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Introduction
As of November 2019, there were 302 ‘physical’ Preferential Trade Agreements (PTAs)1 in
force notified to the WTO.2 This is almost a five-fold increase in number of notified agreements
from 55 in 2000. The Asia-Pacific region has been a major contributor to this worldwide buildup of PTAs. More than half of the PTAs in force globally involve at least one Asia-Pacific
economy.
This note provides an update on the involvement of Asia-Pacific economies in trade agreements
with countries within and outside the region. Additionally, we assess the relevance of PTAs for
Asia-Pacific economies’ trade by considering the coverage of trade among PTA partners. Finally,
we provide an insight into the recent developments in Asia-Pacific PTAs between January 2017
and November 2019.3

In this note, PTAs are classified based on the depth of liberalization and integration, as well as sectoral coverage.
Partial scope agreements (PSAs), allowed by WTO rules only between developing countries, have the lowest level
of ambition as members offer tariff concessions on a selected number of products or sectors. PSAs contrast with
Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) in which tariffs and other trade barriers are to be eliminated on almost all trade in
merchandise goods within a reasonable length of time, typically under ten years. Similarly, economic integration
agreements (EIAs) are agreements through which parties offer preferential (ultimately free) market access for trade
in services through substantial coverage, in terms of number of sectors and mode of supply, progressively. Customs
unions, which are also included in the analyses, imply a higher level of integration because parties not only eliminate
trade barriers on most or all trade in merchandise goods, but adopt a common commercial policy towards third
economies (including a common external tariff).
2
Data obtained from WTO RTA-IS database (accessed November, 2019).
3
This brief is a shorten and updated version of ESCAP Trade Insights No.27, available at
https://www.unescap.org/resources/update-preferential-trade-agreements-asia-pacific-economies-escap-tradeinsights-issue-no
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Types of PTAs in Asia and the Pacific
As of November 2019, there were 171 ‘physical’ trade agreements in force, 17 signed and
pending ratification, and 95 under negotiations, which had at least one member from the AsiaPacific region. 4 However, not all of these agreements have been notified to the WTO. 5 In
particular, there are 26 agreements in force and 14 signed and pending ratification that have not
been notified to the WTO. Additionally, most of those initiated have not been reported through
Early Announcement process. Moreover, some of the agreements in force have not been notified
to the WTO despite having entered into force more than 10 years ago.6
Figure 1 presents a breakdown of Asia-Pacific’s PTAs in force. FTAs covering goods, as well as
FTAs and EIAs covering both goods and services, account for 87% of all PTAs in force in the
region. The former, i.e. FTAs, account for 38% of this and the latter, i.e. FTAs and EIAs, account
for the remaining 49%. Partial Scope Agreements (PSAs) are referred to as ‘Others’ in figure 1
and account for 11% of regional PTAs in force, whilst the share of customs unions amounts to
only 1.2%. EIAs account for only 0.5% of regional PTAs in force and are comprised of a single
PTA between Armenia and the EU. It is clear that agreements covering both goods and services
now account for the majority of PTAs in the region.
Figure 1: Breakdown of PTAs in force as of 2019 by their type
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Source: ESCAP’s calculations based on data obtained from APTIAD (accessed November, 2019).

As noted above, the majority of PTAs of Asia-Pacific economies are bilateral. In this regard,
bilateral PTAs account for approximately 80% of all Asia-Pacific PTAs. On the other hand,
plurilateral agreements account for 9% of PTAs in force in the region, while country-bloc
Data from APTIAD, accessed November 2019, available at https://www.unescap.org/content/aptiad/.
The WTO’s Transparency Mechanism for Regional Trade Agreements (RTA) provides for early announcement of
any trade agreements and notification to the WTO. This is not limited to signed agreements but also to those where
countries have intention to negotiate. Text of the 2006 General Council Decision on the Transparency Mechanism
(WT/L/671) clearly lays down that, for early announcement, members participating in new negotiations aimed at
the conclusion of an RTA shall endeavour to so inform the WTO. The notification of an RTA by Members should
take place as early as possible, in general no later than the parties' ratification of the RTA or any party's decision on
the application of the relevant parts of an agreement and before the application of preferential treatment between the
parties (WTO, 2006). Please note that for the purpose of this brief, RTAs are the same as PTAs. For PTAs not
notified to WTO official information available online was used to register them in APTIAD.
6
These include bilateral agreements between Armenia-Tajikistan, Azerbaijan-Belarus, Azerbaijan-Kazakhstan,
Azerbaijan-Moldova, Azerbaijan-Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan-Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan-Moldova, KazakhstanUzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan-Tajikistan, Pakistan-Iran, Sri Lanka-Iran, Tajikistan-Belarus, Tajikistan-Kazakhstan,
Tajikistan-Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan-Belarus, Turkmenistan-Moldova, Uzbekistan-Belarus, Uzbekistan-Moldova.
Additionally, it also includes one plurilateral agreement, namely, ECOTA.
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agreements account for the remaining 11%. However, many of these bilateral and plurilateral
agreements co-exist between the same countries. For example, members in CPTPP and RCEP
overlap and many of them have bilateral agreements amongst each other. The situation increases
the potential cost of ‘noodle bowl effect’ which stems from differences in rules of origin and
technical standards in those agreements.
Integration within five different sub-regions used to be a driver of PTAs in the Asia-Pacific
region.7 From the 1970s till early 2000s, most PTAs signed, were between economies within the
sub-region they belonged to. During this period, PTAs were formed among members of subregional intergovernmental organizations: Association of South-East Asian Nation (ASEAN),
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS),8 and the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF). Since the early 2000s, the focus of AsiaPacific PTAs has gradually expanded to Asia-Pacific economies outside sub-regions and the rest
of the world. As of November 2019, there were 82 PTAs in force with economies outside the
region, accounting for 49% of total Asia-Pacific PTAs. Additionally, PTAs within the AsiaPacific region and PTAs within sub-regions accounted for 28% and 23% of total Asia-Pacific
PTAs, respectively (figure 2). One of the factors driving PTAs with Asia-Pacific economies and
beyond is the need for PTAs facilitating participation in regional and global value chains.

Number of agreements

Figure 2: Cumulative number of Asia-Pacific PTAs in force (by geographical region)
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Source: ESCAP’s calculations based on data obtained from APTIAD (accessed November, 2019).

Trade with PTA partners
This section considers trade with PTA partners as a proxy for the PTA utilization rate.9 Based on
trade in 2017, on average, exports to PTA partners accounted for 44% of the Asia-Pacific region’s
exports to the world. Imports from PTA partners amounted to 51% of the region’s total imports
from the world.10 However, trade covered by PTA partners varies considerably across the region
In Asia-Pacific, there are the following sub-regions overlapping with plurilateral trade negotiations efforts: North
and Central Asia (EAEU); South Asia (SAFTA); South-East Asia (ASEAN); Pacific (PACER plus). East and NorthEast Asia is the only sub-region without a comprehensive sub-region wide deal yet.
8
The CIS Agreement, signed in 1994, was terminated following a notification in 2013 from the Russian Federation
to the WTO Committee on Regional Trade Agreements.
9
In reality, however, the expected effect on trade by a PTA with respective partners might not materialize. Actual
utilization of a PTA depends on the difficulties and costs involved in complying with the rules of origin. This varies
not only across products but also across PTAs. A more precise estimation of trade covered by PTAs would require
the unpublished data on trade utilizing preferential schemes.
10
For more detailed information on PTA trade shares of Asia-Pacific economies with ESCAP sub-regions, please
refer to tables 1A and 2A in the Annex.
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(figure 3). Bhutan is the Asia-Pacific economy with the largest share of its exports directed
towards its PTA partners (mostly India), amounting to 96.5% of its total exports. It is followed
by Afghanistan (91.5%), Lao PDR (90.9%) and Brunei Darussalam (89.8%). The reason for such
a large trade share covered by the PTAs in these countries, however, is because they have PTAs
with neighbouring countries which are their dominant trade and investment partners. On a
different note, advanced countries in the region, Australia (73.5%), Republic of Korea (78.6%)
and Singapore (88.5%) in particular, have large PTA trade coverage, because of their
strategically signed PTAs with a number of countries within and outside the region– most notably
the US, China and the EU.11
Figure 3: Share of trade with PTA partners, 2017 (in %)
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Australia’s PTA with the EU is still under negotiation.
4
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In contrast, Mongolia is found to be the economy in Asia-Pacific with the lowest share of PTA
exports, amounting to only 0.2% of its total exports. Mongolia has only one PTA with Japan,
whilst approximately 85% of its total exports are directed towards China (Anukoonwattaka and
Lobo, 2019). Similarly, Pacific island developing economies (PIDEs) tend to have small trade
coverage with PTA partners despite engaging in several agreements within the sub-region,12
some of which include Australia and New Zealand. Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati,
Marshall Islands, Solomon Islands and Tuvalu are among the countries with some of the lowest
export shares with their PTA partners, with PTA export shares under 20% of total exports. The
small trade share of PTA partners in PIDEs reflects that the current merchandise trade structure
of PIDEs is directed beyond countries in the Pacific. Instead, Japan, Philippines, Indonesia, the
European Union and China are found to be the key destinations for exports produced by these
countries and granting them unilateral trade preferences for free market access without reciprocal
liberalizing requirements. Most of these major partners have not seen the rationale to form trade
agreements with PIDEs. Exceptions are the (interim) economic partnership agreements with the
European Union and Fiji and PNG in expectation of a comprehensive EU-PIDE partnership
agreement.13
The trend in PTA coverage of imports is quite similar to exports. Lao PDR has the largest share
of PTA imports, amounting to 95.5% of its total imports. This is a result of its PTAs with China
and Thailand, which are its two largest import partners and account for approximately 90% of its
total imports (Anukoonwattaka and Lobo, 2019). Bhutan, Myanmar and Georgia follow closely
behind with sizeable PTA export shares of 90%, 85.6% and 84.8%, respectively. In contrast,
Mongolia,14 Marshall Islands and Federated States of Micronesia are found to have the lowest
PTA import shares among Asia-Pacific countries, with PTA import shares of 8.4%, 0.2% and
4.4%, respectively. As before, the selection of PTA partners is an important determinant of the
potential trade effects of PTAs.
However, some countries have PTAs with only their major import partners, which are not their
key export partners. This is the case for Nauru, Cambodia and Bangladesh which have PTA
export shares of 21%, 27.2% and 9.6%, and PTA import shares of 81.4%, 83.9% and 61.7%,
indicating PTA import shares over three times as large as that of exports. Although they will see
trade imbalance with their PTA partners, these countries are likely to get substantial efficiency
gains from the lowered cost of their imports.
Recent trends in Asia-Pacific PTAs
From January 2017 to November 2019, Asia and the Pacific signed 21 new PTAs. Of these, 7
were signed in 2017, 10 were signed in 2018 and 4 were signed by the end of November 2019.
These new PTAs reflect a two-fold increase in signed PTAs relative to the 2015-2016 period.

Trade agreements signed or in force in PIDEs include SPARTECA, PACER Plus, PICTA, MSG, EU-Pacific States
iEPA, and Australia-Papua New Guinea PTA. Agreements that include Australia and New Zealand are SPARTECA,
a non-reciprocal partial scope trade agreement, PACER Plus, a comprehensive PTA covering goods, services and
investment, and Australia-Papua New Guinea PTA. PICTA and MSG only include developing Pacific Island
countries. EU-Pacific States iEPA is the interim economic partnership agreement between the European Union and
selected PIDEs, including Fiji, Papua New Guinea, and Samoa. In addition, Solomon Islands has submitted a formal
accession request and Tonga has notified its intention to accede to the iEPA.
13
This brief does not engage in a discussion of unilateral preferences schemes and the associated rules under the
special and differential treatment (SDT) provisions of the WTO.
14
It is to be noted that Mongolia is in the process of acceding to the Asia-Pacific Trade Agreement (APTA).
Completion of this accession process will increase Mongolia’s PTA export and import shares by 85.2 and 38.1
percentage points, respectively. This is because APTA includes China, Mongolia’s largest trade partner.
5
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These agreements include a large plurilateral agreement- the Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP)- 15 the successor to the Trans-Pacific
Partnership from which the United States withdrew in January 2017. Additionally, another
plurilateral agreement signed during the same period was the Pacific Agreement on Closer
Economic Relations (PACER) Plus.
In addition, several bilateral agreements have been signed between economic blocs and
individual economies during this period. Armenia signed a PTA with the European Union in
2017, while Japan and Singapore signed trade and investment agreements with the European
Union in 2018, and Viet Nam signed the same in 2019. 16 ASEAN signed a bilateral trade
agreement with Hong Kong, China, while the Republic of Korea signed a trade agreement with
five Central American countries.17 The thirteen other bilateral trade agreements signed during
the same period include Australia-Hong Kong, China; Australia-Peru; Australia-Indonesia;
China-Georgia; China-Maldives; China-Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU); Islamic Republic of
Iran-EAEU; Hong Kong, China-Macao China; Indonesia-Chile; Hong Kong, China-Georgia;
Singapore-Sri Lanka; Indonesia-European Free Trade Association (EFTA); and Japan-United
States PTAs. Of the 21 new agreements signed during this period, 8 have been ratified and put
into force.18
Furthermore, several PTAs under negotiations have also made notable progress during the same
period. As of November 2019, there were 95 PTAs under negotiation in Asia and the Pacific.
The most notable one being the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), a
mega-plurilateral agreement that includes 10 ASEAN member countries, Australia, China, India,
Japan, New Zealand and the Republic of Korea. However, India decided to exit RCEP due to
concerns over potential trade deficit as well as disagreements regarding investment protection.
Nonetheless, the agreement is expected be signed by the remaining fifteen members in 2020,
following the conclusion of text-based negotiations for all twenty chapters as well as all market
access issues (Arunmas et al., 2019; Parkin and Reed, 2019).
Other recently initiated PTA negotiations include both intra-regional agreements and agreements
with trade partners outside the region. Fourteen new intra-regional initiatives started their
negotiations between January 2017 and November 2019. These fourteen intraregional PTAs
under negotiation include: Thailand-Turkey; Indonesia-Turkey; Sri Lanka-Thailand; IndiaEAEU; Republic of Korea-EAEU; China-Japan-Republic of Korea; Hong Kong, ChinaMaldives; Cambodia-EAEU; an upgrade of China-New Zealand PTA; Islamic Republic of IranMalaysia; Malaysia-Republic of Korea; Philippines-Republic of Korea; Republic of KoreaRussian Federation; and Singapore-EAEU. The trends of initiating PTAs with non-traditional
trade partners reflect the strategy to diversify trade risks and seek new market opportunities.
During the same period, seventeen new cross-regional PTAs also began negotiations. These
include Australia-EU, China-Mauritius; China-Palestine; China-Moldova; Indonesia-Morocco;
Indonesia-Mozambique; Indonesia-Tunisia; EAEU-Egypt; EAEU-Israel; EAEU-Serbia; and
New Zealand-EU. The other six cross-regional agreements under negotiation were all with
economies in Latin America and include China-Uruguay; India-Peru; Australia-New Zealand15

CPTPP members include Australia, Brunei Darussalam, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand,
Peru, Singapore and Viet Nam.
16
The EU-Viet Nam PTA negotiations began in 2012 and were concluded in 2015. However, the formal signing of
the agreement was delayed till 2019 due to a pending opinion of the European Court of Justice on the division of
competencies between the EU and its member states, relating to the conclusion of the EU-Singapore PTA (European
Council, 2019).
17
These five Central American countries include Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Panama and Nicaragua.
18
These 8 agreements include Armenia-EU; ASEAN-Hong Kong, China; China-Georgia; CPTPP; Hong Kong,
China-Georgia; Hong Kong, China-Macao, China; Japan-EU; Singapore-Sri Lanka.
6
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Pacific Alliance; Republic of Korea-Mercosur; Singapore-Pacific Alliance; and SingaporeMercosur.
Figure 4 presents the ‘noodle bowl’ of all PTAs, signed, in force or under negotiation, involving
regional economies. Harmonizing different rules under these overlapping PTAs to minimize the
costs of utilization and maximize the benefits of these PTAs will be challenging.
Figure 4: Noodle bowl of Asia-Pacific PTAs

Source: ESCAP, based on data obtained from APTIAD (accessed November, 2019).

Conclusion
The Asia-Pacific region is a major contributor to the worldwide build-up of PTAs. As stated
previously, more than half of PTAs in force globally involve at least one Asia-Pacific economy.
There were important comprehensive agreements signed between January 2017 and November
2019, including CPTPP and the Japan-EU PTA.
It appears that countries in the region have accelerated their PTA signings and negotiations both
intra and extra-regionally. During 2017-2018, Asia-Pacific countries signed 17 PTAs, almost
twice as many as the 9 agreements signed in 2015-2016. Moreover, between January 2019 and
November 2019, an additional 4 PTAs were signed. There was also the commencement of
negotiations for 14 new intra-regional PTAs and 17 extra-regional PTAs. The negotiations for
RCEP had made a significant achievement although India finally decided to pull out. The
remaining fifteen member states has completed ‘text-based’ negotiations and confirmed their
commitment to sign the agreement in 2020.
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Figure 1A: Share of PTA and non-PTA exports of Asia
Pacific countries with ESCAP sub-regions (in %)

Annex

Source: ESCAP calculations based on data obtained from UNCOMTRADE,
accessed using WITS, and PTA information obtained from APTIAD.

Figure 2A: Share of PTA and non-PTA imports of Asia
Pacific countries with ESCAP sub-regions (in %)

Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment
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order to provide a useful tool for
observers
and
stakeholders
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trade
agreements involving one or more
economies from the Asia-Pacific region
that are either signed, in force or under
negotiation.
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