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 G eoff Raby is holding court in Le 
Mistral, a restaurant in the Boao 
Forum for Asia Hotel on China’s 

southern resort island of Hainan. The former 
Australian ambassador in Beijing is regaling 
captivated listeners with tales of adventure in 
the provinces of the Middle Kingdom.

His favourite anecdote concerns a trip to the 
Moutai factory in Guizhou province – where 
they produce a premium version of China’s 
lethal baijiu liquor. Raby claims to have beaten 
former Chinese premier Zhou Enlai’s record 
of downing 37 shots by some margin.

It’s the middle of the annual Boao Forum 
for Asia, the Chinese version of the World 
Economic Forum held in Davos, Switzerland. 
This year’s line-up is full of senior Chinese 
officials and ministers, and some impressive 
names from international business and politics. 
Attendees include the Italian Prime Minister, 
Mario Monti, former US Treasury secretary 
Hank Paulson and Peter Mandelson, who was 
a minister and European commissioner in 
Tony Blair’s British government.

From across Le Mistral, as people start to 
drift off from lunch to the various think-tank 

sessions, a neatly suited Chinese man waves 
to say hello. Raby yells back: “Ni hao.” That, 
he says, is Liu Mingkang, the well-regarded, 
recently retired Chinese banking regulator.

The next day at about 3pm Raby opens the 
door of the sprawling presidential suite at the 
hotel, where Fortescue Metals Group founder 
and chairman Andrew Forrest – a major forum 
sponsor – has been staying and entertaining.

With Raby’s help, the mining magnate has 
just hosted Wang Boming, publisher of Caijing, 
the boundary-pushing business magazine, for 
lunch. After insisting I join him in a glass of 
well-aged Australian shiraz, Raby explains.

“Wang is a princeling,” he says. The term 
is used for the children and grandchildren of 
China’s original revolutionaries. They form 
something of a very loose faction inside the 
ruling Communist Party and one of their 
number, vice-president Xi Jinping, is set to take 
the party and the country’s top job – general 
secretary – and the presidency that goes with 
it. “Wang brought his brother and a few others 
with him,” Raby adds with unbridled delight. 
“It was a fabulous lunch.”

In his new career as a business consultant, 
Raby is on FMG’s board and is one of Forrest’s 
new go-to men in China. He knows all about 
networking in Beijing and beyond.

While he was ambassador, Raby encouraged 
Forrest in his efforts to break the long-held 
iron ore oligopoly of BHP Billiton, Rio Tinto 
and Brazil’s Vale. China was also very keen to 
find new supply sources that might eventually 

take the heat out of the iron ore price (which 
has proved to be something of a blowtorch to 
the Australia-China relationship).

Raby’s support for the controversial mining 
billionaire also stemmed from his frustration 
with BHP Billiton’s hands-off approach to 
China after chief executive Marius Kloppers 
moved key sales and marketing functions to 
Singapore, as well as with Rio Tinto’s laissez-
faire attitude (a factor in the Stern Hu bribery 
scandal, in which four Rio executives were 
given lengthy jail sentences and other senior 
executives ended up leaving the country). 
His backing of Forrest has been rewarded with 
a board position worth $120,00 a year.

Having retired last August, after a record 
term of four and half years as ambassador in 
Beijing, Raby remains very well connected. 
He also remains in China. Unusually for the 
top dog at major embassies, the twice-divorced 
58-year-old is staying on in the city of his final 
posting, creating Geoff Raby and Associates, 
which has an increasingly wide range of briefs.

“There is one former Canadian ambassador 
here, so that makes only two of us in the past 
two decades,” Raby says during lunch at the 
five-star St Regis hotel, which manages the 
neighbouring building where he rents the 
penthouse apartment. We had agreed that I’d 
buy lunch and he’d bring the wine; he came 
bearing two bottles of red with age-worn labels.

“Michael Thawley stayed in Washington 
after he was ambassador there. We don’t have  
a system [as they do in the  US], where people 
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commonly switch between the public and 
private sectors. I’ve always thought that cross-
fertilisation was really quite important. The 
private sector benefits enormously from the 
skills public servants bring to their work.”

Few top Australian diplomats join public 
company boards after they leave the service. 
Raby cites former ambassador to Japan Ashton 
Calvert, who was taken up by Rio Tinto and 
Woodside, as a rare exception.

“I hope to help change that. A lot of people 
in Australia wonder why you’d have former 
diplomats and public servants on your board. 
It happens in Britain and the US. We bring 
something that is beyond the commercial. 
We have a broader perspective on policy – 
and on the interaction between business and 
government and diplomacy. Boards require  
a mix of skills. There’s only so many financiers 
and engineers you want on one board.”

It has been quite a change, but one he seems 
to be enjoying. Raby’s long-term girlfriend, 
Shirley Yu Ze, a newsreader for China’s state-
run CCTV and a PhD student, has moved in 
with him and his burgeoning collection of 
predominantly Chinese art.

“I have five staff and the wages bill seems 
to come around more quickly every time.  
I have legal bills that shock me,” he says. “It’s 
a different world. I have to think about profit 
and loss. There is a certain security in being 
a public servant [and knowing] the wages will 
be in your bank once a fortnight.”

But 10 months into his new career Raby 

says he “absolutely” made the right decision. 
“Occasionally, there are moments of vertigo 
when I think it’s just me with no safety net. 
But that’s how most people live and I am just 
free to say yes or no. There’s not a moment of 
regret, but I am not that sort of person anyway.” 

He has also been free to take a stick to Kevin 
Rudd, his one-time colleague at the embassy 
in China and later his boss as both the prime 
minister and foreign affairs minister. Only 
months before retirement he had a go at the 
Mandarin-speaking Rudd, saying: “You don’t 
need to speak Chinese to know China.”

More recently, he accused Rudd of spinning 
a joint China-Australia statement, issued with 
Vice-Premier Li Keqiang in December 2009,  
to his own advantage and disrespecting the 
Chinese in doing so. The statement was meant 
to rescue the bilateral relationship, which had 
deteriorated markedly since the arrest of the 
Rio executives earlier that year.

“I will always be a bit constrained in what 
I can say about that. I learnt a lot and it was 
a very challenging period for a while. More 
than anything else, the lesson I took from 
that was one of corporate governance,” Raby 
adds, in a clear dig at the Rio board.

“It was a shock and shows a need to … keep  
a good eye on offices overseas. You can’t simply  
say: ‘We’re beating all our targets, so everything 
is fine.’ To be quite honest, it showed me what 
an ongoing challenge corporate governance 
is. In some ways, I feel I am better equipped 
to sit on boards because of that experience.”

Raby reckons he has always been somewhat 
different from other public servants in that he 
is “a bit of a risk-taker”. Others would certainly 
agree. Raby was a highly visible ambassador 
in Beijing – in fact, one of the better known 
envoys there, with a relentless schedule. His 
passion for culture and the arts took him into 
the city’s more glamorous restaurants, bars, 
nightspots and trendy art districts to attend all 
manner of openings and exhibitions.

It was something of an open secret in the 
last six months or so of Raby’s tenure that he 
was seriously contemplating “staying on”, as 
they used to say in British Raj India. But the 
number of roles he has taken up since August 
– board positions, consultancies and advisory 
briefs with major listed entities – has been 
bewildering. Many have been linked to friends 
and former contacts from the embassy.

As well as the board of FMG, Raby has 
joined junior miner OceanaGold and the one-
time Perth miner turned technology company 
SmartTrans. The latter has parlayed a deal to 
provide event-tracking mobile phone software 
for the Beijing Olympics into  
a China business. “It’s great to 
have someone on the board with 
his experience,” SmartTrans 
chief executive Bryan Carr says. 
“Geoff probably understands 
China as well as anyone. Peer-
to-peer dealings are crucially 
important. [When we] deal with 
the large state-run enterprises, 
he can become involved at the 
appropriate level. China is an 
extremely important market for 
SmartTrans and having Geoff on the board 
enhances how we are regarded and viewed by 
very large and important businesses.”

Perhaps the piece de resistance is being on 
the board of Gloucester Coal, which is in the 
process of merging with the Chinese state-
owned Yancoal. Two years ago, Yancoal paid 
$3 billion for Gloucester Coal, the biggest 
purchase of an Australian asset by a Chinese 
company. The companies will form Yancoal 
Australia, the largest pure coal company in 
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Geoff Raby – pictured with Prime Minister  
Julia Gillard and Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao  
in Beijing last year – says Australian politicians  
must broaden their understanding of China.
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the country. “It will give us a good look inside  
a Chinese state-run enterprise,” Raby says. So, 
along with FMG, he has fingers in Australia’s 
two great resources pies – iron ore and coal.

Raby’s main consultant role is at Riverstone 
Advisory, founded and partly owned by Nick 
Curtis, the chairman of rare earth-focused 
Lynas Corp. Beijing is full of consultants who 
promise inside knowledge and access to the 
powerbrokers. But Riverstone believes it has 
found the right man for the job in Raby and 
has made him an executive director. “I often 
say I am the pretty face of Riverstone, but the 
company has a good mix of skills,” he says.

“It will be a steep learning curve for Geoff,”  
a rival consultant says. “It’s very different to 
government and he seems to have taken on  
a lot. But that will also help him learn from  
a number of different people.”

Raby describes his job as being to convince 
Chinese companies keen to invest in Australia 
to use Riverstone as the deal adviser, leading 
to commissions valued at millions of dollars. 

There are plenty of things 
on the boil, but nothing has 
been signed yet. He refuses 
to talk figures, although he 
is clearly at the pointy end of 
making money in China.

Then there is a string of 
advisory roles. With veteran 
lawyer and former Liberal 
staffer Andrew Lumsden, 
Raby is co-chairman of the 
legal firm Corrs Chambers 

Westgarth’s China practice. And in recent 
months both Qantas and Wesfarmers have 
engaged the Raby consultancy machine.

Qantas runs daily Sydney-Shanghai direct 
flights and is increasing the number of Jetstar 
flights into China through Singapore. It’s also 
embarking on a low-cost airline joint venture 
with China Eastern – one of China’s “big four” 
state-owned airlines – out of Hong Kong.

 “We have been in the China market since 
1984 and we’re in [it] for the long haul,” Qantas 
government and corporate affairs chief Olivia 
Wirth says. “[Doing business in China is] about 
relationships and partnerships, so we need 
people who understand the markets and what 
the Chinese have to offer and [who] have the 
relationships with the authorities. Companies 
have been burnt by having the wrong strategy. 
Geoff brings a lot to the company.”

Although he has stepped into the private 
sector and is working harder than ever, Raby 
has continued his push to improve Australian 
politicians’ understanding of China and to get 
them to look beyond Beijing, Shanghai and 
Guangzhou to the other 160 major cities.

“There are not many people at very senior 
levels of Australian government who have a lot 
of direct experience with China. You might 
say it doesn’t really matter, but [when you are] 
managing the interplay with a very different 
system with very different values, and given 
our massive economic interest, you need to 
be careful about simply writing off first-hand 
knowledge. That’s why I have made Beijing my 
base and not Australia. China is changing so 
dynamically, and it’s so important, that I want 
to continue to bear witness to this.”

Raby describes this new path as his third 
career, having entered the diplomatic service 
from the academic world. He has a Bachelor  
of Economics, a Master of Economics and 

a PhD from Melbourne’s La Trobe University. 
“I thought that before I hung up my boots for 
good I would like to have a go at business. And 
I’m stimulated and, frankly, have never been 
busier. My big fear [was] that I’d suddenly be  
a nobody. I still get good access, [although]  
I will never get the access I had.

“What I need are deals – with deals I get 
better access. As a former ambassador you 
are well respected – you get to keep the title 
of ambassador. What is different at that level 
is that in China there is a lot of ceremonial 

access. As ambassador I would always see the 
vice-minister and I wouldn’t go unless I could 
see the vice-minister.

“But often the right person could be the 
next person down – the director-general, say, 
or the deputy director-general. My access is 
fine; everyone will see me once as a courtesy. 
I have good standing in the system and that 
means a lot. It’s all about guanxi [the network 
of relationships used in business].”

Raby is also a visiting fellow at Monash 
University and in this role he can be expected  
to keep offering free advice to the government 
of the day. “The vice-chancellor wanted me 
to contribute as a public intellectual. I want to 
keep contributing to public policy and I enjoy 
the freedom of not being constrained by being 
in government,” he says with a smile.

As well as doing work for the Queensland 
Investment Corporation – a state version of 
the Future Fund – Raby also gives “a bit of 
advice” to the Business Council of Australia. 

“They agree with things I am saying, such as 
that we do not engage enough in – and don’t 
really have a business agenda with – China.”

In an implied criticism of Julia Gillard’s  
sole visit to China as Prime Minister last year, 
he says: “When the PM comes, it should be 
with half a dozen business objectives … the 
relationship [with China] is so important [that] 
business needs to be really engaged.”  td

Michael Sainsbury is the China  

correspondent for The Australian.
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Geoff Raby’s move to the private sector has given him the freedom to criticise even former boss Kevin Rudd (right), 
pictured with wife Therese Rein and Raby at the Australian embassy in Beijing in 2008.
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