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The (original) Colombo Plan
u Idea originated in Commonwealth Foreign Ministers’ Conference in Colombo, 9 January 1950
u Convergence of 10-year S & SE Asia development plans set out by

u J.R. Jayewardene, Ceylon Minister of Finance

u Sir Percy Spender, Australian Foreign Minister

u Progressed at Consultative Committee meeting, Sydney, 10 May 1950
u National Development Plans by each SE Asian country

u Commonwealth Technical Assistance Scheme

u Establishment of a Bureau to oversee implementation

u Australian government to oversee coordination of development plan

u 80% funded by UK, Australia, New Zealand & Canada

u Outcome: ‘The Colombo Plan for Co-operative Economic

Development in South and South-east Asia’
u Launched on 1 July 1951

u Motto: ‘Planning Prosperity Together’



Implementation and Development of 
Colombo Plan

u Initial primary focus on technical cooperation
u Long-Term Scholarships Programme

u Programme for Private Sector Development
u Programme for Public Administration & Environment

u 1995 Restructure & expand to 4 main programmes:
u Capacity Building Programme
u Population Programme

u Drug Advisory Programme
u Gender Affairs Programme

u As (competing) bilateral aid programs progress, transition from main focus on technical cooperation to fostering training 
programmes, both in-country and 
u Sending students from SE Asian region to other states for higher education

u Particularly for public servants in public administration

u Also focus on fostering managers for business management and entrepreneurship development

u Extension of membership from original 7 Commonwealth countries to 28 countries,
u No longer restricted to Commonwealth 
u E.g. USA, Philippines, Vietnam, Indonesia, Iran, etc. added as aid givers and aid recipients

u UK, Canada, Cambodia & South Vietnam withdraw



New Colombo Plan
u Initiative of Abbot government in 2014

u Stated aim: To enhance knowledge among Australians 
of the Indo-Pacific through in-country study

u Jointly administered by DFAT and Department of 
Education

u Intended to complement/reciprocate international 
students coming to Australia 

u Original destinations: Indonesia, Singapore, Japan, 
Hong Kong
u Now 40 locations throughout Indo Pacific

u Australian Soft Power Initiative
u Indo-Pacific as term from Security Studies

u ‘To develop ‘strong professional and personal networks 
across our region, and a driving force in Australia’s future 
prosperity’

u Australia’s programme to rival USA’s Fulbright Scheme, 
China’s Confucius Institutes, etc.



New Colombo Plan: Two Streams
u New Colombo Plan Scholarship

u Institutional study, internships, mentorships, 
clinical placements

u Individual applicants

u Longer term (e.g. 1-year)

u More money & prestige

u 105 recipients in 2017 (up from 40 in 2014)

u New Colombo Plan Mobility Grants
u Institutions (mainly universities) as applicants

u Applications filed by individual academics

u Shorter-term (2 weeks to a semester in-country)

u May include practicums, small-scale research, 
internships

u 7,400 recipients in 2017 (up from 1300 in 2014)



Our UWA School of Social Sciences 
project (Yu Tao & Greg Acciaioli)
u Title: ‘Making Heritage in Malaysia: Experiencing intercultural and human-natural relationships in the Straits of 

Malacca’
u 1 month in Penang (4 Jan – 4 Feb) for 20 UWA students

u No prerequisites: students from across all schools of UWA

u ‘Opportunities for students to learn and reflect on intercultural and human-natural relationships through experiencing the 
rich natural, cultural, and living heritage in Penang Island and surrounding areas:

u Studying Malaysia’s model of Multiculturalism
u Multicultural population comprising Chinese (Hokkien, Hakka, Teochew, Cantonese), Indian (Chulia, Kling), Malay, 

Peranakan & Eurasian ethnic components
u NOT a microcosm of Malaysia, but one of various possible sites in which to investigate Malaysian model of multiculturalism through heritage 

lens

u Penang’s historical core George Town along with Melaka as recipient of Malaysia’s first successful UNESCO 
World Cultural Heritage Site status
u Cultural heritage

u Tangible heritage such as ‘built heritage’ (e.g. Chinese shophouses)

u Intangible heritage such as performing arts (e.g. pernakan/Malay boria, Chinese dragon dance) and cultural skills (e.g. culinary heritage in 
street food)

u Natural heritage
u Bukit Bendera (Penang Hill) Biosphere Reserve recognised by UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere Programme (2021)

u Now encompassing Penang Hill, Penang National Park, botanical garden and intervening protected land



Components of the programme
u On-campus teaching (lectures and tutorials) provided at 

Science University of Malaysia (Universiti Sains Malaysia/USM)
u Lecture topics

u Introduction to Malaysia (USM Architecture & Design)

u Malay language primer

u Critical Heritage Studies (UWA Anthropology)

u Multi-Religious Practice in Malaysia and its Effects on Culture (USM 
Political Science)

u National Parks as Expressions of Natural Heritage (UWA 
Anthropology)

u Urban Heritage Conservation (USM Urban Planning/History)

u Moving toward an Advancing Gender Equality Nation (USM 
Sociology)

u Architecture & Heritage buildings in George Town (USM 
Architecture)

u Early Colonial Buildings in Malaysia (USM Architecture)

u Turned into a Walking Tour in George Town, including extended 
Kapitan Kling Mosque visit

u All tutorials run by UWA coordinators (Yu & Greg)
u Final student presentations and essays based on individual 

research



Components of the programme: 
‘Buddies’
u Students selected by International Mobility and

Collaboration Centre (IMCC) of USM
u Rigorous training programme

u Become companions and facilitators for 
u Cultural activities in class

u Social (e.g. ‘ice-breaking’) activities on and off 
campus

u Bowling

u Holi coloured water mutual splashing

u Captain Ball

u USM-sponsored excursions
u Etc.

u The key to the success of the USM-UWA NCP 
programme!



Cultural Activities in Class
u Male Headgear (Tengkolok) Folding 

Styles
u Henna hand/arm designs

u Followed by Holi water splashing

u Batik painting
u Chinese New Year rituals

u Honouring one’s parents/elders
u Calligraphy
u Joint salad tossing for prosperity

u Malay traditional games
u Malay traditional dance (joget)



Excursions & Experiences
u USM-sponsored & buddy-facilitated

u Penang National Park

u George Town

u Clan jetties

u ‘Harmony Street’

u Little India, incl. banana leaf lunch

u Kek Lok Si Temple when illuminated

u Group- and coordinator-initiated

u Film night at Hikayat Book Store in George Town

u Chief Minister’s Open House for Penangites

u Including a surprise address by PM Anwar!

u Langkawi

u Beaches

u Asia’s first UNESCO Global Geopark

u Melaka

u George Town celebrations of Chinese New Year

u Festival of the Heavenly God or Jade Emperor (9th day of the Chinese lunar calendar)/ 
aka Hokkien New Year

u Various nocturnal activities of the students on their own

u Karaoke

u Love Street pubs

u Mall cinema: ‘Puss in Boots: The Last Wish’

u Night market and food court  prowling



Was the Programme a Success?

u As a social learning experience, unqualifiedly so!
u Experience of Malaysia’s multicultural ambience

u Cuisine (Most everyone loved the cheap, tasty food)

u (Lasting?) friendships with buddies

u As an academic learning experience, a mixed bag
u Evidence of final presentations and research essays

u Solid understanding of critical approaches in heritage studies
u Less solid understanding of constraints imposed by Islam as a state religion

u Unrealistic recommendations based on Australian understandings of governance, LGBT acceptance, etc.

u A video production by the ‘buddies’ for you to decide for yourself!:

u https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jnxvu0DnbaQ

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jnxvu0DnbaQ

