Australians' feelings sour towards China: Lowy poll
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The attitudes of Australians towards China have soured dramatically in the past year, according
to the Lowy Institute’s annual poll released on Wednesday.

Only 32% trust China to act responsibly in the world - which is a drop of 20 points from the 2018
poll and the lowest level in the 15 years of the poll.

Despite this, more Australians have confidence in China’s President Xi Jinping than have
confidence in United States President Donald Trump.

Only 25% have confidence in Trump to do the right thing in world affairs (down five points since
2018), compared with 30% for Xi (a fall of 13 points since last year). Among those aged 18-29,
none expressed “a lot” of confidence in Trump and 66% had “no confidence at all” in him.

The poll was done March 12-25, of 2130 people.

The results come as Scott Morrison, ahead of attending the G20 in Japan later this week, will
address Australia’s relations with China, the increasing US-China tensions and the changing
regional power balance in a major foreign policy speech on Wednesday.

He will say that while Australia will be “clear-eyed” about the fact political differences will affect
aspects of its engagement with China, “we are determined that our relationship not be
dominated by areas of disagreement.”

Lowy senior fellow Richard McGregor, who has previously reported as a journalist from Beijing,
said the relentless coverage of China’s political system, allegations of interference in Australia’s
politics, and its poor relations with its neighbours “seems to have finally registered” with the
Australian public.
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The results for China might have been worse if it were not for the Trump factor muddying the
picture, he said. “There’s a recognition that we’re in for a much tougher time with China, and
that’s accurate,” McGregor said.

On the Lowy “feelings thermometer” Australians’ feelings towards China have cooled nine
degrees to 49 degrees since 2018, while their feelings towards the US have fallen four degrees
to 63 degrees. The US rates behind both New Zealand and the United Kingdom.

Lowy says: “In 2019, trust in and warmth towards China are at their lowest point” in its poll’s
history.

“Most Australians say that Australia’s economy is too dependent on China and Australia should
do more to resist China’s military activities in our region. Scepticism continues about Chinese
investment in Australia and China’s intention in the Pacific.”

Nearly three quarters (74%) agree “Australia is too economically dependent on China”. Aimost
half (49%) say foreign interference in Australian politics is “a critical threat” to Australia’s vital
interests — a rise of eight points from last year.

Some 77% believe “Australia should do more to resist China’s military activities in our region”.
This is up 11 points since 2015. Six in ten people would support the Australian military
conducting freedom of navigation operations in the South China sea.

There remains high concern about Chinese investment, with 68% saying the government is
“allowing too much investment from China”, although this is a little lower than the 72% high
point of last year.

Reflecting Australians’ mixed feelings as the country balances its relations with the US and
China, 50% believe the government “should put a higher priority on maintaining strong relations
with the United States, even if this might harm our relations with China”.

2/4



Australians' feelings sour towards China: Lowy poll

Written by Michelle Grattan, Professorial Fellow, University of Canberra

But 44% believe it should “put a higher priority on building stronger relations with China, even if
this might harm our relations with the United States”.

With Australia’s policy pivot towards the Pacific being driven in substantial part by China’s
expanding interest and influence in the region, 55% think that “if China opened a military base in
a Pacific island country” this would be “a critical threat” to Australia’s interests. 73% agree
“Australia should try to prevent China from increasing its influence in the Pacific” - although
views are split about spending more money there.

When people were asked about their confidence in nine leaders, New Zealand’s Jacinda Ardern
rated highest — 88% have a lot or some confidence in her. Behind her are Scott Morrison (58%),
then opposition leader Bill Shorten (52%), Indonesia’s President Joko Widodo (34%), Xi (30%),
Trump and Myanmar’s Aung San Suu Kyi (both on 25%. “This means President Trump is only
ahead of Russia’s Vladimir Putin (21%) and North Korea’s Kim Jong-un (7%),” Lowy said.

The Trump factor has complicated attitudes to the US but the alliance retains overwhelming
support with 72% saying it is very or fairly important for Australia’s security (down four points in
a year). But 66% think Trump has weakened the alliance and only 52% trust the US to act
responsibly in the world. This is little changed from last year but the lowest trust in the US since
the question was first asked in 2006 and 31 points lower than in 2009.

In other results:

climate change is rated highest among the threats to Australia’s vital interests. Nearly two thirds
(64%) rated it as a “critical threat”, up six points since last year and 18 points since 2014.

75% say free trade is good for their own standard of living, and 71% believe it is good for
Australia’s economy.
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47% (a fall of seven points since 2018) say the number of migrants coming is too high.

Michelle Grattan does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company
or organisation that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations
beyond their academic appointment.
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