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The Trans-Pacific Partnership: Unlocking market 

opportunities 

The Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) Agreement aspires to create a more 

seamless investment and trade environment across 12 countries through pre-

set rules as well as promotion of transparent laws and regulations to boost 

growth1. The countries involved produce 40 per cent of the world’s total Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) of USD107.5 trillion (worldwide) as well as 26 per cent 

of its trade2. Will the treaty usher in the world’s most powerful and vibrant free 

trade area? Or will it deepen geopolitical tensions between the USA and 

China? 

 

What is the TPP agreement? 

After years of seemingly endless negotiations, the TPP became a reality as a 

free trade agreement signed in October 2015 amongst 12 nations with the 

aim of improving economic growth and removing high tariffs in order to 

boost trade and investment in the Asia-Pacific region. The 12 nations consist 

of the U.S., Japan, Malaysia, Vietnam, Singapore, Brunei, Australia, New 

Zealand, Canada, Mexico, Chile and Peru. As such, the TPP deal covers 40 

per cent of the world’s economy3.  

 

The quest for the TPP agreement started ten years back as the Trans-Pacific 

Strategic Economic Partnership (P4)4 – the first agreement of its kind (in July  

2005) to link the Americas, Asia and the Pacific. The agreement came into 

force in 20065 between four nations that included Brunei, Chile, New Zealand 

and Singapore with the aim of removing tariffs from trade and to lay 

emphasis on employment practices along with intellectual property issues6.  

 

                                                 
1 Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement, Australian Government – Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, retrieved 

on 11 February 2015 
2 What is the Trans-Pacific Partnership?, About.com, Kimberly Amadeo, 8 February 2016 
3 Trans-Pacific Partnership trade deal signed, Business Standard Private Ltd., 5 February 2016 
4 Ibid  
5 Trans-Pacific Strategic Economic Partnership (P4), New Zealand Government – Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 

retrieved on 11 February 2016 
6 TPP: What is it and why does it matter, BBC News Services, 3 February 2016 
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What does the treaty mean to investors?7 

Heralded as one of the landmark deals of the 21st century, this agreement is 

an important step towards regional integration and sets a new standard for 

global trade with the aim of promoting economic growth. 

 

The treaty is lucrative for investors due to the following factors: 

 Market access 

The reduction of non-tariff and tariff barriers for trade in most goods 

and services provides new opportunities for exporters.  

  

 Regional integration platform 

Through seamless trade, the treaty facilitates the development of 

supply and production chains to enhance efficiency. This ensures cross-

border integration and eases access to domestic markets.  

 

 Addressing new trade challenges  

The treaty also promotes productivity, competitiveness and innovation 

by addressing various economic issues. The treaty was designed to be 

especially favourable to new age, cutting edge industries like ICT 

services. 

 

Implications of the agreement 

The treaty is a break-through in itself – with 32 negotiation rounds over five 

years that involved 12 countries8. What are the highlights of the treaty? 

 

 Duty-free trade9 

The TPP requires many countries to provide duty-free access to 

products in different industries. For instance, the U.S. alone will eliminate 

taxes on more than 18,000 products. Moreover, Canada is set to grant 

                                                 
7 Summary of the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement, Scoop Media, 6 October 2015 
8 5 highlights from the historic Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) trade deal, Singapore Press Holdings Ltd.Co., 6 October 

2015 
9 Ibid 
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limited access to its controlled dairy and poultry market – TPP members 

will have duty-free access to 3.25 per cent of its dairy and 2.1 per cent 

of its chicken market respectively. 

 

 Advent of new biologic drugs10  

The minimum protection period to the rights for data in drug 

manufacture remained unsettled as these are usually monopolized by 

big pharmaceutical brands. 

 

Interestingly, the period of exclusivity was reduced to a minimum of five 

years – lower than the 12 year requested by US companies. The deal 

includes measures to protect drugs from generic variants. 

 

 Prevent devaluation of currency11 

The partners also committed to not devalue their country's currencies 

for cheaper exports. This means a higher standard in regard to 

exchange rate policies and measures that may tend to promote 

competitive devaluation. 

 

 Standards for environment and labor-related laws12 

All TPP partners agreed to effectively 

enforce their environmental laws; and not 

sideline them to encourage investment or 

trade. These pressing matters include 

protection of the marine environment 

from ship pollution, promotion of sustainable forest management and 

to cooperation on matters of conservation. 

 

Benefits of the TPP deal 

                                                 
10 lbid 
11 lbid 
12 Ibid 

All TPP partners agreed 

to effectively enforce 

their environmental 

laws; and not sideline 

them to encourage 

investment or trade. 
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Although the TPP agreement has been sealed, it is not near completion yet. It 

still needs to be ratified by each country’s legislature. Lawmakers in some 

member countries have become fierce critics. Their ranks include the 

Democratic candidate for the 2016 US Presidential election, Hillary Clinton13. 

 

What is at stake in ratifying the TPP? 

 Economic gains? 

With a total population of 800 million, the TPP deal is set to create an 

area of combined GDP valued at USD30 trillion14. The US alone will 

eliminate taxes on more than 18,000 products15. 

 

 Geopolitical advantage? 

With the exclusion of China, the treaty is said, by some critics in Asia, to 

be more about containing China’s economic rise and placing the U.S. 

at the helm of a large market16. The agreement will help countries 

more with access to the market in the U.S. and Japan, a U.S ally.  

 

Who is to gain or lose out with this deal? 

The treaty is considered one of the biggest trade deals in history17. The list of 

countries includes those with smaller economies which allow wealthier 

nations to shift production and manufacturing facilities into the member 

nations with cheaper costs. This signifies that countries such as Vietnam, Peru, 

Mexico, Malaysia and Chile will see more investments from wealthier 

countries due to lower cost bases18.  

 

What countries will gain or lose out? 

 Australia19 

                                                 
13 Ibid 
14 Ibid 
15 Ibid  
16 It's the geopolitics, stupid: US-led TPP trade pact less about boosting economies than about containing China's 

rise, South China Morning Post Publishers Ltd., Cary Huang, 6 November 2015 
17 TPP Trade deal: Who stands to gain, suffer in Asia-Pacific, Bloomberg L.P., 6 October 2015 
18 The TPP – Good for U.S., Australian and New Zealand exports and Malaysia & Vietnam’s processing trade, Dezan 

Shira & Associates, 9 November 2015 
19 Ibid  
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The deal gives the nation deductions of import taxes worth AUD9 

billion. It will have more access to the U.S.’s sugar market with no tariffs 

for most horticultural products and seafood. Manufacturers will also 

benefit from reduced tariffs for auto parts, paper, machinery, 

pharmaceuticals as well as steel and iron products. 

  

 China 

With failure to join the TPP seen as a setback, Chinese exporters are 

likely to lose market share in Japan and the U.S. to developing nations 

such as Vietnam. Initially dismissing TPP, China now expresses interest to 

join in the future 20 . It might also commence negotiations with the 

European Union (EU) on a bilateral Free Trade Agreement (FTA) where 

total bilateral trade in goods in 2014 added up to EUR467 billion – 

making China the second most valuable trade partner for the EU after 

the U.S21. 

 

 Japan22 

Livestock farmers might be hard hit as beef tariffs will be reduced to 9 

per cent from 38.5 per cent (over 16 years) along with deductions in 

pork tariffs. However, Japanese auto-part and car manufacturers can 

rejoice with cheaper access to their biggest export market – the U.S. 

 

 Malaysia23 

As the world’s second largest producer of palm oil and one of the 

largest rubber growers, exporters of rubber, palm oil, chemical 

products and electronics are beneficiaries. However, due to calls for 

equal access to government procurement, state-owned enterprises 

are likely to suffer in the domestic market. 

 

                                                 
20 Ibid  
21 China and Europe may team up to snub TPP, CNBC LLC., Nyshka Chandran, 8 October 2015 
22 Ibid  
23 Ibid  
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 New Zealand24 

93 per cent of tariffs are to be removed, yielding annual savings valued 

at about NZD259 million. The dairy industry is set to save NZD102 million 

a year. Furthermore, tariffs on exports such as sheep meat, wine, 

seafood and fruit will be eliminated. 

 

 Vietnam25 

One of the biggest winners, Vietnam is 

set to boost its GDP by 2025 up to 11 

per cent and exports by 28 per cent as 

countries shift factories to low-cost 

bases. The fishing industry will also 

benefit with the removal of import taxes on tuna, shrimp and squid – by 

a current average of 6.4 to 7.2 per cent. However, the removal of 

import taxes (current average at 2.5 per cent) for products in the 

pharmaceutical sector will give rise to increased competition to 

existing foreign and Vietnamese domestic pharmaceutical companies. 

 

Industry implications26 

What are the implications of the biggest trade deal in recent history for 

different industry sectors? 

 

 Auto manufacturers 

Big brands such as Honda and Toyota would get cheaper access to 

their biggest export market – the U.S. At the same time, U.S. vehicle 

exports could grow if tariffs (high as 70 per cent) are removed from 

emerging markets such as Vietnam. 

 

 Farmers 

                                                 
 
 

25 Ibid  
26 TPP trade deal: Who are the winners and losers?, BBC News Services, Rajeshni Naidu-Ghelani, 6 October 2015 

One of the biggest winners, 

Vietnam is set to boost its 

GDP by 2025 up to 11 per 

cent and exports by 28 per 

cent as countries shift 

factories to low-cost bases. 
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Companies and farmers behind foods like U.S. poultry – at times taxed 

at 40 per cent – will benefit from tax cuts or removals. Exporting nations 

such as New Zealand and Australia would benefit. Other foods could 

see a 98 per cent removal of taxes, including seafood, rice, wine, sugar 

and diary. 

 

 Pharmaceutical manufacturers 

The treaty entitles companies (up to) eight years of protection for new 

biotech drugs (expensive medicines produced in living cells), instead of 

the 12 years pushed by the US. However, critics argue that blocking 

rivals from making generic drugs (i.e replicas) drives up prices of 

prescription drugs, making them costlier for people in poorer 

countries27. 

 

 Tech firms 

Tech giants like Uber and Google will breathe a sigh of relief as 

restrictions will be removed on foreign market sales as well as for 

requirements on establishing local infrastructure. Furthermore, all 

countries which are a part of the treaty have to strive to lower global 

charges for telecommunications roaming, which might lead to 

increase in competition among other telecom players. 

 

Can other countries join later? 

The TPP treaty is not just a trade deal – it is a building block for multilateral 

cooperation within the global economy28.  

 

As the deal continues to generate more interest, other countries have 

expressed their desire to join the deal later on too.  

 

                                                 
27 Ibid 
28 TPP: A step forward in multilateral cooperation, The Diplomat, Valbona Zeneli, 16 October 2015 
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The Philippines is interested in joining but this can happen only when it 

amends it constitution to remove restrictions on foreign ownership in certain 

industries29.  

 

Furthermore, China considered joining initially but it appears to have deferred 

this plan. One of the world economy’s large players, it can successfully 

negotiate with trading partners using the carrots of its many infrastructural 

projects in the pipeline with the New Development Bank, the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank and the Silk Road project, to name a few30. 

 

With the deal signed, Indonesia is also gearing up to join the TPP treaty with 

amendments set to take place (in coming two years) for regulations 

concerning intellectual property rights and privatization of State-owned 

enterprises (SOEs)31.  

 

Challenges ahead  

Although the TPP deal has been signed, all nations must ratify the final text in 

their legislatures. After this, the deal could become implemented within 60 

days of the completion of all procedures by the last member32.  

 

With hopes to unlock market opportunities, the deal sets new terms for 

business investment and trade among the 12 member nations33. However, 

there are still a few issues that need to be addressed. 

 

 Environment34 

Any reference to climate change is absent, replaced instead by 

mention of low emissions economy instead. Even more so, there are no 

                                                 
29 Confirmed: Philippines wants to join TPP, The Diplomat, Prashanth Parameswaran, 25 June 2015 
30 China and the Trans-Pacific Partnership, The Diplomat, Sara Hsu, 14 October 2015 
31 TPP officially signed, Indonesia to amend 12 laws, The Jakarta Post, Ayomi Amindoni, Anton Hermansyah, 5 

February 2016 
32 Ibid  
33 The Trans-Pacific partnership trade deal explained, The New York Times Company, Kevin Granville, 1 August 2015 
34 Trans-Pacific Partnership: four key issues to watch out for, Guardian News and Media Limited, Katharine Murphy, 6 

November  2015 
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new mechanisms to enforce members to uphold their own 

environmental standards. The mechanisms in the TPP are merely 

voluntary and this has been criticised. 

 

 Labor rights35 

In the view of some, the treaty does not strengthen international labor 

rights protections enough. Members are not required to accord full 

compliance to international labor standards before benefitting from 

this deal. Most free trade agreements do not enforce full labor rights 

obligations which provide discretion for complaints to be overlooked or 

delayed indefinitely. 

 

 Intellectual Property36 

There are concerns over IP provisions especially for copyright rules that 

could potentially restrict rights to freedom of expression and privacy. 

Moreover, copyright terms will expand in length for six countries to 20 

years while other countries are locked from shortening these terms.  

Getting around digital locks will be charged as a criminal offence. It 

would thus become illegal to free content or modify your own device 

for non-infringing or fair purposes. 

 

 Investment  

The Investor State Dispute Settlement (ISDS) clause is a key bone of 

contention for many critics of the TPP deal. It permits foreign investors to 

sue governments (over policies) that jeopardize their interests 37 . 

Moreover, it also allows governments the power to decline ISDS 

challenges especially over tobacco control measures38.  

 

                                                 
35 AFL-CIO’s 10 critical problems with the TPP, AFL-CIO, 26 February 2014 
36 A new infographic on TPP and your digital rights, Electronic Frontier Foundation, Hugh D’andrade, Maira Sutton, 19 

February 2016 
37 Ibid 
38 The Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP): In brief, Congressional Research Service, Ian F. Fergusson, Mark A. McMinimy, 

Brock R. Williams, 9 February 2016 
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The road ahead 

The TPP deal was signed on February 2016. It is crucial that within the next two 

years either all member nations ratify the agreement or at least 6 members 

do so, for it to be implemented39. Hence much of the interest will now shift to 

the ratification process. With the US Presidential election starting up, nothing 

can be taken for granted. 

 

If the agreement is implemented successfully, it is bound to stimulate 

economic growth to some extent, through reducing or eliminating trade 

barriers in the global economy. The vision of the framers of the TPP is that of a 

globally competitive, economically dynamic region with high trade and 

business standards40. 

  

Nonetheless, there is widespread criticism of the TPP as well. These include 

concerns about reduced access to affordable medicines as pharmaceutical 

patents are extended to eight years for medicines41. 

 

The TPP has been hailed as the greatest trade deal in recent times, but it has 

also been heavily criticized as socially regressive by those on the Left. The 

truth may lie somewhere in between. The benefits and risks of the TPP will 

probably be outweighed by the trends in the global economy on the one 

hand and the domestic policies pursued by individual governments on the 

other. 

 

 

                                                 
39 Outlook of ‘TPP’ after  signing, Sumitomo Mitsui Asset Management, 9 February 2016 
40 Ibid  
41 Ibid  


