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After a temporary slow-down in 2012, the proliferation of preferential trade 
agreements (PTAs), which for Asia-Pacific economies began in earnest in the 
early 1990s, is continuing.1 There is no single reason for this preoccupation 
with PTAs; rather, it is a combined role of: (a) lack of progress in securing 
lower trade barriers and/or opening new areas of liberalization through 
multilateral trade negotiation;2 (b) contracting import demand in most of 
the developed country markets that, on average, have low tariff barriers and 
need to open new markets that might be more protected; and (c) recognition 
of the benefits of South-South PTAs.

The content and membership composition of PTAs have also been changing. 
For example, recent PTAs have increasingly included areas that are outside 
multilateral obligations, such as competition, government procurement and 
investment, one explanation for which is that countries have a preference 
to opening these areas through such agreements. Also, the geographical 
proximity of PTA members is no longer a factor in seeking membership, as 
many agreements are interregional or even inter-continental in nature. This 
is also due to the fact that many countries have already concluded PTAs with 
many of their neighbours and thus now have to look for partners further 
afield.
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Are Asia-Pacific economies running 
out of prospective partners for 
negotiating new PTAs?

Globally, there are 253 “physical” trade 
agreements in force,3 of which 150 involve Asia-
Pacific economies.4 During 2013 and the first half 
of 2014, the Asia-Pacific region almost reached 
a plateau on PTAs. This was due to the fact that 
most of the economies have already engaged in 
PTAs with partner economies in which they have 
current and potential trade interests. 

The ESCAP secretariat has continuously 
monitored the PTA landscape in Asia and the 
Pacific. It regularly assesses the trends in the 
creation of new PTAs as well as changes in the 
patterns and nature of PTAs involving Asian 
and Pacific economies. Following previous 
analyses,5 this investigation into the features 
of preferential trade policies and their impacts 
has been extended to cover the most recent 
period. This chapter revisits some stylized 
facts and features of PTAs that are common 
across the region’s economies. Agreements 
have been classified with regard to the number 
of partners, the nature of agreements6 and 
their status.7 Other agreement features of 
interest to analysts and decision-makers are 
linked to their liberalization content and the 
range of areas covered, which together define 
the type of agreement. By looking at all these 
characteristics, this chapter explores how 
effective preferential trade policies have been 
in connecting countries in the region, not only in 
terms of establishing PTA networks but also in 
considering the coverage of overall exports and 
imports with PTA partners. Efforts have been 
made to establish which subregions are the main 
drivers of the Asia-Pacific PTAs. In that context, 
due attention is given to the Asia-Pacific Trade 
Agreement (APTA), which is at present the only 
functioning agreement connecting the three 
subregions of East and North-East, South-East, 
and South Asia through its seven members; 
however, it has a potential to become an Asia-
Pacific-wide bloc if it is opened to the developed 
countries of the region as well as converted 
from the partial coverage to a high standard 
free trade agreement.9 In addition, negotiations 
for establishing two mega-blocs – the Trans-

Pacific Partnership Agreement and the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership – are 
already ongoing, so this chapter also provides 
an update on those processes. 

A. TRENDS IN PREFERENTIAL TRADE  
 AGREEMENTS: STYLIZED FACTS

1. Continuing reliance among  
 developing economies on  
 preferential trade policies

As stated above, because of the slow progress 
of the Doha Round and the search for new 
trade opportunities (markets and products), 
many economies have continued to pursue 
preferential trade policies in the post-2008 
crisis years. As of July 2014, there were 22710 
agreements associated with Asian and Pacific 
economies, of which 150 were in force and the 
remainder at various stages of negotiation or 
consideration. Figure 6.1 gives the cumulative 
number of the PTAs associated with Asian 
and Pacific economies. It is evident that the 
drivers of Asia-Pacific PTAs are the developing 
economies, with more and more agreements 
being signed with each other, thus establishing 
a foundation for a stronger bias towards South-
South trade. However, it appears that the growth 
in the number of preferential deals is tapering 
off and that a plateau is being reached for PTAs 
in the Asia-Pacific region. This could also be 
due to the fact that many economies already 
have agreements with their important trading 
partners, not only in the region but also outside. 
Of the 150 PTAs in force, 78 are between the 
economies in Asia and the Pacific, therefore 
reflecting a still strong reliance on partners 
outside the region. Nevertheless, in addition to 
emphasis that nowadays is placed on mega-bloc 
negotiations, it appears that finding appropriate 
bilateral trading partners is becoming more 
difficult, as during 2009-2013 the regional 
economies put into force an average of 7.8 trade 
agreements per year compared with an average 
of 8.6 during 2004-2008. In the first eight months 
of 2014 only three agreements came into force 
and another two signed.
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At present, there are more than 220 
agreements associated with Asian and 
Pacific economies, of which 150 are in 
force.

The Asia-Pacific economies are divided into 
subregions, which often serve as target areas 
for establishing regional blocs. In fact, only 
the East and North-East Asian subregion does 
not yet have its “own” regional integration 
initiative.12 The three Asian and Pacific developed 
countries (Australia, Japan and New Zealand) 
are engaged in both regional and interregional 
initiatives. Which countries, then, are driving 
the PTA proliferation? The economies in the 
North and Central Asian subregion were the 
major contributors to Asia-Pacific PTAs in the 
1990s, when they were trying to replace the 
single production and trade area under the 
former Soviet Union with a plethora of bilateral 
free trade agreements. South-East Asia 
(minus Timor-Leste), through the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), played 
a more dynamic role during 2000-2009 (when 
most of the intiatives were driven by either 
ASEAN or its individual members and their 
dialogue partners). The South and South-West 
Asian subregion also contributed to the rise in 
PTAs during 2000-2009 (driven mainly by India, 
Pakistan and Turkey) (figure 6.2).

FIGURE 6.1
Cumulative number of preferential trade agreements (notified and non-

notified to WTO) enacted by Asia-Pacific economies, 1971-2014 (July) 

120 

140 

160 

0 

20 

40 

60 

80 

100 

120 

140 

160 

19
71

 

19
75

 

19
76

 

19
80

 

19
82

 

19
88

 

19
91

 

19
92

 

19
93

 

19
94

 

19
95

 

19
96

 

19
97

 

19
98

 

19
99

 

20
00

 

20
01

 

20
02

 

20
03

 

20
04

 

20
05

 

20
06

 

20
07

 

20
08

 

20
09

 

20
10

 

20
11

 

20
12

 

20
13

 

20
14

 

Developing-Developing Developing-Developed Developed-Developed 

Source: ESCAP calculation, based on data from the Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Agreements Database (APTIAD).11

East and North-East Asia is the only subregion 
that does not have its “own” single regional 
integration initiative.

It is also worth mentioning that the surge in 
PTAs at the global level was initially driven by 
regions other than Asia-Pacific. This situation 
existed until 1971, after which the Asia-Pacific 
economies began engaging in PTAs, thus 
contributing to an ever larger share of the total 
number of PTAs in world. The Asia-Pacific share 
reached more than half of the global PTAs in 
1995. The trend more or less continues today.

2. Number of partners, contiguity and  
 regional proximity

Bilateral deals are clearly preferred, often 
with partners from the same subregion. The 
four bilateral PTAs involving least developed 
countries include three between India and 
Afghanistan, Bhutan and Nepal, and one 
between Thailand and the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic. However, other least 
developed countries are involved in regional 
blocs.13 The desire for preferential market 
access is so strong that even countries that are 
already members of an established trading bloc 
still pursue bilateral deals with partners within 
as well as outside the bloc. This is, perhaps, 
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located relatively close to Turkey); however, it 
is expected that with the accession of Turkey to 
the European Union these agreements will be 
nullified. Central Asian economies are a distant 
second. 

In the Asia-Pacific “noodle-bowl” 
there are currently 120 bilateral deals, 
53 of which are with partners outside 
the region.

Other Asian countries, when signing agreements 
with partners outside the region, target mostly: 
(a) Latin America (Chile and Peru); (b) the 
United States; (c) Canada and Mexico, the 
other two North American Free Trade Area 
(NAFTA) members; and (d) two European blocs 
– the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) 
and the European Union. After accounting for 
all these intercontinental and intraregional 
bilateral partnerships, the number of bilateral 
agreements comprising contiguous countries is 
small – only 21 bilateral PTAs involve countries 
that share borders, with North and Central Asian 
countries accounting for the largest number. 
The small number of deals between contiguous 
countries is, of course, largely a consequence 
of the number of Asia-Pacific countries that 
are islands without land borders. It can also be 

FIGURE 6.2
Cumulative number of preferential trade agreements (notified and non-

notified to WTO), by Asia-Pacific subregion, 1971-2014 (July) 

Source: ESCAP calculation, based on data from APTIAD.
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attributed to a spirit of “open regionalism” and 
a willingness to negotiate with partners outside 
the region.

Only 2% of all PTAs 
are customs unions.

There are 16 plurilateral trade agreements 
with an average of 8.1 countries per agreement. 
As stated above, most plurilateral deals are 
subregional initiatives that have achieved 
varying degrees of progress in converting 
preferential trade into an integrated market. 
They range from ASEAN – which is preparing to 
transform itself from a free trade area into the 
AEC and simultaneously initiated negotiations 
for the 16-member Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP) – to the Bay of 
Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical 
and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), whose 
members have not been able to finalize 
negotiations to enable trade under preferential 
terms to begin.  

More than half of all trade agreements put 
into force by Asia-Pacific economies refer to 
free trade agreements or areas for trade in 
(merchandise) goods, while close to a further 

FIGURE 6.3 Breakdown of trade agreements, by type and number of partners
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Note: FTA – free trade agreement;  EIA – economic integration agreement.

35% of agreements allow free trade of both 
goods and services (figure 6.3). Therefore, 
more than 86% of PTAs are presented as free 
trade deals on goods or goods and services. 
In contrast, only 12% (18 agreements) are 
declared as having partial scope (i.e. “Others” in 
figure 6.3), and only 2% of all PTAs are customs 
unions. Of these three customs unions, two 
involve North and Central Asian countries. The 
lack of weight of the “custom unions” category 
is, on the whole, consistent with the behaviour 
observed in other parts of the world as well as 
the acceptance by countries of the obstacles to 
successfully finishing this type of negotiation. 

Countries are becoming increasingly creative in 
their efforts to label their deals differently, and 
not as “free trade agreements.”15 As a result, 
many agreements are identified as economic 
and/or comprehensive partnership agreements. 
This is to indicate the intention of engaging in 
wider integration. Of these, “comprehensive 
economic partnership” appears to be the most 
popular designation. The new names signal 
intent to (a) open markets beyond goods and 
services trade, and (b) make commitments in 
other areas of cooperation. However, the actual 
immediate speed of liberalization remains slow 
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For individual countries, especially small 
ones, trade with partners could be much more 
important than aggregate bloc averages may 
indicate. For example, Bhutan or Nepal’s 
dependence on trade with partners within 
SAFTA is understandably much higher than for 
a large country such as India. 

An average Asia-Pacific economy 
buys less than 40% of its imports from 
its PTA partners.

Also, it is not necessarily true that countries 
primarily sign agreements with partners with 
whom they already have substantial trade. 
Figure 6.4 presents percentages of export and 
import dependence on PTA partners, relative 
to total exports and imports. The numbers are 
average shares from 2010 to 2012 for those 
Asia-Pacific economies for which trade data 
are available, including all enacted agreements 
for those countries. There is great variability in 
PTAs coverage of exports and imports among 
the developing economies of the region. On the 
export side, Brunei Darussalam directs almost 
100% of its exports to its PTA partners. On the 
other hand, some of the Pacific island countries 
export less than 10% of their total exports to 
PTA partners (including Australia and New 
Zealand).18 While averages can hide important 
specifics (i.e. the liberalizing quality of the 
PTAs), it is worth noting  that the North and 
Central Asian countries export only 16% of their 
total exports to their PTA partners. At the other 
end of spectrum are some of the South-East 
Asian countries with much higher dependence 
on trade with PTA partners. 

Developed economies are also dissimilar, with 
Australia and Japan obviously still relying on 
much of their trade with non-partners, while 
New Zealand’s PTAs cover half of its trade. Four 
of the least developed countries in the region 
(Bhutan, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 
Myanmar and Nepal) have very high shares of 
exports going to PTA partners, which could be 
mainly due to their dependence on trade with 
large neighbouring countries. 

and the coverage is shallow, except trade in 
goods. The average tariff liberalization timetable 
is five to seven years among developing 
countries and 10 years for the least developed 
country members. These also have some early 
harvest commitments where fast-track tariff 
liberalization commitments are made.

Completion of TPP and RCEP 
could lead to the cancelling 
of up to 54 PTAs.

While most of the current deals are still bilateral 
agreements, economies in the region have 
recently embarked on creating so-called mega-
blocs, such as the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP) agreement and RCEP (see section C 
below and ESCAP, 2012b). While the current 
economic potential of TPP is larger (see table 
6.1 in the following section), the members of 
these prospective mega-blocs currently engage 
in a similar number of trade agreements among 
themselves. The 12 negotiating members of 
TPP share a total of 26 existing (24 bilateral and 
2 plurilateral) agreements among themselves, 
while the 16 RCEP negotiating members are 
engaged in 28 agreements in total (22 bilateral 
and 6 plurilateral).16 Therefore both of these 
mega-blocs offer a great opportunity for 
consolidation of existing agreements among 
the economies that are participating in the 
negotiations. Of course, it is not a forgone 
conclusion that if and when these mega-blocs 
are finalized the other agreements will wither 
away. However, if this does not happen, the 
perennial “noodle bowl” problem will continue.

B. INTRA-PREFERENTIAL TRADE  
 AGREEMENT PARTNERS’ TRADE 

It is difficult to produce exact evaluations of the 
contributions by PTAs to trade expansion. Often 
trade between parties to an agreement is simply 
tracked before and after a deal is done. Using 
current European Union intra-bloc trade as a 
benchmark,17 ASEAN shows very slow growth in 
intra-PTA trade as a share of total trade, despite 
its rapid increase in overall trade volume 
(ESCAP, 2013). 
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FIGURE 6.4 Trade share with preferential trade agreement partners, 2010-2012
(Average percentage)
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Source: ESCAP calculation, based on United Nations Comtrade data accessed from WITS and APTIAD databases (accessed June 2014). 

There is no correlation between the number 
of PTAs to which a country is a signatory and 
its share of trade that is attributed to those 
agreements. For example, the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic’s nine agreements 
currently in force capture a much larger share of 
its trade than Singapore’s 21 trade agreements. 
Another example is India, which is a member 
of the same number of PTAs as Malaysia (14), 
but which has a significantly lower trade share 
attributable to its PTA partner countries. 
Therefore, what is important is identifying how 

business and economic current and potential 
linkages are placed, and then trying to deepen 
those through PTAs. This also explains why 
many countries continue to depend on trade 
with non-PTA countries, such as Japan and the 
United States, Australia and the European Union. 
It also shows why similar linkages established 
through global value chains and other business 
and investment deals will often determine trade 
flows over and above the directions envisaged 
under signed PTAs.
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Several economies registered much higher 
shares of trade with PTA partners compared 
with the previously observed period (ESCAP, 
2013). This is due to new agreements taking 
effect in 2010 and 2011 between the ASEAN 
members (especially Myanmar and Singapore, 
which saw a much higher increase in export 
shares) and their new PTA partners – India, the 
Republic of Korea, Australia and New Zealand, 
as well as for Afghanistan due to its accession 
to SAFTA. However, during 2010-2012, Nepal 
showed a decline in its export share to the main 
PTA partner, India, due to its political unrest; 
this lowered Nepal’s overall exports. In the case 
of Turkmenistan, too, PTA exports declined due 
to that country’s market diversification to non-
PTA partner China.

On the import side, Nauru showed a high increase 
during 2010-2012 (36 percentage points) from 
2008-2010 without signing a new agreement, 
thereby showing that its imports from its PTA 
partners had increased.19 On the other hand, 
Bhutan showed a decline in its imports (15 
percentage points) from its main PTA partner, 
India. The Republic of Korea continued to record 
a marked increase in import and export values 
to PTA partners, which could be attributed to 
the enactment of the agreements with ASEAN, 
India, the European Union and the United States.

C. EMERGING MEGA-BLOCS IN ASIA 
 AND THE PACIFIC

1. Regional Comprehensive Economic 
 Partnership

The RCEP market accounts 
for around 30% of GDP, 
49% of population and 
28% of imports globally.

The Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP) is a logical extension of the 
East Asia Free Trade Agreement also known 
as ASEAN+3 and the Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership in East Asia, known as ASEAN+6 
initiatives. The objective of RCEP is to achieve 
a modern, comprehensive, high-quality and 
mutually beneficial economic partnership 

agreement among the ASEAN member States 
and the main ASEAN’s Dialogue Partners. 
While recognizing the centrality of ASEAN in 
the emerging regional economic architecture 
for Asia and the interests of ASEAN’s Partners 
in supporting and contributing to economic 
integration, equitable economic development 
and strengthening economic cooperation, 
RCEP intends to have broader and deeper 
engagement with significant improvements over 
the existing ASEAN+1 free trade agreements, 
while recognizing the individual and diverse 
circumstances of the participating countries.20

RCEP is a comprehensive trade agreement that 
is being negotiated among 16 countries: the 
10 members of ASEAN (Brunei Darussalam, 
Cambodia, Indonesia, the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Myanmar, 
the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Viet 
Nam) and the six countries with which ASEAN 
has existing bilateral free trade agreements 
(FTAs) under the ASEAN+1 arrangement – 
Australia, China, India, Japan, the Republic of 
Korea and New Zealand (figure 6.5). The RCEP 
negotiations were launched by the leaders of 
the 16 participating countries on 20 November 
2012. Their objective is to achieve a modern, 
comprehensive, high-quality and mutually-
beneficial economic partnership agreement 
covering a wide range of trade-related issues.

The RCEP market accounts for about 30% of 
world GDP and 49% of the world’s population 
(table 6.1). If negotiated successfully, RCEP 
would create the most extensive trading 
bloc in the world and would have significant 
implications as an ASEAN-centred regional free 
trade initiative. 

In addition to trade in goods, trade in services 
and investment comprising its three core areas, 
the RCEP negotiations encompass other issues 
including economic and technical cooperation, 
intellectual property, competition and dispute 
settlement. Five Rounds of negotiations have 
been held so far, the latest in Singapore in June 
2014.21 In the Fifth Round, negotiators were 
able to make progress on the structure and 
elements, especially with regard to chapter text 
for the three core areas.
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FIGURE 6.5 Current negotiating members in the mega-blocs

GDP
(Trillions of dollars; 

percentage in world)

Population 
(Millions; 

percentage in world)

Imports 
Billions of dollars; 

percentage in world)
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 21.2 (29.6%) 3 400 (49.0%) 5 070 (27.7%)
Trans-Pacific Partnership 27.6 (38.5%) 790 (11.4%) 5 090 (30.6%)
Memo item: Asia Pacific Trade Agreementa 11.4 (15.8%) 2 816 (40.5%) 2 746 (14.8%)

TABLE 6.1

Comparison of the combined economic size, populations and imports 
of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership and 

Trans-Pacific Partnership

Source: ESCAP calculation, based on IMF World Economic Outlook Database (accessed July 2014).
a     including six current Participating States and Mongolia.

For trade in goods, the key issues that were 
covered in the negotiations included non-tariff 
measures, standards, technical regulations 
and conformity assessment procedures, 
sanitary and phytosanitary measures, customs 
procedures and trade facilitation, and rules 
of origin. For trade in services, negotiators 
achieved convergence on the main issues, such 
as the structure and elements of the services 
chapter and the scheduling of commitments. 
For investment, progress was made mainly 
with regard to the approach to scheduling of 
commitments. The next Round of the RCEP 
negotiations is to be held in New Delhi, India in 
December 2014.

As per the information available, India is under 
heavy pressure to eliminate duties on substantial 

product coverage. Facing the threat of cheaper 
goods flooding across its borders, especially 
from China, India is having to negotiate on 
lowering its barriers under pressure exerted by 
other participating States such as Malaysia and 
Singapore, which have near-zero applied tariff 
rates.22 Liberalization of services trade is also a 
sensitive issue. Although services liberalization 
is expected to bring huge efficiency gains, the 
participating countries tend to be more cautious 
and protective as the services sector involve 
much domestic concern. 

Many new and overlapping economic cooperation 
arrangements in the Asia-Pacific region are also 
posing a major challenge to the private sector as 
well as policy implementers. The “noodle bowl” 
phenomenon has already reached an alarming 
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level in the region, making trade costlier rather 
than cheaper – thus opposing the basic objective 
of a PTA – and business difficult for small and 
medium-sized firms. 

It was also pointed out earlier by the ESCAP 
(2012) that, once it is implemented, RCEP 
should consolidate all existing ASEAN+1 
framework. If, however, the other bilateral and 
ASEAN+1 agreements remain in force it would 
add to the complexities rather than easing trade 
and trade disputes. Consolidation of existing 
agreements into one  overall agreement would 
allow manufacturers in the RCEP region to 
cumulate with 15 other countries and enhance 
opportunities for regional supply chains, rather 
than undertake trading on a bilateral basis. The 
ultimate goal should be one integrated Asia; 
however, this may challenge the central role of 
ASEAN in the region.

2. Trans-Pacific Partnership

TPP is another comprehensive regional trade 
agreement currently being negotiated by 12 
countries: Australia, Brunei Darussalam, 
Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New 
Zealand, Peru, Singapore, the United States 
and Viet Nam (see figure 6.5).24 TPP is seen 
as a vehicle for Pacific Rim-wide economic 
integration which can lay the foundation for 
a free trade agreement among the APEC 
members and promote the multilateralization 
of existing bilateral and other preferential trade 
agreements among the members.  In 2012, 
TPP market accounted for more than 38% of 
world GDP, and more than 11% of the world’s 
population (table 6.1). TPP intends to enhance 
trade and investment among the partner 
countries, promote innovation, economic growth 
and development, and support the creation and 
retention of jobs. With its vision of serving as a 
vehicle for Asia-Pacific economic integration, 
TPP seeks to forge stronger economic links 
among the economies in the region, based on 
common rules for trading. 

The TPP market accounts for around 
39% of GDP, 11% of population and 
31% of imports globally.

TPP looks beyond the traditional liberalization 
of trade in goods and services, and negotiations 
are being held also on investor-state arbitration, 
intellectual-property protection, environmental 
and labour standards, the privileges of state-
owned enterprises as well as government-
procurement practices. These issues are usually 
at the discretion of domestic policymakers, and 
are not commonly tackled in bilateral trade 
negotiations. The participating countries of 
TPP, therefore, have had difficulties reaching an 
agreement on these issues. 

On the last day of the 2010 APEC summit, nine 
of then-negotiating countries endorsed the 
proposal to set a target for the settlement of 
the TPP negotiations by the next APEC summit 
in November 2011. However, negotiations were 
joined by new parties and have continued into 
2014. Several reasons have contributed to the 
delay, including sharp differences in negotiating 
positions in areas such as intellectual property 
rights as well as problems with alleged lack of 
transparency being sought by various national 
stakeholders.

Political difficulties, such as that related to 
the passage of a Trade Promotion Authority by 
the United States Congress, are also having 
an impact on the negotiation progress. At 
their latest meeting in Ottawa (July 2014), 
the participating countries reached a broad 
agreement on labour issues, and on sanitary 
and phytosanitary standards. However, the 
members still have gaps in issues regarding 
intellectual property, state-owned enterprises 
and the environment, while disagreements 
regarding market access are delaying the 
bilateral negotiations particularly between the 
United States and Japan over the automotive 
and agricultural sectors. For the United States, 
protecting its tobacco industry has been an 
important concern, while Japan has been keen 
to protect its rice sector.25

The biggest controversy actually lies in two main 
issues: a lack of transparency and the intellectual 
property chapter. The TPP negotiation process is 
viewed as closed to the public, allowing neither 
access to the draft texts nor an opportunity for 
input. TPP is gaining harsh criticisms for its 
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secrecy, especially on parts such as intellectual 
property rights where public interest is 
particularly sensitive.26 As per information 
available, the draft of TPP intellectual property 
rights chapter27 indicates that American 
negotiators are pushing for (a) the adoption of 
copyright measures for music and film as well 
as (b) broader and longer-lasting applicability of 
patents that would be far more restrictive than 
currently required by international treaties, 
including the controversial Anti-Counterfeiting 
Trade Agreement. The document also shows 
that TPP would also make the approval process 
more difficult for generic drug makers and would 
extend protection for biological medicines, 
which has concerned several members of the 
United States Congress.28

A question also remains on the entry of China 
into TPP. In May 2013, the Ministry of Commerce 
of China announced the country’s interest in 
joining TPP; the United States said that it would 
welcome China as long as the latter would be 
willing to respect the terms already being 
negotiated. The Republic of Korea, another 
potential member of TPP, made it clear that 
its bilateral FTA negotiation with China would 
have priority over its joining TPP. China is 
also deeply involved in issues regarding rules 
of origin, as several members of TPP import 
materials for their domestic products mainly 
from China. Considering the important role of 
China as a major trade partner for almost all 
countries in Asia and the Pacific, some are even 
questioning the effectiveness of TPP without the 
membership of China.29

CONCLUSION

The proliferation of PTAs still continues, 
however, it seems that at the time of preparing 
this report a plateau is being reached, especially 
from the perspective of the involved Asia-Pacific 
economies. The jury is still out on determining 
whether this is due to the positive movement in 
the WTO Bali Ministerial Conference or the fact 
that most of the countries have already concluded 
PTAs with their most important trading partners. 
However, as it has been observed above that 
the new engagements in PTAs go beyond the 

multilateral obligations and include issues 
such as competition, government procurement 
and investments – which were dropped from 
the Doha agenda. Thus, it can be expected 
that a number of agreements negotiated 
some time ago might be revisited with a view 
to deepening their current, relatively shallow 
liberalization content as well as expanding 
their coverage. There are already a number 
of examples of current members repeatedly 
expanding bilateral commitments (for example, 
China and Hong Kong, China and Macao, China, 
respectively; Australia and New Zealand; and 
the plurilateral agreements moving towards 
creating economic communities such as the 
AEC or Euro-Asian Economic Community). The 
ultimate game appears to be the generation, 
through the web of a critical mass of PTAs, of a 
consensus for including these WTO-plus areas 
in future multilateral agenda, following the 
building block approach. 

The Asia-Pacific region appears to be the driver 
of PTAs with its 150 agreements, out of a total 
of 253 global physical trade agreements in 
force. The focus of the developing Asia-Pacific 
economies is on other developing economies, 
thus establishing a foundation for a stronger 
South-South trade through these PTAs. The 
economies in the North and Central Asian 
subregion were the major contributors to Asia-
Pacific PTAs in 1990s. However, success in 
reformulating of some of the arrangements in 
that subregion into ambitious customs unions, 
such as the one between Belarus, Kazakhstan 
and the Russian Federation, and plans to move 
towards an economic community might re-
energize the drive by those countries towards 
regional integration.30 However, since the early 
2000s South-East Asia, through ASEAN, has 
played a dynamic role in expanding the web 
of PTAs. Another feature of Asia-Pacific PTAs 
relate to its almost even distribution of intra-
Asia-Pacific PTAs vis-à-vis outside the region; as 
72 agreements out of 150 are with the countries 
which are outside the region. While through 
sheer numbers it appears that the agreements 
in the region are mostly bilateral in nature, it is 
also through the fact that all but the East and 
North-East Asian economies are involved in the 
regional trade initiatives. 
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The multiplicity of PTAs known as “noodle 
bowl” is already well-entrenched in the Asia-
Pacific region and is an issue that needs to be 
addressed. It has been found that there is no 
correlation between the number of PTAs and 
the share of trade and its expansion under PTAs. 
Economies with a lesser number of agreements 
often have are greater share of intra-PTA trade 
than those that sign a large number of PTAs. 
It is therefore important that economies start 
reducing the complexity of negotiated terms and 
try to consolidate their multiple PTAs, which will 
ease the terms of trade transactions. A few such 
efforts in the Asia-Pacific region appear to be 
happening.31 APTA is expanding its membership 
and is looking for providing an open-ended 
agreement which any developing member State 
of ESCAP can join. It remains to be seen if the 
agreement can be also opened to the three 
developed countries in the region and if, at the 
same time, it can convert itself to a high-standard 
free trade agreement. Other agreements that 
are emerging as strong alternatives are RCEP, 
which involves 16 economies of Asia-Pacific, 
and TPP with 12 economies of the Asia and 
Pacific Rim. It is important to note that there are 
seven economies opting for both mega-blocs 
(figure 6.5). It is not certain whether, after the 
implementation of RCEP and TPP, the ASEAN+1 
agreements and other existing agreements 
(more than 50 in total) will be nullified or not. 
Only when RCEP and TPP become open-ended 
agreements and overtake all other bilateral 
agreements between its members, can a true 
consolidation be achieved that can truly address 
the “noodle bowl” problem. 

ENDNOTES
1 For example, Mongolia is acceding (ratification is 

pending) to the Asia-Pacific Trade Agreement (APTA) 
and is expected to conclude an economic partnership 
agreement (EPA) with Japan by the end of 2014.

2 The WTO Doha Round negotiations saw some positive 
movement at the Ninth Ministerial Conference in Bali, 
Indonesia in December 2013, in terms of decisions 
on trade facilitation, agriculture and least developed 
country issues including duty-free quota-free, yet it is 
premature to conclude that the Doha Round will be 
completed any time soon and/or that a conclusion of 
the Doha Round will change the attitude towards PTAs. 

3 This number refers only to the so-called “physical” 
agreements reported on the WTO website as 
of 14 August 2014 (http://rtais.wto.org/UI/
publicsummarytable.aspx). Normally, WTO reports 
the number of trade agreements based on notification 
requirements, which means that if a trade agreement 
includes both goods and services, it will be counted 
as two notifications – one for goods and the other 
for services – even though it is physically one trade 
agreement. To prevent unnecessary inflation of the 
number of agreements, only the physical number of 
trade agreements is reported here, counting goods 
and services between the same partners as one. 

4 In addition to the agreements notified to WTO, 
the Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Agreements 
Database (APTIAD) records agreements that have 
not been notified to WTO, which has resulted in the 
increased number. The annex to this chapter lists the 
number of agreements per country.

5 For example, previous issues of the Asia-Pacific Trade 
and Investment Report (ESCAP, 2009, 2010, 2011a, 
2011b, 2012a, 2012b and 2013) as well as other 
publications by the ESCAP Trade and Investment 
Division, including APTIAD Briefing Notes.

6 Classified as bilateral, plurilateral or bloc-to-bloc 
agreements.

7 Classified as “in force”, “pending country ratification” 
or “under negotiation”.

8 Classified as partial scope agreements (partial tariff 
reduction commitments), free trade agreements (FTAs), 
custom unions, economic integration agreements 
(EIAs) which are reserved only for services in the WTO 
taxonomy, and (comprehensive) economic partnership 
agreements (C/EPAs).

9 Under initiatives related to ESCAP’s implementation 
of the Bangkok Resolution on Regional Economic 
Cooperation and Integration in Asia and the Pacific 
(see ESCAP document E/ESCAP/70/32).

10 A total of 150 are in force, 7 are pending ratification 
and 70 are being negotiated.

11 The numbers presented in figure 6.1 are based on 
the established WTO practice of self-classification 
by countries with regard to their development level. 
Following that practice, only three Asia-Pacific 
economies are “developed” and the remainder are 
“developing”, including the special category of least 
developed countries, in spite of the fact that a number 
of them having a high rate of GDP per capita and a not 
insignificant share in world trade. 

12 However, some of the countries from that subregion 
are involved in negotiating trade and/or investment 
agreements, such as the already mentioned bilateral 
free trade agreement between Japan and Mongolia. 
China, Japan and the Republic of Korea have signed an 
Agreement for Promotion, Facilitation and Protection 
of Investment in 2012 (enacted in 2014), and there are 
increasingly deepening Closer Economic Partnership 
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Agreements between China on one side and Hong 
Kong, China, and Macao, China on the other, just a few 
examples.

13 The Agreement on South Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA) 
includes, in addition to Afghanistan, Bhutan and Nepal, 
Bangladesh and Maldives (which graduated from 
the least developed country group in 2012); ASEAN 
includes Cambodia and Myanmar (in addition to the 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic); and the Pacific 
Island Countries Trade Agreement (PICTA) involves all 
least developed countries in the Pacific subregion.

14 There are 91 bilateral PTAs between developing 
countries, 26 between developing-developed, and 3 
between developed countries.

15 Despite the official titles given to the agreed texts, WTO 
members are able to choose only among four different 
“types” when notifying their agreements. These four 
types are: free trade agreement and customs union 
(for goods); economic integration agreements (for 
services); and partial scope agreements (only for 
agreements between developing countries).

16 Furthermore three members are participating in 
another plurilateral free trade agreement known as 
P-4 (Brunei Darussalam, New Zealand and Singapore) 
that also includes a non-RCEP member (Chile) and is 
thus not included in the above number.

17 This is misleading because when EU-15 integration 
started, intra-bloc trade was already close to 50% 
(www.unescap.org/resources/asean-and-trade-
integration) and intra-EU-15 trade, as a share in total 
trade, increased only by several percentage points. It 
was adding the new members to the European Union 
that really pushed up the share of intra-European 
Union trade, similar to the case of adding the “plus 6” 
members to ASEAN.

18 Given that many of these islands do not provide 
complete data in their exports/imports, these average 
percentages may be underestimated.

19 Another reason could be non-availability of complete 
data for 2008-2010, resulting in showing an inflated 
rise in imports.

20 More details available from www.asean.org/news/
asean-statement-communiques/item/regional-
comprehensive-economic-partnership-rcep-joint-
statement-the-first-meeting-of-trade-negotiating-
committee.

21 The Economic Ministers from the 16 RCEP participating 
countries attended the Second RCEP Ministerial 
Meeting on 27 August 2014 in Nay Pyi Taw, Myanmar. 
The Ministers reiterated their commitment to 
conclude the RCEP negotiations in line with the vision 
endorsed by the Leaders in the Guiding Principles for 
a modern, comprehensive, high-quality and mutually-
beneficial economic partnership agreement that would 
support the achievement of the ASEAN Economic 
Community and deeper regional economic integration 
(statement taken from www.asean.org/news/asean-

statement-communiques/item/the-second-regional-
comprehensive-economic-partnership-rcep).

22 See http://thediplomat.com/2013/07/regional-
comprehensive-economic-partnership-rcep-issues-
and-way-forward/ .

23 Economist Intelligence Unit, 2014.

24 Japan joined last in 2013. China and the Republic of 
Korea have indicated interest. 

25 www.forbes.com/sites/emmawoollacott/2013/12/10/
us-fails-to-close-tpp-deal-as-wikileaks-exposes-
discord/ .

26 https://www.eff.org/issues/tpp .

27 http://keionline.org/sites/default/files/tpp-10feb2011 
-us-text-ipr-chapter.pdf .

28 www.nippon.com/en/currents/d00124/ .

29 See http://thediplomat.com/2013/08/tpp-talks-show-
promise-for-us-asia-strategy-with-or-without-china/.

30 This process might be complicated in the near future 
due to political problems in the parts of the subregion 
that deepened during 2014. 

31 The most recent example is the one among those 
members of the ASEAN-Australia-New Zealand FTA 
(AANZFTA) that signed the First Protocol to Amend 
the Agreement Establishing the AANZFTA on 27 
August 2014. The Protocol will provide for improved 
administrative efficiency by customs authorities and 
encourage enhanced business utilization of AANZFTA. 
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Annex
Number of agreements in force and under negotiations per Asia-Pacific economya

Economy
Total number of 

agreements
Agreements in 

force
Agreements 

under negotiation
Pending country 

ratification
Afghanistan 3 3 0 0
Armenia 10 9 1 0
Australia 18 9 8 1
Azerbaijan 9 9 0 0
Bangladesh 8 5 3 0
Bhutan 3 2 1 0
Brunei Darussalam 12 8 4 0
Cambodia 9 6 3 0
China 21 12 7 2
Cook Islands 3 2 1 0
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 1 1 0 0
Fiji 4 4 0 0
Georgia 10 9 1 0
Hong Kong, China 3 3 0 0
India 27 14 13 0
Indonesia 18 10 8 0
Iran (Islamic Republic of) 6 5 1 0
Japan 22 13 9 0
Kazakhstan 15 12 3 0
Kiribati 3 2 1 0
Kyrgyzstan 11 10 1 0
Lao People’s Democratic Republic 12 9 3 0
Macao, China 1 1 0 0
Malaysia 23 14 8 1
Maldives 2 1 1 0
Marshall Islands 2 1 1 0
Micronesia (Federated States of) 3 2 1 0
Myanmar 10 7 3 0
Nauru 3 2 1 0
Nepal 3 2 1 0
New Zealand 17 10 7 0
Niue 3 2 1 0
Pakistan 19 11 8 0
Palau 1  1 0
Papua New Guinea 6 5 1 0
Philippines 13 9 4 0
Republic of Korea 25 12 11 2
Russian Federation 18 16 2 0
Samoa 3 2 1 0
Singapore 32 22 10 0
Solomon Islands 4 3 1 0
Sri Lanka 8 6 2 0
Tajikistan 10 9 1 0
Thailand 21 11 9 1
Tonga 3 2 1 0
Turkey 25 21 2 2
Turkmenistan 7 6 1 0
Tuvalu 3 2 1 0
Uzbekistan 11 10 1 0
Vanuatu 4 3 1 0
Viet Nam 17 9 8 0
Average 10.3 7.2 3.1 0.2

a The number of agreements in force and in total includes the Agreement on the Global System of Trade Preferences among Developing  
 Countries (GSTP – a global agreement). American Samoa, French Polynesia, Guam, New Caledonia, Northern Mariana Islands and  
 Timor-Leste do not report any trade agreements. Total number of agreements also includes pending agreements when they exist.  
 Average calculated only for economies with one or more agreements.




