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Abstract. Established in 1989, the Asia—Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) facilitates economic cooperation and inte-
gration among its 21 member economies. Unlike other regional international organisations, APEC employs a consensus-dri-
ven, non-binding framework. Nevertheless, it effectively advances regional free trade. This paper examines APEC’s mandate
and competence, contrasting its voluntary approach with the binding frameworks of organisations like the EU and ASEAN.
It argues that APEC’s efficacy derives from its flexibility, reliance on voluntary action plans, and use of soft law instruments,
which support regional alignment while respecting national sovereignty. The paper concludes that institutionalising capacity-
building initiatives, particularly in domains such as digital trade and environmental sustainability, could strengthen APEC’s
ability to respond to contemporary economic challenges without resorting to binding commitments.

Keywords: Asia—Pacific Economic Cooperation; mandate; non-binding framework; international organisation competence.

O6pasen UUMTUPOBAHMUS:

Ukoy IOH. [TotHOMOUMST U crienuduKa AesTeTbHOCTU
A31aTcKo-TUX00KeaHCKOTO 9KOHOMUYECKOTO COTPYIHM-
yecTBa. JKypHan besiopycckozo 20cy0apcmeeHH020 yHUBepCu-
mema. MexoyHapooHsie omHouteHus. 2025;1:58—63 (Ha aHIL.).
EDN: DSCDBZ

For citation:

Zhou Yong. The mandate and operational approach of the
Asia—-Pacific Economic Cooperation. Journal of the Belarusian
State University. International Relations. 2025;1:58-63.
EDN: DSCDBZ

ABTODp:

Usncoy FOn — acnivpaHT Kadenpbl MeskAyHApOLHOTO Ipa-
Ba (axkyiabTeTa MEXIYHAPOIHBIX OTHOIIEHMIT. HayuHbIit
pyKkoBOAMTE/Ib — KaHAMOAT IOPUANUYECKUX HAYK, JOLIeHT
H. O. Mopos.

Author:

Zhou Yong, postgraduate student at the department of in-
ternational law, faculty of international relations.
774304512@qq.com

58



Me:xkayHapoaHoe NpaBo
International Law

ITIOAHOMOUYMSA U CITELHUOUKA AEATEABHOCTU
A3UATCKO-TUXOOKEAHCKOI'O
IKOHOMMNYECKOIO COTPYAHUYECTBA

YKOY IOHY

1)Beﬂopycaau? 2o0cydapcmeeHHbili yHusepcumem, np. Hezasucumocmu, 4, 220030, 2. MuHck, Benapyce

AHHomauyus. A3naTtcko-TUXooKeaHCKOe SKOHOMMUYECKoe cOTpynHMUuecTBO (ATIC) — permoHanbHass MeXAyHapOAHAsS
opraHmsanusi, cosganHas 21 rocygapctBoM B 1989 r. B mensix MHTErpanyy U pa3BUTUSI SKOHOMUYECKOTO B3aMMOIeCTBMSI.
B ornmume OT Apyrux perMoHaabHbIX MeXKIYHApOOHBIX opranusanuit ATOC QyHKIMOHMPYET HA OCHOBE KOHCEHCYCa M CO-
IJIalIeHMIA, He MUMEeIOIIMX 00s13aTe/IbHOM I0PUINYECKOI CUITBI, UTO, OHAKO, He CHIKAeT 3 (MEeKTUBHOCTY IeSITEbHOCTU Op-
raHu3alumn Mo PasBUTHUIO CBOGOMHOI TOProBIM B pervoHe. B manHoi pa6oTe maHaaT 1 kommeTteHuyu ATOC cpaBHUBAIOTCS
C MaHJATaMM ¥ KOMITETeHIIMSIMY TaKUX PerMoHalbHbIX 00benviHennit, kak EC u ACEAH, B 6osbliieit cTereHy OCHOBaHHBIX
v GYHKIIMOHUPYIONIVX Ha 6a3e I10puanyecky 06s13bIBaOIMX HOPM. [Toka3biBaeTcst, uTo 3dbdekTMBHOCTb paboThl ATIC 06-
YCJIOBJIEHA I'MOKOCTDIO €€ IMOIX0I0B, MPEeMMYIeCTBEHHBIM MCITO/Ib30BaHMEM ITPOTPAMM AEeCTBUS, pealn3yeMbIX Ha OOPO-
BOJIbHBIX Hauajiax, MpMMeHeHeM MHCTPYMEHTOB MSTKOT'O ITpaBa, 06eCIieunBaloIIX PermoHaIbHy0 KOOPAMHALIMIO IIPU CO-
XpaHeHUY Hal[MOHAJIbHOTO CyBEPEHUTETA KaXKIOTO yYaCTHNKA. JlelaeTcst BBIBOJ, O TOM, UTO MHCTUTYLMOHAIN3ALMS MHULMATUB
10 HapalllMBaHMIO TOTeHIIMaNa (0COOEHHO B TaKUX 06/ACTSX, KaK 1M(poBast TOPrOBJIS M IKOJOTHS) CO3AACT MPEATIOChIIKA
IIJIS1 TIOBBITIEHUST crtoco6HOCTY ATDC rMbKO pearmpoBaTh Ha COBpeMEHHbIe SKOHOMMYECKYE BbhI30BbI 6€3 MCIOIb30BaHMUS

IOPUIMYECKY 00SI3bIBAIOIIVIX MEXaHM3MOB.

Kniouessle cnosa: A3maTcko-TX00KeaHCKOe 9KOHOMUYECKoe COTPYAHMYECTBO; MAaHAAT, HeobOs13aTeIbHbIe paMKI; KOM-

TeTEHIIVST MEXKAYHAPOTHOV OpraHu3alun.

Introduction

The Asia—Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC),
established in 1989, is a regional international orga-
nisation dedicated to promoting of economic coopera-
tion and integration across the Asia—Pacific region. Its
21 member economies share a core mandate: to foster
free and open trade, enhance economic integration,
and encourage sustainable and inclusive growth'. Un-
like many comparable regional international organi-
sations (RIOs), APEC operates on a non-binding, con-
sensus-based model and imposes no legal obligations
on its members. This flexible approach accommodates
the diverse economic and political contexts of its mem-
bers, from highly developed economies such as the
US and Japan to developing economies including China
and Vietnam?. While this flexibility is advantageous,
introducing minimal enforcement mechanisms could
improve member state compliance with organisational
decisions, particularly regarding digital trade standards
and environmental commitments. R.E.Feinberg, for
example, contends such mechanisms could foster grea-
ter accountability while preserving flexibility [1, p. 137].

APEC’s economic impact and policy initiatives have
received substantial scholarly attention®. P. A. Petri, no-
tably, offers detailed analysis of its influence on regional

investment flows [2]. Scholarship has extensively exa-
mined seminal APEC policy instruments like the 1994
Bogor declaration® and the 1995 Osaka action agenda®.
P. Drysdale and S. Armstrong [3] analyse these docu-
ments as defining moments in APEC’s development,
stressing their function in setting a long-term vision
for open regionalism. Complementing this perspective,
J. Ravenhill [4] and M. Beeson [5] investigate APEC’s
institutional architecture, characterising it as a model of
«soft regionalism» that advances economic cooperation
without supranational legal structures.

Despite this substantive economic and institutional
research, APEC’s mandate and the consequences of its
non-binding framework remain understudied within
legal scholarship. While legal-institutional approaches
have been rigorously applied to organisations such as the
EU and ASEAN (notably by M. Cini and N. P.-S. Borra-
gan [6]), comparable scrutiny of APEC’s legal capacity,
institutional authority, and normative power is scarce.
U. Aimsiranun [7] offers a valuable comparative ana-
lysis of APEC’s structural flexibility relative to the EU
and ASEAN, yet this work does not comprehensive-
ly address APEC’s internal or external competences from
a legal perspective.

'About APEC [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/about-us/about-apec (date of access: 15.10.2024).
ZAPEC in Charts-2023 [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/publications/2023/11/apec-in-charts-2023 (date of ac-

cess: 15.10.2024).

SAPEC regional trends analysis [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/publications/2024/03/apec-regional-trends-

analysis-february-2024 (date of access: 15.10.2024).

41994 Leaders’ declaration [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/meeting-papers/leaders-declarations/1994/1994

aelm (date of access: 15.10.2024).

>Osaka action agenda [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/docs/default-source/publications/1995/12/osaka-action-
agenda-1995/95_esc_oaa.pdf?sfvrsn=f2d0cd5b_1 (date of access: 15.10.2024).
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Although some aspects of APEC’s legal-institutional
dimensions have been addressed, a focused legal ana-
lysis of its mandate is still lacking in the academic lite-
rature.

This research, therefore, undertakes a detailed exa-
mination of APEC’s mandate. It explores how the orga-
nisation’s emphasis on voluntary economic integration
and cooperative regionalism distinguishes it from other

APEC's

APEC’s core purpose is to advance free and open
trade and investment among its diverse Asia—Pacific
member economies®. The Bogor goals of 1994 embody
this commitment, establishing targets for achieving free
trade and investment by 2020 for industrialised eco-
nomies and by 2040 for developing ones. The Osaka ac-
tion agenda translates these goals into practice through
liberalisation, facilitation, and technical cooperation.
These priorities are reinforced annually in APEC lea-
ders’ declarations, which outline strategies for deepe-
ning economic integration and trade facilitation. Unlike
formalised RIOs such as the EU or the ASEAN, APEC
functions through non-binding agreements and volun-
tary participation. While this approach offers flexibility,
it differs from the EU’s supranational governance model,
which imposes uniform policies via legally enforceable
obligations [6, p.99]. ASEAN coordinates regional eco-
nomic cooperation following the EU model and seeks
to establish a fully operational ASEAN Economic Com-
munity’. Nevertheless, ASEAN remains a conventional
RIO, serving as a forum for international cooperation
rather than integration.

APEC’s primary objective, articulated in the Bogor
goals, is to advance trade and investment liberalisa-
tion. Developed member economies targeted free trade
and investment by 2010, with aiming for 2020 deve-
loping counterparts®. This commitment focuses on dis-
mantling trade barriers, reducing tariffs, and impro-
ving market access to create a more integrated regional
economy’. The EU, conversely, mandates binding com-
mitments under the Treaty on the functioning of the
European Union, ensuring policy uniformity'°. Conse-

RIOs. Specifically, the study investigates how APEC’s
mandate is constituted and how this formation affects
the organisation’s ability to implement effective policy
across its diverse membership. Through this analysis,
the paper clarifies APEC’s core objectives and its stra-
tegic approach to advancing economic growth, trade
liberalisation, and regulatory harmonisation within the
Asia—Pacific region.

mandate

quently, the EU’s single market achieves greater inte-
gration than APEC’s framework, where members retain
sovereign control over trade policy. Similarly, ASEAN’s
Economic Community seeks a single market and produc-
tion base'!, but implementation hurdles persist, partly
due to significant disparities in economic development
among members.

A key element of APEC’s work involves simplifying
trade regulations and strengthening regulatory cohe-
rence. Part one, section C of the Osaka action agenda
specifically advocates harmonising customs procedures
and documentation to facilitate smoother trade flows.
Part one, section D of this document also stresses en-
hancing trade policy transparency, providing businesses
with greater certainty for cross-border operations. The
EU typically accomplishes such harmonisation through
binding regulations and directives'?. APEC, lacking
equivalent enforcement powers, relies instead on peer
influence and voluntary compliance with agreed stan-
dards. ASEAN has advanced in regulatory alignment but
supplements this, unlike APEC, with legal instruments
such as the ASEAN Trade in goods agreement to under-
pin implementation'>.

Business facilitation is fundamental to APEC’s man-
date. Initiatives such as the APEC business travel card
streamline visa procedures for business travellers, fos-
tering deeper economic integration'*. Complementing
this, APEC advances regulatory coherence, working to
align standards and regulations across member eco-
nomies. This reduces compliance burdens and trade
barriers, commitments reinforced by the 2011 APEC
Leaders’ declaration'”. The APEC regulatory cooperation

®About APEC [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/about-us/about-apec (date of access: 16.10.2024).
"Significance of the ASEAN Charter [Electronic resource]. URL: https://asean.org/asean-charter/ (date of access: 16.10.2024).
81994 Leaders’ declaration. Paras 6-8 [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/meeting-papers/leaders-declarations/

1994/1994 aelm (date of access: 15.10.2024).
°Ibid. Paras 9-11.

10Treaty on the functioning of the European Union. Art. 288 [Electronic resource]. URL: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/
EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:12016 ME/TXT &from=EN (date of access: 16.10.2024).
"About AEC [Electronic resource]. URL: https://investasean.asean.org/asean-economic-community/view/670/newsid/755/about-

aec.html (date of access: 16.10.2024).

2Implementing EU law [Electronic resource]. URL: https://commission.europa.eu/law/application-eu-law/implementing-eu-law_

en (date of access: 16.10.2024).

I3ASEAN Trade in goods agreement [Electronic resource]. URL: https://asean.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/ASEAN-Trade-

in-Goods-Agreement.pdf (date of access: 16.10.2024).

“APEC business travel card. Section 2 [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/groups/committee-on-trade-and-in-
vestment/business-mobility-group/abtc (date of access: 16.10.2024).
152011 Leaders’ declaration [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/meeting-papers/leaders-declarations/2011/2011_

aelm (date of access: 16.10.2024).
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advancement mechanism, established in 2011, specifi-
cally targets these objectives'®. Analysis within the APEC
economic policy report of 2013 examines regulatory
practices and identifies governance improvements'’,
while the APEC Business Advisory Council report of
2015 advocates for regulatory alignment and capacity-
building'® to strengthen the business climate. These ac-
tivities build upon the foundational framework provided
by the Osaka action agenda. Further embedding this
approach, the APEC Services competitiveness roadmap
(2016-2025) commits members to coherent regulation,
underpinning a supportive business environment®’.
Dedicated dialogues and capacity-building initiatives
continuously improve regulatory implementation among
members.

While economic cooperation and trade facilitation
are APEC’s principal concerns, the organisation also
addresses financial stability. The APEC finance minis-
ters’ process promotes collaboration between finance
ministries and central banks, strengthening financial
oversight and market resilience?’. Emphasising inclusive
and sustainable systems as vital for economic secu-
rity?!, the APEC Strategy for strengthening quality growth
(2015-2020) is complemented by the APEC Framework
for strengthening economic and financial resilience
of 2017. This framework offers guidance to help eco-

nomies withstand both global and domestic financial
shocks?2,

APEC prioritises economic and technical coopera-
tion (ECOTECH) to drive integration and development.
ECOTECH programmes cover multiple sectors, promo-
ting sustainable expansion and narrowing economic
disparities. A central focus is empowering small and
medium-sized enterprises, particularly by improving
their access to finance, markets, and technologyZ3. APEC
fosters entrepreneurship and enhances business ma-
nagement capabilities. This enables medium-sized en-
terprises to participate more effectively in global supply
chains, contributing significantly to broad-based eco-
nomic growth. To address contemporary global challen-
ges more effectively, APEC could expand its ECOTECH
agenda to encompass critical areas such as sustainability
and digital transformation. This strategic development
would strengthen APEC’s capacity to foster regional
resilience and technological adaptation.

In summary, APEC advances free trade and invest-
ment through a flexible framework anchored by the
Bogor goals and Osaka action agenda. Its non-binding
structure fosters voluntary participation whilst enhan-
cing regulatory coherence and transparency that are
crucial elements for managing diverse economic deve-
lopment levels across member economies.

Internal competence

APEC employs a distinctive consensus-based deci-
sion-making process, producing non-binding outcomes.
The EU, by contrast, exercises supranational authori-
ty: its institutions issue binding decisions on member
states, and regulations apply directly without requiring
national implementing legislation*. Similarly, while
ASEAN has established binding agreements in specific
domains like trade, it lacks supranational authority.

APEC’s distinctive approach facilitates adaptable
responses to economic challenges and opportunities.

The APEC environmental goods list demonstrates this
flexibility: members voluntarily committed to reducing
tariffs on environmentally beneficial products, achie-
ving substantial reductions despite the absence of legal
compulsionzs. As F. M. A. Quimba and M. A. A. Barral
[8, p. 61] note, this structure allows members to pursue
initiatives that align with national priorities without
mandatory compliance. Unlike organisations such as
the AU, EU, or ECOWAS, however, APEC lacks defined le-
gal consequences for non-adherence to its agreements.

IAPEC regulatory cooperation advancement mechanism for trade-related standards and technical regulations [Electronic re-
source]. URL: https://www.apec.org/docs/default-source/Publications/2010/11/2010-CTI-Annual-Report-to-Ministers/TOC/Appen-
dix-4APEC-Regulatory-Cooperation-Process-Mechanism-on-TradeRelated.pdf (date of access: 16.10.2024).

7 APEC economic policy report [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/docs/default-source/publications/2013/10/
2013-apec-economic-policy-report/2013_ec_aepr_fullrpt.pdf?sfvrsn=d63e1d22_1 (date of access: 16.10.2024).

8APEC Business Advisory Council report [Electronic resource]. URL: https://en.rspp.ru/activity/cooperation/apec-business-ad-

Visolr;f—council—abac/ (date of access: 16.10.2024).

Annex B: APEC Services competitiveness roadmap (2016-2025) [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/meeting-pa-
pers/leaders-declarations/2016/2016_aelm/2016_annex-b (date of access: 16.11.2024).
“Finance ministers’ process [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/groups/other-groups/finance-ministers-process

(date of access: 16.10.2024).

ZLAPEC Strategy for strengthening quality growth [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/docs/default-source/pub-
lications/2020/11/apec-strategy-for-strengthening-quality-growth---final-assessment/220_psu_assqg-final-assessment-report.

pdf?sfvrsn=ffb67418_1 (date of access: 16.10.2024).

2Framework for strengthening economic cooperation and development [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/meet-
ing-zgapers/annual-ministerial-meetings/ 1996/1996_amm/framewrk _secd (date of access: 16.10.2024).

Small and medium enterprises working group strategic plan 2021-2024 [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/docs/

default-source/Groups/SMEWG/20_smewg50 030 _r.pdf?la=en&hash=C68CF6917E54734C055F9CA8891173558669AC36 (date of ac-

cess: 16.10.2024).

%The international law of regional organizations: final report [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.ila-hq.org/en/docu-
ments/ila-study-group-regional-organisations-final-report-may-24 (date of access: 16.01.2024).
Consensus framework resource guide [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/docs/default-source/publications/2024/
3/224 sme_consensus-framework-guide.pdf?sfvrsn=8bbcdecc_2 (date of access: 16.10.2024).
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Non-binding declarations, including the APEC Eco-
nomic leaders’ declaration, establish collective priorities
and strategic directions. The 2023 declaration, for exam-
ple, emphasised commitments on the digital economy,
sustainable growth, and inclusive development, urging
members to harmonise national policies with these
shared objectives?®. Although not legally enforceable,
such declarations carry considerable political weight
and foster a sense of collective responsibility.

APEC implements its objectives through individual
action plans and collective action plans. Individual ac-
tion plans involve self-assessment reports where mem-
ber economies detail progress towards trade and invest-
ment liberalisation targets, enhancing transparency
through voluntary disclosure. Collective action plans
involve collaborative initiatives among multiple mem-
ber economies, focusing on areas such as regional supply
chain connectivity while retaining flexibility in imple-
mentation?’.

APEC further develops regional guidelines and best
practices through instruments like the APEC privacy
framework, providing non-binding recommendations
to harmonise privacy standards®®. Rather than imposing
formal legal sanctions, the organisation employs peer
review, mutual assistance, and capacity development
to ensure accountability and establish a cooperative
compliance system?’. Member economies voluntarily
align policies with APEC guidelines, with progress moni-
tored via regular assessment.

Mutual support is integral to APEC’s operational
model. Economies engage in technical assistance pro-
jects to help one another meet shared commitments,
thereby enhancing the effectiveness of APEC’s initia-
tives and reinforcing collective responsibility. By prio-
ritising voluntary compliance and mutual support, APEC
respects member diversity and sovereignty. The forum
emphasises positive reinforcement, technical assis-
tance, and capacity-building rather than penalising
non-compliance.

APEC could strengthen these efforts by institutio-
nalising capacity-building programmes, particularly for
regulatory alignment, digital trade, and environmental
standards. Formalised support structures would better
address members’ diverse needs and enhance the fo-
rum’s impact.

APEC’s soft law instruments and voluntary mecha-
nisms thus balance national sovereignty with econo-
mic integration in the Asia—Pacific region. Focusing
capacity development on digital and environmental
domains leverages the forum’s comparative strengths:
it accommodates differentiated implementation pa-
ces, facilitates knowledge exchange, and aids domestic
transitions without compromising sovereignty. Unlike
transport or investment, often governed by bilateral
treaties or broader frameworks like the WTO, digital
trade and environmental governance are spheres where
soft law and technical cooperation can achieve signifi-
cant results absent binding commitments.

External competence

APEC’s external competence encompasses aspects
of international institutional law, including treaty-
making capacity, organisational liaisons, and the hand-
ling of responsibility issues.

Unlike universal bodies, which address a wide range
of global issues (UN), APEC concentrates exclusively on
economic matters within the Asia—Pacific region. While
APEC does not hold UN observer status, it has three
official observers: the ASEAN Secretariat, the Pacific
Economic Cooperation Council, and the Pacific Islands
forum Secretariat®. These bodies participate in APEC
meetings and facilitate targeted initiatives that respond
to member economies’ specific requirements>’.

APEC engages external partners primarily through

ties. This approach enables swift adaptation to evolving
economic conditions. Although this flexibility shares
some similarities with informal collaborations such as
those of the World economic forum, APEC remains dis-
tinct due to its regional scope and reliance on consen-
sus-based decisions [7, p. 3].

The Vienna convention on the law of treaties bet-
ween states and international organisations governs
treaty-making for international organisations. APEC,
however, chiefly employs non-binding commitments and
declarations, reflecting its informal operational model
that prioritises consensus and voluntary cooperation®2.
The diverse economic interests and priorities among
APEC members make negotiating and implementing
binding agreements challenging. Consequently, while

cooperative projects and dialogues, avoiding formal trea-

269023 Leaders’ declaration [Electronic resource]. URL: https://apec.sitefinity.cloud/meeting-papers/leaders-declarations/2023/
2023-leaders-declaration (date of access: 13.10.2024).

272018 APEC economic policy report [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/publications/2018/11/2018-apec-econo-
mic—g)olicy—report (date of access: 13.10.2024).

ZAPEC privacy framework [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/publications/2017/08/apec-privacy-framework-(2015)
(date of access: 13.12.2024).

2How APEC operates [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/about-us/how-apec-operates (date of access: 13.10.2024).

S9APEC observers [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.apec.org/about-us/how-apec-operates/apec-observers (date of access:
13.10.2024).

Intergovernmental and other organizations [Electronic resource]. URL: https://www.un.org/en/about-us/intergovernmental-
and-other-organizations (date of access: 13.09.2024).

52Vienna convention on the law of treaties between states and international organizations or between international orga-
nizations [Electronic resource]. URL: https://legal.un.org/ilc/texts/instruments/english/conventions/1_2_1986.pdf (date of access:
25.12.2024).

62



Me:xkayHapoaHoe NpaBo
International Law

APEC shapes international economic policy discussions,
it does not produce legally enforceable treaties [9,p. 171].

APEC membership criteria emphasise geographic
location and a demonstrable commitment to regional
economic cooperation, with admission requiring unani-
mous agreement among existing members [10]. Its inte-
ractions with both universal organisations (for example,
the WTO) and regional bodies (for example, ASEAN)

centre on trade facilitation and infrastructure deve-
lopment. These collaborations aim to deepen economic
integration and promote sustainable growth.
Responsibility for adhering to APEC initiatives lies
with individual member economies. As an organisation
possessing legal personality, APEC itself could theore-
tically face accountability under international law for
violations, such as breaches of the UN Charter.

Conclusions

APEC’s mandate is characterised by a voluntary,
consensus-driven approach. Strategic initiatives such
as the Bogor goals and the Osaka action agenda exem-
plify this framework, articulating APEC’s objectives for
trade and investment liberalisation, regulatory align-
ment, and sustainable development.

APEC’s non-binding structure promotes inclusivity
and adaptability, yet constrains the enforceability of col-
lective agreements.

This article contends that institutionalising capacity-
building programmes in digital and environmental fields
offers a more effective approach for APEC than conventio-
nal treaty-based methods when addressing 21%*-century
challenges. APEC’s structural flexibility and its members’
political diversity render binding agreements both diffi-
cult to negotiate and challenging to implement.

Capacity-building in digital and environmental sphe-
res exploits APEC’s distinctive strengths: it accommo-
dates differentiated implementation, facilitates know-
ledge exchange, and aids domestic transitions while
respecting national sovereignty. Unlike sectors such
as transport or investment typically governed by bila-
teral treaties or multilateral frameworks like the WTO
digital trade and environmental governance benefit

significantly from soft-law approaches and technical
cooperation. These methods can achieve substantial im-
pact without requiring legally enforceable obligations.

Expanding the ECOTECH agenda to encompass di-
gital transformation and sustainability would establish
APEC as aregional innovator responsive to global prio-
rities. Institutionalising these efforts requires dedica-
ted funding, clearer performance metrics, and enhan-
ced working group coordination. These measures would
strengthen the predictability and efficacy of APEC’s
support and thus boost resilience and reduce capability
disparities among members.

Finally, the analysis of APEC’s external competence
demonstrates that, despite lacking traditional treaty-
making authority or binding external agreements, the
organisation exercises significant normative influence.
Its soft-law instruments, partnerships, and observer en-
gagements shape regional economic governance without
formal legal integration. These mechanisms allow APEC
to contribute meaningfully to international economic
cooperation. Rather than relying on legal authority, the
organisation shapes norms, coordinates initiatives, and
encourages voluntary convergence amongst economies
with diverse legal and political systems.
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