
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6 July 2021 

Keynote Address  

APEC Study Centre Consortium 
Conference 

Craig Emerson – Director, The Australian APEC Study Centre 
 

I wish to acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the lands on which we Australians 
meet and pay my respects to their elders, past, present and emerging. 

I also acknowledge that New Zealand is leading work on Indigenous economic 
inclusion in APEC this year. 

My thanks to Rob Scollay and New Zealand for hosting this APEC Study Centre 
Consortium Conference. 

We have a stellar lineup of speakers. 

A possible reason I was chosen to deliver the keynote address is that I witnessed the 
birth of APEC. 

On 31 January 1989, as Bob Hawke’s trade adviser I was holidaying in Thailand when 
Bob delivered a speech in Seoul proposing the creation of APEC. His next stop was 
Bangkok, where I was to meet up with him at the Oriental Hotel and join the travelling 
party for the remainder of the overseas visit – to meet Rajiv Gandhi in India and 
Benazir Bhutto in Pakistan.  

As he entered the hotel foyer with his Thai guests, I shouted: “G’day Bob.” 

Having looked all formal and ceremonial, Bob turned to me and said: “Ah, g’day mate. 
I’ll see you in a minute.” 

I joined Bob and other staff members in his suite, where we arranged to get together 
for an early-evening dinner in the gardens of the Oriental.  

As dinnertime approached, I ran across the lawns and failed to see a metal frame for 
footlights jutting up. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

I strode into the metal frame, gashing my shin. So, there was a modest amount of 
bloodshed at the creation of APEC – all of it self-inflicted. 

Upon our arrival in New Delhi a few days later, I found myself conversing at an 
Australian High Commission garden party with the New Zealand High Commissioner. 
His name was Sir Edmund Hillary. 

But enough with the name dropping. 

Later in 1989 a meeting was held in Canberra of the 12 founding members of APEC. 

In 1993, Australian Prime Minister Paul Keating proposed that APEC be made into a 
Leaders’ Meeting. Bill Clinton chaired the inaugural Leaders’ Meeting at Blake Island 
in 1993. 

From the outset, APEC’s philosophy was of cooperation in reducing trade barriers and 
not a customs union. Reductions in trade barriers would be done by an APEC 
member’s government unilaterally but confident that other governments would also be 
reducing theirs. 

In 1994, Leaders adopted the Bogor goals: free and open trade and investment in the 
Asia-Pacific no later than the year 2020. 

Average tariff rates in the APEC region have fallen from 14 per cent in 1994 to 5 per 
cent in 2019. 

APEC economies have made doing business in the APEC region easier. 

For example, the APEC Business Travel Card offers express-lane immigration 
processing through dedicated lanes for more than 340,000 business travellers. 

The average time to set up a small business in the APEC region has been reduced by 
11 per cent. 

APEC has performed strongly in liberalizing trade in goods – but less so in services. 

I know Jane Drake-Brockman will be speaking on this later in the conference. 

And a question mark surrounds progress in the liberalisation of digital trade. 

Looking further into the future, we should contemplate pathways to achieve the APEC 
vision of a Free Trade Area of the Asia Pacific (FTAAP). 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Already we have in place the Comprehensive Progressive Agreement for Trans-
Pacific Partnership (CPTTP) and the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(RCEP). 

Only three APEC countries are not in either of those groupings: the US, Russia and 
PNG. 

It is not too difficult to imagine that sometime in the future the two agreements could 
be merged into an FTAAP that includes the US, Russia and PNG. 

In the meantime, it might be possible at least to rationalise existing bilateral and sub-
regional agreements through, for example, common rules of origin among them – 
including the ASEAN-Australia-New Zealand Free Trade Agreement (AANZFTA). 

Beyond its direct, tangible economic benefits, APEC offers advantages that can help 
build long-term prosperity and stability. 

Through APEC, leaders are able to meet on neutral ground – that of the host economy. 

If tensions arise between two APEC members, it is not always easy for a leader of one 
country to travel to the other country for discussions.  

APEC provides a convenient venue for formal meetings on the sidelines of the APEC 
Leaders’ Meeting and for less formal “pull-asides” and impromptu discussions during 
coffee breaks. 

When I represented Australia at the 2012 APEC meeting in Vladivostok, I had casual 
discussions with Hillary Clinton and Vladimir Putin, the Prime Ministers of Singapore, 
Malaysia, Canada and New Zealand, and the President of Indonesia. 

It was at this meeting that I fully appreciated the imperative of APEC ministers and 
officials having ready for Leaders proposed tangible, practical announcements for their 
consideration.  

Leaders travelled long distances for such meetings, accompanied by their home media 
contingents. They needed to justify taking time for what had become the conference 
season for meetings of the East Asian Summit and APEC and a series of bilateral 
meetings. 

Simply attaching lengthy appendices to the Leaders’ statement for noting would not 
suffice – tangible “announceables” were essential. 

That is why the APEC Leaders’ agreement on limiting tariffs on 54 environmental 
goods to no more than 5 per cent was so important. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

As trade ministers we negotiated that agreement in the days leading up to the Leaders’ 
Meeting. It was endorsed without qualification by Leaders. 

That agreement has been implemented by all but two of the APEC economies, again 
on a voluntary basis. 

This brings me to the broader topic of reducing carbon emissions in the APEC region. 

Analysis by the Asia Pacific Economic Research Centre has revealed that the APEC 
economies are not on track to reduce emissions sufficiently to limit global temperature 
rises to 1.5 degrees Celsius.  

Much sharper reductions in emissions will be needed within APEC if the world is to 
have any hope of reaching this target. 

Many countries around the world are committing to zero net emissions by 2050. 

Note the word “net.” 

Humankind will still be emitting carbon in 2050, though in reduced amounts. 

To achieve zero net emissions, we will need to store carbon in soil, vegetation and 
depleted petroleum basins. 

Carbon storage would be facilitated and accelerated by the creation of carbon markets 
in which carbon offsets – carbon credit units – are traded.  

Each carbon credit unit would indicate that one tonne of carbon had been stored. 

There is a great opportunity within APEC for the creation of carbon markets trading in 
carbon credit units. 

A framework could be established to ensure the integrity of what I will call APEC 
Carbon Credit Units (APEC-CCUs). 

Developing an APEC-wide carbon market would be very difficult initially, given the 
diversity of APEC members including the United States and China. 

But sub-regional or even bilateral markets could be created, in which APEC members 
that did not have big opportunities to store carbon could purchase CCUs from 
members that had a comparative advantage in storing carbon. 

It is likely that business will create its own carbon market buying and selling CCUs. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

But using an agreed government framework for measuring and authenticating the 
storage of carbon would dramatically increase the integrity and price of CCUs. 

At the Australian APEC Study Centre, we have also been advocating an expansion of 
the Environmental Goods List which would take account of technological 
developments such as for hydrogen and on carbon markets. 

I want to finish by asking this question: Could APEC have been created today? 

My view is that it couldn’t.  

That’s why we should be glad that APEC was formed all those years ago and we 
should put an enormous effort into its long-term viability by delivering agreements that 
the Leaders of such a diverse region are glad to announce. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


