28th February 2008

Hunter Councils Board - Lake Macquarie City Council, New South Wales

A HUNTER REGION – WUHAN MUNICIPAL ECONOMIC RELATIONSHIP

Good morning ladies and gentlemen – it is a pleasure to address you.

Fifteen minutes is a short time to speak on the general issue of Australia China Economic Relations or the particular question of a Newcastle/Hunter Region Sister City or Sister Region Relationship with Wuhan City, the capital of Hubei Province, China.

Implicit in my speech this morning is the public launch of the current ACCCI ‘Four/Five-Year Strategy and Programme for China’, about the 7th since our foundation in September 1976. I do this in the context of the newly elected Rudd Federal Labor Government and all the Inquiries/Reports/White Papers that have been initiated in recent weeks – all I suggest have implications for Australia China Economic Relations.

As an aside it will be interesting to see how their Conclusions/Recommendations stack up against similar initiatives in 2009 by the next US President, whoever that may be, and the responses from China probably in 2010, remembering that there will also be a newly elected Chinese Chairman of the Communist Party and President of the PRC in late 2012.

I believe that my comments now and during question time will be in Australia’s ‘national interest’. The critical importance of relations between countries should never be left to governments, whether Federal or State, but include an essential Local or Municipal Government component as well as the whole range of NGOs.

Given Chamber’s 32 years working with ANZ and PRC cities at all levels, I can say we have accumulated a great deal of experience of what works and what doesn’t on both sides – and there are fundamental differences in the political, business, educational and cultural outcomes expected by the respective officials.

Moreover ACCCI has always felt New South Wales was, or should be, the ”Engine Room of Australia”. Unfortunately in our view there has been a decided slow down in NSW over the last decades since the State Election result in 1988. Whilst NSW Exports once accounted for up to 40% of Australian exports currently according to the latest DFAT figures the NSW share is down to barely 22% of Australian Exports.

One of many reasons is the attempt to overly center initiative and control in Macquarie Street, which cannot be done with most things and particularly with private trade, whether Exports or Imports – companies will simply re-locate to other States. This is a principal reason for Chamber remaining meticulously ‘non-government’ in our strategy and programmes.

Major Chinese cities/municipalities want an economic and cultural relationship with Australia’s principal city, Sydney – or the Greater Sydney Metropolitan area. Hence ASCCCI has a ‘whole-of-China’ approach or what we call a Key Cities Strategy.

In terms of Sydney this is to link 5 major Chinese cities with 5 Regions of Sydney, namely;

1) Sydney City Eastern – Hornsby/Parramatta/Cronulla – with Nanjing, Jiangsu Province, one of the historical capitals of China.

2) Sydney City Central – Parramatta/Penrith/Windsor/Campbelltown – with Pudong, the major industrial area of Shanghai

3) Sydney City Northern – Newcastle/Gosford/Muswellbrook – with Wuhan, Hubei Province

4) Sydney City Southern – Wollongong/Nowra/Goulburn – with Chongqing

5) Sydney City Western – Lithgow/Katoomba/Orange – with Chengdu, Sichuan Province

Chamber would welcome, entreat and plead with the Hunter Councils Board, representing the 12 councils of the Hunter Region including Newcastle - the Northern Lung of Greater Sydney - to take up the gauntlet and finally cement a strong and productive long term economic and cultural connection with Wuhan.

I say “finally” because Wuhan City officials have consistently for more than 25 years held out the hand of friendship to Newcastle and the Hunter Region. To underwrite this offer of friendship there have been numerous delegation visits including late last year when the Wuhan Deputy Mayor lead a delegation to a meeting convened by Chamber at the Newcastle Club. They are waiting for news of a reciprocal visit.

Specifically I have asked your CEO Ms Barbara Penson to distribute an Invitation to attend the Central China Expo in Wuhan between 26th and 28th April this year. The Expo is an attempt to further the Beijing Central Government Policy of accelerating economic growth in Central and Western China by highlighting the regional characteristics of Hubei Province and the seven surrounding provinces of Anhui, Jiangxi, Hunan, Chongqing, Sichuan, Shaanxi and Henan.

The emphasis is on the development of ‘economic and commercial relations’ with foreign business particularly in technology and innovation relating to finance, logistics, automobile, energy, environment and communications, amongst other industries. The RSVP is to the CCPIT Hubei by mid March 2008

This Central China Expo presents a marvelous opportunity for the Hunter Councils Board not only to represent the entire Hunter Region including Newcastle City but also to represent all of the Greater Sydney Metropolitan area throughout Central China via Wuhan City Municipality. This is a truly rare opportunity for Newcastle and the Hunter to catch a new trade wave.

The entire experience of Chamber will be available to support the Hunter Councils Board. In particular ‘organisational’ experience in working with Chinese friends at whatever levels in Wuhan and Hubei Province, China. You just have to read the ACCCI website to understand what I am offering the Hunter Region.

1) Our Policy Committees covering Trade, Commercial, Public Affairs and Cultural Affairs over three decades have participated in many government inquiries. Currently we are analysising the content and substance of new initiatives including the 2020 Summit, Climate Interim Report, International Trade Integrity Act, Trade Minister’s Review of Australia’s Export Policies and Programs, Defence Minister’s White Paper, Parliamentary Secretary for Defence Procurement ‘ Business Plan’, and Reviews by Ministers responsible for Infrastructure, Innovation, and Investment and Science, amongst others.

2) The ACCCI Annual Forums and Workshops Groups have convened many meetings since launched in 1995 in both Australia and China directed to the Chinese growth needs for Urban Services, Rural Industries, Infrastructure and Commercial Culture and therefore the business opportunities for Australian companies and institutions.

3) The Chamber ‘special projects’ teams, comprising member companies and friendly organisations, covering Investment, Innovation and Technology, Tourism Services and Education and Training have made significant contributions to the welfare of both countries. ACCCI does not blow a trumpet we just get on quietly with the job and let others take the credit – that is why we have been in existence for 32 years.

The ‘National Interest’ will ultimately require the signing of an Australia China Free Trade Agreement, but I suggest it will be fundamentally different to that concluded with the USA. It will be an all-embracing decentralized model underwriting Australia’s SME with a heavy emphasis on Professional Services.

The Hunter Councils Board, including Newcastle, has a priceless opportunity to cement it’s economic, commercial, educational and cultural relationship with Wuhan City, the de facto capital of Central China.
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