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ABAC NEW ZEALAND REPORT TO NEW ZEALAND BUSINESS
SECOND ABAC MEETING FOR 2009

BRUNEI DARUSALAM, 12-15 MAY 2009

Summary

The Brunei ABAC meeting:
· Agreed on advice to APEC Leaders on short term actions that could be taken to address the current economic crisis

· Upheld the commitment to resist protectionism in all its forms and to provide commentary on the business impact of protectionist measures

· Reviewed steps being taken by APEC towards the goal of a Free Trade Area of the Asia Pacific (FTAAP) and incorporated its views on APEC’s trade agenda in a letter to APEC Trade Ministers
· Advanced research on labour mobility and on ease of doing business in the region

· Approved a pilot project proposed by New Zealand to promote SME innovation.

· Began to chart a new way forward for the APEC Food System
· Approved a project in transport logistics and road safety

· Formulated new proposals for liberalization of financial services trade.

Introduction

1. ABAC’s second meeting for 2009 was held in the Brunei capital, Bandar Seri Begawan against the background of the H1N1 virus and the ongoing economic crisis,  The former did not affect proceedings unduly; the latter was much on everyone’s mind as it had been at the meeting in Wellington last February.  Much discussion at the meeting itself, as at the APEC SME Summit which preceded it, was focused on whether the bottom to the crisis had finally been reached.  The consensus was that despite the signs of so-called “green shoots” in some economies, some serious risks remain including in relation to the growth of protectionism in trade and financial markets. 
2. The meeting was attended by all three New Zealand members - Tony Nowell, John Blackham, and Gary Judd.  This was the first meeting attended by Stephen Jacobi in his capacity as Alternate Member and Senior Policy Adviser.  A number of member economies were not represented on this occasion but the meeting took place in a positive atmosphere despite the daily temperature checks.
Addressing the economic crisis

3. Whereas the Wellington meeting had focused on understanding the causes of the economic crisis, Brunei was the occasion for formulating ABAC’s recommendations to APEC Leaders on measures that could be taken in the short term to alleviate the crisis.  Discussion on these recommendations served to reaffirm APEC’s relevance as a body devoted to promoting trade and investment liberalization and facilitation and economic co-operation amongst APEC’s 21 member economies.  ABAC expressed support for decisions taken by G20 Leaders in London on 2 April.  Prior to that meeting ABAC had written directly to the nine APEC members participating in the G20 to draw attention to ABAC’s concerns.  Some dissatisfaction was expressed that despite the comprehensive nature of the decisions taken in London and the pleasing references to remaining vigilant against protectionism, many of the measures were taking too long to be implemented. While it was tempting to believe that the worst of the crisis was behind us, the consensus appeared to be that the recession was likely to last longer than expected.  This required a strong response from APEC and ABAC’s recommendations focused on urging APEC Leaders to meet the spirit of the G20 commitments on standstill on protectionism, to ensure that progress continues to be made on APEC’s own liberalization and facilitation agenda including steps towards a future Free Trade Area of the Pacific (FTAAP) and to move as quickly as possible to conclude the WTO’s Doha round. Considerable frustration was expressed that Doha after eight years of negotiation remains uncompleted.

Monitoring Protectionism
4. As Chair of the Liberalisation Working Group (LWG), Tony Nowell presented a report on the proposal, agreed in Wellington last February, to create an ABAC system for monitoring APEC compliance with the G20 undertakings on standstill on protection measures.  Members endorsed the proposal that ABAC should not seek to reinvent the wheel but should base its monitoring on WTO reports which provide the best coverage.  Tony presented a summary of the latest WTO report which found that while as yet there is no indication of a descent into intense protectionism there has been a marked increase in protectionist pressure and increasing use of trade remedies. On the other hand some governments had taken trade liberalization measures and some APEC members had not taken restrictive measures at all. On the whole the analysis revealed that current WTO rules provide substantial room for trade restrictions which are in effect WTO-legal.   This calls into question the spirit of the G20 commitment on standstill.  ABAC agreed that it was important to remind governments that any measures which lead to restrictions or reductions in cross border movements in goods and services are likely to be negative in the current climate. This view was incorporated into ABAC’s messaging to Leaders.  It was resolved to continue to monitor the APEC-specific content in WTO negotiations and to engage directly with WTO officials at the Da Nang meeting in August.
Advancing free trade
5. As well as the short term need to resist protectionism, the Liberalisation Working Group (LWG) considered steps to be taken in the medium term towards freer trade in the region as well as the longer term vision of the FTAAP.  Amongst the former ABAC reviewed aspects of the APEC’s regional economic integration agenda including work underway on rules of origin, harmonizing customs procedures and developing greater understanding of existing FTA provisions in the region.  This work will provide a useful basis on which the future FTAAP can be built.   It was also agreed that some effort would be taken to identify new generation issues to be included in FTAs which might reflect business’ increasing concern with market integration as opposed to market access,
6. LWG bemoaned the lack of progress in the WTO and agreed to send a further delegation to Geneva to lobby for a positive outcome. The stage reached with the Trans Pacific Partnership was also discussed with US representatives expressing a degree of confidence that the future of these negotiations will be clarified within the coming month.
7. ABAC’s views on APEC’s trade agenda were incorporated into a letter to APEC Trade Ministers who will meet in July.
Facilitating trade
8. The number of users of the APEC Business Travel Card stood at 67,812 at the end of March and the Facilitation Working Group (FWG) considered various proposals for expanding coverage and providing further services.  

9. FWG took note of progress with a project to gather information related to labour mobility – this project has relevance to New Zealand’s use of seasonal workers.  A pilot project to improve transport logistics and road safety was approved which could also have application in New Zealand.

10. With New Zealand’s support FWG endorsed initiatives related to principles for procedural fairness in competition policy and a new focus on customs issues.

11. ABAC Singapore shared the indicative findings of its “Ease of Doing Business” survey which revealed that the most pressing regulatory barrier faced by business in APEC was dealing with permits.  Within this the number of procedures to legally start and operate a business was the most urgent aspect for reform by APEC.  The survey remains open until 30 June whereupon the findings will be communicated to APEC senior officials for action. 

Enabling SME innovation


12. John Blackham made a presentation proposing a pilot project to establish a framework for enabling innovation by SMEs.  The project foresees the establishment of a mechanism for addressing the weaknesses of the innovation system by facilitating collaboration between SME innovators and larger corporations providing market access.  The proposed pilot project was endorsed by the Capability Building and Action Plan Working Group (CBAPWG)
Promoting sustainability

13. ABAC’s Sustainable Development Working Group (SDWG) considered a new direction for the APEC Food System which was first developed in 1998 and which has been strongly advocated by New Zealand. Against the background of a comprehensive presentation by an expert from the World Bank, it was agreed that future ABAC work would focus on promoting food security especially through trade.  ABAC intends to step up co-operation with other bodies including the World Bank, the Pacific Economic Co-operation Council (PECC) as well as APEC itself.  A road map to guide ABAC’s further work in this area will be developed for ABAC’s third meeting in Da Nang.  The feasibility for establishing an APEC Food Dialogue Group will be considered further at that time,  
14. SDWG also agreed to undertake further work in cooperation with the APEC Energy Business Network to develop a future strategy to promote energy security and address climate change in APEC.  Further analysis on trade in environmental goods and services was also approved.

Addressing financial issues

15. The Finance and Economics Working Group (FEWG) approved new proposals to promote the liberalization of trade in financial services in the light of the economic crisis, alongside a continuing focus on structural and regulatory reform.  Concrete proposals will be developed for APEC Finance Ministers meeting later this year. ABAC also agreed to sponsor a seminar on corporate governance to be held at the same time as the Ministers’ meeting.  
Conclusion

16. The Brunei meeting was noticeable for a sharpening of ABAC’s advice to Leaders which will be further refined as work continues towards the end of year Summit.  While the seriousness of the times was not lost on any present, there was a renewed determination to ensure that ABAC remains relevant to business and has practical advice to offer towards promoting economic recovery in the region.
For further information

17. Please contact Stephen Jacobi at 0294 725 502 or Stephen@nzibf.co.nz.

18. Copies of ABAC’s letters to APEC Leaders and APEC Trade Ministers are posted along with other information  www.nzibf.co.nz.

ABAC New Zealand
May 2009

