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E-commerce holds promise for Asean-US deal

Amazon and eBay are entering the regional
market. An e-commerce deal with the US
sidesteps the Trans-Pacific Partnership

Locknie Hsu

For The Straits Times

The trade community hasbeenin
upheaval over the United States’
decision to withdraw from the
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)
agreement which negotiators
from 12 countries worked hard to
cobble together. The formula

for its coming into effect was
designed toinclude the US.

Some analysts have not been
optimistic about the TPPbeing
taken forward by the remaining
11 countries. Yet, some TPP
countries, like Australia, are
making efforts to pursue a
“TPP-minus-US countries™
type of agreement.

Many havealsopointed to the
Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP),
whichis under negotiationby
Asean and six major trade partners, :
as the mostsignificantalternative
regional agreement. i

Whatalternative can Aseanwork :
on, taking into account the few
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clues that US President Donald
Trump has so far provided on the
deals he would favour - viz, deals
which help create jobs in America
(likely in manufacturing),
which are bilateral, promote
innovationin the USaswell as
help its small businesses.

Of the TPP-minus-US countries,
four are Asean members: Brunei,

let’s call them the “TPP Asean
Four”. Whatis particularly relevant
is that they have managed toagree
onasetofe-commerce principles
inthe TPP framework, whichisa
useful starting point.

E-commerce isa high-growth
potential areawhich features
prominently in Asean’s economic
integration plans. It can spur
creation of jobs in manufacturing,
digital services, transport and
logistics. E-commerce promotes,

: and thrives on, innovation. US
! businessescangain,and US
: (andother) jobs can be created or

maintained, by focusing on this

! importantarea of common interest
¢ tothe USand Asean economies.

Americane-businesses are

¢ looking to the Asean market, given

¢ its growing affluence and digital

i connectivity. Forexample, eBay, a
¢ well-known US business, is an

: investorin the parentcompany of
i Qoo10, an e-commerce platform

: thatis popularinAsia.

Another well-known US business,

i Amazon,announcedrecently
i thatitplannedtoincreaseits i
: presenceincertain Asean countries. :
i Sellersof US products from craft

: beerstoapparel - particularly

: thosewhicharesmallbusinesses -
: canalsobetterreach outto

i marketsin the regionviasuch

: e-commerce platforms.

Malaysia, Singapore and Vietnam- :
i andthedelivery of goods can

: facilitate exports from the USto
i Asean,andviceversa.

Better rules on e-commerce

The new US administration’s

! interestin promoting trade,

: innovation and small businesses,

i the TPPe-commerce provisions

¢ (which canofferuseful lessons for
! ruleson promoting e-commerce in
: Asean)and Asean’s e-commerce

¢ blueprinttogether providea

: compelling commonality of goals

i andalaunch pad forexploringan

i e-commerce agreement.

This could take the form of either

i abilateral agreement with
countries in Asean, or a US-Asean
: agreement - if the US decidesto

i viewAseanasabilateral

¢ negotiating partner for purposes
: ofe-commerce, given US

¢ businesses’ interestinits
! e-commerce market.

{ OPPORTUNITYFORA

i WIN-WIN SITUATION

i However, this would requirea

i departure- atleast for the time
¢ being - from the familiar

: “template” of free trade

i withcomprehensive coverage- |}
: fromtariffs onmeattobankingand :
i telecommunications regulations.

i coverageisthatWorld Trade

¢ Organisation (WTO) rules require
: suchagreements to remove

i barrierson substantiallyall trade

: betweenthe FTA parties- for

i themtoenjoy preferential

: treatmentunder the FTA (as

i compared with non-FTA parties).

! asusual”in FTA negotiations,Asean
: memberswill have to think out of

i theboxandsuggestanattractive

: way forward that works both for

¢ themandthe US,and which

¢ complies withWTO rules.

: administration is working out its

i policy agenda. For the TPP Asean

: Four countries, such aplan would
i notnecessarily beinconsistent

: withretaining the TPP agreement,
i asanewdeal could build on the

! TPP’se-commerce chapter.

agreements (FTAs) which start

H

The reason for such broad

If the US does not want “business

Thisis timely as the new US trade

For proponents of multilateral

i agreements, such adeal may

i inthelonger runlead to common
i rules which facilitate global

1 e-commerce, if agreed upon by

i other countries.

One should also not forget that,

i given British Prime Minister

: Theresa May's 12-point plan for her
i country’sexit fromthe European

: Union- whichembraces science

: andinnovationandis open o new

trade arrangements outside

: the EU- the UKislikely tohavean
: interestin the e-commerce

i “conversation™.Aswould China,

: withits phenomenally successful
: platformslike Alibaba.

At the multilateral level,

i e-commerce wasraised for

i discussionasearly as in the 1990s.

¢ Notably, during the period

i between 1998 and 2016, technology
: capabilities and consumer and

i business connectivity have

: undergone seismic shifts. Yet this

i year, there are still no global rules

: that fully facilitate and unleash the

i potential of e-commerce.

Perhapsitis time to consider a

i US-Aseane-commerce trade

: facilitationagreement whichin
i time would evolve into amore

: comprehensiveregional FTAin
i accordance withWTO rules,

Such anagreement could draw

i lessons fromvarious agreements,
¢ including the WTO Agreementof
i Trade Facilitation, the United

i Nations Framework Agreement
: onFacilitation of Cross-border
i Paperless Tradein Asiaand the
¢ Pacific, and from the TPP

! provisionsone-commerce,

: trade facilitationand small and
: medium enterprises.

Withalittle imaginationand

i creativityaswell asagood

: understanding of relevantWTO

i agreementsthatthe USandAsean
: aresubjectto, there couldbea

¢ win-windeal with President

: Trump’s team on e-Comimerce.

This could evolve into a more

i comprehensive FTA, show

: practicalleadership on the parts of
: both the US and Asean, help satisfy
: certaingoals onbothsides (suchas
: thecreationof jobs allround)

i and,over the longer term,

: inspire global trade-facilitative

: e-commerce rules.

Suchastarting point neither

: precludes aTPP minus-US

i agreement moving forward,

: nor the RCEP being successfully

i completed. Rather, itcan help

: facilitate regional e-commerce

i wadeandactasa catalyst for

: eventualglobal rules. Afterall, to

i borrowaphrase from Mr Trump, a
: formerproperty developer-itis

i about theartofthe deal.
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