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My congratulations to the organisers of this conference and my thanks for being invited to be with you today.      

What follows reflects some thinking and observations over recent years.   Some of it draws on the work of colleagues in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade.  But I must emphasise that the comments that follow are personal, and not the views of the Ministry.

Apart from Wong Liu Sheng’s powers of persuasion, there was another reason for my being here today.   Twenty-five years ago, almost to the day, I left Hong Kong, where I had been for two and a half years to move to Beijing and take up an assignment with the New Zealand Embassy for the next two and a half years.   It wasn’t the first time I had been in the ‘northern capital’ but it was certainly my first chance to experience daily life in a city and country still emerging from the troughs of the Cultural Revolution.  

Deng Xiaoping was driving the modernisation process;  Hua Guofeng was about to hand the reins of government to a new Premier Zhao Ziyang.   Coca Cola had still to return to China, and with it many of the other icons of the west.  It was still a relatively impenetrable country, where the trip from Hong Kong to Beijing was an all-day affair, involving two trains, a border crossing on foot, and a flight from Guangzhou. But it was all about to change.

And what of New Zealand at this time?   Less than ten years after British accession to the EEC, our lives were still very much connected with Europe, albeit less so than previously.  We spent the years from 1970-1985 working on market access to the EEC for butter and sheepmeat, access to the US for beef, market access generally to Australia.  In the latter case, the signature of a closer economic agreement in 1983 provided a model for regional and bilateral trade agreements that would feature more prominently at the end of the 90s.   GATT ruled; the WTO was still ahead.   In  the early 1970s the countries of Asia took less than 15% of our exports, and it was mainly to Japan.  And consider our demographics:  of our population of 3 million, nearly 86% were European, 9% Maori, 3% from the Pacific Islands.  The 18,000 Chinese and 11,000 Indians together made up 1% of our population.

As I said, things were changing.   Only a few months into my time in Beijing, I was asked to meet a young Chinese boy of about 16 and his father to talk about an offer of sponsorship he had received to study in New Zealand, initially at secondary school but with the intention of continuing his tertiary studies here.   We met in the garden of the embassy, away from prying eyes or ears and worked out how this would best be managed.   I subsequently met other members of his family, including his once much-travelled but now elderly grandfather in Tianjin.  Towards the end of the year, the young man headed to New Zealand, completed studies at school and university, and later at university in the United States and began a career in business that has taken him into a position of prominence, not only on the New Zealand business scene but internationally.

In the twists of fate that often occur in our lives, we both ended up in New York at around the same time in the early 90s, he in business, me at our United Nations office.  I recall vividly a conversation around his future.   He had established strong New Zealand roots, acquired a New Zealand passport, friends and colleagues.  But he saw quite clearly that whatever his place of domicile (and indeed that has a lot less relevance in the globally-connected age, where with internet etc one can conduct a lot of business from a distance), his future work lay with the country he had left at age 16, the country that his immediate family had also now left.   I haven’t pursued the extent to which altruism is the dominant factor: I’m sure it’s an element; but there was certainly a clear vision that one could mix to great advantage the knowledge and understanding of one’s mother country with that of the country of adoption.  In that he has been a shining success.

I don’t need to remind an audience like this of the importance now of the Asian region to New Zealand.   And it’s not just the fact of our terms of trade: over a third of our exports going to Asian countries – that’s more than to the US and EU combined; well over a third of our imports from there; nearly a quarter of our tourists; over three-quarters of our international students.   It’s all of that and more.   As Colin James reminded us in one of his New Zealand Herald columns last month, it’s also the fact that our business with our key export market, Australia, also requires us to think how that trading relationship is bound up with Asia.  Australia and New Zealand, he said, are “now in the Asian – or more bluntly, the Chinese – sphere.”

The Prime Minister spoke of the challenges of “the new China” in a speech she gave here in Auckland in March. 
  She outlined the reasons why, after many decades of developing closer political, social and economic relations, the next goal on the horizon is a free trade agreement with the People’s Republic.  In part it reflects the fact of it being our fourth-largest trading partner; but it is also part of a broader engagement with China and the region and an international signal that China can deal with open market economies.    As she indicated then, and in an earlier speech given when I was at the university, New Zealand is working to widen the linkages with China, and in this the role of Chinese who have come to live or study in New Zealand is of critical importance.
  

I shall return to this matter of the Chinese New Zealander abroad in a moment.   It seems to be to mark a new phase in a process that for New Zealand had it beginnings in the mid-nineteenth century.   Today, looking back to the 1881 poll tax and the later attempt to introduce – twice -   an Undesirable Immigrants Bill, one is left somewhat staggered at an immigration policy based on the exclusion of non-whites.   As we were to find in the 1970s and 1980s, and as many in this room know and have written, the admission of non-whites owed more to economic need than to enlightenment.   Certainly in those early years of gold-digging and other activity, the prospect of permanent residence and citizenship was not uppermost in the minds of those granting admission.   

Nevertheless, that of course is what happened. But slowly. In 1945, there were fewer than 5,000 Chinese and around 1,500 Indians.   Twenty years later, those numbers had still reached only 10,300 and 7,000 respectively. And as I said earlier, even by 1981, with further growth, these two groups still accounted for only 1% of the national population.

Just as an aside, and to recall that Chinese were not singled out – even if they were the group most affected – I’d like to pause for a moment to recall the history of another group who came to New Zealand for economic opportunity, who also aroused considerable antagonism and ethnic prejudice in the communities where they came to live and work, especially north of Auckland.  The economic arguments levelled against them, we are told, had some foundation.  They’d work for low wages.   Seddon’s government attempted to deal with the “problem” by introducing an act in 1898 that discriminated in favour of British workers in the same occupation.  Shipping companies had to accept responsibility for ensuring migrants from this region had ₤10 before landing.  They were subject to delays in processing of naturalisation papers.

I am talking about the Dalmatian community.  Ironically, it was that very Kauri Gum Industry Act of 1898, as well as the subsequent decline of the industry, that forced many Dalmatians into other, especially urban, occupations. It probably also sped up the process of integration into broader New Zealand society. 

Coming forward, then, to the 1980s and 1990s, with the growing numbers of migrants from Asian countries, we witness the next phase of Chinese presence in New Zealand.   It’s no longer the market gardeners and fruit shop operators (not that they were ever the only occupations).    Globalisation, the search for a broader and more knowledge-rich migrant base, the changes taking place in Asian countries themselves - whether ease of travel or the concerns of those in Hong Kong pre-1997 -  proved powerful drivers.  By the time the last census was taken, in 2001, ethnic Chinese numbered over 100,000, of whom, significantly, about a quarter were New Zealand-born.  Overall, more than 270,000 identified themselves as of Asian origin – some 7% of the population.  As you know from recent reports, that figure is likely to be closer to 670,000 in 2021 accounting for about 15% of the total population.

Others here will have talked about this phase – I think you covered  Unpacking Bananas, Peeling Bananas and the Banana Republic yesterday.  Whatever words you use, what you are talking about is what Kai Luey described as “yellow Kiwis”.
   In other words, past the pioneering phase, past being a small, isolated and legally-disadvantaged minority.  As that article noted, some so assimilated that they lose track with their mother tongue and their cultural heritage.   The level of expectation is high: no ‘tall poppies’ please, no-one standing out.    It reminds me of those signs on Auckland motorways about ‘zip and merge’.   
But it’s not that simple.  I recall Peter Chan from the Waitakere City Council, in a seminar series we ran at the university in 2002 on Asians and Auckland, reminding us that Chinese were very wary about pushing themselves forward into political activity, at local – let alone central – level.   The time for that would come, but it would need a great deal more comfort about one’s surroundings first and less suspicion of authorities.   Perhaps that goes to explain why Asian representation in Parliament is about half proportionately of what it should be.   But there are signs of progress.  I was interested to read in the Herald a few weeks ago about MP Kenneth Wang and candidate Steven Ching.

Of course, along with the ‘yellow Kiwis’ there have been the waverers.   Professor Manying Ip, who has studied this closely, talks both of the astronauting of Taiwanese families, with one member returning to their homeland and then of the tendency for others to become “bi-local or multi-local”, maintaining business and family interests in both Taiwan and New Zealand.
  However, as Professor Ip notes, while the New Zealand business interests might be an extension from Taiwan, there is little evidence of these people having established significant international business networks for New Zealand.  It suggests something like one of those international telephone calls where there is a clear line one way but problems the other way.   

At a more general level, as Professor Ip has said elsewhere, it is essential to keep in mind that migration is a flow of people, not a matter of economic chips on a chessboard.
  And clearly there will be movement in both directions, for a variety of reasons. 

So after the pioneers, the settlers, the ‘yellow Kiwis’ and the in-betweens or astronauts, what next?  I think the clue for this has been given by others before me, including David Pang in his references to ‘diaspora consciousness’ to global connections and networks amongst Chinese New Zealanders.
  We often talk about ‘coming full circle’: in the context of this conference and mapping future paths, it seems to me that the time is ripe for greater connectedness between the ‘yellow Kiwis’ and the region that is both central to our future as well as the social heritage for those ‘bananas’.   And here I would like to delve a little into your conference title.  Why is the tiger ‘crouching”; why is the banana hidden?

Some of you will know, or know of, a place in the upper reaches of Yunnan Province called Hutiaoxia.  After the famous Three Gorges in neighbouring Sichuan Province, Hutiaoxia is the best-known gorge on the Yangzi River.  Quite apart from the magnificent physical landscape, legend has it that a tiger, being pursued, leapt from one side to the other in a single bound.    So, in English, it is Tiger Leaping Gorge.

My point is that tigers might well crouch.  But it’s usually with purpose: soon they make their move, whether to escape and live another day (as on the Yangzi) or in leaping to catch their prey.   Like the tiger, the Chinese community in New Zealand has enormous strengths, enormous connections and skills, and tremendous guanxi.   It’s already in evidence here in Auckland, and more generally in the country, in the businesses, the enterprises, the newspapers, the professions, the business councils and the well-developed social networks.

I don’t want to encroach on the next session on inspirational achievers and Cool Bananas but I’d like to put it to you that if New Zealand is to gain greatest benefit from the closer relationship with China of which the Prime Minister and others have spoken, the key will be in making sure that our New Zealand Chinese are riding that leaping tiger.

This is not to say that some of this isn’t happening already: it is.  I mentioned one case earlier.    There are many others.   I recall that when Ambassador Chen Mingming arrived in New Zealand in 2001, he was welcomed by over 100 members of the Wellington Chinese community, including businessmen keen to build trade.  One of them had just set up his first contract to sell New Zealand technology back to his homeland.
  Just the other day I was reading that The University of Auckland had established an office in Beijing.  The two staff are Chinese, one local, the other having previously graduated from the university here.  

There are other examples too: the role of a Dunedin couple in developing that city’s relations with Shanghai through business links; the employment of New Zealand Chinese staff by Dunedin’s Scott Technology to develop sales from their Shanghai office;  the many achievements of Richina under the direction of Richard Yan; the internationalised talent of Chinese or part-Chinese artists like Bic Runga and John Chen; the networks in the social sciences established by people like Professor Ip.   And there are others too.

The ongoing successes in the Chinese economy have been well documented.  In one sense, where it ranks on scales of globalised states is perhaps less important. The point however is that, as Professor Yongjin Zhang has shown, this could be the world’s leading industrial country by 2040.  Manufacturing capacity has been moved to China from the old bases in Europe and the United States.  It produces half the world’s cameras now, a third of the TVs and air conditioners, a quarter of the washing machines and will probably be a car exporter by the end of this decade.  It will have the largest shipping companies before long.
   All this suggests that the time is ripe for more of us here today to position ourselves as a bridge between this economic giant and the place we, for whatever reason, call home.

The opportunities are there, and not only in China.  For New Zealand, the countries of ASEAN offer a wide range of possible involvement for New Zealanders.  Remember that ASEAN’s share of our exports runs close to 9%.  Tourism and education exchanges are also significant.  Five of our nineteen working holiday schemes are with Asian countries,
 providing an important stepping stone for younger New Zealanders to live and work for short periods in these countries.    

Someone said to me that the Chinese community in New Zealand, for whatever reason, have yet to see themselves as part of the global worth of New Zealand.   I can understand part of this:  the effort to move, to settle, to assimilate, to participate in social and political ways is in itself very demanding.    And when family connections are strung out over the divide of the Pacific, that’s even harder, even if those phone calls are becoming clearer.

But I firmly believe the way of the future will be for more ‘yellow Kiwis’ to participate in our global connectedness, to help with those crucial links, while at the same time saying that the face of New Zealand is a multicultural one.   So let me conclude with what I hope will not be too disrespectful a suggestion to the conference organisers that the title of the next one should take good note of those bananas on the front of the brochure and be called “Leaping Tigers, Flying Bananas”.   
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