
CEP is the Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership launched at the 21st ASEAN and 
Related Summits in Phnom Penh, Cambodia in 
2012, and negotiations commenced in 2013. RCEP 

is a Free Trade Agreement under negotiation between ASEAN 
Member States and ASEAN’s FTA partners. When completed, 
the agreement will be between 16 countries which make up 
45% of the world population and contribute a third of the 
world’s GDP.

RCEP initiative aims to be an ASEAN-led process through 
which ASEAN will broaden and deepen its economic 
engagements with its FTA partners. The RCEP will lead to 
greater economic integration, support equitable economic 
development and strengthen economic cooperation among 
the countries involved. It has the potential to transform the 
region into an integrated market of more than three billion 
people (over 45% of the world’s population), with a combined 
GDP of about US$17.23 trillion, which is about a third of the 
world’s current annual GDP.

RCEP’s vision is to be a 
modern, comprehensive, 
h i g h - q u a l i t y  a n d 
m u t u a l l y - b e n e f i c i a l 
economic  par tnership 
agreement among ASEAN 
Member States and ASEAN’s 
FTA par tners.  Current 
engagement  that  has 
already been achieved 
through existing ASEAN+1 
FTAs, will be intensified. 
RCEP will cover trade in 

goods, trade in services, investment, economic and technical 
cooperation, intellectual property, competition, legal and 
institutional matters, and other issues. On Trade in Goods 
(TIG), it aims to progressively eliminate tariff and non-tariff 
barriers on substantially all trade in goods in order to establish 
a free trade area among RCEP participating countries.

On Trade in Services (TIS) it aims to substantially eliminate 
restrictions and/or discriminatory measures with respect to 

trade in services between 
the RCEP participating 
countries. It will build on the 
RCEP participating countries’ 
commitments under the 
General Agreement on Trade 
in Services (GATS) and ASEAN’s 
current FTAs with its Partners. 
All sectors and modes of 
supply will be subject to 
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negotiations. For investment, RCEP aims to create a liberal, 
facilitative, and competitive investment environment in the 
region. Negotiations will cover the four pillars of promotion, 
protection, facilitation and liberalisation. RCEP will also cover 
the areas of economic and technical cooperation, intellectual 
property, competition, legal and institutional matters, as well 
as new and emerging issues that are relevant to business 
realities.

It may be the next best option to boost trade after the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPPA) fell through. 
International Trade and Industry Minister Datuk Seri Mustapa 
Mohammed said Malaysia is not keen to salvage the TPPA with 
the other ten nations after the US pulled out of the trade pact 
as it does not meet the primary objective of gaining access to 
the US, Canadian, Mexican and Peruvian markets. “The RCEP is 
seen as the second best option as it will help fill the vacuum 
to a certain extent,” he said, adding that the US remains an 
important trading partner. “The US is Malaysia’s third largest 
trading partner, with trade increasing by 50.3%. Besides this, 
we have approved US investments totalling RM95Bbil which 
account for some 300,000 jobs.”

He added that 60% of manufactured electronic and electrical 
goods here were exported to the US. Although Mustapa 
acknowledged that RCEP could not completely replace 
the TPPA, it accounted for 30% of global trade, and had a 
larger population base as it included China with a 1.7 billion 
population. Mustapa said ASEAN trade ministers would meet 
in Vietnam in May 2017 to discuss the RCEP with the aim of 
concluding an agreement by the end of the year.

“We are looking at a concept of ASEAN centrality where it will 
play the prime role in driving the RCEP,” he added. Apart from 
RCEP, Mustapa said Malaysia was also negotiating free trade 
agreements with Iran, Sri Lanka and the EU. RCEP involves 
16 countries, namely the ten ASEAN countries and its six 
dialogue partners: Japan, India, China, New Zealand, Australia 
and South Korea, which have a combined population of 3.4 
billion.

(The Star: 14.3.2017)

RCEP members began talks on 27 February 2017 in Kobe, Japan 
on a variety of issues including the possibility of creating a 
substantial regional free trade economic zone, in the first such 
talks since the US ditched the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) 

under President Donald Trump. This 
latest meeting brought together 16 
Asia-Pacific nations, comprising the ten 
ASEAN members, as well as Australia, 
China, India, Japan, New Zealand and 
South Korea, with agreements already 
made on economic and technological 
cooperation.

With the US looking to direct itself 
toward securing more bilateral rather 
than multilateral or free trade deals, 
senior RCEP officials are keen to come 
to a general consensus on issues 

of tariffs in the new economic zone, as well as how major 
economies can support developing ones. Other issues tabled 
for discussion between the senior officials in talks include 
the “13 Fields” which comprise universal rules on investment 
and e-commerce, as well as the elimination or significant 
reduction of certain trade tariffs. Iman Pambagyo, director 
general of international trade negotiations at Indonesia’s 
Trade Ministry, in his role as chair of the meeting in Kobe, said 
that the current talks are key to establishing free trade deals in 
the region and boosting broader global growth.

If RCEP’s fundamental premise comes to fruition, economists 
believe that the new economic zone could account for about 
30% of the world’s gross domestic product, even without the 
support of the US. RCEP member countries, as posted out 
by proponents of the initiative, collectively, have significant 
economic clout, with member countries accounting for 
almost 20% of US goods imports in 2016. While there remain 
some issues regarding the scope of the tariffs to be reduced 
or eliminated between some member countries, the talks 
are garnering a great deal of attention since the US abruptly 
ditched the TPP, with major economies in this region keen to 
secure fair and balanced, high-level trade liberalization that 
benefits all member nations.

“Like the TPP, Japan is aiming for high quality agreements 
in the RCEP talks,” Economy, Trade and Industry Minister 
Hiroshige Seko said, with regard to tariffs, and arriving at 
agreeable solutions on a number of rules including, for 
example, on intellectual property protection. At a recent 
TV interview for CNBC’s “Managing Asia” program with 
anchorwoman Christine Tan, Jaime Augusto Zobel de 
Ayala II, Chairman and CEO of Ayala Corporation, the 
Philippines’ oldest and hugely successful conglomerate, was 
asked whether he was concerned that the new US Trump 
Administration will not support the TPPA, Ayala responded 
he was not concerned about that because there is RCEP.

The TPPA engineered by the previous US Obama 
Administration, excluded China when even its close ally, 
Japan, felt China should have been included. Now that RCEP 
has included six dialogue partners, including China, with a 
1.7 billion population, the trade horizon is very wide. RCEP, if 
managed with fair play and governance, could create an Asian 
Trade Leadership never seen before in the world.  
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