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Poor Asian language skills represent a "looming lost
opportunity" for Australian business

The small number of Australians proficient in Mandarin represents a
huge disadvantage to Australian companies seeking to do business in
China, according to a leading architecture firm.

CPA Australia has warned there are only 300 Australian students
learning Chinese in year 12 across the country who are not native
speakers.

John Bilmont, principal director of PTW Architects, calls this a "looming
lost opportunity".

"There is a real gap here as Australian schools typically offer European
languages rather than Asian options, which is curious because Australia
is firmly rooted in Asia," he says.

PTW Architects has offices in Shanghai and Beijing, and encounters
language issues from time to time.

"The vast bulk of our language skill needs are directly related to our
business requirements in China and involve teams of PTW staff and
associated professionals working together.

"The main language issue we face is when we have technical manuals
and the like, which are themselves vaguely expressed and need to be
'understood' as well as interpreted into English," he says.

But he told SmartCompany that PTW Architects tries to employ multi-
lingual staff to combat the language problem.

"The lost opportunities extend beyond business interests and include the lost understanding and
appreciation of the social, cultural and artistic qualities of China and other Asian nations," he says.

China is Australia's biggest trading partner and with Chinese emerging as a global language of business,
Bilmont says it's time the education sector made some changes.

"In my opinion, our education system would benefit from including Chinese and other Asian languages in
the core curriculum subjects," he says.
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There is a lot of kerfuffle around this issue at the moment. Perhaps, as outlined below, it is partially that
local students get outcompeted for jobs requiring bilingual and bicultural skills by our locally based native
speakers. 
But I think it is more because despite all the talk they do, Australian employers do not actually pay any
premium for those who put in the hard yards to learn another language. 4 years ago, I was fairly fluent in
Japanese, still an important market, but after applying for work, I give up - most Australian firms just don't
get it. 
Outside of becoming a teacher in a given language, government departments outside of
DFAT/Austrade/AusAid and the intelligence services also do not care about it - even though they talk
about "engaging with Asia".
Young Australians are making a rational choice with what they study, with an eye on the costs and
benefits of learning another language. Aside from doing a University exchange and some travel, I would
suggest that the 300 students studying Chinese is about what the market demands in reality.
The bald truth is that the opportunities for those with foreign language skills lie overseas, not here. And
the opportunities lie in starting businesses, not in finding " jobs" - but that's yet another thing our education
system fails dismally to understand and develop.

The percentage of Chinese speaking people in Australia is high enough that you can employ people who
can speak Chinese fluently (and understand the culture).
Learning a language in high school does not give you sufficient fluency to communicate at a professional
level. There is no way you can compete with the native speakers that are already in Australia when it
comes to a foreign language.

In all fairness, why would Year 12 (non Asian) students choose to study Mandarin when they are
competing against students from a Chinese speaking background? They are at a natural disadvantage.
Maybe better option is that Mandarin is taught as a business subject in the curriculum of universities
offering business degrees.
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Too late then, all Aussie kids should be learning either Chinese, Indonesia or Tagalog...learning
French and German is plain silly given Australia's location...time to grow up and accept this is Asia's
time, get ready for it.
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