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7 While most assessments of the Indo-
Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF)
have been pessimistic, progress
steadily continues both within the
framework and via bilateral channels.

Whatever comes from the negotiations,
IPEF's strategic and geo-economic
characteristics as a China-proof
regional institution body already make it
a legacy of the Biden administration.

US domestic opposition to free trade
arrangements means a ‘USEXIT’ from
IPEF is still possible, especially under a
potential Trump administration. In that

worst case scenario, the Indo-Pacific
region will question further American
credibility as a reliable economic
partner and judge the strategic meaning
and relevance of IPEF without the
United States in years to come.

But even without the US, IPEF could

still provide an innovative template for
existing and future trade arrangements;
members could potentially seek to
incorporate and/or transplant some
innovative provisions from IPEF as much
as possible, for example on a ‘Supply
Chain Chapter’ and so forth.

Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for Prosperity, 16 November 2023, San
Francisco, California. Photograph by KOCIS (Korean Culture and Informatiorm
Service), Republic of Korea (Official Photographer: Jeon Han), via Flickr.
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€ INTRODUCTION

In November 2023, on the sidelines of the APEC summit in San Francisco, the 14 members of
the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for Prosperity (IPEF') — a US-initiated regional economic
agreement (see Box 1) — announced the much-awaited result of negotiations.

Almost a year after the talks started, members had made progress on three out of four negotiating
agendas: ‘clean economy’ to encourage decarbonisation, ‘fair economy’ to prevent tax evasion,
and ‘strengthening the supply chain." However, they could not reach a conclusion on the most
significant agenda of ‘trade facilitation’— ironically because the US itself faced strong domestic
opposition to the trade elements of the agreement.? Commentators branded the result a failure,
and there was widespread pessimism that the trade item may ultimately drift away.?

It's not the first time domestic politics have rattled a US-led regional trade initiative. More than
a decade ago, the US both led and ultimately scuttled the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement.
So, in 2024 there's a sense of déja vu about IPEF. While the geo-economic landscape has
dramatically changed over the last decade, is this time really different? Can American trade
leadership in Asia deliver results? If so, then how?

Announced virtually by President Biden in front of the ASEAN-hosted East Asia Summit in
October 2021, IPEF has 14 members who together constitute 40 per cent of the world’'s GDP:
This includes seven of the ten ASEAN members states (all but Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar,
who are not members of APEC), as well as seven countries from the broader Indo-Pacific region.

As the US vies for influence in the Indo-Pacific region, where strategic competition with China
is most pronounced, this framework is the economic part of the US' Indo-Pacific strategy
and aims to build US economic ties to the region.*

The Four Pillars of IPEF
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e IPEF'S STRUCTURE: NOT THE SAME AS THE OTHERS

IPEF might be the latest regional economic initiative, but it differs greatly from conventional
economic agreements in many ways, including its structure.

Firstly, IPEF is the very first economic initiative to have included “Indo-Pacific” in its name, an
exceptional milestone as the term has been chiefly driven by security. Second, it also includes
the United States and India—both absent from other mega-regional trade agreements; the
United States withdrew from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) in 2017, and India opted out
of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) in 2019. Third, although India has
stayed away from IPEF’s trade pillar, IPEF is still the largest among the existing regional economic
integration arrangements in terms of overall economic size (see Figure 1and 2).

Figure 1. The Scope of the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF) in 3-Axis
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Figure 2. The Entanglements of Asian Regional Economic Integration Schemes
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Source: Compiled by author.

Note: On 17 May 2024, the United Kingdom completed the formal ratification of its accession to CPTPP,
expecting the entry into force to take place in the second half of 2024.

Fourthly, with its perennial political anxieties about trade, the US government does not see IPEF
as strictly a trade agreement. Currently, it seeks a ‘trade policy for the workers’ and the goal is
to “to incentivize a race to the top through stronger coordination and alignment on labor and
environmental protections within trusted networks, and to build our middle classes together”. The
US no longer seeks “to incentivize short-term cost efficiency and drive tariff liberalization, with
the goal of creating an unfettered global marketplace” as US trade and investment policy were
designed over the last several decades.” So many are pessimistic about what it can really achieve.

United States Trade Representative (USTR) Catherine Tai, whose office handles Pillar | (trade)
of the framework, has said IPEF is not a “traditional trade agreement,” with tariff reductions not
included “at this time” in the IPEF negotiations.® Tai had once hinted that dispute settlement
mechanisms and penalties were likely to be included, but that's yet to transpire.” US tariffs are,
on average, already low (2.0 percent on industrial goods) but eschewing traditional market
access has set the scene for an underwhelming outcome, and been a major source of criticism
of the IPEF.
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Another point of difference for IPEF compared to other trade arrangements is that the US
Department of Commerce handles three of IPEF’s four agendas: supply chains, climate change,
and tax and anticorruption. This means the initiative does not commit to substantial efforts in
trade liberalisation, but rather pursues an innovative approach away from “traditional” models.?
In this way, the Biden administration has tried to justify its lack of commitment to send any
executive agreements that comes from IPEF negotiations for approval to Congress. This approach
will get caught up in painstaking conflict and debate at home even within the Democratic Party,
given the constitutional authority to regulate foreign commerce.

With all these unprecedented features, many have had low expectations of IPEF from the outset.’
As negotiations progress (see Table 1), what might this new initiative bring as practical outcomes?

Table 1. Chronology of the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework negotiations

TIMELINE TYPES OF IPEF MEETINGS
23 May Leaders’ Meeting TOKYO
N June Informal Ministerial Discussion on Pillar | PARIS
I 13-14 July Senior Officials and Chief Negotiators Meeting SINGAPORE
8 26-27 July Ministerial Meeting ONLINE
2 9 September Ministerial Meeting LOS ANGELES
10-15 December #1Round of Negotiations BRISBANE
20 December Ministerial Meeting ONLINE
8-11 February Special Round of Negotiations NEW DELHI
13-19 March #2 Round of Negotiations BALI
8-16 May #3 Round of Negotiations SINGAPORE
26-27 May Ministerial Meeting DETROIT
28 June Ministerial Meeting ONLINE
9-15 July #4 Round of Negotiations BUSAN
7-16 September #5 Round of Negotiations BANGKOK
5 October Ministerial Meeting ONLINE
15-24 October #6 Round of Negotiations KUALA LUMPUR
5-12 November #7 Round of Negotiations SAN FRANCISCO
13-14/16 November Ministerial and Leader’'s Meetings SAN FRANCISCO

The IPEF Supply Chain Agreement

24 February entered into force

14 March Ministerial Meeting ONLINE
The US and the Philippines co-host
21 May the Indo-Pacific Business Forum (IPBF) MANILA
5-6 June Ministerial Meeting and inaugural Clean Energy SINGAPORE
Investor Forum
September S .
(scheduled) Ministerial Meeting ONLINE

Source: Compiled by author based on various media releases.
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e WHAT COULD IPEF ACHIEVE?

While there is a high density of trade links within East Asia, the Asia Pacific and the Indian
Ocean, economic connections bridging these subregions are comparatively less developed and
insufficiently institutionalised across the Indo-Pacific. In this context, despite its failings, IPEF
has the potential to strengthen regional economic cooperation further in each pillar, perhaps
compensating for its lack of market access.

For the majority of Southeast Asian nations in particular, IPEF could
be the first-ever regional multilateral framework to formally secure
the injection of American economic power into the region, as the
two parties so far have no FTA.

As is often the case, bilateral deals are also taking place on the sidelines of multilateral activities,
partly because the former is much quicker and easier to negotiate. Alongside the IPEF negotiations,
some Southeast Asian countries have thus secured significant investments from the United
States separately. Most recently, in March 2024, Commerce chief Gina Raimondo visited the
Philippines on a trade and investment mission with a diverse set of business executives, ahead
of the first-ever trilateral leaders’ summit with Japan.”?

Some also see IPEF’s potential to support good security outcomes.

Pillar IV's focus on tax and anticorruption policies will likely enshrine existing multilateral
commitments on these issues, to which not all IPEF members subscribe.

And in February 2024, the IPEF supply chain deal (Pillar II) took effect as one of the earliest
achievements when five countries—the United States, Japan, Fiji, India, and Singapore—completed
their domestic ratification processes. This first-of-its-kind interstate deal lays out steps for
enhancing collaboration in times of significant regional disruption. Reflecting on the COVID-19
supply chain disruptions, National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan said that if IPEF had existed
then, “we would have been able to react more quickly—companies and governments together—
pivoting to new options for sourcing and sharing data in real-time.”"® With disruptions caused
by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and global efforts to de-risk vulnerable trade items, this new
supply chain deal could be at least a sort of ‘first penguin’ in this policy realm. However, the
significance of IPEF—which has so far received little attention, lies in a broader systemic context.



0 THE SIGNIFICANCE OF IPEF IN A GEO-ECONOMIC
CONTEXT: US-LED ACTION TO LOCK-OUT CHINA

In 2024, great power competition is a fact of life in the Indo-Pacific. Economically isolating China
is a key objective of US foreign economic policy and has also become the most critical feature
of IPEF. And contrary to the TPP a decade earlier, in which the Obama administration openly
invited China to join, IPEF is a critical component of the Biden administration’s geo-economic
strategy to counter China in the Indo-Pacific.

In IPEF, it is obvious that China is not only institutionally excluded but also squarely targeted, as
President Biden claimed, “we're writing the new rules for the twenty-first century economy.”
Notably, the framework includes an annual ministerial-level IPEF Council (see Figure 3),° a
first-of-its-kind, regional institution that both includes the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ and specifically
excludes China.'®* Whatever emerges from the negotiations, IPEF's strategic and geo-economic
characteristics as a China-proof regional institution already represent a legacy of the Biden
administration, which represents American trade leadership in the Indo-Pacific.

China has reacted negatively to its exclusion from IPEF. In fact, China remains the only major
regional player not to sign up to the idea of an Indo-Pacific region (even in the face of the rise
of Indo-Pacific regionalism since the 2010s onward), and it refrains from using the Indo-Pacific
term in open dialogue.” Nevertheless, a Chinese foreign ministry spokesperson in 2023 said that
IPEF would create regional division and confrontation.”® And a 2022 foreign ministry statement
grouped IPEF with the Five Eyes, the Quad, AUKUS, and American bilateral alliances, comprising
what they call a “five-four-three-two-one” formation that all aim to contain China.”

China also perceives that not only is it excluded from IPEF, but it is also potentially being excluded
from other mega-regional trade agreements. For example, it suspects the United States has
shelved the long-continuing APEC-wide initiative, the Free Trade Area of the Asia-Pacific (FTAAP),
which is a US initiative initially proposed in 2006.?° At the China-hosted APEC meeting in 2014,
the FTAAP vision gained unprecedented momentum as APEC leaders endorsed the “Beijing
Roadmap” to materialise the FTAAP.? Some considered with great hope that the two other
mega-regional trade arrangements, RCEP and TPP, could also be institutionally accommodated
under the umbrella of FTAAP in which the largest and second largest economies coexist. But
that now looks quite unlikely, given the contested trade landscape: a senior official of Peru, the
APEC 2024 host, recently claimed that a conventional approach to FTAAP needs to be “reset”.?

IPEF is also emerging in the context of major changes over the last decades to the ways in which
international trade and investment are governed. Inclusiveness has been the main feature of
Asian trade regionalism, which aimed to eventually subject China to the agreed-upon rules, as
it did when it acceded into the WTO system.

But, for the United States, an inclusive approach to regional trade governance in Asia is not an
option anymore. The United States has explicitly shifted to an exclusive approach that squarely
confronts China, to ‘hard shape’ or manage the relationship in the era of strategic competition,
backed by geo-economic thinking. China has been responding in a similar way, threatening
economic consequences to countries considering joining IPEF.?®

Over the decades, China’s trade share has dramatically increased for most IPEF members — it is
nowadays the largest trading partner for more than 130 nations in the world.?* However, deepening
economic ties with China has not led to stable political relations. China has repeatedly used
its economic coercion, from the rare-earth embargo on Japan to a series of trade restrictions
against Australia. China's aggressive stances will likely just further strengthen US commitment to
exclude it, as most countries are—in theory—about to be tapped into the so-called ‘economic
interdependence trap’ by China. Therefore, it is increasingly critical for regional economies that
rely too heavily on China to reduce their dependency by all means.?®

Overall, it is very unlikely that the United States will pursue a regional economic integration
framework through an inclusive approach to China. Unless the two superpowers miraculously find
a mutually satisfactory convergence point, the world’s largest trading country has no chance of
joining any pillar of the latest US-led regional economic arrangement in the foreseeable future,
despite a call from the region.?®
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e IS THERE ANY HOPE FOR IPEF?

After virtually no progress on the trade front of IPEF negotiations in San Francisco, few observers
are hopeful and the survival of IPEF has even become questionable.”

Under backlash from his own party and domestic opposition to free trade agreements, experts
doubt the Biden administration can progress any trade matter until after the US presidential
election.?® To make matters worse, former President Trump has already touted a possible
withdrawal from IPEF if re-elected.? In other words, there remains the likelihood of ‘USEXIT
from Asian economic diplomacy once again, just as there was for the TPP. In this worst-case
scenario, the region will question further American credibility as a reliable economic partner and
judge the strategic meaning and relevance of IPEF without the United States in years to come.

Still, there is some cause for hope. In retrospect, the US commitment to the TPP as part of the
Obama administration’s Asia rebalancing strategy was an exception at best. Instead, more common
is an absence of US leadership on the trade front, as evident during the Trump administration.
This reality reminds us that it is not coherent American trade leadership that substantially
matters for the region as many expect, but the rules that are advanced that are meaningful in
addressing contemporary regional and international economic challenges.

It's true that little progress can be expected on Pillar | in a bruising political year across the
world. Although the Leaders’ statement in November 2023 at least touched on the Trade Pillar,
there has been no mention at all in the last two ministerial meetings. But it is too early to make
a final judgement on IPEF as a whole.

There’s been a number of valuable achievements already. On the supply chain pillar, IPEF ministers
agreed to establish a council to develop action plans in a sector-specific way, a crisis response
network to facilitate emergency communications, and a labour rights advisory board.*° Separately,
the IPEF Critical Minerals Dialogue was also launched at the leader’s meeting in November 2023
to strengthen and diversify critical mineral supply chains under Pillar II.

Furthermore, IPEF has the potential to play an important role in regional rulemaking. Since
supply chain resilience is not an issue unique to the United States alone but is rather a shared
international challenge, IPEF could provide a template for existing and future trade arrangements.
As new FTAs generally copy language from precedents, it could be a reference point for the
CPTPP’s inaugural General Review. Members could seek to incorporate and/or transplant those
innovative provisions from IPEF as much as possible, perhaps conceivable as a ‘Supply Chain
Chapter,” into an existing trade arrangement in the meantime.

On the clean energy pillar, the inaugural IPEF Clean Economy Investor Forum was held in Singapore
in June.® This annual forum will provide $33 million to the IPEF Catalytic Capital Fund, financed by
Australia, Japan, South Korea, and the United States under the Pillar lll Clean Economy Agreement.
The clean economy agreement also includes a mechanism for IPEF members to collaborate
in areas such as the regional hydrogen initiative, carbon markets, and so forth (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Major Institutional Bodies within IPEF (as of March 2024)

IPEF LEADERS’
e IPEF COUNCIL
(biannual) (ministerial, annual)
/// \“
: PILLAR . | PILLAR II. PILLAR II.
! TRADE | IPEF SUPPLY IPEF CRITICAL
| FACILITATION | CHAIN BODY* MINERAL
| ! DIALOGUE
\ rd
PILLAR III. PILLAR IlI. PILLAR IV.
PILLAR Ill.
IPEF CLEAN COOPERATIVE CAPACITY
IPEF CATALYTIC ECONOMY WORK BUILDING
CAPITAL FUND INVESTOR PROGRAMMES FRAMEWORK
FORUM (CWPs) (CBF)

Note: The IPEF supply chain body consists of the IPEF Supply
Chain Council, the IPEF Supply Chain Crisis Response Network,
and the IPEF Labour Rights Advisory Board—the Subcommittee
established under Article 8.4.

Source: Compiled by author.

Importantly, the supply chain deal and fair economy agreement include a provision preventing
a member nation from withdrawing for three years after the agreements take effect. In other
words, regardless of the outcome of the upcoming 2024 US election, the depositary of the IPEF
agreement—the United States—will be obligated to remain in the pact until 2026.

Given these ongoing developments, the American signature (geo-)economic initiative in the
Indo-Pacific could still retain its relevance within the existing regional trade architecture, even
in the event of potential dissolution.
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President Joe Biden, joined by Japanese Prime Minister Kishida Fumio and
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, delivers remarks at a launch event
for the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for Prosperity (IPEF), Monday,
May 23, 2022, at the Izumi Garden Gallery in Tokyo. Photograph by The
White House via Flickr.
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