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On behalf of the members of the Pacific Economic Cooperation Council (PECC) it is our great honor 

to submit this statement to you. As one of APEC’s official observers we have the benefit of not only 

participating in your meetings, a long institutional memory but also perspective. 

 

Almost twenty years ago when APEC trade ministers last convened in Thailand, we did so in a very 

different context. Global growth was accelerating and inflation was largely contained. But if we delve 

further, there were some similarities, we were battling to contain a virus – SARS, and we were 

worried about the need to send a strong political message in advance of a forthcoming WTO 

Ministerial Conference. At that time we were also concerned about a fragmenting trade regime and 

the need for APEC to establish guiding principles to ensure greater coherence in the evolution of 

regional trade agreements.  

 

To facilitate our input to this meeting we recently held a high-level roundtable on a refreshed 

conversation on the FTAAP. The report from those discussions which includes substantial 

recommendations is attached to this statement. The participants’ comments echoed the theme of 

Thailand’s host year 20 years ago:  we are a region of differences, but stronger, more resilient growth 

is possible if we work together.  

 

The Post-Covid Context  

Even as members of our community continue to suffer from the pandemic, we need to better 

understand the lessons from Covid-19, the structural changes on our economies it has brought and 

ensure that our economies become more resilient to ‘shocks, crises, pandemics, and other 

emergencies’. 

 

In addition to the continued downside risks from the pandemic, we now face a conflict in Ukraine, 

higher inflation, and continued supply shortages. The focus on ‘drivers of growth’ in the language of 

the Putrajaya Vision seems all the more salient in this new reality.  

 

A Refreshed Conversation on FTAAP  

After taking a refreshed look at FTAAP, PECC affirmed its view that such an expansive free trade 

area would boost growth, maintain price stability, and generate gainful employment.  Broad 

geographical and economic coverage would increase the scale of the gains, and many economies will 

experience, according to our modelling work, significant benefits relative to the size of their 

economies.  

 

The future FTAAP work program provides an opportunity to build trust among ourselves and present 

an example to the world of how to address the multilateral governance deficit in key areas across a 

diverse range of economies. And, it will regenerate APEC. 

 

But to reach these goals, FTAAP has to have some substance and move beyond a vision.  An 

appropriate framework will take time to design and refine and, along the way, trust will need to be 

rebuilt.  It must also be a living structure, adapting to current events, new technologies, new concerns, 

and new forms of international business.    

 

Therefore, we propose a two-step process: 



 

1) Develop a clear statement of FTAAP principles, which would include  (i) ideas related to its 

membership, coverage, ‘living’ character, and (ii) approaches for making progress on specific 

issues in a small group (or plurilateral) setting.  It is important to specify the linkage to the 

WTO process, not just the consistency of principles but how FTAAP work can translate to the 

multilateral system.  There are other items as well to consider for what we would refer to as a 

‘framework agreement’.  

 

2) Develop a work program, designed to deliver outcomes defined in 2022, and to be achieved 

within 5 years, following which another set of goals would be adopted.  These outcomes must 

not only be feasible, but also topical and valuable. They must support Ministers’ efforts to 

support their stakeholders in a constructive manner. 

 

When FTAAP was originally conceived, the pathways such as the Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership (RCEP), the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific 

Partnership (CPTPP), and Pacific Alliance were only possibilities.  Now that they are operational, 

there is opportunity to consider how their elements can contribute to the FTAAP outcome.  In so 

doing, respond to the business community’s request that we straighten out the ‘noodle bowl’ of 

differences across trade agreements.  There are also sector specific agreements in high growth areas in 

the digital economy, such as DEPA. While these pathways establish important rules, they also include 

exceptions. It is necessary to monitor their implementation and have a dialogue especially in areas 

such as e-commerce to understand the baseline for exceptions and establish common understandings.  

 

Support for the Multilateral Trading System  

We are conscious that we meet just a few weeks before the scheduled WTO Ministerial Conference. 

We welcome progress in the Joint Statement Initiatives to develop new understandings amongst 

members albeit on a plurilateral basis. The Joint Initiative on Services Domestic Regulation is an 

excellent example of what can be achieved. APEC should take pride in this having first agreed to non-

binding principles on services as part of its work on the APEC Services Roadmap.  

 

We hope that similar creativity and initiatives can come from the APEC Internet and Digital Economy 

Roadmap in accordance with the principle of open regionalism or as is seemingly now current open 

plurilateralism. 

 

We strongly endorse APEC’s recognition last year of the role that services play in the movement of 

essential goods. We look forward to the implementation and review of Trade Ministers’ commitment 

on essential services. Even as some economies begin to exit from the pandemic and some of us are 

able to meet in person, businesses continue to face extraordinarily high logistics and transport 

challenges. 

 

We are gravely concerned by rising food prices and the impact this will have on APEC’s goals for 

food security and inclusive growth. The G20 AMIS Market Monitor reports that the number of 

economies imposing export restrictions on food has increased from 3 to 23. We call on APEC Trade 

Ministers to once again exercise the same restraint as they did during the pandemic.  The WTO  

should be notified of any restrictive measures taken, and they should be  time-bound and WTO 

consistent. Furthermore, we call on APEC to accelerate work within the APEC Food Security 

Roadmap to focus on this issue. 

 

Essential Services 

We welcome the work undertaken by APEC officials to implement the Ministers’ Statement last year 

on Services to Support the Movement of Essential Goods. This was a ground-breaking statement in 

APEC’s best traditions. We remain deeply concerned over the rising costs of transportation that 

remain highly elevated, with forecasts for costs remaining high for the rest of the year. These issues 

are especially difficult for smaller businesses and we hope that APEC members can cooperate to 

minimize the frictions that they face.  



 

While we often speak in abstract terms about trade, we believe that a focus on the people that make 

trade happen is critical to ensuring that goods and services flow. In our annual survey stakeholders 

highlighted the safe international movement of those working in supply chains as part of the response 

to the pandemic. We believe this underscores the need for dialogue on these issues to ensure that we 

meet our leaders’ goals on these issues.  

  



A Refreshed Look at FTAAP by the Pacific Economic Cooperation Council 

 

1. Integration in the Asia Pacific region is not retreating. Overall, for example, intra-regional 
merchandise trade flows have remained at around 70 percent and trade growth resumed quickly 
after the pandemic-induced recession.  
 

2. But opportunities are being lost, through economies applying trade restrictive measures. The 
WTO reports that since the outbreak of the pandemic 137 trade restrictive measures have been 
put in place by members, 56 of which are still in place. Other independent monitoring gives a yet 
more startling picture; at our General Meeting we heard a much larger number with 914 trade 
distorting measures still in place. 

 

a. Big differences of position on trade have emerged at the political level, between the 
large economies in the region.  Vicious circles of action, retaliation, and counter-
retaliation have been evident, resulting in “lose-lose” outcomes. 

 

b. Under these conditions it has become more difficult to apply the procedures of the 
rules-based system to resolve those differences.  Contested unilateral policies and 
reactions to them have persisted.  This experience has shown that the operation of 
the rules-based system is even more relevant in the context of interactions between 
big economies.   

 
3. The experiences of the pandemic and now the war in Ukraine risk further heightening the extent 

of non-cooperative behaviour.    
 

4. There has been a breakdown in trust at the inter-governmental level.   The large economies have 
failed to show leadership to find a return to a more cooperative regime, despite their economic 
stake in doing so. 
 

5. There are also specific issues in some topical areas: 
 

a. The pandemic has demonstrated the scope for gains from the application of 
technology in business across borders but impediments are rising, partly driven by 
perceptions of national security; 

b. There is also strong community interest in the role of trade in helping to resolve 
environmental issues, including through cooperation to align domestic carbon 
management regimes;   

c. As services trade expands, it becomes clearer how differences in regulation add to 
the costs of doing international business and limits the scope for integration; 

d. Supply chains have shown themselves to be resilient;  what has been lost is policy 
resilience, coherence, and  coordination; 

e. While failures in trade policy were not negligible, they caused smaller damage than 
the collapse and congestion in transport and logistics which was not foreseen by 
policy makers who failed to take a holistic view in their decision making.  

 
6. APEC has many assets, the application of which - if put to use - is relevant to this situation. It is a 

forum which contains the large economies in a cooperative setting.  It has the capacity to work 
to resolve some of the more specific issues.   But it too has failed to provide a significant 
response.   The recent gaps in leaders’ statements illustrate a lean period for the organisation. 

 



7. In these circumstances, the risk of vicious cycles of non-cooperative policy making is high. The 
pursuit of the FTAAP-related policy agenda is a valuable collaborative response to this situation.  
It is also an opportunity for the region to show global leadership. 

 

8. The FTAAP concept was originally introduced by the business sector in 2004, which has 
maintained a focus on it since then.  ABAC last year cited FTAAP as its “preeminent economic 
priority”.  The official community also responded, with support from various hosts of APEC, 
including both China and the US. 

 
9. In the current context, after taking a refreshed look at the FTAAP concept, PECC sees that it 

encapsulates a rules-based approach to wider and deeper economic integration than now exists 
or is in prospect.  Coverage of the full APEC membership drives the scale of the gains, and many 
economies will experience, according to our modelling work, significant benefits relative to the 
size of their economies.  

 
10. Work on a framework for FTAAP provides an opportunity not only to chart the path towards 

capturing the full trade benefits of integration but also to build consensus around newer issues 
such as digital transactions, the existential issue of climate change, and response to demands 
from our communities for more inclusive outcomes.  It offers a blueprint for a rules-based 
system to resolve outstanding issues.  It provides an example to the world of how to proceed to 
engage both large and small and higher and lower income economies.  It can regenerate APEC. 

 
11. To reach these goals, the FTAAP framework needs substance.  It must be a concrete agenda, not 

just a vision. It will take time to design and refine the agenda to give form and substance to the 
FTAAP framework which will encompass a diverse set of economies.  But also, like any valuable 
trade initiative, the FTAAP framework must be a living structure, adapting to current events, new 
technologies, new forms of international business and so on.   

 
12. PECC proposes therefore two steps at this stage of the development of FTAAP.   

 
a. One is a clear statement of the issues to be covered in the FTAAP framework,  its 

‘living’ character, and principles for making progress on specific issues in a 
plurilateral setting.  It is important to specify the linkage to the WTO process, not 
just the consistency of principles but how FTAAP work can support and operate 
within the multilateral system, which itself is under review and reform (and possibly 
moving towards a variable geometry).  There are other items as well to consider for 
what could be referred to as a ‘framework for an eventual agreement’.  

 
b. The other is a work program, designed to deliver outcomes. Targets for each item in 

the framework should be identified in 2022, and an expectation created that 
members will report their progress towards targets at intervals to be agreed. The 
targets must not only be feasible, but clearly be related to the realisation of the 
overall FTAAP framework, and consistent with both already agreed APEC principles 
and action plans, and with WTO rules.  They must support Ministers’ efforts to 
engage with their stakeholders in a constructive manner. 

 

c. Where appropriate, elements from APEC’s existing work programs, such as the APEC 
Services Competitiveness Roadmap, could be incorporated in the program. 

 
13. APEC provides an excellent home for the design and delivery of an FTAAP work program – its 

members are likely to be the founding members of FTAAP.  The framework, a consensus 



document, can be developed within the APEC region.   APEC is not an organisation that 
negotiates binding agreements but there is much work that can be done in its existing agendas, 
which can be built into the FTAAP framework. Doing so would provide better direction to many 
of the APEC activities. Like the earlier Osaka Action Agenda it would provide a set of targets 
consistent with progress toward realisation of the Bogor Goals, and serving as a contribution to 
implementation of the Putrajaya Vision and Aotearoa Action Plan agreed over the last two years.  

 
14. There are important pathways to FTAAP now in place.  These are RCEP, CPTPP and the Pacific 

Alliance.  There are also relevant sector-specific agreements, such as DEPA. While these 
pathways establish important rules, they also contain exceptions and gaps, and the processes for 
monitoring their implementation are either unclear or non-existent. It would be useful to 
monitor their implementation and have a dialogue especially in areas such as e-commerce to 
understand the baseline for exceptions and establish common understandings on approaches to 
be taken to public policy and national security exceptions. When FTAAP was originally conceived, 
pathways such as the large member trade agreements were only possibilities.  Now that they are 
operational, there is scope to consider further how their elements can contribute to the FTAAP 
framework.  This process also helps respond to the business interest to straighten out the 
‘noodle bowl’ of differences across agreements. 

 
15. Care is required not to divert attention from the pathways themselves.  As the modelling work 

shows, they offer significant benefits and there is work to be done on their implementation.  It is 
also important to show these agreements are ‘really working’ since that helps build confidence 
in the FTAAP concept.  They can also demonstrate how international commitments help drive 
productivity-raising, more inclusive and sustainable reform within their members.  However, the 
specification of the FTAAP framework would also provide extra impetus and a better reference 
point for those efforts, as well as allowing gaps to be identified and addressed.  

 
16. Some APEC members have designed or are planning other cross-border institutional 

arrangements (IPEF and BRI are examples); in such cases, however, the priority should be to 
show how FTAAP can provide direction to those arrangements, rather than drawing upon them 
for the development of FTAAP.  
 

17. PECC offers to form a task force, to which members of ABAC would be invited, to provide further 
ideas on the two steps proposed - the FTAAP framework and the elements of the first five-year 
work program, including further work on the pathways.  This alliance helps capture business 
priorities and policy making capability.  

 
18. Further, progress on this topic of taking a refreshed look at FTAAP aligns with the goals of the 

Thai year of APEC, of being open, balanced and connected.  

 

 


