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The United States and Australia enjoy a deep and 
multi-faceted relationship spanning many years and 
generations. Having fought in every major war together 
for the past century and bound by a formal military 
alliance since 1951, much attention has focused on the 
security relationship between the United States and 
Australia. But there is also a major economic story in the 
US-Australia relationship that often goes overlooked. 

There are obvious differences when comparing the 
United States to Australia — the United States has 13 
times the population of Australia and is the world’s largest 
economy, while Australia is the world’s 14th largest. 

Yet a look at the data on the deep and historic economic 
ties between these two nations make clear that Australia 
has a disproportionately large trade and investment 
relationship with the United States, making the United 
States Australia’s most important economic partner.

With a population of just 24 million, Australia welcomes 
more American exports than almost anywhere in the 
world. The Australia-US Free Trade Agreement has 
seen US goods exports to Australia increase 76 per 
cent since it went into effect in 2005 and US services 
exports more than double in the same period. In 2016 
alone, exports to Australia generated 264,000 US jobs1 
and in more than 15 states Australia ranks among the 
top 10 export destinations.2 Australia was the single 
largest export market for Hawaii, having received nearly 
40 per cent of all Hawaiian exports in 2016.3 Australia 
was also the second largest export market to Maryland 
and the fifth largest export market for Illinois in 2016.4 

Trade is just one part of the story. Investment between 
Australia and the United States is also a powerful driver of 
economic growth in both countries. The United States has 
been the largest source of foreign investment into Australia 
for more than 30 years; Australia has received more US 
direct investment than China, Japan, Mexico or even all of 
Africa and the Middle East combined. At the same time, 
the United States has also been the largest destination 
of Australian foreign investment for many decades. 

There are estimated to be more than 3,000 points of 
presence for Australian business entities across all 
50 states, with more than 140 Australian companies 
earning or valued at $20 million or more, 47 of which 
have 250 employees or more.5 The average salary 
across the 101,000 employees at Australian companies 
in the United States is more than $88,000 a year, which 
is nearly $10,000 more than the average salary paid 
by European affiliated companies in the United States 
and $40,000 more than the average US income.6 

This is an impressive economic footprint into the world’s 
largest economy — just one of the many ways Australia and 
Australians punch above their weight in the United States.

None of this is an accident. There are lots of destinations 
for capital in a globalised economy. Like Australia, the 
United States is a liberal democracy, committed to 
the rule of law, secure property rights, limits to state 
power and procedural fairness. Growing populations, 
dynamic cities separated by vast distances and 
abundant natural resources add to the similarities and 
opportunities. In the United States, Australian businesses 
and investors see a country that mirrors their own.  

As in the United States, our forebears made 
credible commitments to these institutions and 
successive generations have stuck by them. That’s 
why so much American capital goes to Australia, 
that’s why so much Australian capital goes to 
the United States, and why our countries both 
benefit from their deep economic relationship. 

Australia’s economic 
relationship with America

The United States Studies Centre at the University of 
Sydney deepens Australia’s understanding of the United 
States through research, teaching and public engagement.

Established in 2006, the Centre is a national resource 
for the analysis of American politics, foreign policy, 
economics, culture and history, building Australia’s 
awareness of the dynamics shaping American society 
— and critically — their implications for Australia.

The United States Studies Centre
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gov/foreign-trade/balance/c6021.html 
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6. US Census Bureau, “Table P-7. Regions — People (Both Sexes 
Combined) by Median and Mean Income” https://www.census.gov/data/
tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-income-people.html



Australian investment into the United States
The United States has been the single largest 
destination of Australian investment for many years. 

More than 28 per cent of all outbound Australian 
investment comes to the United States, and is 
cumulatively valued at $486 billion — equivalent to 
more than one-third of Australia’s GDP in 2016 — more 
than seven times the $68 billion that Australia has 
invested in China. Major Australian firms, ranging from 
biotechnology giants like ResMed to shipbuilders like 
Austal, see the United States not just as one of its 
largest markets but as a springboard to the world. 

Australian investment in the United States 
continues to grow significantly, doubling since 
2005 and nearly tripling since 2001.  

High-paying jobs are supported by Australian firms’ 
US operations. Per employee, Australian firms in 
the United States pay more than Japanese, British, 
French, or Swedish firms in the United States. There 
are other countries with a larger direct investment 
footprint in the United States than Australia’s, but in 
many cases Australian firms are outspending firms 
from these countries in expenditures for property, plant, 
and equipment (e.g., Ireland, Spain and Belgium).7

Some notable examples appear as case studies in this 
report. Austal employs 4,000 workers in Alabama. Lendlease 
has helped implement new public private partnerships 
in the real estate sector. Brambles employs 3,000 
workers across the United States. ResMed has moved 
headquarters to San Diego and now leads the world with 
more than four million cloud-connected medical devices.

This is but a sampling. Few Australians — and even fewer 
Americans — know Australia has grown a titanic stock of 
capital in its superannuation funds (pension and retirements 
funds). In 2015, Australian superannuation funds were 
assessed as the third largest in the world, behind the United 
States and the United Kingdom, with investments valued at 
$1.5 trillion, equivalent to 120 per cent of Australian GDP. 

Massive amounts of this colossal investment pool comes 
to the United States as portfolio investment, the demand 
for diversification, yield and confidence pushing vast 
amounts of Australian capital into the United States. 
This investment helps grow American firms, build and 
repair US infrastructure, creating American jobs and 
securing economic prosperity for both countries.

Australian-owned companies in the United States

Source: D&B Hoovers
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Employment directly supported by exports to Australia,  
per 100,000 residents

Source: The Trade Partnership
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Australian trade with the United States

The US-Australian economic relationship dates as 
far back as 1793, when the American trading ship 
Hope delivered 7,500 gallons of rum to Sydney.8 

While bilateral trade and investment between the United 
States and Australia flourished from that date onward, 
the Australia-US Free Trade Agreement heralded a new 
era when it came into force in 2005, as US exports to 
Australia have more than doubled.9 More than a decade 
later, 96.1 per cent of all Australian exports are tariff-free.10 

In 2016, the United States remained Australia’s second 
largest trading partner in goods and services and the 
largest trading partner for services, exporting machinery, 
travel services, industrial supplies and materials, consumer 
goods, and financial services.11 Today, the US trading 
surplus with Australia is the fifth highest out of all of 
America’s bilateral trade relationships, only following 
Belgium, the Netherlands, UAE and Hong Kong — all of 
which are nations with favourable corporate tax structures.

The make up of what Australia imports from the United 
States is diverse, with the top four goods being passenger 
motor vehicles; aircraft, spacecraft and parts; medical 
instruments; and measuring and analysing instruments. 

This surge in exports to Australia has supported 
a commensurate rise in jobs related to exports to 
Australia, with jobs supported by US exports to Australia 
increasing by 37 per cent since 2006 and services 
exports jobs alone increasing by 86 per cent in the 
same period. In 2016, a total of 264,000 US jobs were 
either directly or indirectly supported by state exports 
to Australia, an increase of around 72,000 from 2006. 

On a proportional level, the employment impact is 
highest in Hawaii, Illinois, and Nevada, where they 
have, respectively, approximately 182, 143, and 141 
jobs per 100,000 residents from exports to Australia.

8. David Solomon and Tom Spurling, The Plastic Banknote: From Concept 
to Reality. CSIRO Publishing, 2014, p. 9

9. “US-Australia relationship as essential and vibrant as any time,” The 
Australian. 3 June 2017 

10. The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade: “United States of America 
country brief” http://dfat.gov.au/geo/united-states-of-america/pages/
united-states-of-america-country-brief.aspx 

11. http://dfat.gov.au/trade/agreements/ausfta/pages/australia-united-states-
fta.aspx 

Employment directly supported by exports to Australia

Source: The Trade Partnership
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Export market 
rank for Australia1

Total exports in 2016
(US$ million)2

Top goods export 
to Australia in 20162

Hawaii 1 449 Transportation equipment

Maryland 2 1,015 Transportation equipment

North Dakota 3 149 Machinery

Illinois 5 3,116 Machinery

South Dakota 5 79 Computers and Electronic Products

Nebraska 6 284 Machinery

Iowa 6 430 Machinery

Wisconsin 7 766 Machinery

South Carolina 7 997 Transportation equipment

Arkansas 8 119 Transportation equipment

Wyoming 9 54 Chemicals

Kansas 9 311 Transportation equipment

Missouri 9 569 Transportation equipment

Alaska 9 433 Minerals and Ores

Indiana 10 984 Transportation equipment

Alabama 10 433 Transportation equipment

Total exports to Australia
Sources: 1. US Census Bureau: “State by Top 25 Commodities and Countries”  
https://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/statistics/state/data/index.html; 2. Estimated by the Trade Partnership

Total increase in exports to Australia since 2006

Source: The Trade Partnership
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CASE STUDY

Austal

Austal is a Perth-based shipbuilder and defence 
contractor with shipyards in Australia, the United 
States, and the Philippines. Founded in 1988, 
Austal today has designed and built more than 
260 defence and commercial vessels for more 
than 100 customers in 50 countries around 
the world, with 2016 revenue of $1.1 billion.

While most shipbuilders at the time of its 
founding were focused on steel and fibreglass 
hulls, Austal consciously chose to design and 
build aluminium vessels. It has only recently 
added steel as an option for military vessels.

Austal’s extensive abilities in manufacturing 
aluminium vessels at a large scale proved to be 
unique and unmatched on a global scale, yet its 
international expansion faced a predicament: 
the US military needs Austal’s ships due to 
an increase in littoral warfare but US law and 
customs prevented Austal from being able to 
manufacture US military warships in Australia. 

Given these challenges, Austal Founder and 
Chairman John Rothwell made the ambitious 
decision to directly enter the US market in 1999. In 
less than 20 years, Austal has invested more than 
$400 million dollars in allowing their US shipyard 
to become one of the largest employers in Mobile, 
Alabama, with more than 4,000 employees.

ASX: ASB

HEADQUARTERS:  
Perth, Western Australia

The Mobile shipyard now serves as the centre 
of manufacturing for two high-speed aluminium 
ship classes for the US Navy: the Littoral Combat 
Ship (LCS) and Expeditionary Fast Transport 
(EPF) programs. The LCS is uniquely capable of 
anti-submarine warfare, mine countermeasures, 
and surface warfare. The EPF allows for the rapid 
deployment of troops and cargo with limited 
port infrastructure. The fulfilment of these two 
projects has led to nearly 85 per cent of Austal’s 
annual revenue coming from the United States.

The strength of the military relationship and high 
levels of trust between the United States and 
Australia cannot be overemphasised in facilitating 
an agreement in which Austal, a foreign-owned 
company with commercial but not military success 
in Australia, bought US facilities for building critical 
US military warships. The trust relationship also 
goes both ways: due to the security-sensitive 
nature of Austal’s military work in the United 
States, Austal’s Australian team can only retain a 
minority stake in the board of Austal’s US outfit. 
Austal’s executive team are effectively forced to 
trust that a corporate board in charge of overseeing 
the overwhelming majority of their revenue will 
act in the Australian firm’s best interests.

While Austal’s military procurement work involves 
a limited number of countries, the fact that Austal 
has supplied “the most powerful navy in the world” 
is certainly noticed and has helped international 
commercial and military sales, Rothwell said.

SIGNIFICANT FIGURE:  
US$400 million to set up 
its Alabama shipyard 



Brambles 

CASE STUDY

One of the largest and oldest supply chain 
solution companies in the world, Brambles 
provides a service that the typical consumer 
may be completely unaware of: the provision of 
reusable unit-load equipment such as pallets, 
crates and containers for shared use by multiple 
participants throughout the supply chain under 
a model known as pooling. With a distinguished 
133 year history, the Sydney-based Brambles 
today has a presence in more than 60 countries, 
with an annual revenue of more than $5 billion, 
of which around 40 per cent is generated in 
North America, and a market capitalisation of $12 
billion. The company primarily operates under the 
brands CHEP, IFCO, BXB Digital and Kegstar.

The circular ‘share and reuse’ model that Brambles 
has introduced around the world can be traced 
back to the period after World War II, when the 
Australian government formed the Commonwealth 
Handling Equipment Pool (CHEP) after some 
60,000 pallets and other logistics materials 
were left in the country by the US military. After 
acquiring CHEP in 1958, Brambles had a launch 
pad for developing and expanding the innovative 
practice of pallet pooling worldwide. An indication 
of the scale of the company’s network today 
is its status as the largest back haul shipping 
partner in North America. It has more than 
3,000 employees in the United States alone, 
with service centres throughout the country.

More than just a pallet company, Brambles’ 
600 million reusable pallets, produce crates 
and intermediate bulk containers make 
billions of journeys each year, helping move 
more goods to more people, in more places 
than any other organisation of its kind. In 
essence, the company’s platforms form the 
backbone of the global supply chain.

Companies in fast-moving consumer goods, fresh 
produce, beverage, retail, general manufacturing, 
industrial, chemical and automotive industries such 
as Procter & Gamble, Coca-Cola, General Mills, 
Nestle, Del Monte, Walmart and Kroger, have 
come to rely on Brambles services to move their 
products around the world. Through its BXB Digital 
business, Brambles is now looking to the future, 
using Internet of Things technologies to build a 
more connected and intelligent supply chain.

While Brambles’ unique emphasis on reusable 
materials has not only created operating and 
financial efficiencies in supply chains that would 
otherwise be unavailable through traditional 
disposable packaging, it has also reduced 
demand on natural resources, eliminated food and 
packaging waste and reduced product damage. 
This led the Australian company to be ranked first 
in its sector on the 2017 Dow Jones Sustainability 
Global Index, a distinction that Brambles is proud 
of. “Through the scale of our circular share and 
reuse model, Brambles has created one of the 
most sustainable logistics businesses in the world,” 
CHEP North America President Laura Nador said.

ASX: BXB

HEADQUARTERS:  
Sydney, Australia

SIGNIFICANT FIGURE:  
Owns 600 million pallets, 
crates and containers



CASE STUDY

Lendlease

Lendlease is an Australian property 
company, founded in 1958. Headquartered 
in Sydney, Australia, it has 12,000 
employees worldwide, with regional offices 
in New York, Singapore and London.

Some of the company’s noteworthy projects 
include: Riverline in Chicago; Elephant & 
Castle and International Quarter London; 
Barangaroo South, Darling Square, Victoria 
Harbour and Brisbane Showgrounds in 
Australia; Paya Lebar Quarter in Singapore; 
and Tun Razak Exchange in Kuala Lampur.

The sheer scale of the US market presents 
significant opportunities for companies like 
Lendlease, but the structure of the market 
is important, too. “Property is inherently 
local,” Dale Connor, the CEO of Building 
in Australia said. “The way we come to 
market is different in different places.”

Lendlease’s US effort focuses primarily on 
“gateway cities”: New York, Boston, Los 
Angeles, Chicago and San Francisco — each 
different, but each large enough to support a 
meaningful-sized business in its own right.

One opportunity the company sees is to take 
the Public-Private-Partnership (PPP) contracting 
model — which is so important in Australia — 
to the US market. A good example of both the 
scale effect as well as Lendlease’s early PPP 
efforts in the United States is the company’s 
military housing privatisation business in Fort 
Hood, Texas. Lendlease was contracted by 
the US Army to manage all aspects of the 
development, financing, construction, and 
property management for housing more than 
5,300 military families into former military 
housing on a 50-year lease. Lendlease provides 
45,000 houses and 15,000 hotel units, totalling 
US$8 billion of property development in its 
operations related to its military housing units.

The possibility of transplanting business models 
from market-to-market goes both ways. The 
company is also thinking of using insights 
from the multi-family dwelling market in the 
United States to create a new asset class in the 
Australian market. Decades of experience in both 
markets are crucial to being able to adjust the 
product to the tax and regulatory environment.

ASX: LLC

SIGNIFICANT FIGURE:  
US$7 billion in assets 
in its US Public-Private 
Partnership Program

HEADQUARTERS:  
Sydney, Australia



ResMed 

CASE STUDY

ResMed was founded in 1989, when Australian 
entrepreneur Peter Farrell sought to market a 
sleep disorder breathing apparatus created by a 
University of Sydney professor. The apparatus was 
essentially a loud and large reverse vacuum cleaner 
pump, but Farrell saw the potential to treat sleep 
apnea, which affects up to 30 per cent of men 
and 20 per cent of women, and is linked to heart 
failure, stroke, type 2 diabetes, depression, chronic 
fatigue and other life-threatening conditions. 

ResMed has grown considerably from its humble 
beginnings, now with 6,000 employees around the 
globe, a world-leading four million cloud-connected 
medical devices, and more than $2 billion in sales 
across 120 countries in the 2017 fiscal year.

Much of ResMed’s impressive accomplishments 
can be attributed to its decision in the 1990s 
to move its headquarters to San Diego to 
directly enter the largest market in the world 
and use it as a springboard for the world. 

While it has maintained Australian-based research 
and development and manufacturing, much of 
ResMed’s software is now developed in the 
United States and most of its manufacturing 
is done in Singapore, along with Malaysia, 
Australia, the United States and others. 

According to Chief Administrative Officer 
David Pendarvis, ResMed’s entering of the 
US market allowed it to scale up and evolve 
from producing flow generators and masks to a 
fully-enabled connected health solution. Taking 
advantage of its proximity to semiconductor and 
telecommunications giant Qualcomm, as well as 
the abundance of engineering talent in California, 
ResMed has built out its software capabilities 
to the point that patients can now wake up and 
simply open an app on their phone to see how 
effective their sleep was the night before. 

While Pendarvis appreciates that all of ResMed’s 
software needs can be easily met in the United 
States, he also firmly believes that the importance 
of the firm’s Australian history remains the 
foundation of its success. Supported by the 
Australia-US Free Trade Agreement that facilitated 
closer bilateral economic ties, ResMed’s second 
largest manufacturing plant remains in Australia 
today, along with its chief financial officer, 
head of operations and other key leaders.

Although the company is now legally a US 
corporation, it considers itself an Australian-born 
and based company, too. Indeed, Pendarvis 
believes that Australia’s engineering talent, 
world-class manufacturing ability, lack of 
pretension and “a healthy lack of respect for 
authority”, has allowed a company that was born 
and nurtured in Australia to go worldwide.

NYSE: RMD

HEADQUARTERS:  
San Diego, California

SIGNIFICANT FIGURE:  
World-leading 4+ million 
cloud-connected medical 
devices

ASX: RMD



United States Studies Centre

Institute Building (H03) 
The University of Sydney NSW 2006 
Australia

T: +61 2 9351 7249
E: us-studies@sydney.edu.au 
W: ussc.edu.au

The United States Studies Centre at the 
University of Sydney deepens Australia’s 
understanding of the United States through 
research, teaching and public engagement.

Established in 2006, the Centre is a national 
resource for the analysis of American politics, 
foreign policy, economics, culture and 
history, building Australia’s awareness of the 
dynamics shaping American society — and 
critically — their implications for Australia.


