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Thank you, Nick. 
 
I wish to acknowledge the Wurundjeri as the traditional custodians of the land on which we’ve 
gathered and to pay my respects to their elders, past and present. 
 
2017—just around the corner—will mark La Trobe University’s 50th year. 
 
That means we’re older than some might think we are. 
 
It also means we were fortunate to have been created just as Australia’s interest in Asia was 
beginning to move to a new stage—just as it was becoming an imperative during the Vietnam 
war, and after the ground had been prepared by the Colombo Plan. 
 
And the result has been that from our beginnings we have had an intimate association with Asia. 
 
For example, we were the first university in Victoria to have a department of Asian Studies. 
 
From our foundation we have been teaching the four major Asian languages of Japanese, 
Chinese, Indonesian and Hindi since—we remain one of only two Australian universities that still 
do so. 
 
And back in the early 1980s, when the sandstones wouldn’t do it, we were among the first 
universities to take students from the People’s Republic of China. 
 
We’re incredibly proud of this record of engagement and that we have been there from the very 
start of the biggest story in Australian foreign policy, trade and culture in the last half century. 
 
And as we began drawing up our current strategic plan to take us through to our 50th 
anniversary, we took the decision to place Asia at the centre of what the university does. 
 
There are a number of ways we could have done that, including the creation of a new Asia 
institute or a new Asian research centre. But after a thorough review by Professor Michael 
Wesley of the Australian National University, we realized that the study of Asia was so deeply 
embedded in every aspect of the university that to try to focus all our efforts onto a single point 
would run the risk of narrowing the university’s Asia-focus rather than broadening it. 
 
We found in fact that no fewer than 1500 of the subjects taught at La Trobe contained an Asian 
connection. 
 
And we found that our students and researchers were engaged with Asia in some quite 
unexpected ways, not just the more familiar ones of languages, history and cultural studies. 
 
Let me give you just a few quick examples. 
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Every year students and academics from our School of Dentistry provide a dental hygienist 
education program to communities in Nepal, spreading knowledge and training to about the 
importance of basic oral health. 
 
Our Olga Tennison Autism Research Centre is working with health authorities in the Chinese city 
of Tianjin to improve the early detection of autism—a condition of growing interest to the health 
systems of developing nations. 
 
And in physics, every year La Trobe students undertake a study tour of Tokyo, including work 
with students at the University of Tokyo and visits to the National Institute of Advanced 
Industrial Science and Technology.  
 
 I could name dozens more examples. 
 
The question for us, therefore, was how to capture this existing Asian engagement and spread it 
wider and deeper across the university. 
 
 So we decided on something a little different.  
 
This new body, La Trobe Asia, will become a hub, a resource and a source of leadership for the 
rest of the university in all things Asian. 
 
We want it:  
 

• to help the rest of the University in the crucial task of updating our curriculum to reflect 
contemporary realities in Asia; 

• to expose more students to direct study of Asian countries and their languages; 
• to assist students and staff to access Asian-focused research grants and scholarships; 
• to deepen relationships with the region’s universities, governments and NGOs;  
• and, crucially, to lead and inform public debate in Australia about Asia and inform public 

debate in Asia about Australia. 
 
La Trobe Asia has been set an ambitious agenda, but it’s one that will be ably led by its Executive 
Director, Professor Nick Bisley, and supported strongly by Asian experts from all parts of the 
university. 
 
Deepening our already broad ties with Asia will obviously be good for La Trobe University itself. 
 
But of course it’s not just about us.  
 
It’s about Australia, and La Trobe Asia will seek to play a role in helping Australia make the most of 
its economic opportunities in the region. 
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And of course it’s about the region itself. Universities have always been part of a global web of 
knowledge creation and dissemination—and this is something that is increasing rapidly as a result 
of technology and increased movement of peoples. 
 
La Trobe is no exception, and this new body, La Trobe Asia, will help continue our University’s fine 
history—now nearly half a century old—of contributing to the ongoing development of the Asian 
region. 
 
Engagement with Asia is of course a strongly bipartisan policy objective.  
 
Menzies, Hawke, Keating, Howard, Downer, Rudd, Gillard, Abbott & Bishop are all names that Asia 
invokes. 
 
Another of those names is the man who has graciously agreed to help us launch La Trobe Asia 
today: the Minister for Trade and Investment—Andrew Robb.  He also happens to be a La Trobe 
alumnus. 
 
He has been extremely active in the Asian region. 
 
Andrew is fresh from a number of recent trade successes – Free Trade Agreements with Korea and 
Japan, continuing negotiations with China, India and Indonesia, and Trans-Pacific Partnerships with 
Malaysia, Singapore and Vietnam.  The Prime Minister’s visit to India just a fortnight ago has 
provided a timely reminder of the immense importance to Australia of that great country to our 
north. 
 
It’s my very great honour now to introduce him to you.     
 
 
Professor John Dewar 
Vice-Chancellor 
La Trobe University 
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