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Graeme Dobell (GD): Paul Symon, welcome to ASPI. 

Paul Symon (PS): Thanks, Graeme. 

GD: Paul, speaking to the Australian people, how would relate ASIS’s functions to 

Australian needs, to Australian life? 

PS: Well, I think that what we all want is a prosperous, secure Australia. And I think that if 

that’s what we all want for us and for the next generation, then I think earnestly that 

intelligence,  the intelligence community, and ASIS as a component of that intelligence 

community plays a pretty important part in helping on that trajectory to a prosperous, 

secure Australia. To help inform government. To help inform policy-makers; they need to 

know and understand what’s going on around the world, and I think we help them with 

that endeavor.  

GD: The issue of trust – what confidence can Australians have that you are spying for 

them, not on them? 

PS: Let me first make the point, we are them. We are the Australian people and we 

operate for the Australian people in the national interest. We are not some maverick 

organisation sitting outside. We are the Australian people [and] we are comprised of 

them. So I know there is sometimes this characterization, ‘are we doing it for them?’, ‘are 

we doing it against them?’. We are them. There are very clear rules and laws that guide 

our behavior, it’s there for everyone to read. We take [those laws] very seriously. In my 

judgment and in my view, I think, it finds a very appropriate balance in us being 

Australian and being there for them. 

GD: What is the role of the Prime Minister and the Foreign Minister in your business? 

How does your relationship with ministers guide and direct what you do? 

PS: Two ways to answer this. Firstly, my minister is the Foreign Minister [Marise Payne]. 

Clearly I write to her a lot. I keep her informed of what we do a lot. I talk to her a lot. I, 

very much, understand and acknowledge the political both risk and opportunity that she 

has as the responsible portfolio minister for a secret intelligence service. So clearly we 

spend a lot of time going through ASIS activities. She is a demanding boss of me, which 

shouldn’t come as any surprise. But that’s in her nature, she’s a very conscientious 

minister and we talk often. With the Prime Minister, he chairs the National Security 

Committee of Cabinet. I, like many officials, are observers and advisers to that National 

Security Committee of Cabinet, but at its heart it’s the Prime Minister with his security 

ministers who run that particular committee. We’re available to provide advice. There 

are, on occasions, activities that we do where it’s appropriate that the Prime Minister is 

aware. Sometimes he asks for briefings on some of our activities. I don’t see myself 

needing to look to be in front of the Prime Minister, I’m very much guided by the Foreign 

Minister on those issues, but if the Prime Minister wants a briefing, I’ll be there in a flash. 



GD: What can ASIS offer government that doesn’t come through normal diplomatic 

reporting? How do you go beyond the internet search engine? 

PS: Well, we cultivate, recruit and we run agents who are placed in positions that have 

access to information that can’t be obtained through Internet Explorer or any search 

engine. If information can be obtained through less high risk means then that’s the 

method of choice, and much of the material that DFAT obtains through their 

relationships, through the cables they send back, through the work that they do as 

diplomats, that our media do, it’s all part of information flowing into policy-makers and to 

our political leaders. We really are trying to pick the eyes out of the most sensitive 

secrets overseas that bear in on our national interest and help inform a judgment that 

our government needs to make – whether it’s in relation to our military, our economic or 

security outlook. We’re trying to help inform that debate and we are looking for that piece 

of gold that is not obtainable by any other means. 

GD: So how good are you, do you think, at getting secrets that can be turned into 

knowledge that will guide what a government does? 

PS: I think we’re good, because we’ve proven over many, many years and well before I 

joined ASIS, we have proved that we can turn those bits of nugget into product that is 

digestible, that helps inform policy and political calculations that need to be made. 

You’re asking me to “mark my own homework”. I did mention in an early conversation we 

had, that others mark our homework as well and frankly I prefer others to mark our 

homework. Rest assured if the Foreign Minister or the Prime Minister was not happy with 

the work that we were doing, I have no doubt that they would let me know. But I also 

know through the assessment processes we have in the intelligence community, that 

there a lot of people asked ‘are we delivering the sort of nuggets, the gold that they 

need?’ They’re a pretty demanding audience and they actually mark our homework for 

us, and they rate us very well. 

GD: On media, how worried are you about the way that ASIS is described or written by 

journalists. Is James Bond a blessing or a curse? 

PS: Let’s answer that first. James Bond is both a blessing and a curse. A blessing 

because on holidays it’s a darn good read or darn good movie. Curse, because there’s so 

much wrong – there’s so much wrong with the way he performs his function. He’s 

licensed to kill. We don’t give people a licence to kill. He has, one would suggest, an ego, 

aspects of narcissism that wouldn’t fit comfortably with my people. So, he’s a blessing 

and a curse, but a darn good read and a darn good watch. 

GD: And the way the media approach Australia’s spies? 

PS: I think there are two classes, to be honest. Like with many professions, there’s quite 

a superficial portrayal and that comes with any organisation. It happens with elite 

sportsman, it happens with organisations like ours, it happens in a lot walks of life – 

can’t do much about that. It’s the informed media, it’s the interested and curious 

Australians who wonder about the place of intelligence, the need for a foreign espionage 

service, that’s where I do think some media, some conversations like this with someone 

like you Graeme that’s been around national security for a long time, I think there is a 

place for that. And as I’ve said before, a lot of media doesn’t sit well with me, but no 



media is a problem as well. Because I do think we have a story to tell. I think it’s 

incumbent on us to do that, but of course there’s only one person in the organisation 

that can do that and that’s me, because I’m the only avowed officer of the Service -  

name in the public domain. So it really does boil down to a degree to whether the 

Director-General of the time is comfortable having these types of conversations or 

relationships with the media. Some are and some aren’t – I am, in a modest way. 

GD: As Australia’s top spy, what are the responses or the reactions that you get from 

politicians down? What do people want from you, or ask you as the top spy? 

PS: Well, I find people – ministers and others – very friendly and accommodating to me, 

with a hint of nervousness, wondering what I know. But the truth be known that we find 

that it doesn’t take long to strip all that apart and realise that, like all of my people, we’re 

just patriotic Australians; we’re pretty conscientious; we take our jobs pretty seriously. We 

have a lot of fun and and a lot of laughs inside the organisation. We’re normal human 

beings. That all gets stripped away once you take the [ASIS] label away, it gets stripped 

away pretty quickly. 

GD: What is the future of the human intelligence game? You’re living amid the digital 

cornucopia and cyber cacophony, how difficult then is it to go out and get that human 

intelligence? Those jewels of intelligence that are what you’re supposed to deliver. 

PS: The digital cornucopia and the cyber cacophony? 

GD: There’s a lot of noise out there. 

PS: There is a lot of noise out there and some very complex concepts. I take your point, 

there is a lot of noise out there. For me, there’s two ways I think about that going forward, 

and the relevance of HUMINT, and how HUMINT can continue to perform its function 

going forward. In all that noise, we need to find the jewels – there are jewels there, and 

that’s what drives us. To find those jewels. The other aspect of that very complex array of 

cornucopias and cacophonies that you’ve talked about is that in that noise there’s an 

opportunity for us to “swim” in that noise – as the term that we use inside the 

organisation – and to be pretty invisible in that noise. There’s a lot happening, a lot of 

bandwidth, there is a lot of noise. How can we perform our function in the middle of that 

without it being clear that we are part of a foreign espionage service? How do we use 

that cacophony? How do we swim in all of that noise to quietly go about our business? 

We’re turning our mind to that, because we think that’s where the future of the Service 

lies. 

GD: ASIS has really lived in the shadows for nearly 70 years. By doing these interviews, 

what do you want to say to Australians about what they should understand, what they 

should believe about ASIS? 

PS: We are you. That’s my first point. We are you – we serve you, we serve the 

government, we serve the prosperity and security agenda that we all aspire to for our 

nation now and into the future. We’re a component. We proudly serve Australians. We 

think we do it well, we do it legally, we do it with propriety,  we do it conscientiously. And 

so really my message is, while there is a certain mystique around a secret intelligence 

service, we know our bearings, we have our bearings. We care deeply about what we do. 



We’re here for Australia. We’re for Australians. We serve with pride. That’s the message I 

want to send. 

GD: Paul Symon, thank you. 

PS: Thanks, Graeme. 

 

 


