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FOREWORD
OVER THE PAST YEAR, THE GLOBAL AND REGIONAL TRADE LANDSCAPE HAS BEEN
CHALLENGED AS NEVER BEFORE. A growing number of people around the world are questioning
the value of trade agreements, holding them accountable for slow wage growth, rising inequalities, and
job losses. Exemplified by Brexit and the U.S. presidential election, a wave of anti-globalization has
washed over the world. Further, global trade is slowing, and existing trade agreements have not kept
pace with the changing nature of trade itself, owing to the increasingly important role of digital and
services trades.

But trade has been one of the strongest drivers behind global growth and stability, particularly in
Asia. In the past quarter century, the number of trade agreements in the region has increased dramatically. At the same time, Asian countries experienced average annual growth rates nearly 3 percent higher
after liberalizing their markets. 1 The region’s openness has been a critical ingredient in spurring growth,
creating jobs, and lifting millions out of poverty. Trade has also helped nations develop stronger ties,
giving them a greater stake in one another’s economic success and reducing the likelihood of conflict.
What the French philosopher Montesquieu wrote during the eighteenth century remains as relevant in
the twenty-first: “Peace is a natural effect of trade.” 2
The course of trade is at a crossroads. The United States recently withdrew from the Trans-Pacific
Partnership (TPP), a high-standard trade deal that would bring together 12 Asia-Pacific countries that
represent nearly 40 percent of global GDP. This means that TPP, in its current form, will not enter into
force. This backlash against trade and globalization is not unique to the United States; this is happening
elsewhere around the globe. But just because the United States is now less supportive of trade and globalization does not mean that the rest of the world will follow suit. Those who do not participate in trade
liberalization and the pursuant reforms are likely to be left by the wayside.
Should protectionism and isolationism prevail, the Asia-Pacific region could become less open and
integrated, upsetting the regional economic and security balance. There is an opportunity to chart a
better course. With the right policies that tackle these areas of concern, coupled with high-standard trade
agreements that address emerging opportunities, such as the rise of digital trade and the integration of
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) into the global economy, Asia’s growth can continue benefiting the world.
In light of these high stakes, the Asia Society Policy Institute (ASPI) established an Independent
Commission on Trade Policy to examine the current state of play and potential opportunities and challenges ahead and offer practical recommendations for policy makers. Under the chairmanship of Wendy
Cutler, Vice President of ASPI and former Acting Deputy U.S. Trade Representative, the Commission
is composed of seven senior trade experts from across the Asia-Pacific, in line with ASPI’s mandate to
prominently feature voices and perspectives from the region. Combining decades of experience leading
trade negotiations and years of academic expertise, the Commission Members are uniquely qualified to
assess the current trends and prospects for greater trade, investment, and economic integration in the
Asia-Pacific.

Petronas Twin Towers in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Saeed Khan. AFP. Getty Images. 2010.
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With this in mind, in the following pages, the Commission makes a number of pragmatic recommendations that aim to promote high standards and inclusiveness in trade agreements, drive forward
regional economic integration, build support for trade agreements by better communicating their
benefits, and work with multilateral fora to help assuage the concerns of those who may be disenfranchised by trade and globalization.
Such a valuable endeavor would not have been possible without the support of many people. The
Commission’s work was informed by consultations with public and private stakeholders throughout
the Asia-Pacific region. It has benefited from the research and analysis of a wide range of scholars from
academia, think tanks, and multilateral institutions.
In particular, I want to express my appreciation to the Hinrich Foundation for its generous support
of this project. Hinrich Foundation founder Merle A. Hinrich and his extremely capable team provided
outstanding assistance to the Commission, for which I am grateful.
I also want to congratulate the coauthors of this report for their dedicated efforts and wisdom.
Commission Members Choi Seokyoung, Wendy Cutler, Gregory Domingo, Peter Grey, Shotaro Oshima,
Mari Pangestu, and Wang Yong integrated diverse perspectives from across the Asia-Pacific into a truly
compelling series of recommendations to chart the course of trade in this critical region.
As President of the Asia Society Policy Institute, an organization that seeks to build figurative
bridges, I believe that trade agreements can play an instrumental role in advancing growth, development, and regional integration, leading to a more peaceful and prosperous Asia and world. But I am
concerned with where we find ourselves today. My hope is that policy makers will heed the valuable
advice presented in this report. With the right policies in place, Asia-Pacific economies, inclusive of the
United States, can rise together, bringing greater growth and stability to the world. It’s my belief that this
report will make a useful contribution to this end.

The Honorable Kevin Rudd
President, Asia Society Policy Institute
26th Prime Minister of Australia
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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
L AUNCHED IN MARCH 2016, THE ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE INDEPENDENT
COMMISSION ON TRADE POLICY was created to explore key Asia-Pacific trade and investment
initiatives and their resulting challenges and offer recommendations on a viable path forward. This report
is the culmination of that effort.

Much has changed across the trade landscape since we started this project. The most salient development is an increasingly difficult political environment for trade. Skepticism about the benefits of trade
has become stronger and more vocal, exemplified by the January 2017 exit of the United States from the
Trans-Pacific Partnership. But these sentiments are exclusive neither to the United States nor to trade
agreements. Indeed, people around the world have expressed anxieties about the ramifications of trade
and globalization, and the income inequalities they are perceived to perpetuate.
Nevertheless, the Commission Members believe it is important to reassert that trade can be a force
for good by promoting economic growth, creating jobs, reducing poverty, and advancing much-needed
domestic reforms to modernize and open economies. Affirming that regional trade agreements are the
best path forward to liberalize trade and raise standards, the Commission Members offer a compelling series of recommendations to regional policy makers to advance and rebuild public support for
high-standard trade liberalization.
I am extraordinarily fortunate to chair such an esteemed Commission. Composed of seven senior
trade experts from the Asia-Pacific, the Commission is a uniquely qualified group with a depth and
diversity of experience, having collectively worked on trade policy as negotiators, researchers, and stakeholders for decades. After a year of lively deliberation and careful consideration, our work constitutes a
true Asia-Pacific consensus on a path forward for regional economic integration.
I am also grateful for the considerable research and editorial assistance from colleagues within and
outside of ASPI. In particular, I would like to thank ASPI Program Officers Alison Angoff and Jacob
Bell for their work coordinating this project, as well as Jay Chittooran and Jonathan Hillman for their
drafting support.
Further, this report has benefited from consultations with a wide array of former government
officials, thought leaders, and other stakeholders across the Asia-Pacific. This report incorporates their
wide-ranging inputs, for which I am deeply appreciative.
I am hopeful that this report, representing a newly formed consensus of perspectives from across the
Asia-Pacific, can serve as a guiding light for policy makers in the region to work toward further economic
integration and broad-based prosperity amid a fog of uncertainty.
Wendy Cutler
Vice President and Managing Director, Washington, D.C. Of f ice
Asia Society Policy Institute

1 2 | ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE CHARTING A COURSE FOR TRADE & ECONOMIC INTEGRATION IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
THE RECENT U.S. WITHDRAWAL FROM THE TRANS-PACIFIC PARTNERSHIP (TPP)
SHOOK THE ASIA-PACIFIC REGION. It has prompted governments and stakeholders across the
region to question why the United States walked away from an agreement offering substantial economic
and strategic benefits. But it was not entirely unexpected. Indeed, the U.S. presidential election illuminated widespread skepticism about the benefits of trade agreements, as well as a broader backlash against
trade and globalization—perceived causes of job losses, stagnant wages, and income inequalities. Meanwhile, global growth remains slow and uneven—both between and within countries. According to the
International Monetary Fund, the global economy is projected to grow only 3.4 percent this year, with
growth having stagnated in recent years. Similarly, according to the World Trade Organization (WTO),
global trade is slowing, growing only by 1.7 percent in 2016, down from 2.7 percent in 2015.

Nevertheless, the Asia-Pacific is a bright spot amid global uncertainty and tepid growth. In 2016,
nine of the fifteen fastest-growing economies were in this region. 3 Historically, trade has been one of
the strongest contributors to growth and stability, particularly in Asia. The number of trade agreements
in the Asia-Pacific has quadrupled since 2000, which
Regional trade agreements has enabled these countries to grow their econoand provide
offer the best path forward in mies, introduce much-needed reforms,
4
better livelihoods for their citizens. Meanwhile, key
the Asia-Pacific region to economic, technological, and institutional developliberalize trade, raise standards, ments are rapidly changing the very nature of trade
investment. The emergence of global value chains
and promote broad reforms. and
(GVCs), the increasing importance of services in
trade, the growth of digital commerce, the link between trade and foreign direct investment, and the
rise of small and medium-sized enterprises’ (SMEs) engagement in the global economy are creating new
economic opportunities for businesses of all sizes.
With the TPP’s future uncertain as a result of the withdrawal of the United States, its largest
member, and with the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) negotiations entering
their fifth year, Asia’s trade landscape is at a critical juncture.

TRADE POLICY COMMISSION FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The Case for Regional Trade Agreements
In evaluating the trade and investment trends and prospects in the region and around the world,
the Commission Members arrived at a central finding: regional trade agreements offer the best
path forward to liberalize trade, raise standards, and promote broad reforms. Regional agreements
allow countries to simultaneously tap into a number of markets at scales often unattainable through
bilateral deals. Moreover, regional agreements lend themselves to greater utilization. Having the same
standards and rules for all participating countries reduces confusion and encourages businesses, especially
SMEs, to take advantage of the benefits of these agreements. Further, regional trade deals, with the advent
of GVCs, better reflect the way business is actually conducted. In addition, regional agreements allow
more countries to be on the same page regarding complex and emerging issues, such as data flows.
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Recognizing that bilateral trade agreements will remain an important feature in the global trading
system, the Commission Members urge that all deals, including bilateral agreements, be comprehensive,
incorporate high standards, be WTO consistent, and enumerate clear accession provisions to encourage
greater regional integration. This finding serves as a central thesis around which the Commission recommends action in four areas.

1. The Commission affirms that policy makers should, in light of the U.S. withdrawal,
advance the TPP’s high standards in the Asia-Pacific region. As such, the Commission
Members:

• Urge the United States to reconsider its position on the TPP, even with possible adjustments;
• Encourage countries to advance the high standards found in the TPP through unilateral
reforms, other trade negotiations, and WTO activity; and

• Welcome the potential for TPP countries to bring the agreement into force without the
United States, including inviting additional Asian economies to join.

2. The Commission concludes that member countries should work hard to raise RCEP’s
standards. To accomplish this, the Commission Members:

• Advise RCEP members, in line with RCEP’s own principles and objectives, to negotiate

a high-quality agreement and not be tempted to adopt the lowest common denominator
approach; and

• Recommend RCEP parties seek substantially stronger outcomes, particularly for SMEs.
3. The Commission concludes that countries should pursue complementary opportunities
for liberalization in the Asia-Pacific region. Accordingly, the Commission Members:

• Advocate that countries collaboratively intensify multifaceted capacity-building efforts to
help developing countries raise standards, to be included in their trade agreements;

• Urge multilateral trade fora to focus their work on emerging trade issues such as digital trade,

state-owned enterprises, and GVCs, noting that the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation
(APEC) is particularly well positioned to do so; and

• Recommend countries that are interested in pursuing regional trade agreements consider

establishing a stand-alone SME agreement, based largely on the relevant provisions in the TPP.
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4. The Commission affirms that policy makers must rebuild support for trade amid
growing skepticism about globalization. To this end, the Commission Members:

• Counsel governments and multilateral bodies such as the Group of 20, WTO, and APEC

forum to more effectively communicate the benefits of trade agreements, using concrete
terms that are meaningful to the everyday interests and concerns of ordinary people, rather
than explaining broad macroeconomic impacts;

• Urge countries to proactively pursue appropriate domestic policies, including robust adjust-

ment assistance, retraining, and education programs—which are too-often viewed as afterthoughts—in parallel with trade agreements; and

• Advocate that multilateral fora serve as hubs for policy makers to exchange ideas and collaboratively generate best practices on how to help those impacted by trade and globalization.

CONCLUSION
In addition to slowing trade worldwide, an emerging rebuke of trade and globalization threatens the
potential for growth and liberalization. While trade has been a fundamental driver of global growth,
raised standards, and created opportunity—particularly in the Asia-Pacific region—its potential is not
yet fully realized. These recommendations encourage countries to promote high standards in trade agreements that go well beyond WTO rules and address emerging issues; build support for trade by tapping
into underutilized areas, such as SMEs; and urge multilateral fora to elevate the discussion on requisite
domestic policies to help those adversely affected by trade and globalization. As the global landscape
changes, so too must trade policy. The Commission Members urge policy makers not to allow today’s
uncertainties to overshadow tomorrow’s opportunities. With global growth lagging and global trade
inching along, bold action is needed.
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1. A CHANGING TRADE LANDSCAPE
GLOBAL GROWTH REMAINS SLOW AND UNEVEN—BOTH BETWEEN AND WITHIN
COUNTRIES. According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the global economy is projected
to grow only 3.4 percent this year, with growth having stagnated in recent years. Advanced economies
are growing a modest 1.6 percent. Emerging and developing economies are growing 4.1 percent with
considerable variation across countries. 5 Brazil and Russia are experiencing deep recessions, for example,
while China, India, and some of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) economies—
Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam—are experiencing strong growth.

Moreover, global trade itself has been slowing. According to the World Trade Organization (WTO),
global trade grew only 1.7 percent in 2016, down from 2.7 percent in 2015.6 This continues a troubling
trend. Between 1990 and 2007, global trade grew, on average, twice as fast as global GDP. 7 In the past
five years, however, global trade growth has slowed, growing at roughly the same pace as global GDP. 8
The causes are both cyclical and structural and include (1) the economic slowdown in China; (2) the
related decline in commodity trade and prices, particularly in the energy sector; (3) a persistently weak
Europe; and (4) increasing reliance on domestic production. 9 These developments underscore the need
for coordinated action to help revive global trade.
Nevertheless, the Asia-Pacific region remains a bright spot for both its recent economic growth and
its untapped
potential.
In 2000, the region accounted for less than 30 percent of global GDP. 10 Today, it
Graphics
Proposals
accounts for more than 40 percent. Asia’s remarkable rise is not an accident, but the direct consequence
Figure 1: Growth
of Free
Tradeeconomic
Agreements
in Asia some as a result of unilateral action, others as
of market-opening
policies
and other
reforms,
part of commitments under trade agreements. Key among them is a greater openness to trade.
Location: 1.1
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Between 1995 and 2013, for example, Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) economies’
average applied tariff dropped by more than half, from 12 percent to 5.6 percent. Successive General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and WTO negotiations, accompanied by the accession of China
and other countries, have addressed a range of non-tariff measures, including standards, licensing, and
government procurement. At the same time, many behind-the-border issues are starting to be addressed,
particularly in many free trade agreements (FTAs) concluded in the region, including competition
policy, regulatory matters, transparency, and anti-corruption. As a result, Asian economies have beneFigure
2:
Growth
Projections
in
the
Region
fited from
the robust
growth
that
liberalized
and internal
reforms promote.
Figure
2: GDP
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FIGURE 2: GDP GROWTH PROJECTIONS IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC REGION
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One key development is

that production is increasingly subdivided and based on tasks, forming global value chains (GVCs). 14,15
Even though products might be labeled as made in a single country, they may include inputs from
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many others. For example, one economy might export a smartphone but only contribute a fraction of
its overall value. The rest might come from designers, software engineers, chip manufacturers, and other
workers based in a number of other economies. 16 While the advent of GVCs raises questions about
the utility of bilateral trade agreements in the future, it is clear that these chains create new economic
opportunities for businesses of all sizes and economies at all development stages. This allows for greater
specialization around tasks, as well as leapfrogging over stages of development.

FIGURE 3: FIVE KEY DEVELOPMENTS IN TRADE AND INVESTMENT
1.

EMERGENCE OF GLOBAL VALUE CHAINS

2.

THE GROWING IMPORTANCE OF TRADE IN SERVICES

3.

GROWTH OF DIGITAL COMMERCE

4.

LINKAGES BETWEEN INVESTMENT AND TRADE AGREEMENTS

5.

SMALL AND MEDIUM-SIZED ENTERPRISES ' ENGAGEMENT IN THE GLOBAL ECONOMY

However, trade agreements have not kept pace with these changes. Historically, countries have
focused on moving their industries from low-end to high-end production. But as production has
become more international, flows of goods and services have become more complex. Producing competitive exports requires sourcing low-cost inputs. This is a fundamental shift in how many countries
approach competitiveness. To maximize their participation in GVCs, openness to trade and investment
is key, and thus countries must not only lower barriers to imports and investment but also address
non-tariff measures and other restrictions. Indeed, as tariffs have declined globally, non-tariff measures
have increased. 17
The Growing Importance of Trade in Services
A second key development is the rise of trade in services. Enabled by advances in technology, services now
account for more than 20 percent of global exports and closer to 40 percent in value-added terms. 18 This
trend is expected to continue as production in many Asia-Pacific economies rebalances toward services. In
China, for example, employment in services surpassed
employment in agriculture for the first time at the As the line between services
start of the decade, and services now contribute half and goods continues to blur,
of total output. 19 Among APEC members, services
make up approximately 67 percent of GDP. 20 Services trade negotiations that separate
are also critically important across all sectors of the the two will increasingly become
economy, especially as the distinction blurs between
less impactful to business.
the goods and services sectors. In the United States,
nearly 20 percent of the value of manufacturing output is tied directly to services. And in some U.S.
manufacturing industries, more than half of all employees work in service roles. 21 Furthermore, competitive inputs from the services sector are critical for participation in GVCs. Without efficient logistics
services (such as transport, warehousing, and distribution), for example, trade can lag significantly.22,23
Information and communications technology, finance, and knowledge-based services can have a major
impact on trade flows as well.
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The incredible rise of trade in services has implications for both the substance and framework of
trade agreements. Although a growing number of FTAs in the region include services provisions and
market access commitments, there is ample room for further liberalization. According to one estimate of
APEC economies, three-quarters of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are involved in services,
but only a small fraction export.24,25 Additionally, as the line between services and goods continues to
blur, trade negotiations that separate the two will increasingly become less impactful to business. These
distinctions, while used by governments, do not reflect how businesses operate. Put simply, more holistic
approaches are needed as trade agreements are shaped for the future.
Growth of Digital Commerce
A third key development is the rise of digital commerce. The growth of digital commerce has been
particularly impressive in the Asia-Pacific region, which is now one of the world’s leading e-commerce
markets with nearly one-third of global transactions. 26 These trends will continue as mobile and Internet
technologies spread. This year, mobile telephone subscriptions in the Asia-Pacific region are expected to
exceed 4 billion for the first time. 27 By 2020, about half the region’s population will have mobile Internet
access. Meanwhile, more potential customers around the world are gaining access to the Internet, which
is expected to expand from 2.7 billion to 5 billion users between 2015 and 2020. 28
These digital trends are creating opportunities for businesses of all sizes. While SMEs often lack
the capacity to navigate complex barriers to exporting, online platforms have helped level the playing
field. According to eBay, the export rates of SMEs accessing these platforms exceed those in the traditional economy by at least fivefold. 29 Underscoring the Internet’s potential to drive growth, a study by
McKinsey found that SMEs utilizing the Internet for business functions grew at twice the rate of those
that did not. 30 Looking specifically at the United States, although less than 5 percent of all SMEs export,
some 97 percent of eBay commercial sellers, almost all of them SMEs, export. 31 Similarly, Jack Ma,
founder of Alibaba, noted at the opening of his company’s Australia and New Zealand headquarters
the ability of globalization, in conjunction with digital commerce, to assist SMEs. These gains extend
beyond the IT sector and across several sectors, including retail and manufacturing.
To help digital commerce thrive, trade agreements must strike a careful balance. New technologies
have quickly outpaced the negotiation of trade agreements. Technology will continue evolving rapidly,
and governments should promote an open framework, allowing free cross-border data flows while taking
into account legitimate concerns about security and privacy. Unleashing digital commerce will require
assessing what types of new rules, if any, are necessary, as well as refining current ones. 32 The Trans-Pacific
Partnership (TPP) was one of the first trade negotiations that made digital trade a major feature, and
the balance it strikes between ensuring openness and addressing security and privacy concerns is a model
that could be considered for future agreements. 33
Linkages between Investment and Trade Agreements
A fourth key trend is that foreign investment has linked economies to world markets and spurred
competition that has stimulated domestic economic improvements among countries in Southeast and
East Asia. While foreign direct investment (FDI) in the region has traditionally been concentrated
among China, India, and Indonesia, this could change as countries compete for investment. This critical
dimension of the regional economic landscape is occasionally overlooked in discussions about trade. In
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addition, recent research shows that FDI plays a far greater role in supporting economic development
than previously recognized. 34
Trade agreements can play an important role in facilitating investment. A number of factors influence investment decisions by companies, including provisions of trade agreements on services, intellectual
property rights (IPR), and investment protections. Trade agreements can also offer specific benefits for
creating competitive global supply networks, as well as more general assurance of the overall business
climate. Bilateral investment treaties (BITs) play an important role as well by promoting an environment
conducive to inbound FDI. Indeed, the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission noted
that the conclusion of a U.S.-China BIT could have positive implications not only for the two participating economies but also for the broader region. 35 The literature suggests that the linkages between trade
and FDI are strong. Indeed, in the United States, manufacturing is the greatest recipient of foreign investment,4:attracting
share bySelected
far—more
than one-third (37.23 percent)—of total FDI inflow. 36,37
Figure
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Meanwhile, trade agreements are beginning to incorporate substantive provisions that benefit SMEs. For
example, both the TPP and the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) have chapters
dedicated to SMEs, and the TPP also includes myriad provisions that benefit businesses of all sizes and
are particularly meaningful for SMEs and new exporters. 39
This is a useful basis on which future agreements can build. For example, in the TPP, e-commerce
provisions can provide small businesses with more avenues to market their products and receive payment.
Customs procedures, including expediting express shipments, raising de minimis thresholds, and implementing single-window systems, could remove cumbersome requirements.40
Greater regulatory transparency and more effective dissemination of information can help SMEs
navigate complex trading regimes. Collectively, these measures can also address trade barriers that disproportionately impact SMEs and thereby help build critical support for trade agreements.
In sum, these trends point toward a world in which openness has never mattered more. Countries
that are amenable to commerce can reap the benefits of access to better technology, less expensive inputs,
and greater investment. With the proper domestic policies in place, these advantages can translate into
higher productivity, wages, and growth.

ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE CHARTING A COURSE FOR TRADE & ECONOMIC INTEGRATION IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC | 21

2. EXPANDING TRADE:
CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
IN TODAY’S LOW-GROWTH ENVIRONMENT, the incentives for pursuing high-standards trade
agreements are difficult to ignore. Under the right conditions, trade agreements can boost productivity,
wages, and growth. But making the transition to greater openness is not without challenges, particularly
as productivity improvements and technological advancements exacerbate domestic economic anxieties.

2.1 TRADE & GLOBALIZATION: EASY TARGETS FOR MISGUIDED CRITICISMS
In the current political environment, high-standards trade agreements are difficult to realize. Trade has
always been a hard sell, but it has become even harder in recent years. In some countries, this stems from
a growing backlash against globalization as stagnant wages and job losses have squeezed the working
and middle classes. Reflecting these challenges, a recent poll found that 32 percent of Europeans and
49 percent of Americans view global economic engagement negatively. 41 In Japan, public support for
promoting trade and investment liberalization has risen over the past two years but remains below 50
percent. 42, 43 These concerns cannot be ignored, given that real incomes in advanced economies have stagnated over the past decade. 44 Rather than feeling empowered, many people feel left out from an increasingly connected world. Some have argued that Britain’s vote to leave the European Union last year can
in part be attributed to this phenomenon. Others have pointed to the 2016 U.S. presidential election as
further proof of a rising wave of anti-globalization and anti-trade sentiments.
While trade has become an easy target for concerns about job losses and wage stagnation, this is
misguided. Rather, these phenomena have been driven primarily by technological change and domestic
policy choices. Manufacturing employment, for example, has declined in most major manufacturing
countries during the past 25 years, with losses in Japan, Western Europe, and the United States being
remarkably similar. 45 Since its peak in 1979, employment in the U.S. manufacturing sector has decreased
by nearly 40 percent. At the same time, manufacturing output has never been higher. 46 The United States
is producing more with fewer workers as a result of productivity gains and technological improvements.47
Imposing higher tariffs and other restrictive measures will not bring these jobs back, nor will they address
future disruptions from technological change. Too often, discussions about the benefits of trade are
limited to exports while the gains to consumers and producers from cheaper imports are overlooked.
Many observers would be surprised to learn that middle-class Americans gain more than a quarter of
their purchasing power from trade. In fact, at the 50th percentile for income, trade is responsible for 29
percent of consumers’ purchasing power in the United States. At the 10th percentile, that figure increases
to 62 percent.48 This is not a new challenge, but ignoring the import side of trade makes even less sense
in the context of today’s GVCs.
A closer look at public sentiment reveals a more complicated picture. For example, the majority of
Americans across all income brackets say free trade agreements have been positive for the United States.
Despite the U.S. exit from the TPP, a recent poll suggested that most Americans (60 percent) backed the
trade deal.49 Positive views of free trade agreements are even higher among young adults (67 percent) and
other demographic subgroups, such as Hispanics (72 percent).50
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The political dynamics in Asia are varied as well. For example, a 2015 poll found that only 38 percent
of Malaysians support the TPP, although 31 percent of respondents admitted they had not heard enough
to make a judgment.51 The same poll found that majorities in Australia, Japan, and Vietnam, among
other member countries, support the deal. Each country is also facing some internal opposition to the
agreement, of course, which underscores the need to continue communicating the agreement’s benefits.
If trade becomes a scapegoat for globalization’s challenges, nations risk forfeiting a powerful tool
for growth and needed economic reform. Forward-leaning trade policies can serve as an anchor for
much-needed domestic reform, which can help countries modernize and open their economies. Japan,
for example, has used its participation in the TPP to advance important structural reforms in the agricultural sector. Korea, through the United StatesIf trade becomes a scapegoat Korea Free Trade Agreement (KORUS) as well as the
for globalization’s challenges, Korea-EU FTA, undertook significant liberalization
of its services sector to gain competitiveness in this
nations risk forfeiting a powerful important part of its economy. Developing countries
tool for growth and needed such as Vietnam have linked joining the TPP with
domestic reform agenda. China, while not part
economic reform. their
of the TPP, has also sought to leverage trade liberalization to pursue market reforms. More generally, trade agreements not only spur growth but by
raising standards, they also help shape the broader environment in which that growth takes place. After
all, trade liberalization is not the end goal but rather a means for achieving sustainable growth and
development.

2.2 TPP AND RCEP: PATHWAYS FOR REGIONAL ECONOMIC INTEGRATION
In the Asia-Pacific region, two regional agreements have the potential to define trade architecture going
forward. Encompassing nearly 40 percent of global GDP—as originally envisaged with the United States
as a signatory—the TPP sets high standards and introduces groundbreaking disciplines into a trade deal,
including digital trade and state-owned enterprises (SOEs), while providing meaningful market access.
Covering almost half of the world’s population and nearly 30 percent of global GDP, RCEP holds great
promise. Done appropriately, it could advance trade liberalization while bringing greater predictability,
efficiency, and growth to participating economies, including many developing ones that will play an
increasingly important role in the global economy.
Even though these two agreements have often been characterized as rivals, the TPP and RCEP
are complementary pathways to achieve prosperity for citizens of the region, as well as greater regional
integration. The agreements share the key objectives of trade liberalization and economic reform, while
recognizing the importance of development and capacity-building components. Both agreements are
also open platforms that can be expanded to include additional members. Of course, there are important and substantial differences in breadth and depth of liberalization, coverage of rules, approach, and
membership. But overall, these agreements are capable of being developed in a complementary fashion.
The original aim of the TPP was to set a new bar for high-standards trade agreements while providing commercially meaningful market access to its 12 members that account for nearly 40 percent of
the global economy. Beyond reducing tariffs, the TPP includes state-of-the-art provisions that reflect
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FIGURE 5: TPP AND RCEP MEMBERSHIP
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current and emerging economic challenges,
such as the digital economy and SOEs. Further, by including
NEW YORK
provisions to liberalize and protect investment, strengthen intellectual property rights provisions, and
promote cumulative rules of origin, among other areas, the TPP will help members attract FDI and
create high-paying jobs. Independent analyses underscored the broad benefits of the TPP. The Peterson
Institute estimated that by 2030, the TPP would raise annual global incomes overall by USD $492
billion.52 Besides offering important economic benefits, the TPP provides far-reaching strategic value and
presents an opportunity to establish high standards
throughout the region in a wide range of areas includ- The TPP and RCEP are
ing IPR, SOEs, and digital trade.

complementary pathways to
achieve prosperity for citizens
of the region, as well as
greater regional integration.

More than five years ago, RCEP negotiations
were launched with strong guiding principles and
objectives. On the sidelines of the East Asia Summit
in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, leaders from RCEP countries agreed to pursue a “modern, comprehensive, high-quality, and mutually beneficial economic partnership agreement.” 53 They agreed that the negotiations should cover a number of areas, including trade in
goods and services, investment, economic and technical cooperation, intellectual property, competition,
and dispute settlement. If its guiding principles and objectives are accomplished, RCEP will be a positive
development for the region, especially as a catalyst for continued competitive liberalization.
RCEP’s potential in many ways stems from the fact that it includes 16 Asian countries that represent about half of the world’s population. Membership consists of ASEAN’s 10 member economies plus
ASEAN’s existing FTA partners (Australia, China, India, Japan, Republic of Korea, and New Zealand).
These economies account for more than a quarter of global exports and nearly 30 percent of global
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GDP. 54 Preliminary estimates suggest RCEP would increase global incomes by about USD $260 billion
over a decade.55 Since many RCEP economies are growing at some of the highest rates in the world—in
2016, China grew at 6.6 percent, India at 7.6 percent, the Philippines at 6.4 percent, and Myanmar at
more than 8 percent—realization of this trade deal can usher in greater regional and global growth.56
Yet, both the TPP and RCEP face their own distinct challenges. Since the TPP’s signing in February
2016, many countries have been working to secure domestic approval for it. Regrettably, the United
States announced it would withdraw from the TPP on January 23, 2017. Given that the TPP effectively
requires ratification by the United States and Japan, the agreement in its current form will not enter
into force. On the other hand, RCEP negotiations, having begun in 2012, are still underway in spite of
efforts to wrap up the talks last year; thus, a final agreement has not yet been reached.

2.3 CONTRIBUTIONS OF INTERNATIONAL ECONOMIC BODIES
World Trade Organization
Against this backdrop, we have witnessed trade liberalization increasingly moving from the multilateral
to the plurilateral arena. At the WTO, a number of factors, including differences centered on levels of
development, have constrained efforts to advance liberalization. In the WTO’s two-decade history, only
one multilateral agreement, the Trade Facilitation Agreement, has been concluded, and it still awaits
ratification.57 To be sure, the WTO remains a critical institution for monitoring trade policy developments, preventing protectionist measures, resolving trade disputes, and upholding the rules-based
trading system. For the foreseeable future, however, multilateral negotiations have lost momentum and
have ceased to become a viable option for trade liberalization. As a result, some members have instead
chosen to focus on plurilateral negotiations, including the successful expansion of the Information Technology Agreement (ITA) in 2016.
Additionally, the region has witnessed a growing number of bilateral and regional free trade agreements in effect, under negotiation, and under study. Since 2000, the number of FTAs in Asia has more
than quadrupled. This has created a web of different rules and market access commitments and in many
cases has contributed to lower FTA utilization rates than expected. Trade agreements have also become
more extensive and complex. As a result, the time required to conclude negotiations, ratify agreements,
and begin implementation is significant.
Group of 20
Beyond the WTO, other fora have become important venues for advancing international discussions on
trade. The Group of 20 (G-20), which brings together representatives from the 20 major global economies covering some 80 percent of world trade, has given trade issues more attention in recent years. In
July 2016, G-20 trade ministers met in Shanghai and agreed to convene regularly and provide political
leadership to promote inclusive, robust, and sustainable trade and investment growth.58 At the conclusion of the G-20 summit hosted by China in September, leaders pledged to ensure bilateral and regional
trade agreements complement the multilateral trading system and are open, transparent, inclusive, and
WTO consistent. They also committed to rolling back protectionist measures through 2018. While these
and other statements are encouraging, they will require political will from G-20 leaders, combined with
strong follow-up action to be effective.
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Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation
Regionally, APEC remains an important venue for promoting economic integration. In 1994, APEC
leaders committed to the “Bogor Goals” of free and open trade and investment for industrialized economies by 2010 and for developing economies by 2020. In 2006, APEC agreed to examine the long-term
prospects for a Free Trade Area of the Asia-Pacific (FTAAP) and has since carried out analytical work to
support this goal. Such an achievement would mark the logical endpoint of and an important achievement for regional economic integration.
In that spirit, APEC launched a collective strategic study on FTAAP during China’s APEC host year
in 2014, which was released in November 2016. This study concluded that an FTAAP could promote
economic gains and broaden regional economic integration, but negotiations for this trade deal should
not yet start as additional work, aimed at resolving existing trade and investment barriers, needs to be
done.59 Moreover, APEC has engaged in useful efforts on emerging trade and investment challenges
through the years. APEC’s work on trade facilitation, regulatory practices, investment principles, environmental goods, guidelines for regional trade agreements, and information technology products has
helped advance trade and investment liberalization in the region; in numerous cases, it has contributed to binding commitments in trade agreements in the WTO and regionally. With the 2020 Bogor
deadline less than three years away, the time is ripe for intensifying discussion on paths toward a more
integrated region.
Association of Southeast Asian Nations
ASEAN has served as another key platform for advancing the region’s trade and investment agenda.
Working toward a single market, ASEAN has made significant progress in removing tariffs, with nearly
96 percent of tariff lines at zero. Other achievements include reducing technical trade barriers and
promoting cross-border investment. These actions have produced significant economic gains. After the
launch of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC)
Blueprint in 2006, ASEAN trade increased by nearly Many assert that RCEP is a
USD $800 billion, and ASEAN’s share of global China-led negotiation, but this is
FDI more than doubled between 2007 and 2015.
In principle, the AEC, which Asian leaders declared not the case. RCEP is an ASEANcomplete in 2015, holds great promise and potential, centered agreement, which
covering a market of USD $2.4 trillion and nearly
builds on the ASEAN+1 FTAs.
630 million people.60 But there is significant room for
further progress. By one measure, only about half of ASEAN businesses have utilized ASEAN FTA tariffs
reductions. Further progress will require actions on a number of fronts, including liberalizing services,
removing non-tariff barriers, and addressing infrastructure gaps.
ASEAN is also instrumental in driving forward RCEP, as this regional trade deal weaves together five
separate ASEAN agreements with countries in the region and expands membership and commitments.
Many assert that RCEP is a China-led negotiation, but this is not the case. RCEP is an ASEAN-centered agreement, which builds on the ASEAN+1 FTAs.61 Just as ASEAN is the “glue” of the highly
diverse subregion, RCEP has the potential to unify the broader Asia-Pacific region under a high-standards economic framework.
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Other Economic Initiatives
A number of other economic initiatives underway in the region, though not primarily focused on trade
liberalization, could impact trade and investment flows. China’s “One Belt, One Road” (OBOR) initiative, for example, includes ambitious plans for building new roads, railways, ports, and other infrastructure connecting China, its neighbors, as well as those further beyond, even Europe. These development
initiatives are backed by a USD $40 billion Silk Road Fund and complemented by the establishment of
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). These efforts could help address the region’s significant infrastructure funding gap, as well as enhance trade and investment flows when reinforced by FTAs
among OBOR partners, as China has proposed. Another initiative is the Pacific Alliance, through which
Chile, Colombia, Mexico, and Peru aim to increase trade and advance economic integration in the
Asia-Pacific region.
While allowing groups of trading partners to deepen economic ties, bilateral and regional free trade
agreements are also creating gaps that must be addressed. First, there are ambition gaps. Some agreements are aiming for a high degree of liberalization and breaking new ground on a range of issues, while
others have relied on more incremental progress with a less comprehensive approach. Second, there are
membership gaps. Some agreements have fewer members than others, leading some to call them more
inclusive. Third, there are relevance gaps. Lengthy negotiating timeframes, differing levels of coverage,
and divergent standards can make agreements less relevant when they come into force. Finally, differences in how agreements approach the same sectors, goods, services, opportunities, challenges, and so on
can increase uncertainty as well as the cost of doing business.
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3. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ADVANCING
ASIA-PACIFIC REGIONAL TRADE AND
ECONOMIC INTEGRATION
HAVING ASSESSED THE CURRENT STATE OF PLAY, as well as the potential opportunities and
challenges ahead, the Commission reached a number of conclusions and recommendations for policy
makers. While recognizing current global realities, these recommendations are aimed at advancing trade
liberalization, bridging gaps, building support for trade and globalization, and advancing economic integration in the Asia-Pacific. Foremost, the Commission Members recognize that multilateral liberalization
still holds the greatest potential benefits, but deadlock at the WTO has led interested members to pursue
other options.

The Case for Regional Agreements
With this in mind, the Commission affirms that regional trade agreements offer the best path forward
to liberalize trade, raise standards, and promote broad reforms. Regional agreements allow member
countries to simultaneously tap into a number of
markets at scales often unattainable through bilateral The Commission affirms that
deals. Further, regional agreements lend themselves regional trade agreements offer
to greater utilization. Having the same standards and
rules for all countries reduces confusion and encour- the best path forward to liberalize
ages businesses, especially SMEs, to take advantage trade, raise standards,
of the benefits of the agreements. Moreover, with the
and promote broad reforms.
advent of global value chains, regional trade deals
better reflect the way business is actually conducted. Furthermore, regional trade agreements allow more
countries to be on the same page regarding complex and emerging issues, such as data flows.
The Role of Bilateral Agreements
Bilateral trade deals have merit, but they also have limitations. For instance, the benefits achieved by
high-quality bilateral agreements may not be commensurate with the time and resources required. For
some countries, the easiest and most economically relevant bilateral deals have already been completed.
Bilateral agreements, nevertheless, will continue to remain an important feature in the global trading
system. Throughout the world, and in particular the Asia-Pacific region, countries are negotiating and
concluding bilateral trade and investment agreements, such as the Australia-Indonesia FTA and the
Canada-Vietnam FTA. Further, the United States, under the Trump administration, has recently made
clear its preference for bilateral agreements.62 The Commission believes that regional trade agreements
are more relevant and promise greater value. At the same time, the Commission Members urge all deals,
including bilateral agreements, be comprehensive, incorporate high standards, be WTO consistent, and
enumerate clear accession provisions to encourage greater regional integration.
Higher-standards agreements offer stronger benefits across the board.63 Higher and stronger standards will yield economic gains, more trade, better jobs, income increases, poverty reduction, as well as
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other benefits. By reducing gaps and raising standards, these higher-standards agreements can not only
promote economic growth but can also be a central pathway to institute reforms.
In light of the U.S. exit from the TPP, the Commission recommends that countries incorporate the
TPP’s high standards through other avenues, including advancing the TPP without the United States.
Further, the Commission concludes that countries should focus on ensuring that a final RCEP agreement is of high quality. With this in mind, the Commission formed recommendations in four areas.

TABLE 1: TRADE POLICY COMMISSION RECOMMENDATIONS
ADVANCING THE TPP’S 		 RAISING RCEP’S
HIGH STANDARDS		 STANDARDS
IN THE REGION			
Urge the United States
to reconsider its position
on the TPP, even with
possible adjustments
Encourage countries
to advance the high
standards found in the
TPP through unilateral
reforms, other trade
negotiations, and WTO
activity
Welcome the potential
for TPP countries to
bring the agreement
into force without the
United States, including
inviting additional Asian
economies to join

Advise RCEP members,
in line with RCEP’s
own principles
and objectives, to
negotiate a high quality
agreement and not
be tempted to adopt
the lowest common
denominator approach
Recommend
RCEP parties seek
substantially stronger
outcomes, particularly
for SMEs

PURSUING COMPLEMENTARY
OPPORTUNITIES FOR REGIONAL
TRADE LIBERALIZATION

REBUILDING SUPPORT
FOR TRADE

Advocate that countries
collaboratively intensify
multifaceted capacity-building
efforts to help developing
countries raise standards,
to be included in their trade
agreements

Counsel governments and
multilateral bodies like the
G-20, WTO, and APEC
forum to more effectively
communicate the benefits
of trade agreements, using
concrete terms which are
meaningful to the everyday
interests and concerns of
ordinary people, rather
than explaining broad
macroeconomic impacts

Urge multilateral trade fora to
focus their work on emerging
trade issues such as digital
trade, SOEs, and GVCs, noting
that APEC is particularly wellpositioned to do so
Recommend countries that
are interested in pursuing
regional trade agreements
consider establishing a
standalone SME agreement,
based largely on the relevant
provisions in the TPP

Urge countries to proactively
pursue appropriate domestic
policies, including robust
adjustment assistance,
retraining, and education
programs—which are too often
viewed as afterthoughts—in
parallel with trade agreements
Advocate that multilateral
fora serve as hubs for policy
makers to exchange ideas
and collaboratively generate
best practices on how to help
those impacted by trade and
globalization

3.1 ADVANCING THE TPP’S STANDARDS IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC REGION
Recognizing the economic benefits and noting the strategic importance of the TPP, the Commission
Members urge the United States, unlikely though it might be at this time, to reconsider its position on
the TPP, including with possible adjustments, and to be open to exploring other avenues in which to
incorporate the TPP’s standards. The Commission also urges the TPP countries to continue ratification
efforts at their own pace. This way, the TPP would be ready to enter into force if the United States were
to change its position. At the same time, the Commission Members also note the possibility that the
other TPP countries might be interested in bringing the TPP into force without the United States. Some
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have also raised the possibility of inviting other Asian economies to join, including China. While this
would require modifications to the entry-into-force provisions and might present other complications,
the Commission sees value in pursuing this approach. While not within the scope of this report, there
would clearly be different, broader strategic implications depending on the path followed.
Incorporating the TPP’s Standards Elsewhere
With the TPP’s future uncertain, countries should look for other opportunities to pursue the high standards that are laid out in the agreement. These standards should be given significant weight, as they are
the result of careful consideration among 12 countries that represent nearly 40 percent of global GDP.
First, countries can accomplish this task by unilaterally undertaking reforms to raise their own standards.
Indeed, even if the TPP does not go into force, Malaysia has announced that it will upgrade its laws to be
in line with the TPP’s standards. Vietnam will also be upgrading its laws because, as a leading Vietnamese official noted, even “if there’s no TPP, the reforming process will still happen in Vietnam.” 64 These two With the TPP’s future uncertain,
countries are poised to attract a greater share of FDI countries should look for other
relative to countries that do not follow suit.

opportunities to pursue the
high standards that are laid out
in the agreement.

Second, a number of countries have recently
announced plans to upgrade existing FTAs, including
the New Zealand-China FTA and the Chile-Korea
FTA. The United States has indicated its interest in renegotiating the North American Free Trade Agreement. Third, with new FTAs under negotiation, such as the Australia-Indonesia FTA, the Japan-EU
Economic Partnership Agreement, and the China-Japan-Korea FTA, and more negotiations that may be
announced in the near future, the Commission Members believe that relevant parties to these negotiations should incorporate the TPP’s high standards. For instance, RCEP negotiators are considering TPP
issue areas, such as e-commerce, which underscores the TPP’s relevance as a benchmark. Fourth, the
Commission Members also recommend the WTO utilize the TPP standards in the range of its activities.
Promoting Inclusiveness through Accession and Capacity Building

With the view that the TPP may eventually enter in force, with or without the United States, the Commission considered how the TPP and the standards it espouses could be made more inclusive. Specifically,
Commission Members encourage a forward-thinking approach on inclusiveness, which would mean
expanding the membership of the TPP or broadening accession if it enters into force, as long as prospective members are ready to adhere to the agreed-upon high standards. If the TPP does not enter into force,
pursuing other avenues to adopt the higher standards will require a plan to ensure inclusiveness.
To promote transparent and expeditious accession of new members, the Commission offers a series
of recommendations. To begin, the Commission Members urge existing member economies to build on
the current TPP accession provisions by establishing clearly defined procedures and requirements for
accession at an appropriate time. The Commission also urges members to be flexible regarding whether
to include new members into the TPP as groups or individually. The Commission recommends that the
TPP members focus on TPP obligations in accession negotiations and refrain from seeking additional
requirements. It also encourages member economies to be open, in specific cases, to the prospect of
non-Asia-Pacific countries joining the TPP.
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There should also be an expanded program of trade-related assistance and capacity building so
interested developing countries in the Asia-Pacific region can move toward high standards, such as those
contained in the TPP. Such assistance would benefit both developing and developed members, with
faster access through custom entry points, better enforcement of intellectual property rights, and other
improvements. These programs could be put under the APEC umbrella or other ongoing capacity-building initiatives and could be started now.

3.2 RAISING RCEP’S STANDARDS
Although RCEP countries had originally set a 2016 deadline for negotiations to conclude, they agreed in
November 2016 to continue negotiating without setting a new deadline. The Commission welcomes the
fact that RCEP members did not sacrifice substance to meet an artificial deadline. Now that the TPP is
sidelined, wrapping up RCEP negotiations, in accorThe Commission Members dance with RCEP’s guiding principles and objectives,
have a new sense of urgency. Going forward,
urge RCEP member economies should
the Commission Members urge RCEP member econto negotiate a high-quality omies to negotiate a high-quality agreement and not
tempted to adopt the lowest common denominaagreement and not be tempted be
tor approach. The Commission Members recommend
to adopt the lowest common that additional work be undertaken to strengthen
denominator approach. market access commitments on goods and services.
Moreover, the Commission encourages any RCEP
agreement to go substantially beyond a consolidation of existing “ASEAN plus one” agreements. Finally,
the Commission Members urge RCEP to include predictable, consistent, and transparent provisions for
accession to promote inclusiveness.
In light of this additional negotiating time, the Commission Members believe there is an enormous
opportunity to negotiate substantially stronger outcomes. In particular, the Commission Members
recommend that RCEP negotiators focus on provisions with the most profound impact on SMEs,
given their immense contribution to Asian economies. While RCEP negotiators recently announced
the conclusion of the SME chapter, the Commission Members believe that more can be done in other
chapters of the agreement that will benefit SMEs. Specific areas could include, for example, e-commerce provisions that help SMEs market their products and receive payments, as well as provisions on
cross-border data flows, which are increasingly important to SMEs in global markets. Red tape could
be eliminated to make way for customs improvements and other trade facilitation measures, including
expediting express shipments, raising de minimis thresholds, and implementing single-window systems.
Transparency provisions could also assist SMEs navigating the regulatory process.
As RCEP negotiators pursue this work, the Commission Members urge them to develop an agreement that is complementary and avoids conflicting provisions with the TPP. Ideally, such an agreement
would provide a stepping-stone for members to subsequently join higher-standards agreements when they
are economically and politically ready. To enable developing economies to move toward higher standards
and ensure the principle of inclusiveness, the Commission Members recommend that developed member
economies of both the TPP and RCEP provide robust capacity building to developing members of RCEP.
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In light of the challenges faced by the TPP and RCEP, the Commission Members conclude that
at this time, it is premature to consider starting negotiations for an FTAAP. Following multi-year negotiations for two, separate regional trade agreements—one that will not enter into force as is, while the
other faces an uncertain future—countries may be reluctant to enter quickly into another protracted
negotiation to establish an FTAAP. Instead, the possibility of an FTAAP should be revisited sometime in
the future. Additionally, APEC’s recently released collective strategic study on FTAAP noted that while
this trade agreement could foster economic gains and broaden regional economic integration, further
work to resolve existing trade and investment barriers needs to be completed before next steps are taken.

3.3 PURSUING COMPLEMENTARY OPPORTUNITIES FOR REGIONAL
TRADE LIBERALIZATION
Bridging the Gaps between Regional Initiatives
Bridging the gaps identified by the Commission—ambition, membership, and relevance—will require a
range of actions. Even with RCEP in progress, some gaps are easy to anticipate. Differences in coverage,
liberalization, and reform levels will be the biggest. Bridging them will require multifaceted capacity-building work, which will benefit interested developing countries in the region, as well as those countries that provide assistance in moving toward higher standards.
Other gaps will be significant as well. The Commission believes that digital trade, investment,
and state-owned enterprises are likely to be among the most important areas. Digital trade is already
central to Asian economies and will grow dramatically in the coming years. SOEs, while varying between
countries, are creating challenges for the region’s competitive landscape. Rules for investment, whether
negotiated bilaterally or in a regional setting, will determine whether the region receives the capital, technology, and know-how to drive further gains in productivity. In all three areas, the TPP and RCEP can
be anticipated to diverge considerably.
In this sense, multilateral and regional organizations and entities will be critical. The Commission recognizes APEC’s important progress on issues that were once considered emerging and now have
become well known, such as trade facilitation, supply chains, and good regulatory practices, and urges
APEC to continue its work on these and other “gap” areas. The Commission Members also urge other
multilateral and regional organizations, such as the WTO, World Bank, regional development banks, the
G-20, and ASEAN, to undertake efforts in these areas, as appropriate. Such work can include the development of best practices, the sharing of experiences, technical workshops, and building the analytical
base necessary to bridge gaps. Combined with capacity building, these efforts should help provide developing countries with the knowledge base and comfort level to embrace higher standards and ultimately
contribute to greater regional integration.
Building Support for Trade Agreements by Encouraging SME Utilization
The TPP member countries, as well as other interested regional partners, may wish to consider moving
forward with an agreement that includes a subset of the TPP’s full obligations, such as a stand-alone
SME agreement. Given the importance of SMEs in the global economy, the Commission believes that
on top of having an immediate and sizeable impact, such an agreement could also help build support for
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trade. SMEs often lack the resources to successfully navigate these agreements; as a result, many SMEs
opt not to take advantage of the benefits offered in them.
An SME agreement would encourage SMEs to use these trade agreements, so that these businesses could
tap into foreign markets and reap the benefits of trade deals. Largely based on the provisions in the
TPP that significantly benefit SMEs, this agreement
The TPP member countries … could include e-commerce provisions that help SMEs
their products to market and receive payments,
may wish to consider moving bring
as well as provisions on cross-border data flows.
forward with an agreement that This agreement could create efficient and transparcustoms processes and streamline other barriers,
includes a subset of the TPP’s ent
thereby making it cheaper, easier, and faster for SMEs
full obligations, such as a to reach new markets. This could include expediting
shipments, raising de minimis thresholds, and
stand-alone SME agreement. express
implementing single-window systems. This agreement would also rely on greater transparency to assist SMEs in navigating the regulatory process. While
a stand-alone SME agreement would offer important benefits, it would not be a perfect solution, particularly if market access commitments are not included.

3.4 REBUILDING SUPPORT FOR TRADE
Regardless of the progress made on promoting regional economic integration and narrowing gaps
between the region’s trade agreements, the Commission concludes that a stronger case for trade agreements must be made. Abstract explanations of the merits of trade agreements have historically not held
up to criticisms relying on false narratives. Job losses and wage cuts—problems often ascribed to trade—
have actually been largely the result of increases in productivity linked to automation and digitization.65
In fact, trade often creates new economic opportunities for workers. In advanced economies, trade has
roughly doubled real incomes for the average household, while raising real incomes by more than 150
percent for the poorest ones.66
Communicating the Benefits of Trade and Globalization
It is imperative that policy makers more effectively communicate the benefits of trade agreements,
while making it clear what trade and trade agreements can reasonably be expected to achieve. At the
same time, policy makers must emphasize that much public concern about globalization can best be
addressed by reforms to domestic policies. Above all, these communications need to move beyond
top-line statistics and focus on how trade helps workers, families, and communities in concrete terms.
Governments should also consider taking additional steps, such as increasing the use of social media
to improve public consultations, giving more citizens the opportunity to view and participate in these
sessions. Such efforts would help increase awareness of the relevance of these agreements and dispel
myths about how they are negotiated.
While the Commission Members appreciate that public communications have an important role
to play, they believe that the substance of agreements matters even more. Around the world, too many
people view trade agreements as benefiting big businesses while ignoring or disadvantaging smaller
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actors. In particular, the Commission Members recommend that greater emphasis be placed on securing
meaningful benefits for SMEs, which will help build critical support.
Implementing Appropriate Domestic Policies

The Commission recommends that domestic policies empowering individuals and reducing income
inequalities go hand-in-hand with trade agreements. This support should not be limited to citizens
impacted by trade, but it should also protect those hurt by globalization more broadly, as well as by technological change and productivity improvements. Robust adjustment assistance, such as retraining and
education programs, wage insurance, and relocation and job search allowances, coupled with other social
safety net policies, are an important step in minimizing the adverse effects of trade. 67 These policies will
contribute to building a more dynamic and flexible labor force in the long run.
Combating Rising Anti-Globalization Sentiments through Multilateral Fora
With this in mind, the Commission Members believe multilateral institutions, including the G-20,
APEC, and WTO, have an important role to better communicate the benefits of trade and globalization,
as well as the potential dangers of backtracking from liberalization. These fora can credibly convey the
value of trade agreements, showcasing how liberalization can help families and communities and lift
countries out of poverty. At the same time, these fora
must also be vigilant against overstating their benefits The Commission recommends
by setting reasonable expectations and identifying that domestic policies empowering
which concerns are more appropriately addressed by
individuals and reducing income
domestic policies.

inequalities go hand-in-hand with
trade agreements.

The Commission also recognizes the role these
three specific fora can play in advancing policies that
can help offset the costs of globalization. To date, these multilateral bodies have undertaken important
work in this area. For instance, the G-20, at its summit in September 2016, noted that strong economic
growth relies on inclusive trade that lifts everyone, rather than policies that exacerbate inequalities. 68
APEC 2017, under the leadership of Vietnam, is focusing on championing policies that promote inclusive growth to ensure that benefits are more evenly shared, while reducing the costs.69 Over the past year,
the WTO has stressed the importance of creating a better, more inclusive trading system.70 Similarly,
WTO Director-General Roberto Azevêdo has implored countries to better leverage technology and the
digital economy, so that everyone can operate on a level playing field, have the same opportunities, and
secure the same resulting gains of globalization.71

Moreover, to help workers adversely affected by trade and globalization while also rebuilding a
dynamic and flexible labor force worldwide, the Commission Members strongly urge these multilateral
fora to serve as hubs for policy makers to exchange ideas and collaborate on domestic policies, including adjustment assistance and other social safety net programs. The Commission believes that countries
should use these fora to learn from one another, exchanging information on what policies have worked
and have not worked in helping those impacted by trade and globalization. Such a discussion could lead
to the development of best practices that could serve as a useful tool for policy makers in all countries. At
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a time of rising backlash against globalization and anger toward trade, the Commission Members believe
that such work would be exceedingly important and relevant.
The Commission urges these fora to intensify efforts in these three areas—communication, inclusive
policies, and best practices—placing these issues front and center on their agendas. The Commission
Members recommend that work begin immediately, so the G-20 summit in Germany in July, the APEC
economic leaders’ meeting in Vietnam in November, and the WTO trade ministers’ meeting in Argentina in December can result in meaningful outcomes in these important areas.

4. CONCLUSION
IN SUM, TRADE AGREEMENTS ARE NEITHER THE PANACEA FOR NOR THE SOLE CAUSE
OF EVERY ECONOMIC MALADY. But they remain a critical tool for spurring growth, creating jobs,
reducing poverty, and advancing much-needed domestic reforms to modernize and open economies.
The Commission’s recommendations encourage countries to promote high standards in trade agreements that go well beyond WTO rules and address emerging issues; build support for trade by tapping
into underutilized areas, such as SMEs; and urge multilateral fora to elevate the discussion on requisite
domestic policies to help those adversely affected by trade and globalization.

Though the benefits of trade may not be immediately clear to the public at large, it is incumbent
upon policy makers and all stakeholders to affirm support for advancing economic integration at this
critical juncture in the trade landscape. Though the global backlash against trade and globalization may
engender uncertainties about the course of trade in the Asia-Pacific region, particularly in the wake of the
U.S. exit from the TPP, the Commission Members urge policy makers not to allow tomorrow’s uncertainties to overshadow today’s opportunities.

ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE CHARTING A COURSE FOR TRADE & ECONOMIC INTEGRATION IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC | 35

ENDNOTES
1

Brooks, Douglas H., and Eugenia C. Go. 2012. “Trade, Employment and Inclusive Growth in Asia.” In Policy Priorities for
International Trade and Jobs, 327–51. Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development.
www.oecd.org/site/tadicite/50288600.pdf
2

Montesquieu. 1748. The Spirit of Laws. Translated by Thomas Nugent.
http://press-pubs.uchicago.edu/founders/documents/v1ch4s2.html
3

“World Economic Outlook Database.” 2016. International Monetary Fund.
www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2016/02/weodata/index.aspx

4

Menon, Jayant. 2016. “The TPP Unveiled: The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly.” In Managing Globalization in the Asian
Century: Essays in Honour of Prema-Chandra Athukorala, 275–93. Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies.
5

“World Economic Outlook Database.” 2016.

6

“Trade in 2016 to Grow at Slowest Pace since the Financial Crisis.” 2016. World Trade Organization.
www.wto.org/english/news_e/pres16_e/pr779_e.htm
7

Freund, Caroline. 2016. “The Global Trade Slowdown and Secular Stagnation.” Peterson Institute for International
Economics. April 20. www.piie.com/blogs/trade-investment-policy-watch/global-trade-slowdown-and-secular-stagnation.

8

“Trade Growth to Remain Subdued in 2016 as Uncertainties Weigh on Global Demand.” 2016. World Trade Organization.
www.wto.org/english/news_e/pres16_e/pr768_e.htm
9
“What Lies Behind the Global Trade Slowdown?” 2015. Global Economic Prospects. World Bank Group.
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/564781443469745149/Global-Economic-Prospects-January-2015-Having-fiscal-spaceand-using-it.pdf
10

“Regional Economic Outlook: Asia and Pacific: Stabilizing and Outperforming Other Regions.” 2017. International
Monetary Fund. www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/reo/2015/apd/eng/pdf/areo0415c1.pdf

11

“World Economic Outlook Database.” 2016.

12

“IMF Survey: Asia: Growth Remains Strong, Expected to Ease Only Modestly.” 2016. International Monetary Fund.
www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/survey/so/2016/CAR050316B.htm

13

“The World in 2050: Will the Shift in Global Economic Power Continue?” 2015. PricewaterhouseCoopers.
www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/the-economy/assets/world-in-2050-february-2015.pdf

14

While some research has suggested the importance of GVCs is declining, as some production chains become more
localized, they remain an important aspect of modern trade that many agreements do not sufficiently account for.

15

“Global Value Chains.” 2015. Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development.
www.oecd.org/sti/ind/global-value-chains.htm

16

Barua, Akrur, David Gruner, and Sunandan Bandyopadhyay. 2015. “Global Value Chains: More a Development Strategy
than a Mere Process: Global Economic Outlook, Q4 2015.” Deloitte University Press.
https://dupress.deloitte.com/dup-us-en/economy/global-economic-outlook/2015/q4-global-value-chains.html

17

“TRAINS: Non-Tariff Measures (NTMs) Based on Official Regulations.” 2015. United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development. http://asean.i-tip.org/

3 6 | ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE CHARTING A COURSE FOR TRADE & ECONOMIC INTEGRATION IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC

18

Lanz, Rainer, and Andreas Maurer. 2015. “Services and Global Value Chains–Some Evidence on Servicification of
Manufacturing and Services Networks.” World Trade Organization. www.wto.org/english/res_e/reser_e/ersd201503_e.pdf
19

“Growing Challenges: East Asia and Pacific Economic Update.” 2016. World Bank Group.
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/24015/9781464809064.pdf
20

“APEC Poised to Lower Services Barriers to Lift Small Businesses.” 2015. Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation Secretariat.
www.apec.org/Press/News-Releases/2015/0519_services.aspx
21

Manyika, James, and Jeff Sinclair. 2012. “Manufacturing the Future: The Next Era of Global Growth and Innovation.”
McKinsey & Company. www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/operations/our-insights/the-future-of-manufacturing.

22

By one estimate, every additional day required to export or import goods could reduce trade flows by up to 4 percent.

23

“Global Value Chains: Challenges, Opportunities, and Implications for Policy.” 2014. Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development, World Trade Organization, and World Bank Group. www.oecd.org/tad/gvc_report_g20_july_2014.pdf

24

There is a similar pattern with exports of goods.

25

“APEC Poised to Lower Services Barriers to Lift Small Businesses.” 2015.
www.apec.org/Press/News-Releases/2015/0519_services.aspx
26

Di Caprio, Alisa, and Kati Suominen. 2015. “Aid for Trade in Asia and the Pacific 2015.” Asian Development Bank.
www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/160982/aft-asia-pacific-2015.pdf
27

Adhikary, Swarnava. 2016. “Four Billion Mobile Subscriptions in 2016.” Euromonitor International.
http://blog.euromonitor.com/2016/03/asia-pacific-to-cross-four-billion-mobile-subscriptions-in-2016.html
28

Meltzer, Joshua. 2016. “Maximizing the Opportunities of the Internet for International Trade.” E15 Expert Group on
the Digital Economy. http://e15initiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/E15_ICTSD_Internet_International_Trade_
report_2016_1002.pdf
29

“Towards an Inclusive Global Economy.” 2016. Small Online Business Growth Report. eBay Public Policy Lab.
www.ebaymainstreet.com/sites/default/files/ebay_global-report_2016-4_0.pdf
30

Pélissié du Rausas, Matthieu, and James Manyika. 2011. “Internet Matters: The Net’s Sweeping Impact on Growth,
Jobs, and Prosperity.” McKinsey & Company. www.mckinsey.com/industries/high-tech/our-insights/internet-matters

31

Gerwin, Ed. 2016. “A Big Deal for Small Business: Seven Stories of How the Trans-Pacific Partnership Would
Boost America’s Small Exporters.” Progressive Policy Institute.
http://www.progressivepolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/MEMO_Gerwin-TPP.pdf
32

Meltzer, Joshua. 2016. “Maximizing the Opportunities of the Internet for International Trade.”

33

“2016 APRU Digital Economy Summer Seminar.” 2016. Asia Pacific Institute for the Digital Economy.
http://apide.org/2016-summer-seminar-report/
34

Enright, Michael. 2016. “Overview of Foreign Investment in China.” Hinrich Foundation.
http://hinrichfoundation.com/fdi-in-china/
35

Gloudeman, Lauren, and Nargiza Salidjanova. 2016. “Policy Considerations for Negotiating a U.S.- China Bilateral
Investment Treaty.” U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission. http://origin.www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/
Research/Staff%20Report_Policy%20Considerations%20for%20Negotiating%20a%20U.S.-China%20Bilateral%20
Investment%20Treaty080116.pdf

ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE CHARTING A COURSE FOR TRADE & ECONOMIC INTEGRATION IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC | 37

36

Thummalpally, Vinai. 2015. “Inward Investment Guides: Trends Driving FDI in the United States.” Area Development.
www.areadevelopment.com/LocationUSA/2015-US-inward-investment-guide/trends-driving-FDI-in-the-UnitedStates-28201312.shtml

37

Gonzalez, Anabel. 2013. “Foreign Direct Investment as a Key Driver for Trade, Growth and Prosperity: The Case for
a Multilateral Agreement on Investment.” World Economic Forum.
www3.weforum.org/docs/GAC13/WEF_GAC_GlobalTradeFDI_FDIKeyDriver_Report_2013.pdf

38

Across ASEAN economies, for example, only 22 percent of SMEs export.

39

Gerwin, Ed. 2015. “The Trans-Pacific Partnership and Small Business: Boosting Exports and Inclusive Growth.”
Progressive Policy Institute. www.progressivepolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/2015.11-Gerwin_The-Trans-PacificPartnership-and-Small-Business_Boosting-Exports-and-Inclusive-Growth.pdf

40

The Commission noted that the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement will help address some of these challenges for
businesses of all sizes (including SMEs) once it enters into force, but more remains to be done.

41

Stokes, Bruce. 2016. “Europeans Face the World Divided.” Pew Research Center.
www.pewglobal.org/2016/06/13/europeans-face-the-world-divided/

42

According to one survey, support has increased from 34.6% to 41.9%.

43

“Overview of the Public Opinion Survey on Diplomacy.” 2016. Government of Japan, Public Relations Office.
http://survey.gov-online.go.jp/h27/h27-gaiko/summary.pdf

44

Dobbs, Richard. 2016. “Poorer than Their Parents? A New Perspective on Income Inequality.” McKinsey and Company.
www.mckinsey.com/mgi/our-research/productivity-competitiveness-and-growth

45

Levinson, Marc. 2017. “U.S. Manufacturing in International Perspective.” Congressional Research Service.
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R42135.pdf

46

“Industries at a Glance: Manufacturing: NAICS 31-33.” 2016. United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor
Statistics. www.bls.gov/iag/tgs/iag31-33.htm#workforce

47

Hicks, Michael, and Srikant Devaraj. 2015. “Manufacturing in America.” Ball State University.
http://conexus.cberdata.org/files/MfgReality.pdf

48

“The Economic Benefits of U.S. Trade.” 2015. Council of Economic Advisers. https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov
/sites/default/files/docs/cea_trade_report_final_non-embargoed_v2.pdf

49

Smeltz, Dina, Craig Kafura, and Lily Wojtowicz. 2016. “Actually, Americans Like Free Trade.” The Chicago Council on
Global Affairs. www.thechicagocouncil.org/publication/actually-americans-free-trade

50

Stokes, Bruce. 2016. “Republicans, Especially Trump Supporters, See Free Trade Deals as Bad for U.S.” Pew Research Center.
www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/03/31/republicans-especially-trump-supporters-see-free-trade-deals-as-bad-for-u-s/

51

Poushter, Jacob. 2015. “Americans Favor TPP, but Less than Those in Other Countries Do.” Pew Research Center.
www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/06/23/americans-favor-tpp-but-less-than-other-countries-do/

52

Petri, Peter A., and Michael G. Plummer. 2016. “The Economic Effects of the Trans-Pacific Partnership: New Estimates.”
Working Paper 16-2. Peterson Institute for International Economics. https://piie.com/publications/wp/wp16-2.pdf

53

“Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership.” 2016. Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.
http://dfat.gov.au/trade/agreements/rcep/pages/regional-comprehensive-economic-partnership.aspx

3 8 | ASIA SOCIETY POLICY INSTITUTE CHARTING A COURSE FOR TRADE & ECONOMIC INTEGRATION IN THE ASIA-PACIFIC

54

Ibid.

55

Wignaraja, Ganeshan. n.d. “A Tale of Two Trade Pacts in Asia: TPP and RCEP.” Nikkei Asian Review.
http://asia.nikkei.com/Viewpoints-archive/Viewpoints/Ganeshan-Wignaraja-A-tale-of-two-trade-pacts-in-Asia-TPP-and-RCEP
56

“World Economic Outlook Database.” 2016.

57

The term “ratification” is used throughout this report to mean “entry into force,” as opposed to the more narrow legal or
technical meaning that it carries in certain contexts.
58

“The G20.” 2016. Australian Government, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.
http://dfat.gov.au/international-relations/international-organisations/g20/pages/the-g20.aspx
59

“Collective Strategic Study on Issues Related to the Realization of the FTAAP.” 2016. Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation Secretariat. www.apec.org/~/media/Files/Groups/CTI/2016/Appendix%2006%20-%20FTAAP%20Study.pdf
60

“ASEAN Economic Community at a Glance.” 2015. The Association of Southeast Asian Nations Secretariat.
http://asean.org/storage/2015/11/AECat-a-glance-2016_web_version2.pdf
61

The 5 ASEAN+1 FTAs are with China, Japan, Korea, Australia-New Zealand, and India.

62

“Presidential Memorandum Regarding Withdrawal of the United States from the Trans-Pacific Partnership Negotiations
and Agreement.” 2017. The White House. www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2017/01/23/presidential-memorandumregarding-withdrawal-united-states-trans-pacific
63

“The Economic Benefits of U.S. Trade.” 2015. The White House.
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/cea_trade_report_final_non-embargoed_v2.pdf
64

Nguyen, Giang. 2016. “The TPP is Changing Vietnam’s Economy, No Matter What Trump Does.” Bloomberg News,
November 28. www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-11-28/the-tpp-is-changing-vietnam-s-economy-no-matterwhat-trump-does
65

Hicks, Michael J. 2015. “The Myth and the Reality of Manufacturing in America.” Ball State University.
http://conexus.cberdata.org/files/MfgReality.pdf
66

Fajgelbaum, Pablo D., and Amit K. Khandelwal. 2016. “Measuring the Unequal Gains from Trade.” The Quarterly
Journal of Economics 131 (3): 1113–80. http://www.econ.ucla.edu/pfajgelbaum/mugft_qje.pdf

67

Parilla, Joseph, and Mark Muro. 2016. “Where Global Trade Has the Biggest Impact on Workers.” Brookings Institution.
December 14. www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2016/12/14/where-global-trade-has-the-biggest-impact-on-workers/

68

“G20 Leaders’ Communique Hangzhou Summit.” 2016. Hangzhou, China: European Commission.
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_STATEMENT-16-2967_en.htm
69

Trân, Dai
. Quang. 2016. “Message by H.E. Mr. Tran Dai Quang, President of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam on APEC
Viet Nam 2017.” APEC 2017 National Committee. http://presscenter.org.vn/message-by-he-mr-tran-dai-quang-president-ofthe-socialist-republic-of-viet-nam-on-apec-viet-nam-2017_t221c1n64974tn.aspx

70

71

“Trade in 2016 to Grow at Slowest Pace since the Financial Crisis.” 2016.

Azevêdo, Roberto. 2016. “Towards a More Inclusive Trading System.” World Trade Organization.
www.wto.org/english/news_e/spra_e/spra139_e.htm

For more content related to this report, visit
AsiaSociety.org/TradeCommissionReport

Other Asia Society Policy and Business Reports
Advice for the 45th U.S. President: Opinions from Across the Pacific
Roadmap to a Northeast Asian Carbon Market
India’s Future in Asia: The APEC Opportunity
Avoiding the Blind Alley: China’s Economic Overhaul and Its Global Implications
High Tech: The Next Wave of Chinese Investment in America
Sustaining Myanmar’s Transition: Ten Critical Challenges
Chinese Direct Investment in California
Delivering Environmentally Sustainable Economic Growth: The Case of China
Advancing Myanmar’s Transition: A Way Forward for U.S. Policy
An American Open Door? Maximizing the Benefits of Chinese Foreign Direct Investment
Pakistan 2020: A Vision for Building a Better Future
Current Realities and Future Possibilities in Burma/Myanmar: Options for U.S. Policy
North Korea Inside Out: The Case for Economic Engagement

Preparing Asians and Americans for a Shared Future
Asia Society is the leading global and pan-Asian organization working to strengthen relationships and promote
understanding among the people, leaders, and institutions of Asia and the United States.
We seek to increase knowledge and enhance dialogue, encourage creative expression, and generate new ideas across
the fields of policy, business, education, arts and culture. Founded in 1956, Asia Society is a nonpartisan, nonprofit
educational institution with offices in Hong Kong, Houston, Los Angeles, Manila, Mumbai, New York, San Francisco,
Seoul, Shanghai, Sydney, Washington, D.C., and Zurich.

cover image : Cargo on a container ship. Matt Cardy. Getty Images. 2011; Stock market exchange hall in Fuyang,
China. VCG. Getty Images. 2016; Cars Being Manufactured on a Factory Assembly Line. Digital Vision.

