
12 Report to APEC Economic Leaders

1 Annexes A to E represent the outcomes of work undertaken by ABAC Task Forces in 2021 and provide further 
amplification of matters discussed in the Report.

Introduction

This Report sets out 43 recommendations from 
the APEC Business Advisory Council (ABAC) to 
APEC Economic Leaders.  It also includes a series 
of annexes1 on border reopening, the World 
Trade Organization (WTO), Climate Leadership 
Principles, trade in renewable energy and an 
Indigenous Business Leaders’ Statement of 
Priorities. 

Our approach:  ABAC’s theme for 2021 is 
“People, Place and Prosperity – Tāngata, 
Taiao me te Taurikura”.  Framed by this theme, 
our discussions and the development of our 
recommendations have been conducted 
throughout the year in 16 Task Forces under five 
thematic Working Groups (Regional Economic 
Integration; Sustainability; Inclusion; Digital; 
Economy).  ABAC would like to express its deep 
appreciation for the cooperation it has received 
from APEC Ministers, Senior Officials, APEC fora 
and the APEC Secretariat over the course of  
this year.   

Context:  This is a time of enormous challenge 
and complexity.  COVID-19 remains a grave 
threat to both the health and economic well-
being of our communities.  The accelerating 
impacts of climate change are only too evident.  
The dynamic growth of our region – which 
once seemed assured – has been undermined 
by rising protectionism, a turning away from 

collective endeavor, and the continuing 
exclusion of too many in our communities.  
Rapid digitalization points to economic and 
social disruption alongside the promise of new 
opportunities. 

In this context, it is vital that APEC should champion 
the universal availability of vaccines in order to 
make them more accessible and affordable, 
particularly in developing economies, such as 
through the COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access 
(COVAX) initiative, needs-based prioritization, 
and verifiable and mutually-recognizable 
documentation. 

Implementation of the Putrajaya Vision 2040:  
Overarching our thematic work, ABAC supports 
the full and ambitious realization of the Putrajaya 
Vision 2040, seeking an Asia-Pacific community 
in which it should be possible for any individual 
or business to connect and find success with 
ease anywhere in the region, and where all 
enjoy greater inclusion and sustainability.    
ABAC encourages economies to seek to achieve 
measurable progress each year on the Vision, 
including ‘early harvest’ of specific outcomes of 
interest to business.

Regional Economic Integration

Reopening of borders for safe and seamless 
travel:  The eventual reopening of borders is a 
prerequisite for the region’s economic recovery.  
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APEC economies should, in due course, work 
collaboratively to develop a regional framework 
to enable the reopening of borders for safe 
and seamless travel.  The framework should 
be developed in a new multi-disciplinary APEC 
task force and based on agreed principles.  
ABAC recognizes that this will be a significant 
undertaking requiring coordination across 
multiple areas of responsibility.  Annex A has 
more detail on the recommendations.

Support for the WTO and resisting protectionism:   
The multilateral trading system, with the WTO at 
its core, is critical for prosperity.  APEC economies 
must work together to shape a strong, credible 
and relevant WTO, and to reject protectionism 
in all its forms.  The priority should be on 
pandemic response (fast, equitable access 
to vaccination; and free trade in vaccines, 
essential medical supplies and services) 
and working together to ensure the WTO can 
regain its full negotiating, administrative and 
dispute settlement functions, reflecting evolving 
business and social needs and interests.   
A detailed Statement on the WTO is in Annex B.

Progress towards the Free Trade Area of the  
Asia-Pacific:  Achievement of the Free Trade Area 
of the Asia-Pacific (FTAAP) remains  
ABAC’s preeminent economic priority.   
APEC should redouble its efforts to achieving 
FTAAP through the implementation of the 
Putrajaya Vision, including early harvest of 
concrete outcomes and implementing the 
negotiating pathways.  Progress should be 
prioritized in areas where APEC has fallen  
short on the Bogor Goals, as well as on ‘next 
generation’ trade and investment issues. 

Services:  The services sector has been badly 
affected by the pandemic.  APEC should 
press on to meet the targets set in the APEC 
Services Competitiveness Roadmap (ASCR).   
Priority should be given to actionable outcomes 
that reduce restrictions on services industries, 
and in particular for services which enable 

e-commerce for both goods and services.   
APEC should also develop a Declaration on 
Facilitating Essential Services.

Sustainability

Climate leadership:  Climate change demands 
an urgent, robust, multi-sector response.  Business 
has a key role to play.  ABAC has developed a set 
of Climate Leadership Principles for Business  
- attached as Annex C - to guide the development 
of relevant practices and policies.  The Principles 
can serve as a model for others within and outside 
the region.  The financial sector will play a critical 
role in the transition to net zero emissions.  APEC 
economies should also engage in dialogue on 
how to develop sound, mutually-reinforcing, WTO-
consistent and coordinated trade and other policy 
responses to climate change.  

Renewable energy:  In order to achieve carbon 
neutrality and energy resilience, and to support 
the necessary major shift in energy policies 
to that end, it will be important to build an 
environment that is conducive to investment 
and trade in renewable energy and in low 
emissions technologies. However, many barriers 
remain.  APEC should cooperate to develop 
a Framework to encourage more such trade 
and investment.  Annex D contains a list of key 
Elements for a Framework.   

Food system:  APEC cannot achieve its broader 
goals without ensuring that all of its people 
have access to sufficient, safe, affordable 
and nutritious food, and that the food 
system functions in a way that contributes to 
sustainable livelihoods.  The new APEC Food 
Security Roadmap Towards 2030 should reflect 
a whole-of-system approach with sustainability 
at its heart, which enables inclusion, and which 
is both digitally-enhanced and trade-friendly.  
The private sector should be enabled to play 
a more active role in APEC fora, including the 
Policy Partnership on Food Security. 
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Inclusion

Social and economic development:  Many  
social gaps are present today within our societies.  
In order to raise awareness of these gaps and to 
support future evidence-based interventions, 
APEC should explore establishing an APEC Social 
and Economic Development Dashboard.  The 
Dashboard could measure economies’ social 
and economic progress and identify areas where 
progress is still needed on inclusion as well as the 
best policy mechanisms, drawing on best 
practices from across the region. 

Women and the economy:  Women have been 
disproportionately affected by the pandemic 
and the region has lost ground on gender 
equality.  APEC should work urgently to provide 
women with equal opportunities, promote their 
economic participation and provide them 
with enabling tools and skills, including for the 
digital economy.  Public support across a range 
of areas, including childcare, parental leave 
and lifelong education, will also be critical for 
success, and should be strengthened.  The La 
Serena Roadmap should be fully implemented.

Indigenous people:  More than 270 million 
Indigenous people live in the region; many 
have been disproportionately affected by 
the pandemic.  An ABAC Indigenous Business 
Leaders’ Dialogue took place this year, focusing 
on inclusion in trade and economic frameworks, 
and adopted a Statement of Priorities for 
Indigenous businesses.  APEC should continue 
to promote Indigenous economic inclusion, 
listening to the views of Indigenous people 
themselves, including partnering with 
Indigenous business and exploring further 
the potential benefits from trade rules. The 
Statement of Priorities is in Annex E.

Building MSME capabilities:  Micro, small and 
medium enterprises (MSMEs) represent a very 
large share of the region’s businesses but have 

been hit hard by the pandemic and face an 
increasingly disrupted and digitalized landscape.  
APEC economies must take action to equip  
MSMEs with the skills and the enabling environment 
for greater success.  In particular, the focus should 
be on digital empowerment and on tackling 
systemic barriers to entrepreneurship, informed 
by targeted research; and also, on more active 
resourcing and maintenance of the existing APEC 
MSME Marketplace.  Economies should also 
commit to establish timely payment policies for 
all government purchases.

Digital

Creating an enabling environment for more 
digital MSMEs:  MSMEs need enhanced digital 
literacy, skills and capabilities to succeed.  APEC 
should establish a platform that makes available 
the best of the region’s digital skills programs 
and helps the active startup ecosystem to 
connect and access trade and investment 
opportunities.  MSMEs also need access to 
digital tools and a more enabling environment.   
APEC should champion the adoption of 
interoperable e-invoicing and support better 
border and tax policies on low-value e-commerce 
shipments.

Interoperability of digital systems for trade and 
supply chain connectivity:  The speed of digital 
transformation has outpaced the regulatory 
response, and this must be addressed.  APEC 
should accelerate the implementation of the 
APEC Internet and Digital Economy Roadmap in 
areas of greatest impact for business, establish 
interoperable paperless trade systems across 
the region, support an enabling ecosystem for 
e-signatures, develop a regional implementation 
plan for Global Data Standards, encourage 
cooperation on data governance in relation 
to privacy including the APEC Cross-Border  
Privacy Rules system, and prioritize effective 
cybersecurity.
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Supporting emerging technologies: An 
enabling environment for new technologies 
such as artificial intelligence (AI) and health 
technologies has the potential to boost 
productivity and resilience, but this must also 
seek to boost uptake and support greater trust.  
APEC should create an APEC multistakeholder 
forum to collaborate on AI governance, policies, 
regulation and standards, develop a framework 
for responsible processing of personal data 
by AI systems, and establish a more enabling 
environment for innovative health technologies 
including research and development, inclusion, 
skills development, data protection and 
interoperability.

Economy

Post-COVID recovery and structural reforms:  
There is no room for complacency in view of 
the improving economic situation.  Economic 
recovery from the pandemic has been highly 
uneven across economies and industries.  
There is urgent need for structural reform to 
address immediate challenges as well as 
digital transformation and climate change.   
APEC should maintain targeted business 

support measures for as long as needed 
and introduce innovative reforms in personal 
insolvency regimes.  More broadly, structural 
reforms should address fiscal sustainability and 
prioritize inclusion and sustainability.  Domestic 
fiscal stimulus measures should be coordinated 
at the regional level and take account of the 
risks to stability presented by the debt overhang.   

Disaster risk management: APEC should 
integrate disaster risk into fiscal planning and 
should develop and resource contingency 
recovery plans.  An all-of-APEC and all-of-
systems approach to disaster and pandemic 
responses, including strong public-private 
engagement, is needed.


