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RCEP IN THE FINAL STRETCH 

 
As the Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP) negotiations head into the 
final stretch, it is worthwhile to recall the point 
of it all: to create a more seamless regional 
market for the 16 participating economies. 
 
At a time of increasing economic turbulence 
and potential challenges to the global 
economic architecture, there has never been a 
more critical time for RCEP members to 
conclude the agreement.  The pressure to 
finish, however, should not obscure the 
importance of crafting a final agreement that 
contains commercially meaningful 
commitments. 
 
Four issues are still outstanding that matter 
greatly to companies:  
 

• complexity of rules of origin,  
• depth of services commitments,  
• extent of e-commerce and digital 

provisions, and  
• enforcement of investor protections.   

 
RCEP is a trade agreement.  Drafting rules that 
let small and large companies do business 
better in the region is its primary purpose. 
 

Rules of Origin 

 
One of the most important elements of RCEP 
is the ability to trade goods across 16 member 
countries in Asia.   
 
RCEP originally started as a mechanism to tie 
together five existing ASEAN agreements with 
Dialogue Partners into one seamless, 
integrated package.  For smaller firms, 

especially, producing or manufacturing 
products once for shipment into the whole of 
Asia is critically important in reducing costs 
and driving greater economic growth.   
 
This promise, however, could quickly become 
lost if RCEP rules of origin (ROOs) are 
impossible to use or too complicated.   
 
One of the best elements of most ASEAN 
templates has been simple ROOs that make 
sense to companies.  RCEP is using product-
specific ROOs, which can also be helpful, as 
these can be better tailored to the conditions 
for the widely diverse range of items made in 
Asia from processed foods to clothing to 
complex machinery and chemicals.   
 
However, the entire premise of RCEP 
integration can be undermined if the ROOs 
become too complex.  In particular, RCEP must 
make the cumulation rules manageable for 
firms.   
 
The point, to reiterate, of the agreement is to 
craft an agreement that allows seamless 
integration by large and small firms across 
Asia.  This means creating ROOs that allow 
simple cumulation of raw materials, parts and 
components with labor inputs that lets firms 
determine the most efficient and effective 
solutions to creating products in Asia.   
 

Managing Services 

 
Smaller firms are especially likely to trade in 
services.  But trade in services in Asia can be 
complicated by local provisions that are 
unclear and subject to sudden changes.  RCEP 
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can change this by committing members to 
basic rules governing trade in services and by 
including transparency as part of the overall 
regulatory landscape. 
 
Including a wide range of services into RCEP 
commitments and specific country schedules 
will help smaller firms in Asia lower the risk and 
reduce the uncertainty attached to doing 
business in the region. 
 
As services becomes a growing part of future 
economic growth, RCEP promises for services 
opening and services provider treatment will 
help unleash additional avenues for 
development in Asia.  
 

E-Commerce and Digital Rules 

 
The future of Asia will increasingly hinge on e-
commerce and digital trade.  Asia already leads 
the way globally in many indicators of digital 
readiness, including mobile phone use and 
online shopping.   
 
This rosy future can be supported by an e-
commerce chapter in RCEP that provides 
smart rules for supporting cross-border data 
flows, avoids data localization requirements 
and prevents the imposition of digital duties.   
 
Past Asian Trade Centre Policy Briefs have 
provided many specific recommendations for 
the digital space.  (For more details, see them 
all at www.asiantradecentre.org/rcep/) 
 
The overall point is that much of Asia’s future 
growth will be digitally-enabled.  A final RCEP 
agreement that excludes these key provisions 
will not do justice to the needs of Asian 
consumers or companies. 
 

Supporting Investors 

 
RCEP has helpful commitments to 
encouraging investment flows across the 
region.  Asia is already home to some of the 

world’s most generous investors and has been 
fertile ground for some of the most productive 
investments. 
 
To keep this admirable streak going requires 
that RCEP include strong provisions to help 
support investors for the future.  This includes 
maintaining the system of investor protection 
that RCEP Leaders agreed would be a bedrock 
element of RCEP from the beginning as well as 
avoiding any sector-specific carve-outs from 
these investor protections. 
 

In the Final Stretch 

 
It can be tempting after 29 rounds of 
negotiations to cut corners in a quest to get a 
deal done.  But carving out the key elements 
that matter most to firms to solve the most 
vexing elements will only undermine the utility 
of RCEP in the longer run. 
 
These four issues noted in this Policy Brief have 
been on the table since the earliest days of the 
talks.  Officials and Leaders know what needs 
to be done.  Now is the time to summon the 
political courage and get RCEP locked in and 
finished so it can start paying off for companies 
in Asia. 
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