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Thank-you for your invitation to speak to you this evening and reflect on the increasing importance of New Zealand’s partnerships with our Asian neighbours. 

In doing so I am aware that while recent years have brought much closer links between New Zealand and the countries of Asia at the intergovernmental level, the people of Asia and New Zealanders have a shared history that reaches much further back than current headlines would seem to indicate. 

Back in the 1860s, Chinese goldminers were the first non-Maori and non-Europeans to come to this country in significant numbers.

They came in response to invitations to rework the Otago goldfields. Many regarded themselves as simply “passing through”, with the intention of returning enriched, to their wives and families in China.

Others stayed. Men such as Choie Sew Hoy, with his invention of the “Sew Hoy” or “New Zealand” gold dredge revitalised the flagging gold industry by reopening worked-over riverbeds and flats and brought renewed prosperity to the region. 

Another was Chew Chong. A friend of Sew Hoy’s, who likewise was attracted to the goldfields but eventually settled in Taranaki – and gold of a very different texture: 

Appalled by hygiene standards in butter production he bought a dairy factory, wrapped his product in parchment paper and introduced New Zealanders to the ubiquitous one-pound pack. 

Heartening though these stories may be, life for early Asian settlers in New Zealand was not always like this.   That’s why where wrongs were done there has been a process of reconciliation initiated by the present governments. 

As a wiser, more mature nation we cherish our Asian heritage – from wherever in that vast expanse it has made its way.   Increasingly, as a country, we are coming to celebrate our place as part of this flourishing and vital region. 

I don’t think it over-states the case to say that New Zealand’s view of Asia in the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries was shaded by suspicion and ignorance. 

World War II was certainly a turning point – even if a highly tragic one - in bringing home to New Zealanders that our future is closely bound into events in Asia. Following on from that conflict New Zealand began what one might call a two-pronged association with Asia.  On the one hand we became part of various security-related arrangements, such as ANZUS, SEATO and the Five Power Defence Arrangement.  We participated in some of the major conflicts of that era:  the Korean War, the Emergency in Malaya and the war in Vietnam. We had military forces stationed in Malaysia and Singapore. And we had military cooperation projects with a number of Asian countries.  

On the other hand, we began to reach out to Asia in new ways.  Trade with Asia, and particularly exports from New Zealand of primary products, became more important for the national economy.  And we began to import consumer products from many parts of Asia. The Colombo Plan, soon followed by NZODA, drew us into new relationships and increased people-to-people contacts  [Note: the Chairman of Asia Forum, Farib Sos, came to New Zealand on an ODA scholarship].  We joined some of the new economic-based institutions based in Asia such as ASPAC, ESCAP, and a number of other specialised bodies such as SEMEO (Southeast Asia Ministers of Education Organisation).  

The beginnings of a wider outreach to Asia is discernable in the fifties and sixties but for the most part, I think it’s fair to say, social and cultural links were sparse and tentative. 

Prime Minister Norman Kirk’s decision to recognise China in 1972, was a watershed in our developing independent relationships with individual countries.  

Kirk saw that New Zealand needed to look beyond traditional European links and direct more of its attention to the Asia-Pacific region. The time had come to engage seriously with Asia in all its manifestations.  We had moved on from the main legacy of the Second World War and the Cold War - a security-oriented view of Asia.  Now we began to appreciate Asia as an opportunity, not a threat; as a positive part of New Zealand’s future and not a danger to our existence.

Under the Kirk Labour government there was a major expansion in our diplomatic efforts in Asia and a new lease of life given to inter governmental relations.  Some may recall his trips to India and Bangladesh in an extremely uncomfortable Hercules transport aircraft.  At the same time, trade, tourism and wider people-to-people connections set off on a new path of expansion and formed the basis for the next stage in the development of our relations with Asia.

Two decades later, by the mid-1990s, New Zealand was well embarked on a policy of active engagement with Asian economies. 

The Prime Minister returned last week from participating in the APEC leaders’ Meeting, held in Pusan South Korea.  That was her 6th attendance at this summit-level meeting which brings together Heads of Governments from both North and South East Asia along with the other major Pacifc Rim countries.  New Zealand has been an active member of APEC since its formation in 1989 and gains considerably from the opportunity APEC meetings afford for high-level contact and the chance to engage with Asian economies and discuss issues that impact on the region as a whole.  

In two weeks time, the Prime Minister will attend the first East Asian Summit (EAS), to be held in Kuala Lumpur.  The EAS is part of the evolving architecture in Asia of inter-governmental contact. This inaugural meeting will bring together the 10 countries of ASEAN, plus China, Japan and  Korea together with India, Australia and New Zealand.   At this stage, it is not clear how the EAS will develop and what is important to us is that New Zealand is a founding participant.   That speaks volumes for the depth of relationships we are developing with Asian nations.  I would also note an important distinction between the EAS and APEC.   While the fundamental purpose of APEC is to review and take action on economic issues, the agenda of the EAS is open and any issue of concern to members can, in theory, be addressed. 

I am encouraged, first, that the pattern of dialogue and communication in the region is expanding and, second, that we have a seat at the table.

In other concrete ways we have moved to solidify our relations with Asia.  On the trade front we have signed free trade agreements with Singapore, Thailand and the Pacific Four  (Chile, Singapore, Brunei and New Zealand).  We are involved in talks about Free Trade Agreements with China, Malaysia and ASEAN.  Asia takes more than one third of our exports, and its relative importance as an economic partner is only likely to increase as the economies of Asia continue to grow strongly. 

I do recall from my own previous portfolios the number of important linkages built up with Asian countries in the field of law.  Some of these relate to high-level Ministerial visits, or exchanges among legal practitioners and academics.  I see from the latest report of the New Zealand Ombudsmen that in the last year they hosted delegations from Korea, Hong Kong, Macao, Malaysia, China and Vietnam among many others.  This all helps in building the understanding of each other’s systems.

We have expanded or made new ties with Asian countries on several fronts: politically, economically and diplomatically (and in this context I would note the Government’s decision this year to accede to the ASEAN Treaty of Amity and Cooperation), but vital though such high-level contact is, in the midst of all the international headlines and the future ambitions, our people were looking to other equally important ties. 

Wherever you look in the statistics about those Asian countries with whom we have formal ties, you’ll find education, jobs, sport and “visiting”  (or tourism if you insist) – the “people” things - rating highly. 

Students and new migrants from Asia continue to bring fresh ideas and values into our communities. We see Asian influences featuring strongly everywhere: in art, music, fashion and architecture. 

 Even eating out, particularly in our larger cities, now ranges from Pacific Rim to Asian Fusion with most Asian cultures represented.

Back when the Asia-impetus was gathering momentum, the government recognised that no matter how clear the benefits, rapid change would not be achieved without preparation. 

New Zealanders needed to have a good understanding of the different cultural, ethnic, political and religious backgrounds of our Asian neighbours and for this purpose the Asia 2000 Foundation, now the Asia-NZ Foundation, came into being. 

In its 10 years it has supported New Zealanders working and studying in Asia, and promoted cultural events such as the Indian Diwali, celebrated recently here in this Hall, as was the Chinese New Year back in February.   The Muslim celebration to mark the end of Ramadan was also scheduled to be held here (note:  shifted because of Parliament opening!) 

Today our collective knowledge of Asian cultures is at a stage where Asia is no longer thought of generically as a tropical, foreign region, distant and exotic in equal measure, but rather as a culturally diverse and dynamic region with which New Zealand's future is closely linked. 

But as with all worthwhile relationships, there is always room for advancement.

In 2003 Prime Minister Helen Clark asked for ways in which New Zealand could strengthen, sustain and re-energise our Asia ties. The result was Seriously Asia with its centrepiece forum, its 200-plus ideas and contributions, and a renewed determination to engage more with our Asian neighbours. 

Following on from the forum the Government has decided to fund a Seriously Asia Action Programme that included projects that would, among other benefits, strengthen Asian communities in New Zealand, build relationships with potential future regional leaders and create stronger business networks. 

A diverse menu of activities is being implemented under the Seriously Asia banner.  These include Prime Minister’s Fellowships under which emerging Asian leaders are invited to come to New Zealand, the visiting academics programme under which, as the title suggests, university exchanges are facilitated, the China Fellowships programme, the ASEAN Media Exchange programme.  A number of other initiatives are being pursued such as building links with “Track 2” organisations in Japan and India; an ASEAN leaders Exchange Programme, a Muslim Youth Leaders Exchange programme, a Southeast Asian business Seminar.

I would highlight, too, the very successful New Zealand Exhibition at the Aichi Expo in Japan.  The New Zealand Pavilion, emphasising as it did New Zealand’s special physical environment and culture, was a way of taking New Zealand to Asia and projecting our image to a very large and responsive audience.  The four million people who visited the New Zealand Pavilion reacted positively to our clean and green, smart and innovative brand image.  The Japanese organisers and the International Bureau of Expos cited the New Zealand Pavilion as being among the best at the Aichi Expo.  Our success was a tribute to an all-of-government effort,  strongly supported by the private sector. 

I have spoken about the significant increase in our linkages with Asia that has occurred over the past twenty years or so.  But there is still much room for improvement.  That was the message of the Seriously Asia exercise.  For me, and reflecting back to what I said at the beginning about the early Chinese immigrants to New Zealand, a key message is that we need to break out of our comfort zones and tap into the skills and expertise held by New Zealand's Asian communities. These communities are the 'human bridges' between this country and the Asia region to which our future is inextricably linked.  And this Asia Forum dinner is an example of building bridges.  You have been very patient listening to this speech now is the time to eat and converse and cement those ties that bind us all.
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