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is implementing 7.1 PTAs, on average.
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This note was prepared by Mia Mikic, Chief of Trade policy and Analysis Section, Rajan Sudesh Ratna, Economic
Affairs Officer, Miso Kim and Genevieve Jeffrey, both interns at the Trade, Investment and Innovation Division of
ESCAP. The views expressed in this note are of authors and may not necessarily reflect the views of the United
Nations and ESCAP and their members.
2 APTIAD is freely accessible at
http://artnet.unescap.org/databases.html#second In addition to the
commentaries and short notes such as this one, the platform also offers a comprehensive Glossary of related terms.
All figures in this note, unless otherwise specified, are based on data and information in APTIAD.
3 This count includes trade agreements signed by the ESCAP member States and associate members excluding nonregional member States (France, the Netherland, United Kingdom, and the United States).
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Figure 1: Breakdown of trade agreements, by type and number of partners (as of 1 November
2015)
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2. PTAs are categorised into different types based on the level of depth of liberalization and

integration as well as sectoral coverage. Taking the World Trade Organization (WTO)
taxonomy one can order these agreements from the lowest liberalization/complexity level
in the form of partial scope agreements (PSAs), through free trade agreements (FTAs)
and economic integration agreements (EIAs) if they cover services only, to those which
imply more integration among parties such as customs unions (CUs). More than 88% of
the all PTAs in force constitute FTAs covering either goods only or goods and services,
and EIAs covering services. Figure 1 shows a breakdown of these agreement types with
respect to the number of parties involved, from bilateral, plurilateral (often, but not
always, connecting parties in the same region known as a trading bloc) and those
between an economy and an already existing trade bloc. Most of the PTAs of Asia-Pacific
economies are bilateral in nature. Furthermore, most of these agreements are signed
among the economies within the region: out of a total of 124 bilateral agreements, there
are 80 which are signed among the Asia-Pacific economies, leaving the balance of 44
agreements signed with economies outside the region. In the early era of expansion of
this discriminatory liberalization through PTAs, the agreements were mostly signed

between the neighbouring economies. However with time, an increasing number of
agreements started to be signed between economies which do not share borders, and
often are separated by an ocean. Such a trend can be seen more clearly after the global
financial crisis signalling that the impact on the slowing of the growth of trade it
triggered globally and regionally sent policymakers to seek additional access in nontraditional export markets (figure 2).
Figure 2: Number of PTAs (cumulative) in force
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3. Out of 53 regional member States of ESCAP, it is the Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea and Timor-Leste which are not involved in any PTA. Similarly out of 9 associate
members there are 4 economies which are not part of any PTA.4 Singapore has the highest
number of PTAs (22), followed by Turkey (21) and Russian Federation (16). China, India,
Japan, Malaysia and Republic of Korea are each party to 14 PTAs (figure 3).
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These are American Samoa; French Polynesia; Guam; Northern Marina Islands.
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Figure 3: Number of PTAs implemented by economy
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4. There is a complex web of PTAs that has been established in Asia and the Pacific, known
as ‘noodle bowl’ (figure 4). Economies which are parties to plurilateral agreements are
continuing to negotiate bilateral agreements among themselves. Similarly, bilateral
partners get involved in negotiations of broader regional agreements. It is therefore
necessary that efforts are made to consolidate these PTAs. One would need to see if the
mega-blocs of the region (Trans-Pacific Partnership 5 and Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership6) will be effective in consolidating some of these overlapping PTAs
or not (for a discussion on this point see Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Report 2015,
chapter 6).

Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) is a comprehensive trade agreement which was signed on 4 February 2016
between 12 countries: Australia, Brunei Darussalam, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru,
Singapore, the United States and Viet Nam.
6 The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (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.
5

Figure 4: Asia-Pacific “noodle bowl”

5. The extent to which economies in the Asia-Pacific region trade with their PTA partners
varies considerably (figure 5). 7 On average for the period 2011-2013, only 35% of exports
and 45% of imports were transacted among the PTA partners. Brunei Darussalam
exported mostly to its PTA partners: 98% of its exports were directed to such economies.
Some of the least developed countries in the region also showed a very high dependence
of their exports on markets of their PTAs partners, typically their neighbours:
Afghanistan (72%), Bhutan (88%), the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (86%) and
Myanmar (92%). These results might be amplified because some of these least developed
countries are land-locked, have lesser opportunities to trade with other countries, and
thus have no other option than to export to neighbouring countries with whom they have
signed PTAs. However, some other developing countries, land-locked or not, share a
Since data on volumes of trade utilizing preferential terms is not available, the calculation is done by taking into
account the total export and import with the PTA partners. Thus this data gives a higher estimate of trade than the
actual trade that would happen under preferential trade (as on some items there is no tariff concessions offered due
to domestic sensitivity and in some cases the products do not meet the originating criteria).
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similarly high dependence on trading with their PTA partners: Kyrgyz Republic,
Indonesia, Republic of Korea, Malaysia and Singapore are in this group (figure 5). For the
countries in this group that are members of ASEAN, this also shows that trade with PTA
partners outside those in ASEAN plays an important role in their expansion of trade. For
Indonesia, among it’s top import partners, China, Singapore and Japan, only Singapore is
part of ASEAN. In terms of its top export partners Japan, China and the United States,
none are from ASEAN. For Singapore, in terms of its top Import and Export partners,
only Malaysia is a part of ASEAN. For Malaysia, of its top 3 import partners, Singapore,
China and Japan, only Singapore is a part of ASEAN. Again of its top export partners,
China, Singapore and the United States, only Singapore is a part of ASEAN. Notably
Indonesia and Malaysia do not have an existing agreement in force or in the works with
the United States despite the high volume of trade. It is also true that dependence of
trade with PTA partners is not symmetrical on export and import side. There are
economies in the region which are heavily dependent on PTA partners (which are also
neighbouring countries) for imports, but not at all on the export side: Azerbaijan,
Bangladesh, Cambodia, Cook Islands, Sri Lanka, Turkmenistan, and others, are in this
group (figure 5).

Figure 5: Trade share with PTA partners (2011-2013 average)
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6. There are 23 agreements 8 which involve more than two countries (commonly called
plurilateral agreements9). The number of the parties in plurilateral agreements vary, with a
maximum of 1510 and minimum of 3 parties involved, with an average of 7.7 members.

7. It would be important to understand if there is a link between size of the plurilateral
agreement in terms of number of countries and their economic strength (i.e. joint GDP), or
the level of trade liberalization they pursue, and the size of intraregional trade of such
group. One might expect that, other things being equal, the larger the number of members
in the PTAs (or having a larger joint GDP) – or deeper liberalization committments- will
result in a larger intraregional trade, in nominal values, but also in terms of share in
members’ total trade. The statistics on intraregional trade for the PTAs of different number
of members and different types does not however support this expectation. In terms of the
number of members, the largest PTAs are SPARTECA

and PTN (each having 15

members) followed by PICTA (12), ASEAN and ECOTA (each having 10 members).
However, the intraregional import shares (on average for 2008-2014) of SPARTECA (7%),
PTN (7.7%), PICTA (1.3%) are low, while that of ASEAN is higher (21%).

High

intraregional imports are found for Commonwealth of Independent States (CISFTA) (24%)
and Common Economic Zone (CEZ) 11 (22%), with only 8 and 4 members, respectively.
The three plurilateral Customs Unions, with similar membership, result in lower
intraregional imports of only 15%. Among the partial scope agreements, Asia-Pacific
Trade Agreement (APTA) shows the highest intraregional imports share (14%) (figure 6).

This number also includes ASEAN + 1 agreements (Australia-New Zealand; China; India; Japan and Republic of
Korea). Other important agreements such as Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA); SAARC
Agreement on Trade in Services (SATIS); Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP); Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral
Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC); Pacific Agreement on Closer Economic Relations (PACER);
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP); Trade Preference System among the Organisation of the
Islamic Conference (TPS/OIC) are either being negotiated or signed and pending ratification.
9 A list of these agreements as well as their full names are provided in Annex 1.
10 This calculation does not include the Global System of Trade Preferences (GSTP) Agreement as it is considered a
global agreement.
11 This is an agreement among Belarus, Kazakhstan, Ukraine and the Russian Federation – notified and still labelled
as active in the WTO database.
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Figure 6: Share of intraregional imports in plurilateral PTAs12
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8. The PTAs with larger economic size (in terms of joint GDP) also do not necessarily result
in higher intraregional imports. The top five PTAs in terms of size of GDP are APTA
followed by Protocol on Trade Negotiations (PTN), Group of 8 Preferential Trade
Agreement (D 8 PTA), ASEAN and CISFTA. Yet the highest intraregional imports were
recorded by CISFTA followed by ASEAN, APTA, PTN and D 8 PTA (figure 7).

12

ASEAN+1 agreements have not been studied as they are bloc (ASEAN) – country bilateral agreements.

Figure 7: Intraregional imports (average for 2008-2014)
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9. Asia-Pacific members of ESCAP are grouped into five sub-regions: East and North-East
Asia (ENEA); North and Central Asia (NCA); South-East Asia (SEA); South and SouthWest Asia (SSWA); the Pacific.13 Except ENEA, all economies have at least one sub-regionwide PTA, including through bilateral agreements. Despite these linkages, the levels of
intra-PTA imports for these sub-regions are, in principle, low and not growing noticeably
in terms of relative size (as a share of total trade of the countries involved). Most of the
NCA economies have agreements either within their own sub-region or with partners
outside Asia and the Pacific, but not with other Asia-Pacific economies. However, when it
comes to intra-bloc imports, only about 11% of their total imports come from sub-regional
PTA partners. A further 35% comes from other Asia-Pacific economies while more than
half of their imports are sourced from economies outside the region (figure 8).
10. While there is no sub-region-wide PTA in ENEA, the level of imports from other
economies in the sub-region, as a share of their total imports, is much higher (27.6%)

The
detailed
list
of
sub-regional
composition
of
economies
is
available
at
http://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Economic%20and%20Social%20Survey%20of%20Asia%20and%20the%20
Pacific%202014.pdf
13

compared with the share of agreements (7.4%) with those partners. The other sub-region
exhibiting a somewhat similar characteristic is SEA, where the share of imports from subregional partners outweighs their participation in the agreements (22.8% and 10%,
respectively).
Figure 8: Number of PTAs among economies of a sub-region and their trade intensity
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A possible explanation for the low intra-PTA share may be due to distance between PTA
partners as well as the fact that they entered in PTA due to geo-political reasons and not
necessarily their trade interests. It is important therefore, that the economies start reducing
the complexities of negotiated terms and make efforts to consolidate their multiple PTAs,
with the objectives of easing the terms of trade transactions.
11. Trade costs are important as they influence trade patterns and in so doing the benefits that
come from trade and also impact consumers as they influence prices and the types of
goods that are supplied. With the proliferation of PTAs and intersecting bilateral
agreements, trading becomes more complicated and it is argued that trade costs should
rise. Comparing the trade costs within the PTAs the EAEC and EAEU and ASEAN from
the years 2000 to 2013 a general decreasing trend can be observed in the trade costs within

the countries involved in these PTAs. Comparing the trade costs within the EAEC which
was established in 2000, and the EAEU which was not established in the period measured,
it is observed that even though they constitute the same members with the exception of
Armenia in the EAEC and Tajikistan in the EAEU, the trade costs are considerably lower
in this period within the EAEC. This could hint at the effect of other factors influencing
trade costs not addressed by the PTAs. The trade costs within ASEAN were generally
constant amid fluctuations and experienced a sharp fall in 2010 and is almost on par with
those of the EAEC in 2013.

Figure 9: Trade Costs within the EAEU, EAEC and ASEAN (2000-2013)
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Annex 1
List of plurilateral PTAs
S.

Name of agreement Parties

No.
Customs Union
1

EAEC

(Eurasian Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russian Federation,

Economic

Tajikistan

Community)(
2

EAEU

(Eurasian Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, the Russian

Economic Union)
3

Federation

Belarus

- Belarus, Kazakhstan, Russian Federation

Kazakhstan-Russian
Federation
Free Trade Agreement
1

ASEAN
(Association
Southeast

Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR,
of Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand ,
Asian Viet Nam

Nations)
2

ASEAN-Australia-

Australia, Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao

New Zealand FTA

PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, New Zealand, Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand , Viet Nam

3

ASEAN-China FTA

Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Lao
PDR,

Malaysia,

Myanmar,

Philippines,

Singapore,

Thailand , Viet Nam
4

ASEAN-India FTA

Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, India, Indonesia, Lao
PDR,

Malaysia,

Myanmar,

Philippines,

Singapore,

Thailand , Viet Nam
5

ASEAN-Japan FTA

Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Japan, Lao

PDR,

Malaysia,

Myanmar,

Philippines,

Singapore,

Thailand , Viet Nam
6

ASEAN-Korea FTA

Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Korea Rep of.,
Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore,
Thailand , Viet Nam

7

CEZ

(Common

Economic Zone)
8

CIS

Belarus, Kazakhstan, Russia, Ukraine
Azerbaijan, Georgia, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan14

(Commonwealth of
Independent States)
9

ECOTA (Economic Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Iran, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Cooperation

Pakistan,

Tajikistan,

Turkey,

Turkmenistan

and

Organization Trade Uzbekistan
Agreement)
10

GUAM

11

PICTA
Island

Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Moldova, Republic of
(Pacific Cook Islands, Fiji,

Countries Micronesia, Nauru, Niue, Papua New Guinea, Samoa,

Trade Agreement)
12

Kiribati, the Federated States of

SAFTA

Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu

(South Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal,

Asian Free Trade Pakistan, Sri Lanka
Agreement)
13

TP 4 (Trans-Pacific Brunei Darussalam, Chile, New Zealand, Singapore
Strategic Economic
Partnership
Agreement)

14

Prior to the current signatories, the original signatories were Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Moldova Republic, Russian Federation, Tajikistan, Ukraine, Uzbekistan. In accordance with paragraph 23.1
and Annex 5 of the Treaty on a Free Trade Area between Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic, the Republic of
Moldova, the Russian Federation, Tajikistan, and Ukraine, as for relations among the Parties, the Agreement on the Free Trade
Area (CIS Agreement) signed on 15 April 1994 was terminated.

Partial Scope Agreement
1

2

APTA (Asia-Pacific Bangladesh,

China,

India,

Lao

People

Democratic

Trade Agreement)

Republic, Republic of Korea, Sri Lanka

D-8PTA

Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Islamic Republic,

(Developing
(D-8)

Eight Malaysia, Nigeria, Pakistan, Turkey

Preferential

Tariff Agreement)
3

MSG

(Melanesian Fiji, FLNKS(Front de Liberation Nationale Kanak et

Spearhead Group)
4

Socialiste), Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu

PTN (Protocol on Bangladesh, Brazil, Chile, Egypt, Israel, Korea Rep of.,
Trade Negotiations)

Mexico, Pakistan, Paraguay, Peru, Philippines, Serbia,
Tunisia, Turkey, Uruguay

5

SPARTECA (South Australia, Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Marshall Islands,
Pacific

Regional Micronesia, Nauru, New Zealand, Niue, Papua New

Trade
Economic
Cooperation
Agreement)

and Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu
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