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The Evolving Economic Picture in Asia
A Conversation with Ernest Z. Bower, Meredith Broadbent, 
and Matthew P. Goodman

Recognizing Opportunity

The following conversation derives from an on-
line chat between Global Forecast editors and 
three CSIS scholars on opportunities inherent 
in the changing economic landscape in Asia.

When the next administration assesses the 
global economic picture on Day 1, what do 
you expect it will look like?

ERNEST Z. BOWER: Europe will look flat at 
best. Domestic growth will remain substandard. 
The president will know that new jobs will 
depend on a fast-growing Asia driving the 
global economy.

MATTHEW P. GOODMAN: I agree. That is 
why successive administrations have looked to 
Asia for growth and trade. It’s why President 
Obama spent so much time on his trip last 
November. And it’s why TPP is an integral part 
of the administration’s “pivot” or “rebalancing” 
toward Asia.

What about  TPP—the Trans-Pacific Partnership—
the trade agreement the current administration 
is trying to forge with eight Southeast Asian 
and South American states? Where are the 
negotiations headed?

MEREDITH BROADBENT: I think it will take 
9 to 12 months for real progress to be made. 
Much depends on whether Congress passes an 

extension of trade promotion authority. We need 
to set out clear negotiating objectives in sensitive 
areas such as intellectual property.

GOODMAN: This is not easy, but it is eventually 
going to happen. Look at the queue of countries 
outside the door trying to get into TPP. That tells 
you something.

So you see TPP expanding from the original 9?

BOWER: I do. Today, TPP includes only 4 of 10 
ASEAN countries. You can’t divide ASEAN or you 
risk undermining your best shot at a peaceful and 
prosperous Asia-Pacific region. So the rest will 
have to eventually be drawn in. The Philippines and 
Thailand are considering membership. Indonesia is 
the big fish—its economy is one-third of ASEAN’s—
but it has announced it is not interested for now. 
The others in ASEAN aren’t ready.

What about the big economies to the North?

BOWER: Japan knows it should join TPP, and I 
believe it will. But that will take some time. Japan’s 
business sector is lobbying for it, but there will need 
to be some exogenous stimulus like Korea joining.

GOODMAN: If Japan comes aboard, it would 
transform TPP economically and strategically. The 
pull on China would increase greatly.
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The administration has said that TPP is 
not directed against China. Does Beijing 
believe this? Could you imagine a future 
where the Chinese sign on?

GOODMAN: Many Chinese commentators 
on TPP have it backwards. The strategy is not 
to exclude China, but to draw China further 
into the rules-based trading system.

BROADBENT: Saying TPP is directed 
against China misses the essential dynamic 
of trade negotiations. They are aimed at 
opening markets, not at hurting a single 
nation. China already has a free trade 
agreement with ASEAN, albeit less rigorous. 
Beijing is seeking to expand it to Japan and 
South Korea. These two export markets will 
have a lot to say over what economic picture 
in Asia eventually emerges.

BOWER:  I think China will eventually 
become part of TPP. Meredith is right that 
China wants to lead the effort to integrate 
Asia’s economies through ASEAN + 3. Beijing 
is not asking for binding commitments with 
labor and environmental standards, and 
some Southeast Asian nations find this more 
palatable. But it also sets a low trajectory and 
puts Asian markets out of step with Europe 
and the United States. In the long run, Asian 
nations interested in making the jump out 
of the middle-income trap will move toward 
TPP, and China will realize TPP presents 
more of an opportunity than a threat.
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It sounds like TPP could serve as a launching pad to reinvigorate a 
global trade regime that has been essentially moribund since the Doha 
Round stalled.

BROADBENT: If TPP could eventually expand and welcome countries 
beyond APEC, this could serve as a counterweight to what I see as the 
natural tendency for countries during the next few years to settle into 
closed regional trading blocs.

Is this your vision for a “grand strategy” for trade?

BROADBENT: I do think there is a group of like-minded countries in 
the World Trade Organization that would express interest in joining TPP 
if it were open to them. First though we need a broader trade strategy that 
lays out big goals. Let’s look at India and Brazil. Opening either of these 
countries will prove difficult, but incremental progress is possible. In the 
short term, we need to move ahead with the bilateral investment treaty 
with Delhi.

What should the next administration’s goals be for shaping the 
international economic picture, particularly in Asia?

GOODMAN: Stronger domestic growth in Asia and further trade 
and investment integration. This is critical to expanding U.S. export 
opportunities. It would help our domestic economy and reinforce our 
position as an Asia-Pacific power.

BOWER: There is tremendous 
opportunity for the United States in 
Asia today. China’s rise provides huge 
growth potential for the region, but 
it also raises existential questions. 
So long as America continues to be 
seen as a benevolent partner without 
territorial ambitions and with real staying power, countries in the 
region will look to our leadership. U.S. companies can prosper in this 
environment, but they will require the encouragement, protections, and 
assurances of trade agreements. TPP is a start, but it should not be seen 
as the finish line. g

U.S. companies can prosper in Asia, but 
they will require the encouragement, 
protections, and assurances of trade 
agreements.


