climate Risk and 
Early Warning Systems 

•	 Direct Aid Program 
(Wallis & Futuna)

•	 Kiwa Initiative

•	 Pacific Community (SPC) 
(Mainland France and all 
French Pacific territories 
are members)

•	 Pacific Economic Co-
operation Council

•	 Pacific Regional Environment 
Programme (Pacific Members: 
French Polynesia, New 
Caledonia, Wallis & Futuna; 
Metropolitan Member: France)

•	 	Energy Resource 
Governance Initiative (New 
Caledonia participates)

Defence
•	 ADF liaison officer at 

FANC (and to FAPF)

•	 Annual CDF-FANC 
Commander Dialogue 

•	 Asia-Pacific Heads of 
Maritime Safety Agencies 
(APHoMSA) (New Caledonia) 

•	 Defence Cooperation 
Plan (ADF-FANC)

•	 Exercise Croix Du Sud

•	 Exercise MARARA

•	 Exercise Equateur

•	 Exercise Tagata’toa

•	 Joint Heads of Pacific 
Security (JHOPS)

•	 Oceania Directorates of 
Military Intelligence Meeting

•	 Quadriliateral Defense 
Coordination Group 
(Pacific Quad)

•	 RIMPAC (US-led)

•	 South Pacific Defence 
Ministers’ Meeting

•	 Western Pacific Naval 
Symposium

•	 Pacific Fusion Centre (New 
Caledonia participates) 
and French Polynesia

•	 South-West Pacific 
Hydrographic Commission 
(Members: Australia & France; 
Observer: New Caledonia)

•	 Southwest Pacific Heads of 
Maritime Forces Meeting

•	 Pacific Transnational 
Crime Network (Australia 
& New Caledonia are 
network members)

•	 Pacific Islands Chief of Police 
(Members: New Caledonia 
and French Polynesia)

NEW CALEDONIA

WALLIS & FUTUNA

FRENCH 
POLYNESIA

AUSTRALIA
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REGIONAL COORDINATION

Figure 1 demonstrates the depth and diversity of regional 
coordination and cooperation between Australia and 
France across the diplomatic, development and defence 
domains. Both countries are members of several regional 
fora. In France’s case, the basis for its membership 
varies between fora – in some cases, metropolitan 
France is the member; in other instances, it is French 
territories that are the forum members. The Pacific 
Islands Forum (PIF) illustrates this: New Caledonia and 
French Polynesia are members; Wallis & Futuna is an 
observer; and France is a dialogue partner. The varying 
‘competency’ of territories such as New Caledonia 
and French Polynesia to engage with a degree of 
autonomy in external relations, within overarching French 
sovereignty and control of defence and foreign affairs, 
makes engagement with France uniquely complex for all 
countries. This is particularly so for Australia given both its 
relationship with metropolitan France and its significant 
role and presence in the Pacific and Indian Oceans. 

The extent of existing coordination and cooperation 
between Australia and France varies between sub-
regions. Cumulatively across all domains, Australia-
France coordination is most developed in the Pacific. 
There is substantially less joint activity and shared 
forums in the Indian Ocean and Southeast Asia. 

Thematically, humanitarian assistance and disaster 
relief (HADR) work is a significant feature of Australia-
France coordination in the region, for instance through 
the FRANZ Arrangement. Environment and climate 
are growth areas for coordination, at both the regional 
and global level. Australia and France are also part 
of several regional minilateral groupings: with New 
Zealand in the FRANZ Arrangement; with India in a 
trilateral dialogue focused on the Indian Ocean; and 

tations’, January 2023, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/media-release/second-france-australia-foreign-and-de-
fence-ministerial-consultations

14	� Ministry of the Interior and Overseas, ‘The DGOM – Overseas General Directorate’, February 2022, https://www.outre-mer.gouv.fr/ministere/la-
dgom-direction-generale-des-outre-mer

with New Zealand and the United States on defence 
and security issues in the Pacific. Defence ties are 
already extensive and continue to grow. Both countries 
participate in several regional exercises, including those 
hosted by Australian and French forces. There is also 
a comprehensive set of defence agreements enabling 
dialogue, information sharing and practical cooperation. 

A STRUCTURALLY COMPLEX 
BILATERAL RELATIONSHIP

‘Overseas France’ in the Indo-Pacific consists of 
various territories spanning the Indian, Southern and 
Pacific Oceans, with varying degrees of autonomy from 
metropolitan France and employing different systems 
of government. La Réunion and Mayotte are overseas 
departments of France, meaning they have the same status 
as mainland France. French Polynesia and Wallis & Futuna 
are officially ‘overseas collectivities’, meaning they have 
some devolved powers of self-government. New Caledonia 
is a “sui generis collectivity”, meaning it has a special status 
and some greater elements of self-government. In New 
Caledonia, Australia must engage representatives of both 
the metropolitan French Government and locally elected 
officials. Smaller territories, such as the French Southern 
and Antarctic Lands, are designated as “overseas 
territories” and are directly administered by the French 
Government given their small permanent populations. 
Administrative responsibility in the French Government 
for all of ‘Overseas France’ (as well as French expatriates) 
sits with the Ministry of the Interior and Overseas.14

The Australia-France bilateral relationship spans 
global, regional and sub-regional layers. An important 
feature of this bilateral relationship is the multitude of 
disparate touch points with France across the Australian 
system. Different parts of DFAT and Defence, as well 

as technical agencies, engage French counterparts 
and develop policy with respect to France. 

In DFAT, for instance, separate desks work on the 
core bilateral relationship with mainland France, 
French Pacific territories, coordination with France 
in the Pacific, humanitarian cooperation, trade 
and investment ties, and environment and climate 
engagement. Australia has diplomatic posts in both 
mainland France (Paris) and French Pacific territories 
(Noumea and Papeete). The post in Mauritius is 
accredited to the Francophone east African island states 
and has consular responsibility for La Réunion.15

Meanwhile, different parts of Defence work on policy 
towards mainland France and France in the Pacific, 
defence industry engagement and intelligence cooperation. 
Each service branch also has its own relationship 
with French counterparts, as well as there being joint 
operational engagement. Military engagement in the Indo-
Pacific occurs through France’s regional commands in New 
Caledonia (FANC), French Polynesia (ALPACI & FAPF), 
and the Southern Zone of the Indian Ocean (FAZSOI), and 
in the United Arab Emirates covering the rest of the Indian 
Ocean (FFEAU ALINDIEN).16 While these commands do 
not have strategic autonomy from Paris, they are Australia’s 
closest touch point in the region for defence engagement.

15	� Australian High Commission, Mauritius, ‘Home page’, https://mauritius.embassy.gov.au/
16	� Government of the French Republic, ‘France’s Indo-Pacific Strategy’, February 2022, https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/en_dcp_a4_in-

dopacifique_022022_v1-4_web_cle878143.pdf
17	� For a recent articulation of France’s contribution to Southeast Asia see: Marc Abensour, ‘What is France’s strategy for Indo-Pacific all about?’, 

Jakarta Post, March 2023, https://www.thejakartapost.com/opinion/2023/03/01/what-is-frances-strategy-for-indo-pacific-all-about-.html
18	� See also: Jean-Loup Samaan, ‘France has big plans for the Indo-Pacific’, The National Interest, January 2023, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/

france-has-big-plans-indo-pacific-206115
19	� Australia’s Defence Strategic Review released in April 2023 and the 2023 Budget both signaled a growing defence presence and contribution 

for Australia in the Indo-Pacific, especially in the Pacific. See: Department of Defence, ‘National Defence: Defence Strategic Review 2023’, April 
2023, https://www.defence.gov.au/about/reviews-inquiries/defence-strategic-review ; Government of the Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Portfolio 
Budget Statements 2023-24 – Defence Portfolio’, May 2023, https://www.defence.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-05/2023-24_defence_pbs_00_
complete.pdf

INDO-PACIFIC ENGAGEMENT 
SNAPSHOT: AUSTRALIA AND FRANCE

To understand Australia’s and France’s relative priorities 
and advantages in the Indo-Pacific, it is important to 
compare the respective resources and capabilities each 
can bring to bear in the region. Figure 2 on the next page 
outlines comparative diplomatic, development and defence 
presence using the proxy measures of diplomatic posts, 
official development assistance (ODA) spending and the 
permanent presence of defence personnel and assets.

Taking these measures together, Australia clearly has 
significantly greater statecraft resources in and oriented 
towards the Pacific than France. The comparison is more 
balanced in Southeast Asia.17 In the Indian Ocean, France 
has a significantly greater diplomatic footprint and ODA 
spend, primarily driven by its historically strong presence 
in the western Indian Ocean.18 Direct comparison of 
defence presence between regions in the same way is 
difficult given different force postures and geography. 
However, it is clear that Australia has a much greater 
overall permanent defence presence in the region.19 France 
does, however, regularly rotate various military forces and 
assets through the Indo-Pacific and has liaison officers 
in various military commands throughout the region. 
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Comparative diplomatic presence in key regions

Australian diplomatic posts24 
(honorary consuls not included)

French diplomatic posts25 
(honorary consuls not included)

19

Pacific: New Zealand (2), Papua New Guinea (2), Cook 
Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, French Polynesia, 
New Caledonia, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, Niue, 
Palau, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu

6

Pacific: Australia (2), New Zealand, 
Fiji, Vanuatu, Papua New Guinea

16

Southeast Asia: Indonesia (4), Thailand (2), 
Vietnam (2), Brunei, Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia, 
Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Timor-Leste

11

Southeast Asia: Vietnam (2), Indonesia, 
Brunei, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, 
Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Myanmar

8 (10)

Indian Ocean (not including Persian Gulf, Arabian 
Peninsula, and continental Africa): India (4 + 
Bengaluru announced), Bangladesh, Mauritius, 
Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Maldives (announced)

14

Indian Ocean (not including Persian Gulf, 
Arabian Peninsula, and continental Africa): India 
(5), Sri Lanka (2), Pakistan (2), Bangladesh, 
Mauritius, Madagascar, Comoros, Seychelles

Comparative ODA spend in key regions26

Australian ODA (AUD million) – 2023-2427 
(by country and region of benefit)

French ODA (AUD million) – 2020  
(does not include ODA by EU Institutions)

1,906.1

Pacific

31.3528 (spent)

Pacific

1,237.8

Southeast and East Asia: Indonesia, Timor-Leste, Philippines, 
Vietnam, Cambodia, Myanmar, Laos, Mongolia, regional

1,355.529

Southeast Asia : Indonesia, Vietnam, Myanmar, 
Laos, Philippines, Cambodia, Thailand, Malaysia

285.4

Indian Ocean states: Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, 
Pakistan, Maldives, regional

1,501.330

Indian Ocean states: India, Madagascar, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, Comoros, Sri Lanka, Mauritius

24	� Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, ‘Our embassies and consulates overseas’,  https://www.dfat.gov.au/about-us/our-locations/missions/
our-embassies-and-consulates-overseas

25	� Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs, ‘French embassies and consulates abroad’, https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/le-ministere-et-son-reseau/
organisation-et-annuaires/ambassades-et-consulats-francais-a-l-etranger/ There are indications that France may increase its diplomatic pres-
ence in the Pacific in coming years.

26	� Direct comparison of Australian and French ODA is difficult given the different reporting approaches between the respective governments, 
meaning that different years and data sources are employed here. For the purpose of this Options Paper, readers should focus on the macro level 
spending comparison rather than exact amounts.

27	� Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, ‘Australia’s Official Development Assistance Budget Summary 2023-24’, https://www.dfat.gov.au/about-
us/corporate/portfolio-budget-statements/australias-official-development-assistance-budget-summary-2023-24

28	� Alexandre Dayant and Jonathan Pryke, ‘Pacific Aid Map’, Lowy Institute, https://pacificaidmap.lowyinstitute.org/ There are indications that France 
will increase its development assistance in the Pacific in coming years.

29	� Organization for Economic Cooperation- and Development, ‘Development Co-operation Profiles – France’,  https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/
sites/29927d90-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/29927d90-en (Conversion from USD to AUD based on market rates on 17 May 2023).

30	� Organization for Economic Cooperation- and Development, ‘Development Co-operation Profiles – France’,  https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/
sites/29927d90-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/29927d90-en (Conversion from USD to AUD based on market rates on 17 May 2023).
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FIGURE 2: COMPARATIVE DEFENCE, DIPLOMATIC AND DEVELOPMENT PRESENCE 
AND CONTRIBUTIONS IN THE INDO-PACIFIC BETWEEN AUSTRALIA AND FRANCE

Comparative defence presence in key regions

Australia France – permanent military presence20 

Australian Defence Force 
personnel and assets are 
primarily located in Australia 
or the Indo-Pacific by virtue 
of Australia’s geography 
and can be projected into 
the Pacific, Southeast Asia 
and the Indian Ocean.

~85,000 personnel 
(including reserves)21

42 ships, boats, submarines22 

100+ aircraft23 

French Armed Forces New Caledonia (FANC)  
(Southwest Pacific)

	 1,600 personnel

	 4 naval units

	 4 transport or surveillance aircraft

	 4 helicopters

Indian Ocean (ALINDIEN 
Maritime Zone)

French Forces in 
the United Arab 
Emirates (FFEAU)

	 650 personnel

	 6 fighter planes

	 1 transport or 		
	 surveillance aircraft

	 1 naval base

French Forces in 
Djibouti (FFDj)

	 1,450 personnel

	 4 fighter planes

	 1 transport or 		
	 surveillance aircraft

	 8 helicopters

France Pacific Command (ALPACI) & French 
Armed Forces French Polynesia (FAPF) 
(East Pacific, North Pacific, Southeast Asia)

	 1,180 personnel

	 3 naval units

	 5 transport or surveillance aircraft

	 3 helicopters

French Armed Forces in the Southern Zone 
of the Indian Ocean (FAZSOI) (Western 
Indian Ocean and Southern Ocean)

	 2,000 personnel

	 5 naval units

	 2 transport or surveillance aircraft 

	 2 helicopters

20	� Government of the French Republic, ‘France’s Indo-Pacific Strategy’, February 2022, https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/en_dcp_a4_indopaci-
fique_022022_v1-4_web_cle878143.pdf; France is expected to expand its permanent positioning of military assets in the Pacific over coming years, 
as well as greater rotation of naval assets through the region, see: Sébastien Lecornu, ‘Speech at the Shangri-La Dialogue’, Revue Défense Natio-
nale, June 2022,  https://www.defnat.com/e-RDN/affiche_breve.php?cid=558; Xavier Vavasseur, ‘POM Offshore Patrol Vessels for the Indo-Pacific’, 
Naval News, February 2023, https://www.navalnews.com/naval-news/2023/02/video-french-navys-new-pom-opv-for-the-indo-pacific/

21	� Australian Bureau of Statistics, ‘Australian Defence Force service’, June 2022, https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/australian-defence-force-service
22	 Royal Australian Navy, ‘Current Ships’, https://www.navy.gov.au/fleet/ships-boats-craft/current-ships
23	� Exact figures are not publicly available. This is a low-range estimation of total aircraft operated across the ADF. The actual number is likely to be 

significantly greater.

https://www.dfat.gov.au/about-us/our-locations/missions/our-embassies-and-consulates-overseas
https://www.dfat.gov.au/about-us/our-locations/missions/our-embassies-and-consulates-overseas
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/le-ministere-et-son-reseau/organisation-et-annuaires/ambassades-et-consulats-francais-a-l-etranger/
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/le-ministere-et-son-reseau/organisation-et-annuaires/ambassades-et-consulats-francais-a-l-etranger/
https://www.dfat.gov.au/about-us/corporate/portfolio-budget-statements/australias-official-development-assistance-budget-summary-2023-24
https://www.dfat.gov.au/about-us/corporate/portfolio-budget-statements/australias-official-development-assistance-budget-summary-2023-24
https://pacificaidmap.lowyinstitute.org/
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/29927d90-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/29927d90-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/29927d90-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/29927d90-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/29927d90-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/29927d90-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/29927d90-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/29927d90-en
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/en_dcp_a4_indopacifique_022022_v1-4_web_cle878143.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/en_dcp_a4_indopacifique_022022_v1-4_web_cle878143.pdf
https://www.defnat.com/e-RDN/affiche_breve.php?cid=558
https://www.navalnews.com/naval-news/2023/02/video-french-navys-new-pom-opv-for-the-indo-pacific/
https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/australian-defence-force-service
https://www.navy.gov.au/fleet/ships-boats-craft/current-ships
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As Australia seeks to grow its coordination and cooperation with France in the Indo-Pacific in line with the 
bilateral roadmap, it must remain mindful of the respective outlooks, constraints and interest of both countries. 
These considerations set the context for what greater coordination might be possible and how to achieve it.

STATUS OF THE AUSTRALIA-FRANCE BILATERAL RELATIONSHIP

31	� See more: Eglantine Staunton, ‘France-Australia: Salving the wounds of AUKUS’, Lowy Interpreter, February 2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.
org/the-interpreter/france-australia-salving-wounds-aukus; Charles Edel and Pierre Morcos, ‘Time to reboot Franco-Australian relations’, 
Center for Strategic & International Studies, July 2022, https://www.csis.org/analysis/time-reboot-franco-australian-relations; Jérémy Bache-
lier and Céline Pajon, France and AUKUS: a necessary reconciliation, The Diplomat, September 2022, https://thediplomat.com/2022/09/
france-and-aukus-a-necessary-reconciliation/; Jérémy Bachelier and Céline Pajon, ‘France and AUKUS: Bouncing back to live up to Pacific 
challenges’, French Institute of International Relations, November 2022 https://www.ifri.org/en/publications/briefings-de-lifri/france-and-aukus-
bouncing-back-live-pacific-challenges

32	� Eglantine Staunton and Benjamin Day, ‘Australia-France relations after AUKUS: Macron, Morrison and trust in international relations’, Australian 
Journal of International Affairs, May 2022, https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2022.2070599. See also: Jamal Barnes and Samuel Makinda, ‘Test-
ing the limits of international society? Trust, AUKUS and Indo-Pacific security’, International Affairs, July 2022, https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiac111

33	� This is symptomatic of a broader characteristic of French strategy to regard major defence procurements as a central element of a relationship, 
not just a commercial addendum to a relationship founded on shared interests or values. See more: Jean-Loup Samaan, ‘France has big plans for 
the Indo-Pacific’, The National Interest, January 2023, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/france-has-big-plans-indo-pacific-206115

34	� France has not formally rearticulated its policy towards Australia since the February 2022 revision of its Indo-Pacific Strategy where it said: 
“Australia’s decision in September 2021, without prior consultation or warning, to break off the partnership of trust with France that included 
the Future Submarine Program (FSP), has led to a re‑evaluation of the past strategic partnership the two countries. France will pursue bilateral 
cooperation with Australia on a case‑by‑case basis, according to its national interests and those of regional partners.” Government of the French 
Republic, ‘France’s Indo-Pacific Strategy’, February 2022, https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/en_dcp_a4_indopacifique_022022_v1-4_web_
cle878143.pdf

The last five years have been a rollercoaster for Australia-
France relations. President Macron’s speech at Garden 
Island in May 2018 and the first iteration of France’s 
Indo-Pacific Strategy were a high-water mark, outlining 
France’s vision for the Indo-Pacific with the relationship 
with Australia at its centre. But with the cancellation 
of the French submarine contract in September 2021, 
relations took a nosedive, including with the recall of the 
French Ambassador to Australia (the first time this has 
occurred). This marked the lowest ebb in bilateral relations 
since French nuclear testing in the Pacific in the 1980s. 

Since then, however, a steady process of recovery has 
ensued. This has been driven by multiple factors including 
the good faith negotiation and swift compensation 
for the contract termination; Australia’s ongoing 
acknowledgement of France as an Indo-Pacific power; 
the imperative for practical coordination driven by 
alignment in strategic outlooks; and a more progressive 
Australian position on climate policy.31 While not all 
negative perceptions (on both sides) have fallen away, 
the overall warming of bilateral ties was cemented when 

Prime Minister Albanese visited France in July 2022, 
followed by positive ministerial consultations between 
both countries’ foreign and defence ministers.

This recent history is important context because it 
shapes the nature and extent of underlying trust in the 
bilateral relationship. While creating a lower ceiling on 
Franco-Australian trust, the 2021 rupture and recovery 
forced both sides to develop a more honest and realistic 
understanding of each other and the potential scope 
for coordination and cooperation.32 Australia may have 
miscalculated the importance of the submarines to 
France’s overarching Indo-Pacific strategy and wider 
global role.33 At the same time, France may have come 
to better understand Australia’s strategic interests 
and alliance priorities. As both countries now work 
towards articulating their bilateral roadmap in 2023 and 
reorienting their respective policies towards each other, 
there is an opportunity for Australia to influence France’s 
Indo-Pacific posture and contribution with a clear-eyed 
view of where interests and capabilities intersect.34

Perspectives

In the Indo-Pacific, greater coordination between Australia 
and France is one instance of the broader challenge of 
aligning the contributions of various actors to the region’s 
stability, resilience and prosperity. Right across the region, 
Australia, France and others – such as India, Japan, the 
US, Europe, South Korea and New Zealand – all need 
to understand their relative advantages, deconflict their 
efforts and work together to multiply effects. Even though 
this Options Paper focuses specifically on Australia and 
France, it is important to understand this challenge as 
representative of the general imperative for coordination 
in a contested and crowded region.35 This is especially 
important given that the many small island developing 
states and civil society partners throughout the Indo-Pacific 
have very limited capacity to engage a large number of 
international partners. A lack of coordination between 
Australia, France and other actors risks compromising 
partnerships and the effectiveness of their efforts.

FRANCE’S STRATEGIC OUTLOOK, 
PRIORITIES AND CAPACITIES 
IN THE INDO-PACIFIC

While there is strong convergence between the two 
countries’ Indo-Pacific interests and activities, it is just as 
important for Australia to have a clear understanding of 
how France’s strategic outlook and relative priorities differ 

35	� Rory Medcalf, ‘Antipodean entente: Optimising Australia and Europe’s Indo-Pacific partnership’, in James Bowen (editor), ‘Europe’s Indo-Pacific 
embrace: Global partnerships for regional resilience’, Perth USAsia Centre and Konrad-Adenauer Stiftung, September 2021, https://perthusasia.
edu.au/our-work/perthusasia-kas-europe-indopacific-report-2021.aspx

36	� Eglantine Staunton, ‘‘France is back’: Macron’s European policy to rescue ‘European civilisation’ and the liberal international order’, Third World 
Quarterly, January 2021, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01436597.2021.1994384 ; Jean-Loup Samaan, ‘France has big plans 
for the Indo-Pacific’, The National Interest, January 2023, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/france-has-big-plans-indo-pacific-206115; Gesine 
Weber, ‘Why French leadership in the Indo-Pacific will be a real asset for the EU’, Centre for European Policy Studies, November 2022, https://
www.ceps.eu/why-french-leadership-in-the-indo-pacific-will-be-a-real-asset-for-the-eu/; Céline Pajon, ‘France: the leading European power in 
the Indo-Pacific’, in James Bowen (editor), ‘Europe’s Indo-Pacific embrace: Global partnerships for regional resilience’, Perth USAsia Centre 
and Konrad-Adenauer Stiftung, September 2021, https://perthusasia.edu.au/our-work/perthusasia-kas-europe-indopacific-report-2021.aspx. 
This French position also sits within the broader context of a push for greater European ‘strategic autonomy’: see Dominique Fraser, ‘Europe’s 
divisions over China could hamper G-7 unity’, Lowy Interpreter, May 2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/europe-s-divisions-over-
china-could-hamper-g-7-unity

37	� See further: Shlomo Ben-Ami, ‘Macron’s Gaullist foreign policy’, ASPI Strategist, 19 May 2023, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/ma-
crons-gaullist-foreign-policy/

38	� Eglantine Staunton and Benjamin Day, ‘Australia-France relations after AUKUS: Macron, Morrison and trust in international relations’, Australian 
Journal of International Affairs, May 2022, https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2022.2070599; Jérémy Bachelier and Céline Pajon, France and 
AUKUS: a necessary reconciliation, The Diplomat, September 2022, https://thediplomat.com/2022/09/france-and-aukus-a-necessary-reconcil-
iation/; Jean-Loup Samaan, ‘France has big plans for the Indo-Pacific’, The National Interest, January 2023, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/
france-has-big-plans-indo-pacific-206115

from its own. This is essential for a realistic and focused 
approach to engagement that seeks to apply limited 
bandwidth on both sides to the most productive areas. 

This starts with a nuanced appreciation of French strategic 
culture and how it manifests in the Indo-Pacific. Drawing 
on a Gaullist tradition that privileges French sovereign 
decision making, independence and autonomy, France 
under Macron has continued to pursue a status as a 
puissance d’équilibre – a balancing power – in strategic 
competition between the US and China.36 While its 
interests and actions align far more closely with those 
of the US and its allies such as Australia, France is firm 
in its view that it will engage in the world according to 
this conception of its own interests.37 Pursuant to this, 
France has promoted what it calls a “third way” in the 
Indo-Pacific where it attempts to avoid definitively taking 
sides in a US-China binary, instead seeking to engage 
with all parties based on an independent conception 
of its own interests and assessment of threats.38

France is, of course, entitled to pursue its own approach 
in the Indo-Pacific – and it would be unreasonable for 
Australia to expect complete alignment with a country 
as different to it as France. However, Paris’ puissance 
d’équilibre and explicit attempt to offer a “third way” 
generate uncertainty for Australia, the US and others 
whose respective positions are more fixed and closely 
aligned. In Australian (and American) minds, it has 

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/france-australia-salving-wounds-aukus
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https://thediplomat.com/2022/09/france-and-aukus-a-necessary-reconciliation/
https://www.ifri.org/en/publications/briefings-de-lifri/france-and-aukus-bouncing-back-live-pacific-challenges
https://www.ifri.org/en/publications/briefings-de-lifri/france-and-aukus-bouncing-back-live-pacific-challenges
https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2022.2070599
https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiac111
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/france-has-big-plans-indo-pacific-206115
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/en_dcp_a4_indopacifique_022022_v1-4_web_cle878143.pdf
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/en_dcp_a4_indopacifique_022022_v1-4_web_cle878143.pdf
https://perthusasia.edu.au/our-work/perthusasia-kas-europe-indopacific-report-2021.aspx
https://perthusasia.edu.au/our-work/perthusasia-kas-europe-indopacific-report-2021.aspx
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01436597.2021.1994384
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/france-has-big-plans-indo-pacific-206115
 https://www.ceps.eu/why-french-leadership-in-the-indo-pacific-will-be-a-real-asset-for-the-eu/
 https://www.ceps.eu/why-french-leadership-in-the-indo-pacific-will-be-a-real-asset-for-the-eu/
https://perthusasia.edu.au/our-work/perthusasia-kas-europe-indopacific-report-2021.aspx
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/europe-s-divisions-over-china-could-hamper-g-7-unity
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/europe-s-divisions-over-china-could-hamper-g-7-unity
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/macrons-gaullist-foreign-policy/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/macrons-gaullist-foreign-policy/
https://doi.org/10.1080/10357718.2022.2070599
https://thediplomat.com/2022/09/france-and-aukus-a-necessary-reconciliation/
https://thediplomat.com/2022/09/france-and-aukus-a-necessary-reconciliation/
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/france-has-big-plans-indo-pacific-206115
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/france-has-big-plans-indo-pacific-206115


1716 What does it look like for Australia to Enhance Coordination with France in the Indo-PacificWhat does it look like for Australia to Enhance Coordination with France in the Indo-Pacific

the potential to cast doubts about France’s reliability 
and consistency as a long term partner in the region to 
support collective deterrence in both the economic and 
strategic spheres.39 Comments by President Macron in 
April 2023 regarding the French and European position 
on China and Taiwan, and the response it created in 
the US and Australia, are symptomatic of this.40 The 
critical point for Australia, though, is to recognise 
how France’s words and actions, while not always 
perfectly echoing its own, sit within a broader tradition 
in French strategic culture and worldview. A deeper 
understanding of this culture and worldview will help 
Australia manage the risk of misperceiving French policy. 

At the same time, France’s more independent stance 
within strategic competition in the Indo-Pacific offers 
opportunities for Australia. Working with France where 
interests and capabilities align may give greater space for 
Australia to influence parts of the region that are reluctant 
to be seen to be “taking sides” with either the US or 
China.41 In particular, Australia should consider how its 
language around “strategic equilibrium” might dovetail 
in particular niche areas with France’s “balancing power” 
position to engage a broader suite of countries in the Indo-
Pacific in a ways that moves beyond a US-China binary. 

There may also be openings for Australia and France to 
coordinate on the substance of messaging but generate 
greater influence by speaking with different voices 
and pre-conceptions. For instance, on topics such as 

39	� See, e.g., Gesine Weber, ‘Why French leadership in the Indo-Pacific will be a real asset for the EU’, Centre for European Policy Studies, November 
2022, https://www.ceps.eu/why-french-leadership-in-the-indo-pacific-will-be-a-real-asset-for-the-eu/; Gesine Weber and Edgar Tam, ‘Moving on 
after AUKUS: working with France in the Indo-Pacific’, War on the Rocks, August 2022, https://warontherocks.com/2022/08/moving-on-after-
aukus-working-with-france-in-the-indo-pacific/

40	� David Vallance, ‘Taiwan: Far from lost in translation, Macron said exactly what he meant’, Lowy Interpreter, April 2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.
org/the-interpreter/taiwan-far-lost-translation-macron-said-exactly-what-he-meant; Céline Pajon, France’s Macron is sending China the wrong 
signals, Nikkei Asia, April 2023, https://asia.nikkei.com/Opinion/France-s-Macron-is-sending-China-the-wrong-signals; Justin Bassi and Bec 
Shrimpton, ‘Macron is wrong to see China and Russia as separate concerns’, ASPI Strategist, April 2023, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/
macron-is-wrong-to-see-china-and-russia-as-separate-concerns/

41	� See more: Eric Frécon, ‘“France’s Third Path” for the Indo-Pacific? Credentials and Challenges’, Fulcrum, February 2022, https://fulcrum.sg/
frances-third-path-for-the-indo-pacific-credentials-and-challenges/

42	� Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs, ‘French official development assistance in figures’, March 2021, https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/
french-foreign-policy/development-assistance/french-official-development/

43	� Céline Pajon, ‘France: the leading European power in the Indo-Pacific’, in James Bowen (editor), ‘Europe’s Indo-Pacific embrace: Global partner-
ships for regional resilience’, Perth USAsia Centre and Konrad-Adenauer Stiftung, September 2021, https://perthusasia.edu.au/our-work/perthu-
sasia-kas-europe-indopacific-report-2021.aspx

44	� Senate of the French Republic, ‘The military presence in the overseas territories: an issue of sovereignty and protection of populations’, October 
2022, https://www.senat.fr/rap/r22-012/r22-012_mono.html. See also: Nic Maclellan, ‘French Senate committee questions Indo-Pacific Strategy’, 

human rights, regional relations with China and Russia, 
awareness of malign foreign influence and maritime 
security, Australia and France could coordinate their 
messaging in Southeast Asia and the Indian Ocean.

It is also vital that Australia see France’s Indo-Pacific 
engagement within the bigger picture of its global 
commitments. France is a major power in Europe and 
a significant force in international security. On the one 
hand, this makes France a valuable partner for Australia, 
able to bring genuine global reach and influence – as a P5 
and G7 member with significant military and economic 
weight – into the Indo-Pacific in a constructive way. On the 
other hand, though, Australia should not underestimate 
how much French bandwidth is consumed by its ongoing 
role in Africa, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and broader 
North Atlantic security. For instance, in 2018, 39 per cent 
of French ODA was directed to Africa (€3.6 billion).42 
Moreover, with most hard assets positioned around 
metropolitan France, distance prevents their rapid 
deployment to the Indo-Pacific.43 There are opportunity 
costs for France in giving attention and resources to the 
Indo-Pacific. The French Senate has raised questions 
about whether France’s resource allocation and depth 
of strategy in the Indo-Pacific really match its rhetoric, 
in terms of permanent diplomatic presence, defence 
commitment and development contribution – especially 
in the Pacific.44 There are also doubts over the extent to 
which French territories in the Indo-Pacific were consulted 

on, and have bought into, France’s regional strategy.45

While these structural limitations will persist, there 
are signs that France is looking to ramp up its 
Indo-Pacific role in terms of a greater permanent 
military presence, an expanded diplomatic footprint 
(especially in the Pacific), and a larger development 
contribution in the Pacific. Precisely how and when 
this plays out remains to be seen.46 The appointment 
of dedicated French regional ambassadors for the 
Indo-Pacific as a whole, as well as for the Pacific and 
Indian Oceans, indicates this potential trajectory. 

Australia should look to identify challenges and geographic 
areas across the Indo-Pacific where France has particular 
advantages and capacities that intersect with Australian 
interests. Thematically, France has strengths it can bring to 
bear meaningfully in development (such as environmental 
and climate security and infrastructure) and the governance 
of territorial waters (such as maritime domain awareness 
(MDA) and exclusive economic zone (EEZ) monitoring).47 

Australia could also do more to coordinate its gender 
equality work in the region with France’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy approach. 

In places where France’s military presence is concentrated, 
it can also make important contributions to humanitarian 
responses and maritime security. Geographically, France 
far outweighs Australia in the western Indian Ocean where 
it has a historically strong presence and continues to be 
well-connected diplomatically and makes substantial 
development contributions alongside the EU. In the 

Islands Business, February 2023, https://islandsbusiness.com/news-break/french-senate-committee-questions-indo-pacific-strategy/; Jean-
Loup Samaan, ‘France has big plans for the Indo-Pacific’, The National Interest, January 2023, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/france-has-
big-plans-indo-pacific-206115; Céline Pajon, ‘France: the leading European power in the Indo-Pacific’, in James Bowen (editor), ‘Europe’s 
Indo-Pacific embrace: Global partnerships for regional resilience’, Perth USAsia Centre and Konrad-Adenauer Stiftung, September 2021, https://
perthusasia.edu.au/our-work/perthusasia-kas-europe-indopacific-report-2021.aspx

45	� See, e.g., Nic Maclellan, ‘French Senate committee questions Indo-Pacific Strategy’, Islands Business, February 2023, https://islandsbusiness.
com/news-break/french-senate-committee-questions-indo-pacific-strategy/; Céline Pajon, ‘Two Shades of Blue: Europe and the Pacific Islands, 
Strategic Partners in the Indo-Pacific Era’, French Institute of International Relations, April 2022, https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/
pajon_europe_pacific_islands_2022.pdf

46	� A recent development in this respect is France and Papua New Guinea signing a status of forces agreement in November 2022.’PNG and France 
sign security agreement’, The National, November 2022, https://www.thenational.com.pg/png-and-france-sign-security-agreement/

47	� See, e.g., Eric Frécon, ‘“France’s Third Path” for the Indo-Pacific? Credentials and Challenges’, Fulcrum, February 2022, https://fulcrum.sg/fran-
ces-third-path-for-the-indo-pacific-credentials-and-challenges/; Céline Pajon, ‘France: the leading European power in the Indo-Pacific’, in James 
Bowen (editor), ‘Europe’s Indo-Pacific embrace: Global partnerships for regional resilience’, Perth USAsia Centre and Konrad-Adenauer Stiftung, 
September 2021, https://perthusasia.edu.au/our-work/perthusasia-kas-europe-indopacific-report-2021.aspx

Pacific, meanwhile, France is more likely to provide niche 
offerings that complement Australian and broader regional 
efforts. In this context, there may be opportunities for 
coordinated reciprocal burden-sharing between Australia 
and France across the Indian Ocean and Pacific.

Taken together, these observations about French 
outlook, priorities and capacities should encourage 
Australia to approach coordination and cooperation 
with France in a strategic and nuanced way. A greater 
awareness of France’s limits and strategic culture will 
enhance Australia’s ability to pursue avenues of joint 
work that have high potential without being distracted 
by those that have less chance of success. 

The second key point for Australia is to be cognisant 
that its own Indo-Pacific perspective and priorities will 
never completely align with those of France. Whereas 
Australia is an Indo-Pacific power by nature, France 
is ultimately one by choice – and will always prioritise 
European security to the extent that there are trade-
offs. Even within the Indo-Pacific frame, France accords 
greatest priority to the Indian Ocean given its proximity 
and how directly it engages European economic interests. 
Consequently, France is less inclined to see the whole 
Indo-Pacific as a single strategic ecosystem to the same 
extent that Australia, the US and Japan do, for instance. 

With overlapping, but not perfectly aligned, interests, 
the risk that Australia must manage is ensuring that 
productive engagement by France in the Indo-Pacific 
is given sufficient priority amongst the plethora 
of global concerns both countries share. While 
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engaging France on French priorities gives Australia 
leverage to influence Paris’ decision making, there is 
a balance to be struck between relative priorities. 

THE ROLE OF EUROPE AND 
THE EUROPEAN UNION

While this Options Paper does not specifically consider 
the wider European role in the Indo-Pacific, it is important 
to understand the centrality of France to the EU’s regional 
engagement. France was the driving force behind the 
EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific, which 
was developed while France held the presidency of the 
council of the EU.48 Moreover, France is the European 
country whose interests are most directly engaged 
by, and has by far the greatest permanent presence 
in, the Indo-Pacific.49 It is also the EU member state 
with which Australia has the most substantial ties. 

Under the EU Strategy, the “the EU aims to contribute to 
the region’s stability, security, prosperity and sustainable 
development, in line with the principles of democracy, 
rule of law, human rights and international law.”50 
This is through seven priority areas for cooperation: 
sustainable and inclusive prosperity, green transition, 
ocean governance, digital governance and partnerships, 

48	� Jean-Pierre Cabestan, ‘France’s ambitious Indo-Pacific goals for its EU Presidency’, German Marshall Fund of the United States (GMF), February 
2022, https://www.gmfus.org/news/frances-ambitious-indo-pacific-goals-its-eu-presidency

49	� As well as France and the EU, other European actors with a formal ‘Indo-Pacific strategy’ of some kind include: the United Kingdom (James Clev-
erly, ‘Indo-Pacific tilt’, September 2022, https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/foreign-secretary-james-cleverlys-speech-on-the-indo-pacific-
tilt-september-2022), the Netherlands (Government of the Netherlands, ‘Indo-Pacific: Guidelines for strengthening Dutch and EU cooperation 
with partners in Asia’, November 2020, https://www.government.nl/documents/publications/2020/11/13/indo-pacific-guidelines), and Germany 
(Federal Foreign Office, ‘Stronger engagement in the Indo-Pacific region’, September 2022, https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/aussenpolitik/
regionaleschwerpunkte/asien/indo-pacific-progress-report/2551714).

50	� European Union External Action Service, ‘EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific’, February 2022,  https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/
eu-strategy-cooperation-indo-pacific_en

51	� European Union External Action Service, ‘EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific’, February 2022,  https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/
eu-strategy-cooperation-indo-pacific_en

52	� See more: Gesine Weber, ‘Why French leadership in the Indo-Pacific will be a real asset for the EU’, Centre for European Policy Studies, Novem-
ber 2022, https://www.ceps.eu/why-french-leadership-in-the-indo-pacific-will-be-a-real-asset-for-the-eu/

53	� See more: Girish Luthra, ‘An assessment of the European Union’s Indo-Pacific Strategy’, Observer Research Foundation, November 2021, 
https://www.orfonline.org/research/an-assessment-of-the-european-unions-indo-pacific-strategy/; Frédéric Grare, ‘Where is the EU headed in 
the Indo-Pacific?’, in James Bowen (editor), ‘Europe’s Indo-Pacific embrace: Global partnerships for regional resilience’, Perth USAsia Centre 
and Konrad-Adenauer Stiftung, September 2021, https://perthusasia.edu.au/our-work/perthusasia-kas-europe-indopacific-report-2021.aspx; 
Genevieve Donnellon-May, ‘Why France and Germany will not ‘decouple’ from China’, ASPI Strategist, May 2023, https://www.aspistrategist.
org.au/why-france-and-germany-will-not-decouple-from-china/; Dominique Fraser, ‘Europe’s divisions over China could hamper G-7 unity’, Lowy 
Interpreter, May 2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/europe-s-divisions-over-china-could-hamper-g-7-unity

digital connectivity, security and defence, and human 
security.51 Given the broad alignment of the EU’s vision 
and priorities with Australia’s, there are opportunities 
to work with France to leverage and influence the 
EU’s contributions to the region to be as productive 
and well-coordinated with others as possible.52 
Infrastructure finance is a particularly important area. 

Influencing the EU’s commitments and investments in 
the Indo-Pacific is especially pressing right now given 
ongoing resource scarcity, the attention consumed by 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and economic recovery from 
COVID-19. These pressures could further constrain the 
EU’s contributions to the Indo-Pacific, in addition to the 
limits imposed by its consensus-based decision-making 
model and the bloc’s primarily economic rather than 
strategic focus. While the overall EU approach to China has 
hardened in recent years driven by a ‘de-risking’ imperative, 
there remain divergent views and priorities between 
member states on Indo-Pacific security and China.53

AUSTRALIA’S CAPACITY FOR 
EFFECTIVE FRANCE ENGAGEMENT

Broadly, Australians and French are regarded as having 
a strong interpersonal and cultural affinity. This is driven 
by high levels of people-to-people and cultural exchange, 
shared history and liberal-democratic values. However, 
general public awareness and media coverage of France 
and its politics and history is poor, at least relative to the 
country’s significance to Australia. This is even more so for 
French territories in Australia’s near region. There are also 
currently very few university and think tank resources in 
Australia devoted to investigating French foreign policy.54

Within government, coordination on France-related 
engagement and policy is generally good, though largely 
informal and ad hoc. The various parts of the Australian 
system that engage France or work on France-related 
policy generally have an awareness of their place 
within the bigger picture of the bilateral relationship and 
who their counterparts across government are. While 
French is a common second language for Australian 
bureaucrats and ADF officers, the depth of knowledge 
about France’s politics, history, literature and strategic 
culture is inconsistent – in particular, an appreciation 
for the nuance of metropolitan France vis-à-vis its 
Indo-Pacific territories. It is worth considering a more 
deliberate approach to harnessing latent “France literacy” 
across government and adopting more structured 
means of coordinating policy and engagement given the 
breadth and complexity of the bilateral relationship.

54	� The ANU National Security College will host a French expert on the Indo-Pacific for two years under a program funded by the French Government.
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PACIFIC

Coordination imperative in the Pacific

As geopolitics drives a crowding-in of external 
actors in the Pacific, there is a need for such actors 
– including Australia and France – to coordinate with 
each other more effectively. At the same time, better 
coordination must be done in a consultative and 
respectful manner in partnership with Pacific nations. 

Coordination and deconfliction are crucial for maximising 
the impact of scarce resources and ensuring that the 
often-limited bandwidth of Pacific governments is not 
overwhelmed by managing external actors.55 Playing 
to the respective strengths of different actors, drawing 
on collective expertise, and avoiding duplicating or 
undermining respective efforts are also crucial. While the 
geopolitical motivations of external actors are inevitable, 
coordination – and in some cases active collaboration 
– between them can help minimise its impact. A well-
coordinated approach between external actors is more 
likely to generate dividends in terms of political influence.56

Australia and France can work to improve coordination, 
alongside other actors including the US, New Zealand, 
Japan, EU institutions, multilateral development banks 
and European countries. While it is yet to demonstrate 
its practical value fully, the Partners in the Blue Pacific 
initiative promises to perform such a function – though 
France and the EU are only observers of this group, 
and it has received a mixed reception in the Pacific.57

55	� Meg Keen, ‘Getting it together: Pacific engagement still lacks coordination’, Lowy Interpreter, January 2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-in-
terpreter/getting-it-together-pacific-engagement-still-lacks-coordination

56	� Meg Keen, ‘Getting it together: Pacific engagement still lacks coordination’, Lowy Interpreter, January 2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-in-
terpreter/getting-it-together-pacific-engagement-still-lacks-coordination

57	� See: Governments of Australia, Japan, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States, ‘Joint Statement on the Announcement of the 
Partners in the Blue Pacific Initiative’, June 2022, https://www.dfat.gov.au/news/media-release/joint-statement-announcement-partners-blue-pa-
cific-initiative; ‘Joint Statement on Partners in the Blue Pacific Foreign Ministers Meeting’, September 2022, https://www.dfat.gov.au/news/
media-release/joint-statement-partners-blue-pacific-foreign-ministers-meeting. See further: Meg Keen, ‘Getting it together: Pacific engage-
ment still lacks coordination’, Lowy Interpreter, January 2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/getting-it-together-pacific-engage-
ment-still-lacks-coordination 

58	� See more: Céline Pajon, ‘Two Shades of Blue: Europe and the Pacific Islands, Strategic Partners in the Indo-Pacific Era’, French Institute of Inter-
national Relations, April 2022, https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/pajon_europe_pacific_islands_2022.pdf. In working with the UK in 
the Pacific alongside France, Australia would need to be mindful of ongoing sensitivities around AUKUS.

59	� See further: Bridi Rice, ‘Getting on the same page: development cooperation in the Pacific’, Development Intelligence Lab, April 2023, https://
developmentintelligencelab.createsend1.com/t/y-e-pydqhl-ikdukihiv-c/; Gordon Peake, Bridi Rice, Izzy Coleman, Madeleine Flint, and Jason 
Staines, ‘Pacific Donor Coordination’, October 2022, https://www.devintelligencelab.com/the-pitch-ideas/pacific-donor-coordination

60	� See: ‘The FRANZ Arrangement’, October 2014, https://www.mfat.govt.nz/assets/Aid-Prog-docs/NZDRP-docs/Franz-Arrangement-Brochure.

With the upwards trajectory of Australian and French 
diplomatic presence and development contributions in 
the Pacific, there will be a growing need for both countries 
to work more closely together and in partnership with 
the Pacific. With EU institutions and individual European 
nations such as Germany and the UK also looking 
to boost their contributions to the Pacific, there may 
also be opportunities for Australia and France working 
together to play an organising role, advising these 
actors on how best to bring their capacities to bear.58

Donor coordination forums and conferences, greater 
visibility and mapping of respective contributions, 
alignment on diligence and compliance requirements, 
and dedicated resources for coordination are all ideas 
to explore in this respect.59 As much as possible, 
Australia should be encouraging any greater French 
(and European) contributions to be channelled 
through existing structures and institutions. 

Currently, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief 
(HADR) best demonstrates the coordination imperative 
for external contributions to the region’s most immediate 
challenges. FRANZ, a tripartite arrangement between 
France, Australia and New Zealand for immediate recovery 
and relief efforts in the Pacific, has demonstrated its value 
over recent years in coordinating assets, resources, 
and efforts between the three nations in response to 
natural disasters and COVID-19 in Vanuatu, Tonga, Fiji 
and Papua New Guinea.60 As the three most proximate 
actors with the capability to make significant HADR 
contributions, FRANZ illustrates the value of structures 
for coordination that can enable effective burden-sharing. 

Barriers and Opportunities

With the demand for HADR in the Pacific likely to grow 
due to climate change, it will be important for the FRANZ 
partners to consider how to optimise the arrangement, 
enhance its operational effectiveness, and work more 
consistently under Pacific leadership and with other 
external actors such as the US and the UN.61 Strong and 
ongoing participation by Australian forces and personnel 
in the French-led Exercise Croix Du Sud is an important 
regular opportunity to develop relationships and habits of 
cooperation on humanitarian responses in the Pacific.62 
Australia and France should also identify opportunities to 
derive lessons from humanitarian response coordination 
mechanisms to inform coordination in other sectors.

Australia-France coordination in the Pacific

With the French development agency – Agence 
Française de Développement (AFD) – on a trajectory 
to increase its presence and contribution in the Pacific, 
there will be a growing need for coordination between 
Australia and France in approaches to development. 
The greater AFD contribution will likely be focused 
on infrastructure, environment, oceans and climate 
resilience. There is, however, very little history or 
established patterns of coordination or cooperation 
between Australia and France in the Pacific on 
development. What coordination has occurred has been 
ad hoc and contingent on particular circumstances 
and relationships. This reflects the status quo where 
French spending in the Pacific is concentrated on its own 
territories and through the Pacific Community (SPC). 

pdf; Joanne Wallis, Anna Powles and Henrietta McNeill, ‘When disaster strikes, Australia, New Zealand and the US should partner with, not 
for, the Pacific’, ASPI Strategist, March 2023, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/when-disaster-strikes-australia-new-zealand-and-the-us-
should-partner-with-not-for-the-pacific/; Marise Payne, Peter Dutton and Zed Seselja, ‘Further humanitarian support for Tonga’, January 
2022, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/marise-payne/media-release/further-humanitarian-support-tonga . See also: Ben Felton, 
‘Tracking #FRANZ at work in response to the impacts of TC Kevin & TC Judy in Vanuatu’, March 2023, https://twitter.com/Benfeltondef/sta-
tus/1632283337195921408?s=20

61	� See, e.g., Joanne Wallis, Anna Powles and Henrietta McNeill, ‘When disaster strikes, Australia, New Zealand and the US should partner with, not 
for, the Pacific’, ASPI Strategist, March 2023, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/when-disaster-strikes-australia-new-zealand-and-the-us-should-
partner-with-not-for-the-pacific/

62	� Kathleen Calderwood, ‘Australia and France take part in huge military exercise after tense couple of years’, ABC News, May 2023, https://www.
abc.net.au/news/2023-05-06/australia-and-france-in-joint-military-exercise-in-pacific/102311010

63	 Agence Française de Développement, ‘Loans: AFD’s main financing tool’, https://www.afd.fr/en/loans-afd-main-financing-tool
64	 See: ‘Kiwa Initiative’, https://kiwainitiative.org/en/about-kiwa-initiative
65	� Penny Wong, ‘Address to New Caledonia’s Congress’, April 2023, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/ad-

dress-new-caledonias-congress
66	� See, e.g., Céline Pajon, ‘Two Shades of Blue: Europe and the Pacific Islands, Strategic Partners in the Indo-Pacific Era’, French Institute of Inter-

national Relations, April 2022, https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/pajon_europe_pacific_islands_2022.pdf.
67	� See more: Denghua Zhang and Eric Frécon, ‘The China factor in France’s growing engagement in the “peaceful sea”’, Lowy Interpreter, July 2022, 

https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/china-factor-france-s-growing-engagement-peaceful-sea

There are substantial barriers to joint work on particular 
development projects between Australia and France 
given unfamiliar bureaucracies and different languages, 
ways of working and approaches to financing. Moreover, 
AFD mostly focuses on development finance, namely 
loans, rather than grants.63 Feasible bilateral cooperation 
is most likely to be in the form of discrete contributions, 
such as co-financing by one side of a project run by 
another – for instance, the financial contribution Australia 
makes to the French-run Kiwa Initiative.64 The priority 
for Australia, then, should be in building habits of 
coordination and institutionalising dialogue with France 
to ensure respective contributions are complementary. 
In this respect, it is a positive development that DFAT 
and AFD are presently working on a letter of intent.65

Shared interests and capacities in MDA and EEZ 
monitoring, education and research (especially in 
marine science), blue economy, infrastructure and 
defence interoperability all present avenues for greater 
coordination and potential cooperation.66 On the maritime 
front, Australia should consider how France could 
expand its efforts beyond patrolling its own EEZs and 
contribute more to existing maritime security efforts. 

In working more closely with France in the Pacific, 
Australia needs to ensure any coordination is driven 
by the region’s enduring needs, as articulated within 
the “Blue Pacific” concept. The Pacific should not 
be framed as an object of strategic competition.67
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France’s status in the Pacific

The broadly-held (though not universal) view in Australian 
policymaking circles is that France is a stabilising status 
quo power in the Pacific whose ongoing presence 
and growing engagement is desirable and should 
be encouraged to the extent that it serves Australian 
interests.68 A greater French diplomatic, military and 
development contribution throughout the Pacific generally 
should be supported, with Australia seeking to influence 
its direction, tenor and content as much as possible. 

However, there are risks and sensitivities that Australia 
must confront and manage in frank terms. The first is 
around the complexity of managing relationships with 
the semi-autonomous French territories in the Pacific – 
in particular, how New Caledonia and French Polynesia 
engage in forums such as the PIF on essentially the 
same terms as sovereign nations, even though foreign 
relations and other key policy domains remain under the 
purview of Paris.69 Australia needs to be cognisant of how 
interests and perspectives can diverge between overseas 
and metropolitan France and sensitively navigate this 
complexity over time. Australia wants to maintain good 
relationships with both Paris and local authorities and 
populations in French territories – not least because those 
territories might one day become independent nations. 

The second risk lies in how France acts and is perceived 
in the Pacific. In some parts of the region, especially 

68	� For the most recent public statement of the Australian Government’s position on France’s role in the Pacific, see: Penny Wong, ‘Address to New 
Caledonia’s Congress’, April 2023, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/address-new-caledonias-congress

69	� Nic Maclellan, ‘France and the Blue Pacific’, Asia & the Pacific Policy Studies, April 2018, https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/app5.228
70	� See more: Denise Fisher, ‘France tightens the screws in New Caledonia’, Lowy Interpreter, April 2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-in-

terpreter/france-tightens-screws-new-caledonia; Céline Pajon, ‘Two Shades of Blue: Europe and the Pacific Islands, Strategic Partners in the 
Indo-Pacific Era’, French Institute of International Relations, April 2022, https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/pajon_europe_pacif-
ic_islands_2022.pdf; Nic Maclellan, ‘France, Australia and the First Nations foreign policy’, DevPolicy Blog, February 2023, https://devpolicy.org/
france-australia-and-the-first-nations-foreign-policy-20230203/

71	� Denise Fisher, ‘France tightens the screws in New Caledonia’, Lowy Interpreter, April 2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/france-
tightens-screws-new-caledonia

72	� See, e.g., Nic Maclellan, ‘France, Australia and the First Nations foreign policy’, DevPolicy Blog, February 2023, https://devpolicy.org/france-aus-
tralia-and-the-first-nations-foreign-policy-20230203/; Penny Wong, ‘An enduring partnership in an era of change’, January 2023, https://www.
foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/enduring-partnership-era-change

73	� See further: Denise Fisher, ‘France tightens the screws in New Caledonia’, Lowy Interpreter, April 2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-inter-
preter/france-tightens-screws-new-caledonia; Nic Maclellan, ‘Australia can’t stay silent on decolonization in the Pacific’, Lowy Interpreter, May 
2022, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/australia-can-t-stay-silent-decolonisation-pacific

74	� For the most recent statement of Australia’s position with respect to New Caledonia, see: Penny Wong, ‘Address to New Caledonia’s Congress’, 
April 2023, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/address-new-caledonias-congress

Melanesia, there are people who express resentment 
and distrust over France’s colonial history and ongoing 
sovereignty over parts of the Pacific.70 Memories 
regarding French nuclear testing are also an important 
consideration in Polynesia. Developments in recent 
years around New Caledonia’s status, especially the 
2021 independence referendum, have added to this.71 
More broadly, French engagement in the Pacific is often 
regarded as inconsistent and has a different tone to that 
of Australia in its engagement with local conditions and 
sensitivities. There are risks to Australia’s own relationships 
and equities in the Pacific if it perceived as being too 
close or sympathetic to France, or if it uncritically accepts 
all French positions. Consultations in the Pacific (see 
table below) illustrate the importance of these issues. 

Moreover, the wider context of the Australian Government’s 
push towards a First Nations Foreign Policy and its 
willingness to speak openly about the legacy of colonialism 
in the Indo-Pacific must be considered in the context of 
engaging France in the Pacific.72 There is a reputational 
risk for Australia were it to be conspicuously inactive on 
Indigenous issues with respect to the French territories 
while engaging with such issues elsewhere.73 While it is 
clear that the Australian Government intends to remain 
neutral as to the future status of French territories, it must 
be cognisant of, and proactive in, managing these risks 
while at the same time maintaining a close relationship 
with metropolitan France.74 This is also important for the 
credibility of Australia’s First Nations Foreign Policy. 
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PACIFIC VOICES
To understand Pacific perspectives on the potential for 
greater Australia-France coordination, we conducted 
discussions with people in Vanuatu, Fiji and Tonga with 
experience and insights from working with both Australia 
and France.75 We have synthesised their views here. 

Perceptions of France

Across the three countries surveyed, France was 
regarded as having the strongest and most consistent 
presence in Vanuatu by a significant margin. There 
remain strong negative perceptions, especially in Fiji, 
about France’s colonial legacy and ongoing presence 
in New Caledonia and French Polynesia. In terms of 
France’s approach to development in the Pacific, across 
all countries this is seen as being more top-down, with 
less engagement with local needs and preferences 
when compared to Australia’s agenda focused on 
localisation and sustainability. A widely held perception 
of lower French cultural and linguistic competency in 
the Pacific further hinders this. Consequently, Pacific 
voices identified risks for Australia in being seen to 
uncritically align itself too closely with France.  

Views on greater Australia-France 
coordination in the Pacific

Humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HADR) 
was identified as the most advanced and effective 
area of existing Australia-France coordination, 
especially in the recent context of FRANZ responses 
to tropical cyclones in Vanuatu. While dialogue and 
joint working has been strong, Pacific voices identified 
that HADR responses could be improved with deeper 
local political economy analysis and consultation 
with local people and existing local structures. 

In terms of broader development contributions 
beyond emergencies, Pacific voices said there was 
significant scope for Australia and France to coordinate 
more effectively, while coming from a very low base 
of existing cooperation and coordination. Greater 
dialogue, information sharing, planning and consultation 

75	� Focus group discussions were held in Vanuatu, Fiji and Tonga with ten people with experience engaging or working with the French and 
Australian Governments.

with locals should be prioritised in-country. A clear 
commitment to coordination by Australia and France, 
along with other external contributors, would also 
mitigate the “donor overcrowding” problem and help 
manage the workload of small Pacific bureaucracies. 
Indeed, it would be to Australia and France’s mutual 
credit to lead increased coordination, helping 
demonstrate a commitment to being “responsible 
donors” responsive to local contexts and needs. 

At the same time, some Pacific voices also noted the 
risk for Australia in working too closely with France 
and EU institutions as this may lead to a reduction in 
the flexibility and responsiveness for which Australia is 
highly valued. Engaging with, and accessing funding 
from, the EU is widely seen to be onerous, highly 
bureaucratic, and operationally decontextualised. 

In the (officially) trilingual context of Vanuatu, there 
is a particular imperative for better coordination 
between Australia and France. The tendency of both 
countries to work within their respective Anglophone 
and Francophone contexts can reinforce negative 
divisions and hinder efforts towards a unified 
nation-building agenda. This is particularly the 
case in Vanuatu’s education system which bears 
a high degree of resource-intensiveness based 
on its colonial history. Vanuatu voices called for 
greater resource pooling and joint planning between 
Australia and France to help mitigate this. 

Areas identified for potential joint work 
between Australia and France

Pacific voices identified several areas where 
they believe joint work between Australia and 
France could be beneficial to their countries:

•	 Support for local media and civil society

•	 Advancing gender equality

•	 Sports development

•	 Education

•	 Infrastructure (especially in attracting 
and coordinating EU finance)
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SOUTHEAST ASIA

Southeast Asia is the sub-region of the Indo-Pacific where 
there is the least potential for greater coordination and 
cooperation between Australia and France. While both 
countries have a significant presence in this region in 
their own right, Australia and France are less significant 
actors in Southeast Asia relative to other major partners 
of the region and there are fewer structural reasons 
for close bilateral coordination and cooperation. 

In Southeast Asia, Australia should adopt a “watching 
brief” approach to working more closely with France, 
having an awareness of where interests and capabilities 
might align and shared ASEAN fora where coordination 
might be mutually beneficial. The most likely area for 
further cooperation is in maritime security, building on 
joint transits in the South China Sea as well as mutual 
interests and capacities in MDA and EEZ maintenance.76 
Opportunities for coordination in the context of the ASEAN 
Defence Ministers Meeting (ADMM) and its working groups 
could also be explored, given that France is an observer 
and Australia a member of ADMM-Plus. Australia and 
France could also help support ASEAN and individual 
Southeast Asian countries by coordinating their pressure 
on the military government in Myanmar. Scope for greater 
engagement with Southeast Asia by the Australia-India-
France Trilateral Dialogue (discussed further below) should 
also be considered, drawing on the Quad’s similar efforts.  

There may also be opportunities for Australia, with its 
“strategic equilibrium” narrative, to work with France 
and its “third way” stance to coordinate messaging 

76	� See Ryan White, ‘Australian and French Navy assets conduct PASSEX in the South China Sea’, Naval Post, May 2021, https://navalpost.com/
australia-and-france-passex-south-china-sea/

77	 For instance, Indonesia’s theme for its 2023 chairing of ASEAN is: “ASEAN Matters: Epicentrum of Growth”.
78	� See more: Jamal Barnes and Samuel Makinda, ‘Testing the limits of international society? Trust, AUKUS and Indo-Pacific security’, International 

Affairs, July 2022, https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiac111
79	� James Bowen, ‘Introduction’, in James Bowen (editor), ‘Enhancing Australia’s engagement with the Indian Ocean Region’, Perth USAsia Centre, 

October 2022, https://perthusasia.edu.au/getattachment/Our-Work/Enhancing-Australia%E2%80%99s-engagement-with-the-Indian-O/Enhanc-
ing-Australia%E2%80%99s-engagement-with-the-Indian-Ocean-region.pdf

80	� James Bowen, ‘Introduction’, in James Bowen (editor), ‘Enhancing Australia’s engagement with the Indian Ocean Region’, Perth USAsia Centre, 
October 2022, https://perthusasia.edu.au/getattachment/Our-Work/Enhancing-Australia%E2%80%99s-engagement-with-the-Indian-O/Enhanc-
ing-Australia%E2%80%99s-engagement-with-the-Indian-Ocean-region.pdf

from different perspectives and work with Southeast 
Asian countries that are hesitant to explicitly be seen 
to take a side in US-China competition. Australia and 
France could identify how these positions align with 
ASEAN’s Outlook on the Indo-Pacific and Southeast 
Asia’s predominant focus on its economic outlook.77

One important point of context is that France’s 
request to join the Five Power Defence Arrangement 
(FPDA) – a security consultation and cooperation 
mechanism comprising Australia, Malaysia, New 
Zealand, Singapore and the UK – was rejected in 
2017.78 The French exclusion from this grouping may 
attract new significance for Australia-France defence 
cooperation in Southeast Asia in light of AUKUS.

INDIAN OCEAN

A fractured region with asymmetric 
Australian and French interests

The context for Australia-France coordination in the Indian 
Ocean is that the region as a whole lacks cohesion and a 
shared identity – despite the convergence of challenges 
its littoral states face.79 In many respects, the region is 
better understood as a loose collection of sub-regional 
groupings: Southeast Asia, South Asia, East Africa, 
and periphery actors such as Australia and France.80

Reflecting the disparate geography and fractured nature of 
this region, Australia and France’s interests and capacities 
vary across it. Australia is currently focused more on the 
north and northeast, especially the Indian subcontinent, 

and retains a very small presence in the western Indian 
Ocean island states. France, meanwhile, is a significant 
power in the western Indian Ocean owing to its historic 
role, Francophone links, and overseas territories. It also 
has significant ties with India, especially in defence. 

Regional architecture

A broader symptom of the Indian Ocean’s fractured nature 
is the general weakness of its regional architecture, 
especially the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) – of 
which both Australia and France are members.81 IORA is 
considered to be under-resourced, with a generally low 
level of buy-in from member states. The means IORA and 
other regional institutions (to the extent that they exist) are 
presently not well-equipped to help organise responses to 
their priority areas including maritime safety and security, 
fisheries management, disaster risk management, 
scientific and technology cooperation, and blue economy.82

As IORA member states with a shared interest in regional 
stability, Australia and France need to be pragmatic 
about the limitations of IORA while also reinforcing (or 
at least not undermining) its status as the premier Indian 

81	� James Bowen, ‘Introduction’, in James Bowen (editor), ‘Enhancing Australia’s engagement with the Indian Ocean Region’, Perth USAsia Centre, 
October 2022, https://perthusasia.edu.au/getattachment/Our-Work/Enhancing-Australia%E2%80%99s-engagement-with-the-Indian-O/En-
hancing-Australia%E2%80%99s-engagement-with-the-Indian-Ocean-region.pdf; Frédéric Grare, ‘A French perspective on Australia’s role in the 
Indian Ocean’, Lowy Interpreter, April 2020, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/french-perspective-australia-s-role-indian-ocean

82	� Indian Ocean Rim Association, ‘Priorities and focus areas’, https://www.iora.int/en/priorities-focus-areas/overview. See further: David Brewster 
and Anthony Bergin, ‘Making environmental security central to Australia’s engagement in the Indian Ocean’, ASPI Strategist, March 2023 https://
www.aspistrategist.org.au/making-environmental-security-central-to-australias-engagement-in-the-indian-ocean/. See also: IORA’s Outlook on 
the Indo-Pacific: Indian Ocean Rim Association, ‘IORA’s Outlook on the Indo-Pacific’, November 2022, https://www.iora.int/media/24429/indo-pa-
cific-outlook.pdf

83	� See: James Bowen, ‘Conclusions and recommendations’, in James Bowen (editor), ‘Enhancing Australia’s engagement with the Indian Ocean 
Region’, Perth USAsia Centre, October 2022, https://perthusasia.edu.au/getattachment/Our-Work/Enhancing-Australia%E2%80%99s-engage-
ment-with-the-Indian-O/Enhancing-Australia%E2%80%99s-engagement-with-the-Indian-Ocean-region.pdf

84	� IOC members: Comoros, Madagascar, Mauritius, Seychelles and Réunion (France). The IOC is primarily EU-funded and runs several practical 
initiatives in the maritime domain. See: Indian Ocean Commission, ‘Home page’,  https://www.commissionoceanindien.org/en/; David Brew-
ster and Anthony Bergin, ‘Good neighbours: Strengthening environmental security in the Indian Ocean region’, ANU National Security College, 
February 2023, https://nsc.crawford.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/uploads/nsc_crawford_anu_edu_au/2023-03/web_good_neighbours-strength-
ening_environmental_security_in_the_indian_ocean_region_v1.pdf. See further: Premesha Saha and Abhishek Mishra, ‘The Indo-Pacific Oceans 
Initiative: Towards a Coherent Indo-Pacific Policy for India’, Observer Research Foundation, December 2020, https://www.orfonline.org/research/
indo-pacific-oceans-initiative-towards-coherent-indo-pacific-policy-india/

85	� See further: Harsh V. Pantaditya and Gowdara Shivamurthy, ‘China and India jostle in the Indian Ocean’, Observer Research Foundation, Decem-
ber 2022, https://www.orfonline.org/research/china-and-india-jostle-in-the-indian-ocean/; N. Sathiya Moorthy, ‘Beijing’s growing forays: The first 
China-Indian Ocean Region Forum’, Observer Research Foundation, December 2022, https://www.orfonline.org/expert-speak/beijings-growing-
forays-the-first-china-indian-ocean-region-forum/

86	� David Brewster, Rory Medcalf, Darshana Baruah and Antoine Bondaz,’Options for Australia, France and India trilateral cooperation’, ANU 
National Security College, November 2022, https://nsc.crawford.anu.edu.au/publication/20750/options-australia-france-india-trilateral-coopera-
tion-building-indian-ocean

Ocean regional forum.83 In some instances it will make 
most sense for Australia and France to work bilaterally, 
in smaller more coherent groupings, or through other 
institutions such as the Indian Ocean Commission (IOC).84 
Where possible, however, working through IORA should 
be prioritised to bolster its centrality. This is especially 
important given Beijing’s attempts to establish alternative 
China-centric regional architecture for the Indian Ocean.85 

Potential in the Australia-India-France Trilateral

The most advanced small group is the Australia-India-
France Trilateral Dialogue. This is an important, high-
potential grouping for Australia with a clear alignment 
of interests and capabilities – especially in the maritime 
domain – in the Indian Ocean. While the trilateral was 
put on ice by France after the September 2021 AUKUS 
announcement, its return in 2022 demonstrates the strong 
convergence of interests and political momentum behind 
it. There is significant potential for the three countries 
to work together to provide public goods for the region 
in response to non-conventional security threats.86
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Opportunities for Australia to work with 
France in the western Indian Ocean

Given France’s significant contributions and expertise 
in the western Indian Ocean, there is an opportunity to 
work with French counterparts to multiply the impact 
of Australia’s relatively modest presence.87 While on 
the far western periphery of the Indo-Pacific, Australian 
interests are engaged in these island states – Mauritius, 
Comoros, Madagascar and Seychelles – in important 
ways. This sub-region is a source of maritime insecurity 
in the region, especially in terms of transnational crime, 
and is an arena for strategic competition with the US, 
India, China and Russia all active.88 While the balance 
of power in this part of the Indian Ocean has been 
favourable, or at least benign, to Australian interests for 
a long time, growing Chinese influence and the potential 
for changes to the status of Diego Garcia might present 
future strategic risks for Australia to manage.89 The area 
is also an important and contested source of marine and 
mineral resources. Moreover, with Australia currently 
pursuing bids to host COP31 in 2026 and for a UN Security 
Council seat in 2029-30, it is important that it actively 
builds relations with small island developing states.90

87	� The January 2023 France-Australia Ministerial Consultations provided a clear mandate for greater cooperation and coordination in the Indian 
Ocean: “France and Australia agreed to work together more closely in the Indian Ocean, in alignment with the Indian Ocean Rim Association’s 
Outlook on the Indo-Pacific, including on supply chain security, maritime security and safety, climate change, combatting IUU fishing and promot-
ing the blue economy. Ministers agreed to enhance operational cooperation in the Indian Ocean. The Ministers welcomed India’s leading role in 
the region and reaffirmed their commitment to trilateral cooperation with India.” See: Penny Wong, Catherine Colonna, Sébastien Lecornu and 
Richard Marles, ‘Second France-Australia Foreign and Defence Ministerial Consultations’, January 2023, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/
minister/penny-wong/media-release/second-france-australia-foreign-and-defence-ministerial-consultations

88	� See, e.g., Nicolas Regaud, ‘From the Pacific Fusion Center to the Security Information Fusion Center in the Indian Ocean?’, Institute for 
Strategic Research at the Military School, October 2020, https://www.irsem.fr/media/5-publications/breves-strategiques-strategic-briefs/strate-
gic-brief-no-11.pdf; Kate O’Shaughnessy, ‘How Australia and India can collaborate in the western Indian Ocean’, ASPI Strategist, 9 May 2023, 
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/how-australia-and-india-can-collaborate-in-the-western-indian-ocean/

89	� See Kate O’Shaughnessy, ‘How Australia and India can collaborate in the western Indian Ocean’, ASPI Strategist, 9 May 2023, https://www.aspis-
trategist.org.au/how-australia-and-india-can-collaborate-in-the-western-indian-ocean/

90	� See further: Hamish Fejo, ‘A strategy for engaging small developing states’, Lowy Interpreter, April 2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-inter-
preter/strategy-engaging-small-developing-states

91	� See: James Bowen, ‘Introduction’, in James Bowen (editor), ‘Enhancing Australia’s engagement with the Indian Ocean Region’, Perth USAsia 
Centre, October 2022, https://perthusasia.edu.au/getattachment/Our-Work/Enhancing-Australia%E2%80%99s-engagement-with-the-Indian-O/
Enhancing-Australia%E2%80%99s-engagement-with-the-Indian-Ocean-region.pdf

92	� See further Kate O’Shaughnessy, ‘How Australia and India can collaborate in the western Indian Ocean’, ASPI Strategist, 9 May 2023, https://
www.aspistrategist.org.au/how-australia-and-india-can-collaborate-in-the-western-indian-ocean/

Working with France bilaterally also provides diversity 
to Australia’s key Indian Ocean relationships beyond 
India. India should not be Australia’s only comprehensive 
partner in the region, given concerns in some parts 
of the Indian Ocean about New Delhi’s influence.91

Australia is a generally well-regarded and valued actor 
in the western Indian Ocean. However, its modest 
presence and contribution in the western Indian Ocean 
can sometimes be conspicuous, especially relative to 
Australia’s recent step-up in the Pacific and with local 
memories of greater contributions in previous decades.92 
With one small post in Mauritius covering the entire 
sub-region, equipped with only a small development 
budget, Australia must find ways to maximise its impact 
with limited resources. Greater information-sharing 
and coordination of messaging with France, as well as 
strategic contributions to French or EU-led initiatives, could 
provide opportunities to multiply Australian influence.  

Australia has the ability to convey aligned messaging 
with a different voice, given that it does not carry the 
same historical baggage as other external actors – like 
France, the UK and the US – in the western Indian Ocean. 
At the same time, however, as in the Pacific, Australia 
must be careful to avoid being seen to be too close to 
France to preserve its independent influence. Australia 
could also offer valuable capacity-building resources in 

combination with France in maritime security and safety, 
including for the region’s fusion centres, and potentially 
in other areas such as countering disinformation. 

The common interests and challenges of small islands 
developing states in the Indian Ocean and the Pacific is an 
area where Australia and France are uniquely well-placed to 
help facilitate information exchange, dialogue and capacity-
building. As significant developed countries in both regions 
that cover their two main working languages (English and 
French), Australia and France could look to identify key 
areas, such as fisheries management, where there are 
clear benefits to supporting inter-regional exchanges.93

93	� Such exchanges have previously been funded by the EU and the Commonwealth Secretariat, see, e.g., Pacific Islands Forum, ‘Release: 
Pacific trade gateways to Africa, beckon with Mauritius business mission’, November 2022, https://www.forumsec.org/2022/11/04/release-pa-
cific-trade-gateways-to-africa-beckon-with-mauritius-business-mission/. See more: Anthony Bergin, ‘Bringing the Indian and Pacific Oceans 
together on IUU fishing’, Australian Strategic Policy Institute, December 2021, https://www.aspi.org.au/journal-article/bringing-indian-and-pacif-
ic-oceans-together-iuu-fishing; Rory Medcalf, ‘How Australia can counter China’s Pacific ambitions’, ANU National Security College, February 
2023,  https://nsc.crawford.anu.edu.au/department-news/20991/how-australia-can-counter-chinas-pacific-ambitions
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The Vision in Practice Pathways

What does it look like for Australia to enhance coordination with France in the Indo-Pacific?

Australia capitalises on the current positive trajectory 
to build a constructive relationship with France over the 
medium to long term. Following on from the agreement 
of a bilateral roadmap, both countries prioritise 
coordination in the Indo-Pacific and deepen this over 
time as the roadmap is implemented. Key areas of 
mutual interest and capability are identified, building on 
a high degree of convergence in strategic outlooks. 

With Australia’s encouragement and advice, France 
follows through on its commitments to make greater 
contributions across diplomatic, development and 
defence domains in the region, especially in the Pacific. 
Both Australia and France continue to develop a better 
sense of each other’s relative priorities and capabilities 
in the Indo-Pacific, meaning the relationship matures 
based on a pragmatic mutual understanding of where 
coordination and cooperation will be most productive and 
best aligned. The Australian Government becomes more 
sophisticated in its appreciation of French strategic culture 
and more adept at navigating this bilateral relationship.

In the Pacific, an expanded French presence makes 
constructive contributions to addressing the region’s 
challenges, including through effective coordination 
with Australia and other external actors. With natural 
disasters unfortunately remaining regular, the FRANZ 
Arrangement continues to be a valuable coordination 
mechanism in immediate HADR efforts, improving its 
ability to work with Pacific leadership in post-disaster 
situations. Australia maintains and grows its ties with 
Indigenous people in French Pacific territories, while 
managing related sensitivities in the bilateral relationship. 

In Southeast Asia, Australian officials are alert to 
opportunities to coordinate with France, including 
in ASEAN forums and on maritime security. 
The potential for trilateral exchanges between 
Australia, Indonesia and France is explored. 

In the Indian Ocean, the Australia-India-France Trilateral 
Dialogue continues to grow in shared political significance 
and is given substance by practical cooperation to address 
non-conventional security problems. Meanwhile, Australia 
leverages its ties with France to exert greater influence in 
the western Indian Ocean, identifying particular areas such 
as maritime security and safety where niche Australian 
contributions to French or EU-led efforts are worthwhile. 

Australia and France both recognise that they are 
uniquely well-positioned to jointly facilitate inter-regional 
exchanges between the Pacific and Indian Oceans, 
given their significant presence across the two oceans.

OVERARCHING INDO-PACIFIC: LEVERAGE FRENCH AND EU CONTRIBUTIONS

HARNESS THE BILATERAL ROADMAP TO LEVERAGE 
FRENCH CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE INDO-PACIFIC

94	� See further: Hugh Piper, ‘The promise for Australia-France ties’, Australian Outlook, February 2023, https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/aus-
tralianoutlook/the-promise-for-australia-france-ties/

95	� See further: Rory Medcalf, ‘How Australia can counter China’s Pacific ambitions’, ANU National Security College, February 2023, https://nsc.
crawford.anu.edu.au/department-news/20991/how-australia-can-counter-chinas-pacific-ambitions

While the bilateral roadmap is yet to be released, the areas 
flagged for collaboration between Australia and France are 
comprehensive and should continue to be pursued. As 
the roadmap is finalised and then implemented, Australia 
should prioritise Indo-Pacific engagement as much as 
possible in the broad agenda of bilateral work.

Australia should look to structure the 2+2 Ministerial 
Consultations, and the senior officials dialogue that will 
support it, in a way that prioritises discussion of respective 
outlooks on the Indo-Pacific and that enables identification 
of areas of practical coordination and cooperation across 
the region.94 While engagement on broader bilateral issues 
is important, Australia should be looking to focus  
French attention and resourcing as much as possible on 
the Indo-Pacific.

While momentum in the Australia-France relationship 
is driven by shared interests and overlapping strategic 
outlooks, Australia should ensure that the bilateral 
roadmap (and its implementation) is framed around 
meeting the needs of the Indo-Pacific region while 
working in partnership with it. Premising Australia-France 
joint work solely in terms of strategic competition will be 
counterproductive to effective coordination and relational 
influence, especially in the Pacific. 

By structuring dialogue by sub-regions – Pacific, Southeast 
Asia and Indian Ocean – Australia and France can take 
a broad view of their respective priorities, interests and 
capabilities, and how they might interact. In particular, the 
asymmetry between Australia’s and France’s respective 
roles and contributions in the Pacific and western Indian 
Ocean could be an opportunity for reciprocal coordination. 
With Australia the more significant actor in the Pacific 
supporting enhanced French engagement, in turn France 
might support and help magnify Australia’s modest 
contributions in the western Indian Ocean. For instance, 
in terms of defence cooperation, continuing to boost 
reciprocal access for Australian and French forces to 
respective bases across the Pacific and Indian Oceans 
would be a positive development, enabling greater mutual 
contributions in each other’s areas of greatest presence.

Further, given the common challenges faced by small 
island developing states in the Pacific and Indian Ocean, 
Australia and France are natural partners in helping 
facilitate exchanges between these two regions. Australia 
could work with France and interested countries to 
identify specific topics where inter-regional dialogue and 
collaboration would yield practical benefits. Maritime 
security and safety, oceans governance, fisheries 
management and building climate and environmental 
resilience are topics with high potential.95
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WORK WITH FRANCE TO INFLUENCE EUROPEAN ENGAGEMENT IN 
THE INDO-PACIFIC, ESPECIALLY ON INFRASTRUCTURE FINANCE

96	� Roland Rajah, ‘Indo-Pacific infrastructure development financing: an agenda for Australia and Europe’, Lowy Institute, March 2023, https://www.
lowyinstitute.org/publications/indo-pacific-infrastructure-development-financing-agenda-australia-europe

97	� European Commission, ‘Global Gateway’, March 2023, https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/stronger-eu-
rope-world/global-gateway_en. For the most recent summary of programs and projects in the Indo-Pacific supported by the EU Global Gateway 
see: European Commission, ‘Global Gateway: EU-Indo-Pacific flagship projects for 2023’, May 2023, https://international-partnerships.ec.euro-
pa.eu/system/files/2023-05/EU-indo-pacific-flagship-project-2023-v11.pdf

98	� See Roland Rajah, ‘Indo-Pacific infrastructure development financing: an agenda for Australia and Europe’, Lowy Institute, March 2023, https://
www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/indo-pacific-infrastructure-development-financing-agenda-australia-europe

99	� See Roland Rajah, ‘Indo-Pacific infrastructure development financing: an agenda for Australia and Europe’, Lowy Institute, March 2023, https://
www.lowyinstitute.org/publications/indo-pacific-infrastructure-development-financing-agenda-australia-europe

100	� Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs, ‘What is feminist foreign policy?’, https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/diplomatie_fe_ministe_a5_en-
v2_1__cle8c266e.pdf

101	� Vaishnavi Pallapothu, ‘France’s Feminist Foreign Policy”, The Gender Security Project, August 2022, https://www.gendersecurityproject.com/
post/france-s-feminist-foreign-policy

Australia should be working closely with France to 
encourage and shape a greater contribution to the Indo-
Pacific from the EU and other European actors.

Infrastructure development finance should be prioritised 
as a high-potential area given both the enormous regional 
demand for infrastructure and the mutual interest of 
Australia, France and other European actors. The EU and 
its member states acting bilaterally are collectively the 
second largest OECD infrastructure finance provider in 
the Indo-Pacific, outstripping Australia significantly.96 In 
the Pacific, however, Australia makes a significantly larger 
contribution than Europe. 

Moreover, the EU and Europe have advanced established 
capabilities in infrastructure finance through institutions 
such as the European Investment Bank. The scale of 

potential greater European investment in infrastructure is 
demonstrated by the Global Gateway, a €300 billion pool of 
EU and Member States’ funds for financing infrastructure 
across various sectors over 2021-27: digital, climate, 
energy, transports, health, education and research.97

Australia should work with France to influence the decisions 
of EU institutions and European countries to direct their 
resources to the Indo-Pacific as much as possible. In 
particular, a greater European contribution to infrastructure 
in the Pacific would be welcome. Given the diversity of 
infrastructure needs in the Indo-Pacific and differences 
between sub-regions, it is vital that Australia and France 
coordinate closely with the EU and other European actors.98 
Mechanisms to institutionalise such coordination should be 
prioritised as part of any greater European role.99 

WORK WITH FRANCE ON THE APPLICATION OF FRANCE’S 
FEMINIST FOREIGN POLICY IN THE INDO-PACIFIC

France has held a commitment to feminist foreign policy 
since 2019, extending to all areas of foreign policy including 
“reduction of inequality, sustainable development, peace 
and security, defence and promotion of fundamental 
rights, and climate and economic issues”, as well as 
internal objectives around representation and working 
conditions.100 As the first P5 Security Council member 

to adopt this approach, France has played an important 
role in bringing feminist practice into global foreign policy 
discourse, including through its 2019 G7 presidency and 
2022 EU presidency.101

There are promising opportunities for France and Australia 
to collaborate on the shared objective of advancing 
gender equality and women’s rights, and to extend 
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France’s feminist foreign policy in the Indo-Pacific.

France has made significant contributions to advancing 
women’s rights through multilateral forums, an increasingly 
challenging task as many spaces have become bogged 
down by anti-rights actors. In 2021, France co-hosted the 
Generation Equality Forum (GEF), established by UN 
Women as an alternative to holding a 5th World Conference 
on Women.102 The GEF was designed as an alternative 
space to advance gender equality and women’s rights 
and generated USD40 billion in progressive, feminist 
commitments from governments, the private sector and 
civil society.103

Australia has prioritised the defence and advancement 
of women’s rights and gender equality commitments in 
international fora such as the Human Rights Council, 
Commission on Population and Development and 
Commission on the Status of Women,  where France tends 
to negotiate as part of the EU bloc, while Australia joins 
a grouping of including Iceland, Liechtenstein, Canada, 
Norway and New Zealand.104 Greater cooperation across 
these blocs would support greater defence of already 
agreed gender equality principles in increasingly contested 
multilateral fora.

102	� Anne Marie Goetz, ‘Should there be a 5th World Conference on Women in 2020?’, NYU Global Citizen, October 2018, https://wp.nyu.edu/
sps-nyuglobalcitizen/2018/10/24/should-there-be-a-5th-world-conference-on-women-in-2020/. The 4th World Conference in 1995 remains the 
high watermark for global agreements on women’s rights, with many feminists agreeing that holding another such conference would only result in 
a weaker agreement.

103	 Generation Equality, ‘Generational Equality Forum’, UN Women, https://commitments.generationequality.org/
104	 Colloquially known as the ‘Mountains Group’.
105	� Prospective Cooperation, ‘Intermediate evaluation of Fonds de Soutien aux Organisations Féministes (Support Fund for Feminist Organisations - 

FSOF) 2020-2022’, https://www.afd.fr/sites/afd/files/2023-04-04-41-37/fsof-summary-intermediate-evaluation-december-2022.pdf
106	� Prospective Cooperation, ‘Intermediate evaluation of Fonds de Soutien aux Organisations Féministes (Support Fund for Feminist Organisations - 

FSOF) 2020-2022’, https://www.afd.fr/sites/afd/files/2023-04-04-41-37/fsof-summary-intermediate-evaluation-december-2022.pdf
107	 Paris Peace Forum, ‘Amplify. Invest. Reach. (A-I-R)’, https://parispeaceforum.org/en/projects/amplify-invest-reach-a-i-r/
108	� Jennifer Kalpokas Doan, ‘Barriers to women’s political participation in Vanuatu’, DevPolicy Blog, July 2022,  https://devpolicy.org/barri-

ers-to-womens-political-participation-in-vanuatu-20220727/

In international development, France and Australia should 
engage in greater coordination of efforts to support feminist 
organisations and movements, and share learning across 
regions. France’s Support Fund for Feminist Organisations 
(FSOF) has mobilised more than €138 million in funding 
from across AFD programs to support the work of 
feminist civil society organisations in French cooperation 
partner countries.105 In line with France’s regional focus, it 
dedicates 65 per cent of funding to organisations based 
in Africa. Much of the FSOF is channelled through French 
and international NGOs. Reaching feminist movements (as 
opposed to individual organisations) has been identified as 
an area for growth.106

Given DFAT’s focus on increasing locally-led development 
efforts, including exploration of new models of direct 
funding to Global South feminist organisations through the 
Amplify. Invest. Reach. (A-I-R) feminist funds program107 
and initiatives like Balance of Power which recognise the 
importance of local leadership and knowledge to transform 
social and gender norms,108 France and Australia could 
share lessons on support for feminist movements, and 
extend their reach across regions.
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ENHANCE THE AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT’S FRANCE LITERACY 
AND CAPABILITY FOR COORDINATED ENGAGEMENT

109	� See, e.g., Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs, ‘Future Leaders Invitation Programme’, January 2021, https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/the-
ministry-and-its-network/future-leaders-invitation-programme-pipa/

Given the breadth and complexity of the bilateral 
relationship and the imperative to promote greater 
coherence across the Australian system in how it engages 
the French system, the Australian Government should 
consider how its own relational infrastructure and approach 
might be enhanced. While France is one amongst several 
priority bilateral relationships for Australia, its unique 
characteristics mean that a very deliberate approach to 
building capability is required. 

The Australian Government should consider:

•	 Developing a more formal structure for 
coordinating France policy and engagement 
across government. This could take the 
form of a quarterly meeting or a standing 
interdepartmental committee that includes 
relevant posts, DFAT desks, and parts of 
Defence that engage French counterparts 
regularly, with other parts of government 
contributing as needed. Such a structure would 
help institutionalise the sharing of insights 
between the disparate parts of the Australian 
system that engage France and provide a 
regular pattern for coordinating messaging and 
actions to influence France.

•	 Making a modest investment in better 
harnessing “France literacy” in government, 
including language skills and in-depth 
knowledge of French politics, history and 
strategic culture. This should encompass both 
metropolitan France and French territories in 
the Indo-Pacific, especially New Caledonia and 
French Polynesia. Investing in developing a 
deeper internal understanding of independence 
movements in these territories would also help 
Australia foresee and manage risks around 
its engagement with France and the Pacific 
territories. “France literacy” should be regarded 
as a skillset not just valuable for working 
directly on the bilateral relationship, but also for 
addressing broader Indo-Pacific challenges in 
coordination with other states including France. 
Staff with in-depth experience working on 
France should be given structured opportunities 
to consolidate and share their knowledge.109 

PACIFIC: REALISE THE BENEFITS OF GREATER COORDINATION WITH FRANCE

DEVELOP DEEPER COORDINATION WITH FRANCE IN THE 
PACIFIC WHILE ENCOURAGING A GREATER CONTRIBUTION 
TO ADDRESSING REGIONAL CHALLENGES

110	� See: Pacific Islands Forum, ‘2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent’, 2022, https://www.forumsec.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/PIFS-
2050-Strategy-Blue-Pacific-Continent-WEB-5Aug2022.pdf; Sandra Tarte, ‘Bringing the Blue Pacific and Indo-Pacific narratives together’, Lowy 
Interpreter, April 2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/bringing-blue-pacific-indo-pacific-narratives-together

111	� Department of Defence, ‘Pacific Maritime Security Program’, https://www.defence.gov.au/programs-initiatives/pacific-engagement/maritime-ca-
pability

Diplomatic

Australia should work with France to ensure any joint 
work or coordination in the Pacific is driven by, and 
responds to, the priorities of Pacific nations and is 
developed in consultation with Pacific leaders and 
agencies. Framing coordination or cooperation in 
the Pacific within a broader narrative of Indo-Pacific 
strategic competition should be avoided. Instead, the 
language and ethos of the ‘Blue Pacific Continent’ 
should be employed as much as possible.110

Greater coordination would be enabled by a larger French 
diplomatic presence across the Pacific. Australia should 
continue to encourage France to increase its resident 
diplomatic presence across so that it becomes a more 
engaged and knowledgeable actor in the Pacific. In 
particular, Australia should encourage France to invest 
in developing deeper Pacific expertise and linguistic 
competency, as well as help facilitate greater French 
engagement in regional fora, programs and initiatives 
where France can make a constructive contribution. 

Australia should also continue to support the 
integration of French territories into the regional 
architecture and economy as much as possible, 
noting the sensitivities and limitations around the 
territories’ agency to engage in external relations. 

Defence

With France committing to bolster its resident military 
presence in the Pacific, Australia should continue to 
identify ways that French forces can constructively 

contribute more to existing regional maritime security 
efforts. In particular, Australia should encourage France 
to make a more substantial contribution to MDA and 
EEZ monitoring outside of its own sovereign waters, 
including on responding to illegal, unreported and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing. One option would be to 
find ways for French forces to support and feed into 
the Pacific Maritime Security Program.111 This could 
include: conducting aerial surveillance, providing 
training and capacity building for Pacific maritime forces 
or contributing to maintenance and sustainment. 

Australia should also continue to encourage France to 
expand its network of resident Defence Attachés across 
the Pacific. This would help France develop deeper 
defence relationships in the region and enhance its ability 
to understand the security needs of Pacific nations. 

Development

Broadly, Australia should encourage France to follow 
through on growing its development contribution in the 
Pacific, especially on environment and climate resilience. 

Bilateral coordination mechanisms and regular dialogue 
between Australian and French officials should be 
established as soon as possible, including by finalising 
a letter of intent with France’s development agency 
(AFD). Effective communication and information-sharing 
between Australian and French capitals, as well as 
in-country between Australian and French diplomatic 
posts and with Pacific governments, will be important 
to de-conflict efforts and seek complementarity. 

https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/the-ministry-and-its-network/future-leaders-invitation-programme-pipa
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As France looks to increase its development 
contribution in the Pacific, Australia should encourage 
French efforts to be channelled through existing 
coordination mechanisms and institutions. 

While France is only an observer of the Partners in 
the Blue Pacific initiative, Australia should ensure 
that the grouping remains open to, and engaged 
with, France as much as possible. Given that the first 
substantial focus area for Partners in the Blue Pacific 
is IUU fishing, it is especially important for France 
to remain engaged given its substantial EEZs in the 
Pacific and capacity to contribute to MDA.112

More broadly, Australia should encourage France to direct 
its development contributions in the Pacific through NGOs, 
civil society organisations and multilateral institutions as 
much as possible. Greater funding for, and engagement 
with, the SPC would be a prime candidate given that 

112	� See Governments of Australia, Canada, Germany, Japan, Republic of Korea, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States, 
‘Strengthening Shared Understanding Among the Partners in the Blue Pacific and Pacific Islands: Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fishing 
(IUUF) and Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA)’, January 2023,  https://www.dfat.gov.au/news/media-release/strengthening-shared-understand-
ing-among-partners-blue-pacific-and-pacific-islands-illegal-unreported-and-unregulated-fishing-iuuf-and-maritime-domain-awareness-mda

113	� See, e.g., Joanne Wallis, Anna Powles and Henrietta McNeill, ‘When disaster strikes, Australia, New Zealand and the US should partner with, not 
for, the Pacific’, ASPI Strategist, March 2023, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/when-disaster-strikes-australia-new-zealand-and-the-us-should-
partner-with-not-for-the-pacific/

114	 Pacific Community, ‘Pacific Islands Emergency Management Alliance’, https://gem.spc.int/projects/piema

it is headquartered in New Caledonia and has French 
as an official language. Channelling greater French 
contributions through the Asian Development Bank and 
World Bank institutions should also be encouraged. 

In terms of specific initiatives, Australia should consider 
increasing its contribution to the French-run Kiwa Initiative 
in the Pacific. Australia should also be in active dialogue 
with AFD about the Australian Infrastructure Financing 
Facility for the Pacific (AIFFP) to explore the potential for 
collaboration, including French financial contributions. 

With EU institutions and other European countries also 
looking to increase their development contributions 
in the Pacific, Australia should consider how it 
could productively partner with France to inform 
and influence these investments and potentially 
play a strong convening and coordination role.

OPTIMISE HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE AND DISASTER 
RELIEF COORDINATION THROUGH FRANZ

Australia should work with France and New Zealand to 
review the FRANZ Arrangement and explore ways to 
optimise it for future responses. With several FRANZ 
activations fresh in the memory of Australia, French, New 
Zealand and Pacific stakeholders, now is a good time to 
perform a stocktake that elicits this collective experience, 
identifies strengths and weaknesses, develops lessons 
learnt, and considers ways that the arrangement can 
enhance its operations. 

Some options for optimising the FRANZ Arrangement 
might include:

•	 Exploring whether a permanent coordination cell 
should be established (rather than being created 
on an ad hoc basis for each activation).113

•	 Identifying how to better integrate with and work 

under the leadership of local authorities during 
humanitarian crises.

•	 Sharing lessons learnt with the Pacific Islands 
Emergency Management Alliance (PIEMA).114

•	 Enhancing and formalising cooperation 
structures for FRANZ both within Pacific 
countries and between Australian, French 
and New Zealand governments, while also 
retaining sufficient flexibility for those organising 
responses on the ground during crises. 

Australia and France should also look for 
opportunities to build on and learn from habits and 
structures established for HADR and apply them 
to broader development coordination issues.

CONTINUE TO GROW FIRST NATIONS AND INDIGENOUS 
ENGAGEMENT WITH FRENCH PACIFIC TERRITORIES

115	� See, e.g., Penny Wong, ‘Address to New Caledonia’s Congress’, April 2023,  https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/
address-new-caledonias-congress;  Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, ‘Increasing our engagement with New Caledonia’, https://www.
dfat.gov.au/geo/new-caledonia/increasing-our-engagement-with-new-caledonia; Annelise Young, ‘Tweet – 1 March 2023’, March 2023, https://
twitter.com/AusCGNoumea/status/1630797013330853888. Greater cultural exchange between Australia, France and the Pacific was flagged in 
the January 2023 2+2 Ministerial Consultations: “The Ministers…particularly welcomed opportunities to collaborate on: … cultural cooperation to 
stimulate artistic creation and exchange in both countries and in the Pacific.” Penny Wong, Catherine Colonna, Sébastien Lecornu and Richard 
Marles, ‘Second France-Australia Foreign and Defence Ministerial Consultations’, January 2023, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/
penny-wong/media-release/second-france-australia-foreign-and-defence-ministerial-consultations

116	� New Caledonians being eligible for the PALM scheme was raised by Foreign Minister Penny Wong in her April 2023 trip to New Caledonia: Penny 
Wong, ‘Address to New Caledonia’s Congress’, April 2023,  https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/address-new-cale-
donias-congress

117	� See further: 42.9 per cent of ASEAN respondents identified the EU when asked “If ASEAN were to seek out “third parties” to hedge against the 
uncertainties of the US-China strategic rivalry, who is your preferred and trusted strategic partner for ASEAN? Sharon Seah, Joanne Lin, Melinda 
Martinus, Sithanonxay Suvannaphakdy, Pham Thi Phuong Thao, ‘The state of Southeast Asia 2023’, ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, February 2023, 
www.iseas.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/The-State-of-SEA-2023-Final-Digital-V4-09-Feb-2023.pdf

118	� See Penny Wong, Catherine Colonna, Sébastien Lecornu and Richard Marles, ‘Second France-Australia Foreign and Defence Ministerial 
Consultations’, January 2023, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/media-release/second-france-australia-foreign-and-de-

Australia should continue to foster and grow positive 
people-to-people links with Indigenous people in French 
Pacific territories. This would build on and expand existing 
work in New Caledonia, for instance, to establish cultural 
and artistic links with First Nations Australians and to share 
indigenous knowledge on land management.115 Expanding 
the Pacific Australia Labour Mobility (PALM) scheme 
to New Caledonians and offering scholarships, such as 
Australia Awards, to people in New Caledonia and French 
Polynesia could also help boost links with Australia.116

Such initiatives are a low-risk way of engaging 
Indigenous people and groups in French territories 
without undermining Australia’s neutrality on questions 
of sovereignty and independence. They would also 
demonstrate Australia actively boosting the status of 
Indigenous people in French territories and delivering on its 
First Nations Foreign Policy approach.

SOUTHEAST ASIA: KEEP A WATCHING BRIEF ON OPPORTUNITIES TO COORDINATE

PURSUE AD HOC COORDINATION AND COLLABORATION 
WHERE INTERESTS AND CAPABILITIES INTERSECT

Given the broad alignment of Australian and French 
outlooks in the Indo-Pacific and the significant diplomatic 
and development presence of both Australia and France 
in Southeast Asia, there may be opportunities for greater 
coordination and collaboration. France’s more independent 
“third way” position could be useful to Australia in opening 
up new opportunities for dialogue with actors who are 
reluctant to be drawn into a US-China binary.117

Australian officials working on Southeast Asia should regard 
France as a useful partner and have an awareness of where 

interests and capabilities in the region might intersect. 
In particular, Australia should watch for opportunities to 
coordinate messaging with France in shared ASEAN or 
other fora, such as the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM). There 
may also be opportunities to work jointly with ASEAN and 
individual Southeast Asian countries on maritime security 
and other areas identified in the January 2023 France-
Australia Ministerial consultations: Myanmar, connectivity, 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals 2030 and economic 
cooperation. 118 However, the actual substance of such 
cooperation requires deeper consideration.
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INVESTIGATE THE POTENTIAL FOR AUSTRALIA-
INDONESIA-FRANCE TRILATERAL DIALOGUE

fence-ministerial-consultations
119	� ‘Macron says France advancing cooperation with Indonesia on warplanes and submarines’, Reuters, November 2022,  https://www.reuters.com/

world/macron-says-france-advancing-cooperation-with-indonesia-warplanes-submarines-2022-11-17/; Natalie Sambhi, ‘France’s burgeoning 
defence ties with Indonesia’, ASPI Strategist, March 2021, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/frances-burgeoning-defence-ties-with-indonesia/ . 
French Armed Forces Minister, Sebastien Lecornu said last year that “[t]here is a powerful strategic intimacy that is being born with Indonesia and 
France”, see: ‘French defence minister praises ‘strategic intimacy’ with Indonesia’, Jakarta Post, November 2022,  https://www.thejakartapost.
com/world/2022/11/27/french-defence-minister-praises-strategic-intimacy-with-indonesia.html

120	� See further: Susannah Patton, ‘Strategic divergence with Indonesia: an Australian perspective’, Lowy Interpreter, April 2023,  https://www.lowyin-
stitute.org/the-interpreter/strategic-divergence-indonesia-australian-perspective; Evan A Laksmana, ‘Embracing the different ways Indonesia and 
Australia view the region’, Lowy Interpreter, April 2023, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/embracing-different-ways-indonesia-austra-
lia-view-region

121	� David Brewster, Rory Medcalf, Darshana Baruah and Antoine Bondaz,’Options for Australia, France and India trilateral cooperation’, ANU 
National Security College, November 2022, https://nsc.crawford.anu.edu.au/publication/20750/options-australia-france-india-trilateral-coopera-
tion-building-indian-ocean

Australia should investigate the appetite for trilateral 
dialogue and engagement with Indonesia and France. 
Paris has a significant existing defence relationship with 
Jakarta, including a recent deal to supply fighter jets and 
submarines to the Indonesian military.119 Sitting alongside 
substantial Australia-Indonesia and Australia-France ties, 
there may be value in this trilateral format in particular 
areas, including: 

•	 exchanging views on maritime security

•	 promoting HADR coordination (particularly 
exploring how the FRANZ Arrangement could 
engage Indonesia)

•	 discussing environmentally resilient 
infrastructure

Similar to the Australia-India-France dialogue, this trilateral 
would not necessarily need to start at, or grow to, officials 
or ministerial level to be useful. A Track 1.5 or Track 2 
dialogue could be a more feasible and open starting point. 
This trilateral could give Australia an opportunity to address 
Indonesian concerns about Australia’s strategic outlook 
since AUKUS in the context of a security dialogue with 
France, which is perceived as being more independent of 
the US alliance system.120 In proposing a trilateral dialogue, 
Australia should be cognisant of how such a grouping 
would fit within the already crowded minilateral space in 
the region, as well as the Indonesian system’s appetite to 
engage with it. 

INDIAN OCEAN: WORK WITH FRANCE TO MULTIPLY 
EFFECTS OF AUSTRALIA’S EFFORTS

CONTINUE TO INVEST IN THE AUSTRALIA-INDIA-FRANCE TRILATERAL

Australia should capitalise on the political and policy 
momentum behind the Australia-India-France Trilateral 
Dialogue to drive practical cooperation in this trilateral 
format. A recent research process led by the ANU’s 
National Security College working with French and Indian 

counterparts identified four high-potential areas for trilateral 
cooperation to address non-traditional security threats:121

•	 Enhanced Indian Ocean regional cooperation 
in disaster management, potentially 
modelled on the FRANZ Arrangement.

•	 Sponsoring an Indian Ocean Operational 
Oil Spill Forecast, Warning and Mitigation 
System to respond to major oil spills.

•	 Working with Indian Ocean regional 
organisations to build capabilities in 
monitoring, control and surveillance 
arrangements to address IUU fishing.

122	� See: David Brewster and Anthony Bergin, ‘Good neighbours: Strengthening environmental security in the Indian Ocean region’, ANU National Se-
curity College, February 2023, https://nsc.crawford.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/uploads/nsc_crawford_anu_edu_au/2023-03/web_good_neigh-
bours-strengthening_environmental_security_in_the_indian_ocean_region_v1.pdf

123	� See: Tim Watts, ‘Indian Ocean Conference speech’, May 2023, https://ministers.dfat.gov.au/minister/tim-watts/speech/indian-ocean-conference
124	� The statement from the January 2023 France-Australia Ministerial Consultations says: “France and Australia agreed to work together more 

closely in the Indian Ocean, in alignment with the Indian Ocean Rim Association’s Outlook on the Indo-Pacific, including on supply chain security, 
maritime security and safety, climate change, combatting IUU fishing and promoting the blue economy. Ministers agreed to enhance operational 
cooperation in the Indian Ocean.” See: Penny Wong, Catherine Colonna, Sébastien Lecornu and Richard Marles, ‘Second France-Australia 
Foreign and Defence Ministerial Consultations’, January 2023, https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/media-release/sec-
ond-france-australia-foreign-and-defence-ministerial-consultations

125	� Current IOC observers: China, Sovereign Military Order of Malta, European Union, India, Japan, United Nations, and the International  
Organisation of La Francophonie. See also: Kate O’Shaughnessy, ‘How Australia and India can collaborate in the western Indian Ocean’, ASPI 
Strategist, 9 May 2023, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/how-australia-and-india-can-collaborate-in-the-western-indian-ocean/

•	 Working with regional states, harnessing 
complementary capabilities to reduce security 
risks to undersea communications cables.

Australia should pursue these areas of trilateral 
cooperation with India and France. Practical cooperation 
on environmental security in the Indian Ocean is also a high 
potential area for trilateral dialogue.122 

EXPLORE OPPORTUNITIES TO LEVERAGE FRENCH 
ADVANTAGES IN THE WESTERN INDIAN OCEAN

Australia should see France’s (and the EU’s) significant 
presence in the western Indian Ocean as an opportunity 
to boost its own influence in areas of shared interests 
and capabilities. With limited resources and bandwidth in 
this sub-region, Australia can make niche contributions 
that leverage the scale and local expertise of French 
and European efforts, while also bringing unique 
Australian advantages in capacity building. A modest 
boost in resourcing, especially to support technical 
capacity-building, would enable this. With Australia 
hosting the Indian Ocean Conference for the first time 
in 2024, now is a good time to further consider how 
Australia can make a greater contribution to meeting 
the challenges faced by countries in this region.123 

Working with regional institutions

As much as possible, Australia should seek to channel 
greater cooperation and coordination with France through 
existing regional institutions, especially the Indian Ocean 
Rim Association (IORA).124 If an area of shared interest is 

identified, such as a maritime security initiative, Australia 
and France should in the first instance consider jointly 
funding a project under IORA auspices. This will help boost 
the centrality of IORA and generate broader regional buy-in. 

Australia should also consider formalising its relationship 
with the Indian Ocean Commission (IOC) by becoming an 
observer.125 Given Australia already engages the IOC and 
has funded projects with it, formal observer status would 
boost Australia’s status as a partner to the group and be a 
clear signal to France of Australia’s concern for, and intent 
to practically contribute to, the region given the significant 
French and EU commitments to the IOC.

High-potential areas for Australia-France cooperation 
and coordination

Australia should pursue closer dialogue and information 
sharing arrangements with French counterparts in the 
western Indian Ocean. This will allow Australia to access a 
wider and deeper range of knowledge and insights about 
this region given France’s much more significant presence. 
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Australia should continue to seek out opportunities to make 
strategic contributions to French and EU-led development 
programs in the western Indian Ocean, whether through 
financial or in-kind support, such as technical expertise. 

Capacity building in maritime security and safety is a 
key area of shared interest for Australia and France 
in the western Indian Ocean.126 France and the EU 
(especially through the CRIMARIO II initiative) are 
significant contributors to MDA in the Indian Ocean 
through information sharing and law enforcement capacity 
building.127 Australia should look to identify opportunities 
with France to support capacity building efforts in various 
areas, including:

•	 Fusion centres. Enhancing the effectiveness 
of the existing “fusion centres” in the western 
Indian Ocean that contribute to MDA and law 
enforcement: the Regional Maritime Information 
Fusion Center (RMIFC), based in Madagascar, 
and the Regional Operations Coordination 
Center (RCOC), based in the Seychelles.128 
Australia could consider how experience from 
the Pacific Fusion Centre could be shared with 
Indian Ocean counterparts.129

•	 Maritime safety. Australia has previously 
provided maritime safety capacity building in the 
western Indian Ocean through the Australian 

126	� See further: James Bowen, ‘Introduction’, in James Bowen (editor), ‘Enhancing Australia’s engagement with the Indian Ocean Region’, Perth US-
Asia Centre, October 2022, https://perthusasia.edu.au/getattachment/Our-Work/Enhancing-Australia%E2%80%99s-engagement-with-the-Indi-
an-O/Enhancing-Australia%E2%80%99s-engagement-with-the-Indian-Ocean-region.pdf

127	� See further: CRIMARIO, ‘CRIMARIO II: Interconnection the Indo-Pacific – critical maritime routes Indo-Pacific project’,  https://www.crimario.eu/
wp-content/uploads/2023/02/CRIMARIO_Factsheet_A5_V6.pdf

128	� Australia already contributes a liaison officer to the Information Fusion Centre - Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR) run by Indian Navy and based in 
New Delhi. See also: Kate O’Shaughnessy, ‘How Australia and India can collaborate in the western Indian Ocean’, ASPI Strategist, 9 May 2023, 
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/how-australia-and-india-can-collaborate-in-the-western-indian-ocean/

129	� See further: Nicolas Regaud, ‘From the Pacific Fusion Center to the Security Information Fusion Center in the Indian Ocean?’, Institute for 
Strategic Research at the Military School, October 2020, https://www.irsem.fr/media/5-publications/breves-strategiques-strategic-briefs/strate-
gic-brief-no-11.pdf

130	� See: Kate O’Shaughnessy, ‘India’s battle over disinformation in the Indian Ocean’, ASPI Strategist, May 2023, https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/
indias-battle-over-disinformation-in-the-indian-ocean/; Michael Schwirtz and Gaelle Borgia, ‘How Russia meddles abroad for profit: cash, trolls 
and a cult leader’,  New York Times, November 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/11/world/africa/russia-madagascar-election.html; Luke 
Harding and Jason Burke, ‘Leaked documents reveal Russian effort to exert influence in Africa’, The Guardian, June 2019,  https://www.theguard-
ian.com/world/2019/jun/11/leaked-documents-reveal-russian-effort-to-exert-influence-in-africa; Africa Center for Strategic Studies, ‘Mapping 
disinformation in Africa’, April 2022, https://africacenter.org/spotlight/mapping-disinformation-in-africa/; Africa Renewal, ‘Mauritius, Senegal, 
South Africa among authors of global call against COVID-19 ‘infodemic’’, UN News, June 2020, https://www.un.org/africarenewal/news/coronavi-
rus/cross-regional-statement-%E2%80%9Cinfodemic%E2%80%9D-context-covid-19; Ambareen Beebeejaun, ‘Spread of disinformation during 
COVID-19: the case of Mauritius’, IFLA Journal, November 2022, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/03400352221134347

131	� Cyber4dev, ‘Tackling disinformation in Seychelles’, December 2022, https://cyber4dev.eu/2022/12/13/tackling-disinformation-in-seychelles/; 
Cyber4dev, ‘Building resilience against disinformation in Mauritius’, March 2023, https://cyber4dev.eu/2023/03/07/building-resilience-against-dis-
information-in-mauritius/; Delegation of the European Union to the Republic of Mauritius and to the Republic of Seychelles, ‘Mauritius - Beyond 
disinformation: A round table for the media, civil society and national authorities’, March 2023, https://www.eeas.europa.eu/delegations/mauri-
tius/mauritius-beyond-disinformation-round-table-media-civil-society-and-national_en

Maritime Safety Agency (AMSA). Australian 
agencies including AMSA and the Australian 
Transport Safety Bureau (ATSB), working with 
DFAT, should consider how they could make 
niche contributions to capacity building in this 
area by working with French counterparts as 
part of existing efforts and programs. 

•	 Law enforcement. Given significant 
transnational crime issues in the western 
Indian Ocean, especially on drug trafficking 
and IUU fishing, the law enforcement capacity 
of developing states with large EEZs is an 
important regional public good. The Australian 
Border Force (ABF) and Australian Federal 
Police (AFP), working with DFAT, should 
consider how they could work with French 
counterparts to enhance the ability of western 
Indian Ocean states to identify and prosecute 
transnational crime. 

Disinformation is a significant concern in the western Indian 
Ocean island states, with several documented instances in 
recent years.130 The EU has already carried out dialogue, 
training and capacity-building aimed at countering 
disinformation in this region.131 Australia could explore 
opportunities to work with France, the EU, civil society 
and local and international media to complement existing 
efforts, focussing on raising awareness of disinformation 
and developing skills to recognise it.
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