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Report of the Task Force on Securing the COVID Economic Recovery 
 
The recommendations below outline priority actions across the following three broad themes:  

• Review of APEC’s 2020 response to address COVID-19 immediate and short-term; 

• Review of monetary and fiscal stimulus in the region into the medium term; 

• The role of digital transformation in economic recovery. 
 
Review of APEC’s 2020 response to address COVID-19 immediate and short-term. 
APEC Ministers and Leaders agreed on several collective actions in 2020 to address the pandemic and 
promote economic recovery. These include statements on supporting supply chains, securing access 
to COVID-19 vaccines, facilitating the movement of essential people, increasing transparency of trade 
related response measures, sharing best practice and building resilience and inclusion. The APEC 
Group on Services is currently informally considering a draft Declaration on Facilitating the 
Movement of Essential Services which would complement the declaration made in 2020 on the 
Movement of Essential Goods.  
 
Recommendations: 

• ABAC supports APEC’s COVID-19 response efforts and encourages APEC to prioritize access 
to vaccines, improving transparency and enabling international trade of essential goods and 
services.  

• APEC should build on the 2020 Declaration on Facilitating the Movement of Essential Goods 
to also commit to a Declaration on Facilitating Essential Services as an appropriate and 
necessary policy response to the ongoing pandemic 

• ABAC encourages APEC to continue to advance progress in the following initiatives, to 
facilitate the ongoing response to the pandemic: 
o Declaration on Facilitating the Movement of Essential Goods 
o Proposal to Review Measures Facilitating Essential Movement of People across Borders 
o Statement on Services to Support the Movement of Essential Goods 

 
Review monetary and fiscal stimulus in the region into the medium term. 
Previous crises have provided important lessons for APEC economies in managing monetary, fiscal 
and macroeconomic policies. Four key considerations stand out:  

• Address the deterioration of fiscal balances and huge increases in public sector debt; 

• Unwind, in an orderly fashion, the large balance sheets of central banks that have ballooned 
with their massive purchases of government bonds to support governments and keep interest 
rates low; 

• Restore sustainable fiscal structures while promoting growth and recovery and keeping under 
control any resulting inflationary pressures; and 

• Growth strategies and structural reforms needed to raise economies' potential growth rates 
(critical for central banks to be able to bring back interest rates to more normal levels). 

 
In emerging markets, the large build-up of debt, including non-financial private sector debt, gives rise 
to concerns about the possibility of an additional financial crisis with the epicenter focused on these 
markets. 
 
 

https://www.apec.org/COVID-19/APEC-COVID-19-Economic-Response-and-Recovery-Initiatives
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Recommendations:  

• APEC economies should continue undertaking stimulus measures in order to address the 
shortfall in demand and enable recovery from the impact of the pandemic.  Economies should 
also introduce innovative reforms in personal insolvency regimes to accelerate fresh starts for 
entrepreneurs whose businesses failed or are failing as a result of the COVID pandemic.  

• Stimulus measures targeting demand, though necessary, are not sufficient. APEC economies 
should address supply-side factors in order to raise their growth potential. This means 
developing a growth strategy that prioritizes structural reforms to harness digital technology to 
drive capital expenditure and innovation, align this process with sustainability principles, 
promote openness to trade and investment, expand the role of women in the work force, reform 
labor laws to encourage employment of healthy elderly people in economies with tight labor 
markets, and ensuring competition and a level playing field.  

• Recognize the risks to financial stability in the debt overhang in both developed and developing 
economies, as well as inflation in major economies, in the process of providing stimulus that is 
needed in the short-term, APEC governments and central banks should remain vigilant and act 
swiftly when required to prevent another financial crisis. 

 
The role of digital transformation in economic recovery. 
The use of digital technologies has accelerated rapidly in response to pandemic control measures. 
Governments, companies and individuals have changed operational procedures and ways of working 
to incorporate digital tools and maintain continuity in business and daily activities within the context 
of a “contactless economy.” To achieve the productivity and efficiency gains from mass adoption of 
digital tools that can spur recovery, APEC economies must collaborate among themselves and with 
the business sector to accelerate the development of the enabling infrastructure and ecosystem for the 
digital economy. 
 
Recommendations:  

• APEC should adopt a holistic approach to digital transformation through dialogue across APEC 
fora and agencies in developing policies related to data security, privacy and localization as they 
affect e-commerce, e-payments, digitization of government functions, online learning, and 
telehealth, among others. 

• Relevant APEC fora conducting work related to digitalization should prioritize addressing 
foundational elements that include data sharing mechanisms, market infrastructure, legal 
foundations, standards, and regulatory frameworks. 

• APEC officials should collaborate with the business sector in facilitating expanded cross-border 
data flows, promoting wider adoption of the Legal Entity Identifier (LEI), and accelerating the 
development of inter-operable digital ID systems, recognition of e-signatures, and electronic 
Know Your Customer (eKYC) approaches. 

• APEC should work with the business sector to support member economies in creating open 
data frameworks that provide a secure environment for consumers and businesses to leverage 
their data held across banks, technology companies and other entities in digitally accessing goods 
and services.  

• Build on existing workstreams in the digital economy to support the APEC Internet and Digital 
Economy Roadmap (AIDER) and referring to the 2018 APEC Economic Policy Report, APEC 
should develop programs to better understand the potential for policies in these areas to 
facilitate digital transformation in specific sectors i.e. health, education, and government. 
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o ABAC supports the long-term view of investing in technology for online delivery of 
education and workforce training along with the use of highly scalable, cloud based and 
open systems to ensure sustainability and equitable access to information. 

o APEC should undertake a “digital cut” of the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business Index 
by using EODB metrics relevant to the digitalization of various business-related processes 
(i.e. submitting government documents online) to identify APEC economies’ readiness to 
use digital technologies to facilitate business activities. 



 1 

Report of the Task Force on Adopting Structural Reforms 

 
The recommendations below outline priority actions across three broad themes:  
 

• micro-economic reform (including through EAASR and competitive neutrality);  

• financial and labor market access (through sharing labor market data and eliminating 
barriers to gender inclusion);  

• infrastructure and basic services (such as digital infrastructure and e-health).  
 
 

Micro-economic reform policies  
 
Post-2020 Structural Reform Agenda 
The Renewed APEC Agenda for Structural Reform (RAASR) has made important strides, though 
it has had mixed success with the APEC average improving in some indicators but not in others.1 
ABAC welcomes the Enhanced APEC Agenda for Structural Reform (EAASR) as a mechanism 
to continue reform efforts.  
 
Recommendation:  

• ABAC supports the EAASR and its framework approach to guide structural reform efforts 
over the next 5 years.  In implementing the EAASR, APEC should identify a set of near 
term priorities that would receive coordinated action from member economies.  To support 
the COVID-19 economic recovery, APEC should coordinate domestic fiscal stimulus 
measures at the regional level as well as promote the free movement of goods, services and 
people across borders while adhering to public health requirements.  Over the medium term, 
APEC needs to promote a holistic approach to structural reforms that promotes inclusion 
and sustainability whilst addressing the emerging and inter-related challenges of 
technological evolution  and climate change.  

 
Competition and competitive neutrality 
The issue of state-owned enterprises (SOEs) operating in the commercial space has become a 
sticking point in international trade disputes and is one of the factors undermining progress on 
trade and investment liberalization.  Some have raised concerns that SOEs can impinge on the 
ability of private sector participants to operate in the same market while others have raised 
concerns over specific measures targeted at SOEs. 
 
To address this issue, a number of economies, both inside and outside APEC, have adopted 
competitive neutrality provisions to varying degrees in their domestic competition legislation. 
Competitive neutrality is usually taken as referring to the principle of governments creating a level 
playing field for all businesses, including public and private providers of goods and services. 
Impartial and objective competitive neutrality provisions can ensure that market participants, 
regardless of their ownership, are able to compete fairly without some receiving non-commercially 
viable benefits.  While competitive neutrality originally arose in the context of domestic market 
regulation, it is gradually being applied in the international context as global value chains spread. 
Further research and consideration by international fora may be required to determine the tools, 
methods and circumstances in which competitive neutrality is most applicable.  
 
In practice, competitive neutrality principles include charging cost reflective prices, adopting 
corporate models, paying or making allowances for government taxes and commercial borrowing 

 
1 APEC PSU, RAASR Final Review Report 
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rates, and complying with the same regulations that apply to private businesses.  Some 
governments have also established bodies to receive complaints and undertake investigations 
about whether government businesses are complying with competitive neutrality principles. 
 
Recommendation:  

• APEC should promote the adoption and usage of competitive neutrality provisions through 
capacity building and sharing best practice.  The APEC Economic Committee could host 
dialogues between competition regulators and executives from public and private businesses 
across APEC to discuss the practicalities of implementing these provisions and develop 
recommendations for best practice.   

 
 
Financial and labor market access and competitiveness 
 
Post-COVID-19 Active Labor Market Policies  
The COVID-19 pandemic and associated containment measures have severely disrupted 
livelihoods and business operations.  In some cases, this has led to increased unemployment while 
other sectors have faced skills shortages.  This comes on the back of structural transformation in 
our economies driven by digitalization and “servicification” which pose medium-term challenges 
for labor markets in responding to digital transformation.  One promising approach to address 
structural unemployment is by delivering timely and accurate labor market information to the 
sectors that need it and having a mechanism to efficiently match workers with employers.  Data 
on skills needed by the market can inform education and training systems on areas of skills 
development that need more focus.  
 
Recommendation:  

• APEC could build on previous efforts by promoting collaboration between government 
agencies and the job market platforms to deliver real-time data on skills demand and 
shortages.  APEC could also collaborate with the OECD to run dialogues between officials, 
academia and industry to discuss the latest global trends driving structural reforms and rapid 
skills development required to keep pace with the future of work.  APEC could then identify 
examples of best practice from around the world and develop a set of minimum standards 
for labor information systems.  

 
Structural reform and gender inclusion 
APEC has begun to adopt structural reform measures to advance women’s economic 
empowerment through the La Serena Roadmap on Women and Inclusive Growth and the Economic 
Committee’s policy reports.  These measures have taken renewed importance as the COVID-19 
pandemic has disproportionately affected women.  Gender inclusion has been shown to boost 
economic growth and productivity which will be key to the economic recovery.  APEC should 
continue efforts to eliminate structural barriers to women’s inclusion by addressing barriers 
identified in the 2020 AEPR on Structural Reform and Women’s Empowerment. 
 
Recommendation:  

• In responding to the COVID-19 pandemic, APEC economies should provide targeted 
support to distressed sectors which employ a high proportion of women; to women facing 
increased domestic responsibilities; and to those exposed to financial stress and domestic 
abuse. APEC should concurrently address the structural, legal and cultural barriers to 
women’s inclusion identified in the La Serena Roadmap.  ABAC strongly recommends that 
all economies prioritize the La Serena Targets to (1) have in place laws, policies and 
regulations that prohibit discrimination on the basis of sex in employment access, 
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opportunities and conditions; and (2) have in place non-discrimination laws, policies and 
regulations that provide equal access to capital and credit for both sexes. 

 
 

Access to infrastructure and basic services 
 
Digital infrastructure 
Unequal access to digital tools and infrastructure has become a pressing issue as the pandemic 
required many to shift work and study online.  APEC has begun to discuss these issues through 
recent reports on prevailing inequalities exacerbated by COVID-192 and the 2019 AEPR on 
Structural Reform and the Digital Economy.3   In 2018, the ABAC report on Structural Reforms 
and Digital Infrastructure provided recommendations to APEC on a range of issues including 
broadband infrastructure; domestic digital plans; e-government services; privacy and cyber 
security; regional harmonization; and smart city development.  ABAC also made recommendations 
relating to infrastructure and digital connectivity in its 2020 COVID Response and Recovery 
Report.     
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
Recommendation:  

• APEC should support the extension of digital infrastructure to remote and rural areas and 
address disparities in access for  groups with untapped economic potential/vulnerable 
groups.  In the implementation plan for the Putrajaya Vision 2040, APEC should adopt 
structural reform and investment policy measures that promote digital infrastructure.  

 
E-health services 

The COVID-19 pandemic has revealed shortcomings in health systems across APEC.  While 
access to digital tools and services have proved to be popular in some APEC economies and 
effective at delivering healthcare remotely, there is a need for digital adoption to be part of a larger 
structural transformation of health systems.  This should be accompanied by efforts to promote 
cross-border delivery of health services while safeguarding privacy.  The APEC White Paper on 
Workplace Mental Health and Safety, offers suggestions for workplaces to expand the notion of health 
and safety to include mental and physical wellbeing.  This would enable organizations to retain 
staff, increase engagement and productivity and ensure a smoother return to work as the pandemic 
recedes.4 
 
Recommendation:  

• APEC should promote the adoption of digital tools as part of a broader structural 
transformation of health systems.  APEC could also examine and address barriers to cross-
border delivery of health services and promote mental health and safety practices in 
workplaces.  Changes made during the pandemic to enable accelerated service delivery and 
fast-tracked approvals should not be reversed. 

 

 
2 https://www.apec.org/Press/News-Releases/2020/1116_ARTA2 
3 https://www.apec.org/Publications/2019/11/2019-APEC-Economic-Policy-Report 
4 https://mentalhealth.apec.org/hub-updates/2020/05/apec-white-paper-workplace-mental-health-and-safety-
official-launch-why 
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Report of the Task Force on Addressing Disaster Recovery Planning and Risk Management  

 

The recommendations below outline priority actions across the following four broad themes:  

• pandemic response and the vaccine challenge - incorporating the pandemic and the vaccine 

challenge into disaster response;  

• economic measures on disaster response and development adjustment - reviewing disaster 

response measures; 

• disaster recovery policy frameworks - strengthening public-private partnership in disaster 

response; 

• insurance and risk sharing models and options - promoting catastrophe bonds and identifying 

best practices in risk financing and insurance. 

 

Pandemic & Vaccine Measures 

APEC economies were among the first and worst affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.  The region 
accounts for almost 29% of COVID cases and close to 34% of deaths globally.  With the uneven 
recovery and unequal impact of the pandemic, effectiveness of vaccination efforts of most economies 
is highly dependent on their access, distribution, demand and administration of vaccines.  The APEC 
Policy Support Unit has underscored the need for a pandemic planning and policy toolkit to prepare 
the region for future health emergencies.  The toolkit, and the COVID-19 pandemic, offer valuable 
lessons for disaster risk reduction and management, as well as addressing climate change.   
 
Recommendations:  

• Ensure equitable access to vaccines, including the rapid and free flow of vaccines and related 
drugs or equipment, and when necessary, critical healthcare workers and other services.  

• Build capacity for effective and efficient vaccine administration across the population, while 
accelerating public health measures on contact tracing, testing  and treating patients.  

• Assure coverage of people’s basic needs and maintain access to essential services, providing 
support for vulnerable groups and communities. 

• Consider a global vaccine passport system to facilitate travel, tourism, ease and safety of 
movement of people. 

• Commit to international cooperation in manufacture and distribution of vaccines, facilitating 
investments to establish production facilities; undertaking efforts to combat the spread of 
counterfeits. 

 
Economic measures for disaster response and development adjustment 
APEC economies lie in the Pacific Ring of Fire exposing them to strong earthquakes, tsunamis and 
volcanic eruptions.  The region is also frequented by tropical cyclones, which includes Category 5, or 
super typhoons.  Temperature changes in the Pacific Ocean likewise result in the El Niño and La Niña 
phenomena causing severe drought and flooding.  Smart investments are necessary to reduce disaster 
risks, and public-private partnership will be critical to accelerate recovery following disasters. 
Economies must take the lead in structural measures such as building dams, flood levees, ocean wave 
barriers, and earthquake-resistant construction and evacuation shelter,  and the private sector could 
play an active role in covering non-structural measures such as building codes, land-use planning, 
research and assessment, information resources and public awareness programs. 
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Recommendations:  

• Strengthen integration of disaster risks in fiscal planning and develop contingency recovery 
plans for ready implementation, and ensure adequate budget allocation. 

• Address fragmentation and capacity constraints in the implementation of disaster risk reduction, 
response, and recovery programs. 

• Promote “Green Recovery” and incentivize smart investments, integrating resilience as a pillar 
in recovery planning and spending. 

• Increase transparency and efficiency of post-disaster spending and clarify cost-sharing between 
governments and other stakeholders. 

• Engage an action-based knowledge or research institute and allocate resources dedicated to data 
collection and analysis in order to facilitate multi-systems collaboration in order to better analyze 
risks and assess post-disaster needs. 

 
Disaster recovery policy frameworks 
In 2015, APEC Leaders committed to the Disaster Reduction Risk (DRR) Framework to address the 
threat and the impact of the increasing frequency, magnitude and scope of natural disasters in the 
region.  In 2016, APEC adopted the Disaster Risk Reduction Action Plan to operationalize the DRR 
Framework which consists of four pillars: (1) Prevention and Mitigation, (2) Preparedness, (3) 
Response, and (4) Rehabilitation and Build Back Better. The DRR Action Plan outlined the specific 
areas for collaboration, the corresponding activities, the responsible partners, the timelines for 
accomplishment, and the indicators for evaluation across the four areas.  Public-private partnership is 
critical as a protective and proactive strategy.  
 
Recommendations: 

• Adopt an all-of-APEC and all-of-systems approach to disaster and pandemic response, with a 
strong public-private engagement, including the affected communities. 

• Establish a dedicated high-level multi-interface APEC fora and agency within economy that 
would address all disaster-related and pandemic issues as they impact on trade, finance, tourism, 
health, food and energy security, among others.  

• Strengthen public-private collaboration to develop and continuously enhance a regional and 
economy-level disaster and pandemic planning and policy toolkit and corresponding action plan. 

• Support public-private dialogues and capacity building efforts to identify necessary policies and 
interventions, and promote advocacy and awareness campaigns for greater involvement of all 
stakeholders. 

• Review and stocktake recovery measures to identify the gaps and develop strategic partnership 
to effectively address the needs of the economy and the communities.

 
 
Insurance and Risk Sharing Models and Options 
Losses due to disasters are projected to increase up to $160 billion annually by 2030 (UNESCAP 
2018), from $136 billion per year between 2000 and 2019.1 ABAC in its Letter to Finance Ministers 

 
1ADB and OECD. 2020. Leveraging Technology and Innovation for Disaster Risk Management and Financing. Manila/Paris 
 

2World Bank 2020, World Bank Treasury and APEC Successfully Conclude First-Ever Catastrophe Bond Workshop, accessed 4 
May 2021, https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/09/24/world-bank-treasury-and-asia-pacific-economic-cooperation-
apec-successfully-conclude-first-ever-catastrophe-bond-focused-workshop 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/09/24/world-bank-treasury-and-asia-pacific-economic-cooperation-apec-successfully-conclude-first-ever-catastrophe-bond-focused-workshop
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/09/24/world-bank-treasury-and-asia-pacific-economic-cooperation-apec-successfully-conclude-first-ever-catastrophe-bond-focused-workshop
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last year wrote, “We propose actions to shore up resilience against natural disasters and resurgent 
pandemics at a time of heavily strained fiscal, company and household balance sheets.”  ABAC also 
recommended in its 2020 Report to Leaders to collaborate with a multilateral development bank in 
the issuance of a regional catastrophe bond for Asian developing member economies, learning from 
the experience of Latin American APEC member economies, and also exploring the feasibility of 
covering pandemics in the issuance of insurance-linked securities.  
 
Catastrophe bonds have been a useful financial risk transfer solution and tool in building economic 
resilience and easing the financial  burden of governments.  Through the Risk Notes program, the 
World Bank has issued US$0.7 billion worth of catastrophe bonds to APEC economies, particularly 
to the Philippines and Mexico for the past two years, covering a range of risks including earthquakes, 
hurricanes, tsunamis, and pandemics.2 

 

Recommendations: 

• Incorporate catastrophe bonds and explore the viability of other risk sharing schemes into 
disaster risk financing and insurance (DRFI) frameworks to protect against potentially huge 
losses from severe catastrophes. 

● Set minimum standards of risk information and analysis - pre-disaster/pandemic planning, cost 
estimates and financing options, and a measurable common goal to quantify risk so it can be 
financed. 

● Design pandemic risk insurance programs to provide greater certainty to businesses of their 
coverage for business interruption losses, and encourage the private market to assume 
pandemic-related risks and support risk understanding and reduction through incentives or 
regulatory requirements to introduce business continuity plans and other risk mitigation 
measures. 

● Develop the market for pandemic risk insurance through public-private partnership schemes 
with government providing the role of a backstop, reinsurer or investor, and optimizing the use 
of data analytics and comprehensive information systems to quantify risk and identify 
appropriate instruments for disaster risk management and recovery measures. 

● Promote international cooperation to increase capacity for pandemic-related business 
interruption insurance, including through sharing of knowledge and consideration of 
international risk sharing arrangements, such as reinsurance arrangements among economies’ 
domestic insurance pools. 

● Support the growth of microinsurance to provide disaster risk protection to vulnerable groups, 
the agriculture sector and low-income households through a strategy that includes government-
industry collaboration, data collection, promotion of insurance pooling mechanisms, 
proportionate regulations, enabling policy frameworks, crowding-in of ESG investment, and 
advocacy and literacy initiatives. 


