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Kia ora koutou

Thank you for the invitation to speak here today.

I am honoured to be invited and more than a little overawed with the task that you have set me.

 I think this is a very important event and I want to acknowledge the work that has already gone into its preparation – and the interest it has generated. The publicity has been impressive.

I chair a UNESCO organisation, the Asia-Pacific Migration Research Network,  that encompasses the Asia-Pacific region, which is concerned with research and policy development on immigration and immigrant settlement. As I listen to the issues faced by countries in the region, I am struck by the challenges we all face as countries and distinct ethnic communities in the decades ahead.

Nearly all countries in the region rely on immigrants for some reason, and for those like New Zealand – with ageing populations and declining  fertility – immigration is not a luxury, it is a necessity. Immigration is part of our future, but there are important questions that need to be asked about where our immigrants come from, what we expect from immigrants and what immigrants might expect from us. 

And in a sort of league table of who does well on these issues, New Zealand does not do too badly. 

For me, one of the profound moments that brought this home occurred in 2002 when the Prime Minister offered an apology on behalf of the Government and people of New Zealand to a particular group of New Zealanders. 

Symbolic – yes but nothing wrong with that. It made me enormously proud to be part of the country. 

The hard question is what happens next? And this is what this conference is about.

That apology is the start of a process, not an end. I want to map what I see as some of the challenges that lie ahead, and this conference will undoubtedly expand and possibly argue against some of what I have to say. 

New Zealand is a product of one of the great trading empires, the British Empire, that held sway through the nineteenth and early twentieth century. We owe a lot to those connections, and I am a direct product in terms of my own immigrant connections. There is a lot to value and preserve from those connections. But that is about the past : the future looks very different.

 The umbilical cord that so firmly attached us to the UK was cut in the early 1970s, and we have begun to adopt a new political and economic direction over the last thirty years. For baby boomers such as myself, Coronation Street was replaced by Shortland Street, and now we have new options such as BroTown. 

Globally, of course, the USA has been dominant for much of the twentieth century, economically and culturally. 

 But looking forward, the centre of economic power has already shifted considerably to Asia and if we want to discuss our economic future as New Zealanders, then we might want to look at our neighbourhood.

I have sub-titled what I have to say “The Century of China and the Chinese”.  

The US National Intelligence Council have decreed that the twenty-first century will see the dominance of China, similar to that of the USA in the twentieth century which is quite an admission for a US organisation.

While China has quite some way to go, its economic performance with annual GDP rates of between 8 and 12% have already pushed it into third place as a trading nation and if it maintains this growth, it will become the pre-eminent economic power mid-century.

There are significant issues concerning its “hard” infrastructure its system of rules, legislation and the way its bureaucracy operates - and its politics but there is little doubt about its potential. There are important reasons for a tradind nation such as New Zealand to develop its relationship with China and as Vincent Heeringa said in last months Unlimited, we do not share the US paranoia about this growth.

But there is a second dimension that I want to point out : the overseas Chinese diaspora of some 55 million is enormously influential and economically powerful. It provides two-thirds of the external investment in China itself. 

A group of researchers at UC Berkeley have taken a close look at the trade amongst these overseas Chinese and with China itself, and once this trade is aggregated, they argue that if it was treated as a distinct country, it would represent the third most economically significant globally. 

For various reasons, both positive and negative, these communities are very entrepreneurial, operate significant capital-pooling schemes and sponsor new forms of business. These networks are a very important player on global markets. 

The third dimension to all of this is the hypermobility of Chinese, especially as business people and students, and increasingly as tourists. 

China and India alone account for 25% of all tertiary enrolments  currently and China adds four and half million students to the tertiary scene every year, more than the total population of New Zealand. The unmet demand is enormous although it does fluctuate as we have discovered this year, 2005.

The point is that quite apart from permanent migrants to countries such as New Zealand, the numbers of Chinese seeking new business, leisure or educational opportunities is growing rapidly.

For all these reasons, this will be the Chinese century.

But the challenges for New Zealand are significant. Before I offer some comments on what is missing, can I respectfully comment on what happens to immigrant communities. This is common to all such communities.

The first issue is how we should identify and refer to one another.

The label “Asian” is unsatisfactory for reasons that are obvious : it is racial box in which we, Pakeha New Zealanders, dump a lot of culturally different peoples for our convenience and, at times, racist views of the world. You can hear the negativity in the use of descriptions such as “Asian drivers” or “Asian immigrants”. 

To some extent, the label Chinese is also unhelpful. It includes those and their descendents who have been here for up to 140 years. There are those who have arrived since 1987, from different parts of the Chinese world and with their cultural and political differences. And then there those who have been born to immigrants or the 1.5 generation – born elsewhere but raised in New Zealand – who are finding their own way.

In any migrant group, the differences amongst these groups about who they want to be or what they think should happen, can not be underestimated. It is rather like the teenager asserting their independence and claiming to know everything.

That is positive, but it does raise some key questions in terms of retaining or discarding bits of a cultural heritage.

How important is language retention?

What should you adopt from the host or majority Pakeha culture and what should you retain from your own culture?

What role should you play politically in New Zealand?

Who speaks for the community?

In 1999, Pacific peoples held a conference here in Auckland called “Pacific Vision”. It was exactly these issues that were debated.

New leaders were emerging from the community who did not fit the mould of traditional leaders. NZ Polys or NZ-Borns were doing things in ways that older or more conservative people found disturbing. There were new and important role models emerging in sports (Bernice Mene, Beatrice Faumuina) and music (Scribe). The new generations were not always doing what older generations expected of them. 

But that is common to all immigrant groups. 

That is a challenge for you as a community to discuss and resolve. One of the key points of tension will be between what Peter Li in Canada calls old-timers and newcomers. 

 But there are some other challenges that make some of this even more difficult because they involve the wider community.

New Zealand is not adverse to often quite radical changes, and while we were implementing neo-liberalism in the 1980s, we did two other things which have caused tensions.

We developed biculturalism and we altered our immigration policy.

The first addressed longstanding grievances and sought to more adequately ensure that the major institutions in New Zealand respected and reflected Tangata Whenua. In my view, it was about time and many aspects of these policy changes have provided an internationally respected model.

The problem is that it tended to be a conversation between the Crown and Maori, and others felt left out or disadvantaged in some way. 

This was highlighted by the effect of policy changes which radically altered who came to New Zealand as immigrants. The numbers of non-European migrants increased significantly, bolstered by temporary visitors such as students. 

These two policy changes provide us, in 2005, with some clear challenges.

For me, they include :

No clear, overarching and agreed multicultural policy. 

Australia and Canada both established their multicultural policy frameworks in the 1970s. We can argue about the detail but the point is that multiculturalism is sanctioned by the government and it reminds people that cultural diversity is an important part of each country and the rights of ethnic communities need to be respected.

New Zealand has the beginnings of such a policy, emerging from the work of the Office of Ethnic Affairs and the Human Rights Commission. I would challenge you to identify any of its key elements.

To take one example, we do not have a language policy in this country. What can any language community expect by way of recognition or support? We can’t answer that question.

One piece of homework for this conference might well be : what should a multicultural policy for New Zealand address?

The second issue is the relationship between ethnic communities, including the Chinese, and Maori. 

Simply put, I think there is frustration from both sides. Maori feel that they have little say or influence over immigration policy and they are wary of multiculturalism as being a way of sidelining biculturalism. Ethnic communities feel left out of the conversation and developments of biculturalism. Immigrants often do not understand what has led to biculturalism and feel that Maori are privileged in ways that are unfair.

My own experience suggests that as far as Maori are concerned, they would welcome an opportunity to discuss these issues directly.  It seems that this is a conversation which ought to take place more widely.

The third question is for all ethnic and indigenous groups : how do we talk about issues of cultural identity when they have become so politicised? 

One option is the media. My own recent review of the performance of the mass media in New Zealand over the last decade shows that it has improved. There are more features, editorials and columns which provide in-depth information and which stand up for immigrants against attack. There are still problems, but generally, the print media and radio, and to a lesser extent TV , have been much more sympathetic to immigrants and cultural diversity.

But there is also frustration when we talked to immigrant communities at how little the mass media dealt with issues that were of importance to them. One option was to create their own alternative media using new technologies. I was staggered at how extensive theseare, both those generated locally and those which help maintain contact with a homeland.

One of the problems is that new electronic media tend to talk to “small worlds”, worlds that are confined to a particular language or ethnic community. There are certainly websites such as Steven Young’s and Tze Ming’s which are available to all. There are many, many more which are not.

What role can the media play in helping generate understanding? Can they provide a forum for the discussion of issues? If not, what are the alternatives?

The other institution which does provide a forum is the education system.  

Finally, there is the issue of what happens when a community is under attack from anti-immigration groups and politicians? 

What can and should that group do? 

But the equally and perhaps more important question is who operates on behalf of all communities to correct or censure comments that affect the safety and well-being of one group or another?

One of the regrets I have is that when the government initiated the changes of the 1980s – both biculturalism and new immigration policies – little attention was given to the impacts of such changes on various communities. In the case of immigration, too much attention  was focused on the immigrant – how they were to be selected, what we expected of them, what they should and should not do once they got here. 

What about the host community?

If they were uncertain about what was happening, the lets address their concerns. 

What were the host responsibilities? Were various gatekeepers prepared for the changing workforce or housing rental market? A major issue at the moment, even with significant labour shortages is the reluctance of employers to consider immigrants workers.

In the context of these difficult issues, is there a political role, meant in its broader sense, for the Chinese community? 

If I can express my opinion, I hope there is and that some of you are willing to play that role. The problem is whether the “host nation wants to listen” as Liu Sheung has said. 

But it is difficult when a politician like Winston Peters, as it he did at Orewa a few days ago, divide New Zealand into a “we” and “they”. 

“…we are being colonised”

“..we share the common identity of being New Zealanders”

“…flooded with Asian immigrants”.

Then there was Rosemary McLeod’s column last week where she linked kidnappings and extortion to Auckland’s Chinese community, talked of unscrupulous Asian people, “isolated in small communities of shared language..”

In the UK in 2001, when the foot-and-mouth crises was blamed on Chinese restaurants, a 1000 members of the British Chinese community marhed in London. The government had to make it clear that Chinese restaurants were not at fault, but it gave the Chinese community a new visibility and respect. One of the outcomes was a website, Dimsum, set up by second generation Chinese who work in the City. It became a voice against negative stereotyping and as a means of discussing issues inside the community. As one of the founders said : 

“We’re debating everything from relationships to how to explain to your parents you don’t want to stay in the family catering business…”

But what they also said was that the community lacked a clear identity and that it was easy for others to attack.

Let me try and conclude.

You are one of the oldest communities in this country. You are also one of the newest.

You have faced levels of racism and discrimination, both public and from the government, which are unacceptable in a modern liberal democracy. You have every right to be angry and revengeful, and yet you continue to be optimistic.

Racism directed at you have re-emerged and all of us need to say “no – such views are unacceptable” and are certainly not part of New Zealand in the twenty-first century.

I would look to this conference to identify what we ought to do as New Zealanders, collectively, to adjust to the reality of life in the twenty-first century.

It is not your responsibility alone but you are well positioned and have the experiences to provide leadership.

That said, you are also rather like a family with the inherent small “c” conservatism of the older members of the family who do not want the family’s name to be sullied, while the younger members of the family are less constrained and as teenagers, are much more willing to test the boundaries and break the rules.

In all of this, we have some questions for all of us as New Zealanders:

What country do we want this to become?

What does it mean to be a New Zealander?

For you, what does it mean to be a Chinese New Zealander?

Don’t let these debates be hijacked by those who want to remain a south seas outpost of Britain. We deserve better than that.
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