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the 12-country trans-Pacific Partnership (tPP), whose aim is to liberalize trade in the Asia-Pacific 
region, is a central plank of the obama administration’s “rebalance” to Asia. the negotiating 
partners include Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, 
singapore, the United states, and Vietnam.

senior Fellow Murray hiebert sat down with ernest Z. Bower, sumitro Chair for southeast Asia 
studies, Matthew Goodman, William e. simon Chair in Political economy, and scott Miller, William 
M. scholl Chair in international Business, to discuss the prospects for and significance of tPP.

murray hiebert: What’s so significant about the TPP, and how will it change the dynamics in Asia?

matthew goodman: The TPP is far and away the most significant new element of a longstanding 
U.S. strategy of engagement in the Asia-Pacific region. In addition to the economic benefits of more 
open trade and investment and updated rules of the road, a successful TPP will more firmly anchor 
the United States in a region that is critical to our future security and prosperity. The TPP is already 
changing the conversation about regional integration in Asia, as even nonparticipants realize the 
importance of striving for higher standards in their trade and investment arrangements. 

scott miller: The TPP matters because of both its 
scope and content. The TPP includes three of the 
United States’ top five trading partners, as well as 
several large, fast-growing Pacific economies which 
together account for 40 percent of global GDP. The 
regional architecture, which includes new disciplines 
on digital trade and other areas, better reflects the new 
reality of IT-enabled global value chains. Unlike the 
previous generation of bilateral free trade agreements, 
the TPP is likely to attract other economies to join, 
creating a durable, modern rule-set for Asia-Pacific 
commerce. East Asian economic integration has 
always been a safe bet. The TPP reinforces U.S. 
engagement with that integration process.

ernest z. bower: The TPP is significant because it is an Asia-driven conceptualization of the need 
for high-standard rules to promote economic integration, trade, and investment. It is important to 
remember that the United States joined a preexisting negotiation, so this is not a “U.S. initiative.” If 
successful, a strong TPP agreement sets a credible standard for establishing trans-border rule of 
law for trade and investment in the world’s largest and fastest growing regional economies. 

For the United States, the TPP represents its primary tactic in implementing a strategy to promote 
regional peace and prosperity through economic engagement, in effect rebalancing the Asia 
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“pivot,” which was interpreted by many in the region 
to be dominated initially by security concerns. U.S. 
membership in the TPP says that the United States 
recognizes that strong economic engagement is 
foundationally necessary for a sustainable and long-
term security strategy in the Indo-Pacific.

hiebert: The administration hopes to complete the TPP 
by the end of 2013. Is that realistic considering that it 
includes such diverse players and the complexity of the 
issues it is seeking to address?

miller: The Obama administration is faced with effec-
tively two different sets of negotiations. One is with the 
11 TPP partner economies, each of which has differ-
ent needs and constituencies. Reaching a satisfactory 
conclusion will be enormously complicated.

The second is with the U.S. Congress, with which the 
administration must come to terms on negotiating 

priorities and procedures for implementing 
legislation. Candidly, the second negotiation 
is way behind schedule to safely assume a 
2013 conclusion of the first. The last time an 
administration sought trade promotion authority, 
which gives the president the authority to 
negotiate trade agreements that Congress can 
approve or disapprove but not amend, the 
legislative process consumed over 10 months 
from bill introduction to presidential signing. 

A 2013 completion of TPP presumes the 
administration would sign a trade agreement 
without congressional authority. This is not 
unprecedented—it happened with the U.S.-Jordan 
free trade agreement in 2000—but it’s risky 
given the stakes of the TPP and the trade policy 
concerns of Congress that cross party lines.
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bower: Completing the TPP negotiations by the end of 2013 is absolutely a reasonable objective, and 
it serves all parties well as a goal. Negotiations, almost by definition, can drag on without an end point 
supported by strong political will. In truth, the diversity of the negotiating parties is a challenge, but the 
issues have all been at least partially addressed in previous trade negotiations by nearly every country. 

There are some newer issues such as labor and environment, but regional governments quietly wel-
come the exogenous push to drive much-needed reforms. This gives them political cover to make 
changes being asked for by an increasing large and vocal middle class in the region which could rise to 
3.2 billion by 2030, up from an estimated 525 million to 670 million today.

goodman: There’s no question that the TPP negotiations are extremely complex and difficult, and 
success by the end of this year is by no means assured. But there does seem to be a strong sense of 
determination among the participating countries to get a deal done and not let the talks drag on as has 
happened in the multilateral Doha Round. Trade talks are always darkest before the dawn, as the most 
difficult political trade-offs come into focus, but if the political will is there, I believe a basic deal by the 
end of the year is possible.

hiebert: What are the implications for U.S. strategy in Asia if the 12 negotiating partners can’t complete 
the TPP before the end of 2013? 

bower: The most important implications for U.S. strategy from a delay in completing the TPP is that Asia 
will move forward with other integration thrusts that are well under way. Unfortunately, a weakness in U.S. 
strategy is that it has not sought a seat in these other regional integration vehicles such as the ASEAN+3, 
which tends to be a Sino-centric model, or the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership, a trade 
arrangement including the 10 ASEAN members plus Australia, China, India, Japan, Korea, and New Zealand. 

The weakness of the U.S. strategy in Asia is that its economic thrust through the TPP is not consistent 
with, and in fact undercuts, its central geopolitical objective. TPP is not all-inclusive and thus is 
perceived by some to run counter to a free and open market approach with an even playing field. The U.S. 
objective ought to be to promote U.S. interests in the world’s most important market and most significant 
security theater for the 21st century by strengthening the alliances and bilateral relationships necessary to 
create regional structures enabling all countries to define and then play by a common set of rules. 

goodman: If 2014 arrived without a basic TPP deal in place or the realistic prospect of achieving one in 
the near term, this would be very damaging to Washington’s TPP-centered economic strategy in Asia. 
It would likely require a pause and consideration of other options. In the end, American economic and 
strategic interests in the region are too important not to keep trying, but U.S. prestige and influence in 
the region would be set back. This is why the administration seems to be redoubling its efforts to get a 
deal done this year.

miller: Viewed through the lens of U.S. domestic politics, it’s unlikely that President Obama would force 
his own party to vote on a big trade agreement just before the 2014 mid-term congressional elections. 
What’s more important than the date is the plan. That is, what’s the administration’s plan to secure 
trade promotion authority from Congress, which would allow it to resolve the thorny end-of-negotiation 
issues, conclude the TPP, and secure ratification? To my mind, a credible program is more important 
than a calendar-based goal. ▶


