
 

  

APEC Business Advisory Council 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
11 May 2021 
 
 
Hon. Damien O’Connor 
Chair, Meeting of APEC Ministers Responsible for Trade 
Minister for Trade and Export Growth 
New Zealand 
 
Dear Minister, 
 
You and your colleagues are meeting at a decisive moment.  The economic recovery from 
COVID-19 risks being derailed by the ongoing threat posed by the virus, vaccine nationalism 
and a general retreat from open markets.  Other challenges abound including accelerating climate 
change, the continuing exclusion of too many in society and the impacts of rapid and disruptive 
technological change. 
 
The APEC Business Advisory Council (ABAC) believes that trade and regional economic 
integration can be a powerful force for good in overcoming our collective challenges.  There is 
no question that it will take serious, concerted action from APEC – but we have a very real 
opportunity to come through this period of turbulence stronger than before.  
 
Our highest priority must be the pandemic: both using trade to support the production and 
distribution of the medical supplies and vaccines we need and realizing the imperative of 
vaccination as a means to reopen borders safely.   
 
Movement of essential medical supplies, vaccines, inputs and related services across borders 
unimpeded by tariffs, non-tariff barriers or export restrictions, is the only way that any of us will 
be safe from COVID-19 – or the next pandemic. Quite simply, turning inwards is bad medicine.  
APEC should agree a sectoral initiative for freeing up trade in an agreed list of essential medical 
supplies, vaccines and essential services, and champion the same in the WTO.   
 
On the second point, there are significant challenges in uptake of vaccines within the region. 
APEC must take action to support quicker and wider roll-outs of vaccination as a matter of 
urgency.  In particular, APEC should champion and implement a set of principles including 
around universal availability of vaccines, equitable access domestically and globally, such as 
through the COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access (COVAX) initiative, needs-based prioritization, 
and verifiable and mutually-recognizable documentation.  
 
The coherent reopening of borders will be key to economic rebuilding and will assist in 
smoothing out a likely uneven recovery.  Similarly, policies and frameworks that support more 
resilient and better-connected supply chains will help keep trade flowing, as will tackling the raft 
of new non-tariff measures that have emerged in response to the pandemic and pursuing greater 
interoperability in digital trade. A number of important elements in this effort are outlined 
further in the attached report. 
 
 



 

That said, we cannot “build back better” – or indeed, at all – if we do not stand on the solid 
foundation of the multilateral trading system with the WTO at its core.  Our separate Statement 
(attached as Annex A to our report) underscores the imperative for APEC to work together to 
shape a strong, credible and relevant WTO, one that reflects evolving business needs, including 
in the digital space and boosts the decarbonization of economies.  The latter will complement 
ABAC’s efforts to show leadership in climate change, in the transition to renewable energy, in 
supporting the elimination of inefficient fossil fuel subsidies and through an initiative to free up 
trade in environmental goods and services. 
 
Longer term, the Free Trade Area of the Asia-Pacific (FTAAP) must remain the organizing 
principle for regional economic integration: it is both a journey that responds to the dynamic 
global business environment as well as a destination for achieving concrete outcomes.  To that 
end, APEC should actively seek to harvest FTAAP elements as soon as they are ripe, prioritizing 
those that make a meaningful difference to business.  Equally APEC must ensure that our 
measure of success in every area must be greater inclusion, whether for Indigenous peoples, 
women, micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises and others. 
 
All of these elements are, of course, fully coherent with the Putrajaya Vision.  It goes without 
saying that ABAC wants to see the Vision fully and ambitiously realized.   But we cannot afford 
to wait twenty years for this.  APEC’s goal must be for a ‘living’ implementation process, one 
that builds towards an open, seamless, dynamic, resilient, inclusive and sustainable APEC 
economic community.  ABAC pledges its full support to working with you to help make these 
aspirations a reality. 
 
The accompanying report sets out our considered views in these and other areas under our 
theme of “People, Place and Prosperity / Tāngata, Taiao me te Taurikura” related to your 
agenda.  We are grateful for the opportunity to engage with you in a dialogue on these important 
issues.   My colleagues and I urge you to be bold, forward-looking and to take the decisive action 
required at this time to move the APEC economy from crisis management to recovery. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Rachel Taulelei 
ABAC Chair 2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


