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BACKGROUND
Diaspora communities play an important role in terms of economic development through trade,
investment and skills and technology transfers in their host country – domestically, their country of
origin and often they extend internationally in countries beyond their country of origin. This seminar
aims to explore the role of Diaspora in Economic Development by looking beyond the typical focus
remittances and place emphasis on trade, investment, skill and technology transfers.

Trade

Investment

Members of the diaspora are often engaged in
trade in commodities between the homeland and
host countries – for instance in the enterprises
that are set up to provide ethnic foods and other
cultural goods (clothes, religious artefacts etc)
to the diaspora population residing in the host
country. Diaspora entrepreneurs may also initiate
international trade with countries other than
their host country, which they may be better
able to leverage due to their position outside the
homeland.

While research evidence has demonstrated
that international investors can be averse to
investing in risky environments, investors from
the diaspora are more likely to have a higher
tolerance for the risks posed by uncertain
property rights and often high levels of political
risk in the homeland that are difficult for
outsiders to assess.
This higher tolerance is often because diaspora
networks have better access to information and
may be less sensitive to ‘exchange-rate risks’,
particularly because they could have financial
obligations that are more likely to be satisfied
in the local currency and therefore can become
ideal advocates of investment in the homeland
(Agunias & Newland, 2017).

In the report Australia’s Diaspora Advantage:
Realising the potential for building transnational
business networks with Asia (Rizvi et al. 2016),
explored the business activities by Chinese and
Indian diasporas in Australia. There are 2,121,235
businesses operating as of June 2015 (Rizvi et
al. 2016) and according to the 2011 ABS data,
there are 28,000 businesses are owned by
China-born Australians and 16,700 businesses
are owned by India-born Australians (Liu, 2016).
Whilst this project’s focus is on the whole
diaspora community and not only China and
India born Australians, however it does provide
an indication of the large number of businesses
owned by diasporas.
We need to better understand the economic
significance of these diaspora businesses, as well
as the risks and barriers they may face.

Additionally, Diasporas investments into their
country of origin also persuade non-diaspora
investors to invest by improving the perception
of the investment climate. On the other side, the
diaspora community can share valuable market
insights about their country of residence with
investors in their country of origin (Newland &
Plaza 2013).
Diaspora investors in the country of origin may
also introduce new businesses, products and
services, and new ways of doing things that have
sector-wide demonstration effects. Evidence
of the potential significance of this role is in the
examples of the Chinese and Indian diasporas,
particularly in the information technology sector.
Clearly, with the right support, other diasporas
can play a similar role.
We would also like to identify the strategies
of country of origin governments and financial
institutions in mobilizing diaspora capital,
through ring-fenced investment funds and other
incentives.

Left Page: Evans Mukonza, Tate Verenga,
Grant Morrison, Wesa Chau, Saba
Mebrahtu, Naresh Bhalla, Cristina De
Nicolas Izquierdo, Ursula De Almeida,
Jeevika Vivekananthan.
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PURPOSE OF THE SEMINAR
Skills and Technology Transfer
Integrally linked to trade and investment, skills
and technology transfers are a key modality
of exchange that is facilitated by the diaspora
between the country of residence and country
of origin. Often Diaspora have valuable skills,
experiences and contacts in their country of
residence to transfer back to their country of
origin and provide training and mentoring of
workers, boosting emerging industries and
seeding business and entrepreneurship (Cheng
2016). Rather than the ‘zero-sum’ game of ‘braindrain’, the emphasis is now on ‘brain circulation’
where the benefits of skills, knowledge and
technology can ‘boomerang’ back to the country
of origin.

Two representatives were invited to participate
as experts, including Evans Mukonza (Australia
Zimbabwe Business Council) and Shawfikul
Islam a refugee from Rohingya (National Union
of Workers). They examined and explored key
issues and debates emerging in the role of
Diaspora in the economic development of their
countries of origin and settlement by:
•

What are the varied opportunities for
diaspora to directly engage in trade in both
the host and homeland countries and what
do they look like

•

What are the role that diaspora (individuals
and organisations such as Chambers of
Commerce or Business Councils) can play in
facilitating or ‘brokering’ non-diaspora trade
and investment in homeland countries. What
types of organisations (or networks) exists.

•

How to encourage collaboration between
diaspora entrepreneurs, investors, community
members, and organisations with the
Australian government to identify potential
opportunities of investment and identify
brokers that can make this strategy possible.

Purpose of the Seminar
The aim of the seminar was to explore practical
suggestions and policy advice for the Australian
government to understand and strengthen the
contributions of diaspora in trade, investment
and skills and technology transfer. The seminar
engaged diaspora business organisations,
government and non-government organisations
to discuss issues relating to economic
development. The event was attended by
people, representing business organisations,
government personnel from the Department of
Foreign Affairs and Trade and academics. The
seminar was held at Oxfam Australia on Saturday
19th May, 12.00-4.00pm, facilitated by Saba
Meberahtu Habte, with support from DLN and
Diaspora Action Australia (DAA).

Shawfikul Islam
(National Union of Workers)
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DISCUSSION BY EXPERTS
There are differences in the level of economic
development diaspora communities can
participate in depending on the countries the
diaspora came from. For people who are from
more developed countries, there are more
opportunities to help build bridges for trade and
investment between Australia and their country
of origin. For the diaspora from less developed
countries, whilst there are intentions to create
a bridge, however, there are less resources to
enable and facilitate the bridge.
The strengths of the diaspora community in
business and trade is that they understand the
political and social environments, culture and
language in their country of origin, which assist
Australians to navigate the complex business
environments. They can also assist Australian
businesses to assess the opportunities with
cultural, social, political nuance.

The purpose of the Australia Zimbabwe Business
Council is to foster relationship, facilitate trade
between Australia and Zimbabwe.
It helps Australian businesses understand the
local Zimbabwean culture and context beyond
simply language.The strength of business
councils by diasporas is the ability to facilitate
and broker the relationships that Australians
need to be successful overseas, as well as lobby
the government to work collaboratively together
for the benefit of both countries.
There are various fields that can connect
Australia and Zimbabwe due to commonalities
and can benefit each other, such as farming,
mining and sanitation. The Business Council
also organise networking events, engage the
Zimbabwe diaspora community in Australia
to help them understand potential business
opportunities and synergies between Australia
and Zimbabwe, as well as linking people to
Austrade.

Australian Zimbabwe Business Council case study
It has taken a while for the Zimbabweans to set up the
Business Council. The community have started coming to
Australia during the 60s, and the majority came between
the years 2000 -2006, due to the really big influx of
students. This was mainly due to education agencies
to get Zimbabwean students to study in Australia,
resulting in close to 30,000 initially moving to
Australia, with approximately 80,000 currently
studying. There were issues initially due to politics
between both countries, but what the Australia
Zimbabwe Business Council has found is that the
establishment of the business council has improved
political relations, primarily due to the incorporation
of community through business.
Now, the business council have had some successful
initiatives, including bro-com a farmer Association in
Queensland. The Australian Zimbabwe Business Council
linked them to the Zimbabwe Farmers Association and
explored business opportunities between the two countries.
Evans Mukonza, Australia Zimbabwe Business Council
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Additionally, they encourage members to do
research, produce public data, analyse risks.
By contrast, refugees from Rohingya are mainly
from poorer backgrounds with low education.
As a condition of their visas, many of them are in
rural areas and are currently focusing of finding
jobs. Refugees from Rohingya are still doing their
best to settle into the Australian community and
for that reason there are only a few have started
small businesses importing products and open
grocery shops. The majority are still finding a job
in Australia. Whilst 40% of Rohingyas found a
job within five years, only a handful have started
their own business, many of them do not know
who to collaborate with in Australia, are not yet
self-sufficient and are still reliant on help from
not-for-profit organisations and unions.
It was noted that there were vast differences
between the Rohingya diaspora and Zimbabwe
diaspora.

The Zimbabwe diaspora is skills and educated
largely arrived in Australia as international
students, whereas the Rohingya diaspora are
largely unskilled, uneducated and the pressure
to send money to their family. For that reason
it limits their economic participation. Despite
their situation, the community does not just
want to be seen as victims seeking handouts and
have the desire to participate and contribute to
Australian society. Participants at the seminar
suggested that there can be better linkages
between different diaspora communities, so
they are able to learn from each other and share
knowledge and skills. For example, the Rohingya
communities can learn from the Zimbabwe
communities, especially when it comes to
starting businesses and eventually starting
business councils. There are other established
communities to also learn from, for example the
Italian community.

Saba Mebrahtu
(Oxfam Monash Partnership)

Paul Deany
(AVI)
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GROUP DISCUSSIONS
There are a number of ways in which diaspora
communities can engage between the host and
homeland countries, including:

Some of the communities can also learn from
these established communities when it comes
to starting and sustaining business councils and
networks.

•

Volunteering

•

Engagement through the business
councils

•

Business exchange

•

Cultural exchange

What should also be noted is that there are
issues around diversity. For example, there are
many states, religion and ethnicities in India
and the question that need to be answered is
whether business councils are diverse within
themselves and that they do represent the
diversity among the diaspora.

•

Education

Business exchange

•

Skills transfer

•

Investment

Volunteering
There were discussions about volunteering
being a way to engage diaspora with skills and
expertise to return to their country of origin. For
example, DFAT is exploring some volunteering
opportunities that engage the diaspora. Another
example is a program called Right to return1
which engages the Sri Lankan diaspora to
redefine their culture in Canada and Germany.
Similarly, Dragon 1002 engages the Chinese
Diaspora to visit Hong Kong, China and Taiwan
to learn more about the Chinese culture. Whilst
some countries of origin appear to provide such
program, however, refugees may not have the
same opportunities but may also be interested
to contribute back to their country of origin,
which presents opportunities for the Australian
Government to engage in.
This could be programs the Australian
Government can consider providing more
support in and find ways to utilize the skills and
expertise of diaspora networks in countries
where many refugees are from.

Engagement through Business
Councils
As heard from the Australia Zimbabwe Business
Council, there are many positive engagements
through business councils and there should
be more done to engage the non-diaspora
communities and provide strong links to the
diaspora’s country of origin. Some communities
are very established, for example the Italian
community have strong Business Councils.

There are opportunities for business exchange
to be facilitated, including trade missions and
introduction to the country. Business Councils
can facilitate such exchanges and ensure that
non-diaspora communities can be educated
about the taxation system, the political system,
culture, language and how to assess risks in
the country. This is because they have family
connections and business connections in their
country of origin and can find out information
in language and able to understand cultural
nuances. The strength of engaging the
diaspora communities is that the community
is non-political and hence they can build trust
more easily. For example water sanitation
by a company in Australia approached the
Zimbabwean community to help the country to
build toilets that does net contaminate the water,
which also required the employment of diaspora
who understand how the toilets run. Another
example as that Palestinians in Jordan would buy
clothing materials in Palestine, make the items in
Palestine and then sold at a good rate in Jordan
and sent back to Palestine.
It was also discussed that Australia businesses
should be aware of ethics and fair trade in some
countries. Diaspora communities can provide the
understanding in this area and is able to provide
context and nuance when it comes to ethics
and fair-trade, so businesses are not exploiting
communities unintentionally.
There are also challenges when certain countries
are difficult to access due to corruption as in
the case of the Sri Lankan communities, where
there are limitations to how many Australian
businesses can access Sri Lanka for business
opportunities.

1

http://comdu.it/

2

https://dragonfoundation.net/en/the-dragon-foundation/
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Cultural exchange

Skills transfer

Participants discussed that cultural exchange
programs can be facilitated by the diaspora
communities with their country of origin.
One example is that one of the participants is
exploring opportunity to keep his culture alive by
creating a demand for culture-based businesses.
For example, Sudanese arts and culture can be
performed at the Sydney opera house and use it
as a basis for soft diplomacy.

Education
Education is another area in which the diaspora
communities can contribute to. Many people
come to Australia as international students
and are in the best position to assist Australian
education providers to promote Australia as a
destination of study. Some international students
stay on to become Australian citizens, included
the Zimbabwe example. The Colombia diaspora
also facilitated trade due to a high number of
international students studying in Australia.
Colombia has also established a council and can
assist the non-diaspora communities in areas
such as coffee and coal mining.

Participants also raised that diaspora
communities also learn their skills in Australia
and take the skills back to help their own
communities when the conditions of the country
of origin improves. For example, some migrants
from Timor Lester to Australia went back to
Timor Lester after independence with new
skills. Through the networks they had build
and developed in Australia as a migrant, they
maintained the links and continued to seek
advice from Australians to assist in solving issues
in Timor Lester even today.

Investment
There were discussions about how diaspora
communities can help non-diaspora businesses
to understand and identify challenges in
their country of origin and therefore provide
investment advice for businesses. For example,
the Indian diaspora providing advice on the
need for solar panels in Bombay slums. The local
understanding of communities beyond official
reports provide context in which investments
may be required.

Additionally, there can be study tours and
student exchange that can be facilitated by
diaspora. It was noted that when they are
organised by diaspora communities, they tend be
richer and deeper for students who are involved,
because they are also able to discuss cultural
differences, nuance in context and the diversity
of the country in much more detail.

Jeevika Vivekananthan
(Centre for Humanitarian Leadership)
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Naresh Bhalla
(GRC Dynamic Pty)

RESPONSE TO PRESENTATIONS
CHALLENGES AND ENABLERS
In summary, it appears that the involvement
in business and trade depends on where the
diaspora communities are from (whether they
are from a developed country or less developed
country). This determines whether in the
diaspora communities have the capacity to be
able to setup businesses and engage in bilateral
trade. Additionally, when people migrate to
Australia, the first number of years are needed
to help the migrants integrate to the Australian
society, it is only after that, they are able to
create business councils and other business
networks. These networks in turn are able to
help Australia and non-diaspora communities
to access trade and investment opportunities
overseas.
There were discussions and suggestions to
engage younger people and get involved in
projects to identify with their own culture and
understand their own culture, then explore ways
and methods to benefit their country of origin
and Australia.
There was a strong sense that there more needs
to be done to facilitate the interactions between
diaspora communities. An example is that during
the seminar, the Zimbabwe diaspora community
identify that they can help the Rohingya diaspora
community and help them develop business skills
and setup networks.

It was highlighted that the Victorian Multicultural
Commission do a good job at engaging people
from different diaspora communities for cultural
activities, but this can be further strengthened
into enterprises and businesses. There were also
suggestions to develop a diaspora friendship
group, a network to connect different diaspora
communities. This group can also seek the
support of the Australian government and to
involve public awareness of issues that relate to
diaspora communities.
There are challenges however, including that
there is a lack of information in all communities,
including a lack of information in the diaspora
communities on how to engage with the
Australian government and businesses. There
is also a lack of understanding by Australian
government and businesses on the various
diaspora networks and the credibility of the
networks that cover the diversity of the diaspora
communities itself. Additionally young people
from the diaspora communities are not involved
in the community and whilst they have the
cultural understanding, they may not have the
strong networks required to build business
linkages between Australia and their country of
origin. Finding ways to link young people into
these networks are important because of their
cultural understanding.

Abdullah Teia
(Nuba Mountains Association of SA Inc)
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SUGGESTIONS
The importance and strength of the diaspora community networks for business, trade and
investment is clear from this seminar. The potential can only come to fruition if the Australian
government can assist in a number
of ways including:

•

Strengthen the relationship between diaspora
networks, and have initiatives to help one
diaspora community to help another diaspora
community.

•

Strengthen the relationship between diaspora
business councils and non-diaspora business
councils and help them recognise the skills
they bring into business and investment.

•

Integration of migrants is vital in ensuring
that they can contribute their skills to
Australia in the future. Hence migration
policies and support for migrants (especially
business migrants) needs to be strong, so
migrants will be able to contribute back to
the Australian community by building strong
bridges between Australia and their country
of origin.

•

Increase the involvement of young diasporas
and use their cultural understanding to
help Australia to build stronger bilateral
relationships. This may be through
volunteering opportunities.

Ursula de Almeida
(Asylum Seeker Resource Centre)

Tate Verenga
(Australian Zimbabwe Business Council)
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POLICY BRIEF:
Diaspora market shapers and business builders
furthering the Sustainable Development Goals
There has been an increase of recognition that diaspora communities can provide value in facilitating
business, trade and investment opportunities for Australia. The Diaspora Learning Network (DLN)
hosted a seminar on Diaspora market shapers and business builders furthering the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) in Melbourne on Saturday 19th May 2018 with support from the
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) and Oxfam Australia. The seminar explored the
role of diasporas in economic development by looking beyond the typical focus on remittances to
identify the ways in which diasporas can be critically important to the economic development of
both their homeland and host countries, specifically in the domains of trade, investment, skills and
technology transfers.
This Policy Brief presents the policy implications from the seminar, and is intended for DFAT,
relevant DFAT country desks, Department of Home Affairs (DHA), Austrade and Oxfam Australia
that can support and benefit from diaspora engagement in wider efforts to create business, trade
and investment opportunities. The policy brief also benefits diaspora organisations that facilitate
exchange related to trade, investment, skills and technology transfers.

SUMMARY FROM THE SEMINAR
The strengths of the diaspora community in business and trade include their ability to bridge
between the Australian businesses and businesses in their country of origin by acting as an
intermediary, due to the trust they can build between communities. They also have strong cultural
and language knowledge, a nuanced understanding of the political and social environments, business
context and therefore have greater ability to provide business and risk analyses that reflect the
nature of the country.
There are differences in the level of economic development diaspora communities can participate
in depending on the countries the diaspora came from. For people who are from more developed
countries, there are more opportunities to build bridges between Australia and their country of origin
for trade and investment. For the diaspora from less developed countries, whilst there are intentions
to create a bridge, there are fewer resources to enable and facilitate the engagement. It was
discussed how diaspora communities with more established business networks may be able to assist
other diaspora communities to develop businesses and networks
There are various ways in which diaspora
communities can engage between Australia
and their country of origin. Some of them were
discussed during the seminar, including:

•

Skills transfer – some diaspora communities
move back to their country to origin when
political situations stabilised and transfer
skills back to their country of origin

•

Engagement through the business councils
– diaspora business councils can provide
business support to Australian businesses

•

Investment – diaspora communities can
provide investment advice to Australian
businesses, including business and risk
analysis with contextual understanding.

•

Business exchange – business exchanges can
help Australian businesses to understand the
business environment in other countries

•

Volunteering – the opportunities to engage
young people from diaspora communities
to volunteer in their country of origin. Their
cultural understanding can be utilized in that
experience.

•

Cultural exchange – diaspora communities
can facilitate cultural exchanges that are
relevant and interesting

•

Education –international students who
have studied in Australia are resources
for Australian businesses. Additionally,
study tours may be facilitated by diaspora
communities for Australians to better
understand their country of origin.
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Policy suggestions coming from the seminar to increase the involvement of diaspora in business,
trade and investment, included the following:

•

•

•

•

•
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Encourage government departments,
including DHA and Austrade, as well as some
State Government departments including
the Victorian Multicultural Commission and
Department of Economic Development,
Jobs, Transport and Resources, Victoria,
to ensure business policies are coherent
and encourage more diaspora business
networks.
Enhance accessibility of and information on
funding streams to diaspora communities
and support their efforts to build business
bridges with their country of origin and
share their knowledge and understanding
to Australian businesses. This could include,
making information more readily available
and suitable to diaspora networks and
organisations and consider allocating a
percentage of Austrade funding for diaspora
organisations.
Provide greater access to support to
migrants on skills-based Australian
permanent resident visas via DHA. This
will enable faster integration of business
migrants, which will fast-track their
contributions to Australia and provide
support and advice to Australian businesses
wanting to connect with their country of
origin.
Provide more opportunities for young
Australians from diaspora communities to
reconnect to their country of origin. This
may be through volunteering, internships
and other professional opportunities, either
through strengthening the Endeavour
Scholarships and Fellowships by creating
a new category or diaspora communities
or separate programs. It is highly
recommended that people who understand
cultural nuances are involved in the design
of such volunteer program.
Support and acknowledge the importance of
business investment and trade by diaspora
business councils by Austrade and DFAT.
This may be through recognition of their
contributions, profiling projects they have
assisted Australian businesses in.

•

Enhance support for diaspora business
councils to support new and emerging
diaspora communities. The Australian
government can assist the less integrated
diaspora communities by identifying the
need and approaching other diaspora
networks to seek contributions and support.

•

Support capacity building and leadership
amongst diaspora leaders to engage
in business, trade and investment. This
also involves supporting diaspora youth
leadership.

•

When developing international business
policies, consultations by Government
departments such as DFAT and Austrade
with a range of diaspora groups are
important, both on an organisational and on
a project level; and can be best achieved by
having systematic consultation processes.

•

Consultation with diaspora networks in trade
and investment, such as understanding,
connecting and consulting with communities
as part of country desk and in-country
briefing and analysis, especially risk analysis
and cultural understanding.

•

Actively engage with diaspora business
councils in trade missions. Whilst many may
not be leading multi-national companies,
they can be a resource internally to the
trade mission.

•

Ensure consultants engaged by government
departments include diaspora communities.
The knowledge and understanding of the
culture and context by diaspora is deeper
and richer than people who may have only
studied or worked in another country for a
short amount of time.

•

Encourage diaspora organisations to share
their experiences and extend support with
other diaspora groups.
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