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Quakers

AUSTRALIA

Submission to Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs Defence and
Trade (JSCFADT) on ‘The Role of Australia’s International Development
Program in Preventing Conflict’.

1.Introduction: Who We Are

1.1 This submission has been prepared by Quakers Australia, the national body, and
reflects the contributions of two national committees — Quaker Peace & Legislation
Committee (QPLC) and Quaker Service Australia (QSA). QPLC has a focus on
international and national peace and justice concerns, and QSA is the Quaker
national overseas aid and development agency.

1.2_Quakers Australia (QA) represents the vision and values of the Religious Society
of Friends which has for over 350 years sought to express the basic spiritual truths of
the Christian faith, as well as being open to Light from wherever it may come. Its
core beliefs are shown in its ‘testimonies’ to simplicity, peace, integrity, community,
equality and earthcare.

1.3 Quakers have a strong commitment to strengthening the United Nations and its
agencies. Quakers have accredited NGO offices in Geneva and New York and they
engage in quiet diplomacy, policy dialogue and research that seeks to connect
technical expertise with values of integrity, equality and stewardship of the earth.

2. Australia’s International Development Program

2.1 We see Australia’s overseas development assistance (ODA) as a vital
responsibility of a wealthy nation, and also part of building connection with people of
other countries and regions. This achieves its best results when based on an
approach of engagement and mutual support. In Quaker projects we have
experience of working with people of different cultures offering practical human
support whilst also respecting their priorities and insights. We recognise that the
colonial heritage makes this difficult at times, and we seek dialogue and listening in
our work.
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2.2 The terms of reference of the current Inquiry refer to building resilience in fragile
states, preventing conflict, and aid’s role in maintaining peace. We acknowledge that
Australia has enhanced its aid and development program by adopting policies of
support for civil engagement and sovereignty. At the same time, we are concerned
that linking Defence, Development and Diplomacy as ‘pillars’ of the relationships in
our region can divert attention from the importance of self-determination and
dialogue.

2.3 We believe that essential expertise, especially in the Pacific, can be found in
agencies such as the South Pacific Forum, the Pacific Conference of Churches, the
Pacific Island Association of NGOs (PIANGO), and the University of the South

Pacific. These avenues need ongoing funding support and access to other Australian
assistance.

2.4 The climate crisis is a major threat to many of the countries of our region and
beyond. The persistent urgings of Pacific countries in particular for Australia to do
more in its domestic and foreign policies to implement steps leading to significant
emissions reductions and regenerative activities must not be ignored.

3. Case Study: Locally Led Development as a Foundation for Peace

Partners: Khmer Community Development and Quaker Service Australia
Date: 2022 - 2024

Background

In Kampong Chhnang Province in Cambodia, three communities - Khmer, Cham
Muslim and ethnic Viet - live side-by-side but remain socially and institutionally
separated.

Tensions between these groups are shaped by a long history of political conflict,
competition over fisheries in the Tonle Sap, and entrenched anti-Viet sentiment
linked to Cambodia’s historical experience of Viethamese occupation and the turmoil
brought by the Khmer Rouge. Today these historical grievances are expressed as
forced evictions, economic displacement, and the denial of citizenship to much of the
ethnic Viet community.

Although many ethnic Viet families have lived in Cambodia for generations, around
90 per cent lack formal documentation. Without citizenship or legal status, people
have limited access to land, education and public services.

Many children from these communities are excluded from one of the most
fundamental institutions of civic life: the public education system. This exclusion
deepens social distance between communities.



Education as a Pathway to Positive Peace

The project focused on practical actions to expand educational access and foster
cooperation, understanding and collaboration between communities in conflict.

Key Interventions

e Established informal Khmer language classes for ethnic Viet children,
enabling their transition into public schools and civic participation.

e Conducted child rights and anti-discrimination workshops with children,
parents, and local authorities.

e Built capacity in school governance and trained teachers modern pedagogy
and established organic agricultural education and school gardens to
introduce climate resilience to students

e Introduced Children Councils, Peace Clubs, Forum Theatre, and exchange
visits to model schools to reduce interethnic prejudices and strengthen
inclusive practices.

e Provided bicycles, school supplies, life jackets, and water purifiers to remove
practical barriers to education.

Evidence of Impact

e School enrolment at Samrong Primary increased from 189 (2021) to 373
(2024).

e 488 children participated in rights and anti-discrimination training, including
125 ethnic Viet and 73 Cham Muslim children.

e 335 ethnic Viet children attended informal classes, with 80 transitioning
successfully to public schools.

e Participatory Forum Theatre led to immediate positive attitude shifts in 20% of
participants toward ethnic Viet peers.

Why Local Peacebuilding Matters

Peace is often seen as a state-to-state concern, but lasting peace also depends on
the relationships within and between communities. Research by Johan Galtung
shows stable societies rely on inclusive institutions and cooperative social ties, while
Robert Putnam highlights that trust networks help communities manage shared
challenges. During crises like climate disasters or resource scarcity, communities
that understand and trust each other respond cooperatively rather than conflictually.

By fostering everyday collaboration and understanding between Khmer, Cham, and
ethnic Viet communities, this project strengthened the social cohesion that allows
communities - and nations - to face challenges peacefully. As one participant



reflected, the project created not only knowledge but “a new network” committed to
community harmony.

4. Preventing Conflict

There are ongoing opportunities for Australia to help prevent conflict. These include
the creation, retention, and expansion of policies and programs that:

e affirm the role of women in peacemaking, and strengthening the impact of the
Women, Peace and Security decisions of the United Nations;

e host meetings between Pacific people and Australian officials, businesses
and NGOs (including faith communities);

e ensure that its tenure on the UN Peacebuilding Commission is well resourced
and focused on fragile states and other dispossessed groups in the countries
involved;

e respect the existing agreements in the Pacific region for a ’zone of peace’
when determining provisions for defence and security;

e include New Zealand in discussions about keeping peace in the region,
drawing on their experience as a peace builder.

e support grassroots conversations about peacebuilding and local democracy
5. Recommendations

5.1 Australia should allocate more resources - human and material - to the ODA
program as a critical part of engaging with those in need, seeking always to be led
by the priorities and insights of those people and agencies.

5.2 In making partnerships with civil society in the delivery of aid and development,
care should be given to ensuring that people from marginalised or unrepresented
groups are enabled to be heard and included in projects.

5.3 The skills and understanding of women are vital in creating peacemaking
opportunities, especially in ensuring that the needs of children and other
disadvantaged groups are given a major priority.

5.4 The stated intention of the Government that NGOs would be regularly consulted
on the work of Australia on the UN Peacebuilding Commission needs to be re-
affirmed, so that a mechanism is established for updating NGOs in a timely way.

5.5 Openings should be sought by diplomats for dialogue with ‘adversaries’ such as
China, with a view to identifying common goals and sharing responsibility for
development in our region and beyond.



5.6 The role of the Australian Council for International Development (ACFID) should
be strengthened in its capacity to lead the civil society responses to vital
development challenges.

5.7 The Australian Civil-Military Centre (ACMA) has much experience in helping
respond to crises by sharing skills and knowledge about military/police coordination,
women’s contributions to peace and security, and protection of civilians in conflict.
The Centre should be part of policy-making regarding t the most appropriate
knowledge and expertise needed in particular situations. The Centre is an important
resource for building resilience and conflict prevention.

5.8 Australia should show good faith and leadership by adopting more substantial
targets for dealing with the climate crisis, and encouraging other nations to do
likewise, to achieve the goals of the Paris Agreement.
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