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INTER-BLOC COMMUNICATION 

 

Abstract: 

Asia-Pacific is one of the world’s most dynamic regions, not only being the engine of 

global growth, but also developing an active platform for regional integration and cooperation. 

Numerous existing and emerging regional initiatives on trade liberalization, socio-economic and 

infrastructure cooperation have become increasingly intertwined, interdependent and cross-

cutting. Older integration initiatives are deepening the level of cooperation. New initiatives, 

including mega-blocs, such as Trans-Pacific Partnership and Regional Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership, are coming into being. At the same time, the economies of Asia-Pacific are being 

involved into interregional cooperation. Multilateral and regional systems are interconnected; 

and the multilateral trading system has to provide incentives to enhance cooperation among trade 

blocs, including not only the existing ones, but also those being under negotiation. Transparency 

and information sharing about the ongoing processes on bloc-by-bloc basis may help the 

economies to facilitate productive cooperation within the multilateral trading system. This paper 

examines the ways to elaborate an APEC-wide initiative for inter-bloc communication 

mechanism, which would facilitate communication and exchange of information among all the 

existing and potential trade liberalization agreements. The novelty of this paper resides in an 

attempt to overcome the obstacles of institutional arrangements of the forming trade blocs, and to 

include them into region-wide communication system. 

 

Key words: regional economic integration, preferential trade liberalization, Asia-Pacific 

Economic Cooperation.  
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I. Introduction 

Since 1990s the value of trade between the members of preferential trade agreements 

(PTAs) has been growing faster than the world average (WTO, 2011). As a result, the share of 

preferential intra-PTA trade has increased almost twofold – from 28% in 1990 to 50.8% in 2008 

(excluding EC/EU the figures are correspondingly 17.8% and 34.5%).
1
 The concept of 

“regionalism”, while still very strong with regards to preferential liberalization, is being 

supplemented by the notion of cross-regionalism.
2
 A broader perspective on international trade 

also involves considering the formation of the “mega-blocs”, such as Trans-Pacific Partnership, 

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership and Transatlantic Trade and Investment 

Partnership. Table 1 shows the shares of different trade blocs in the world indicators. The data 

reveals significance of some trade blocs in the world GDP, population, trade and FDI. 

Table 1 – Shares of Trade Blocs in the World Indicators (2012) 

Indicator 

(share in 

the world, 

2012 (%) 

CES EU NAFTA ASEAN TPP TTIP 
ASEAN 

+3 

ASEAN 

+6 

Pacific 

Alliance 

WTO 

GDP (by 

PPP, 

current 

prices) 

4,4 19,8 22,3 4,2 34,5 38,7 25,4 32,2 3,8 96,5 

Population 2,4 7,2 6,7 8,6 12,3 11,7 30,5 48,4 3,1 92,7 

Exports of 

goods and 

services, 

inc. 

3,2 33,7 13,9 6,8 29,0 43,5 23,9 27,4 2,7 97,3 

goods 3,6 31,6 13,2 7,0 28,8 40,1 25,8 29,0 3,1 96,9 

services 1,6 42,5 16,9 5,8 29,5 57,5 16,1 20,8 0,9 99,1 

Imports of 

goods and 

services, 

inc. 

2,3 32,6 16,8 6,8 31,9 44,9 23,7 28,1 2,8 97,5 

goods 2,2 31,5 17,4 6,8 32,6 44,1 24,4 28,6 3,1 97,3 

services 3,0 37,5 14,1 6,7 28,8 48,4 20,6 25,6 1,4 98,7 

Cumulative 

FDI 
2,8 34,2 21,4 5,8 31,4 51,5 11,0 15,0 3,1 95,7 

Sources: WDI (World Bank), WEO (IMF), ITC TradeMap, UNCTADStat 

Besides growing in absolute and relative numbers, preferential trade has been constantly 

evolving content-wise. Twenty-first century FTAs go beyond the notion of traditional market 

                                                           
1
 WTO World Trade Report 2011, p. 64 

2
 East Asian countries tend to actively pursue trans- or cross-regional agreements. For example, South Korea 

concluded FTAs with Chile, EFTA, the United States, India, the European Union and others. China has actively 

negotiated with Nigeria, Pakistan, Australia, the Gulf Cooperation Council, Peru, Iceland, Norway, and Costa Rica. 

Japan signed FTAs with Mexico, and Chile, and is negotiating FTAs with India, Australia and Switzerland. 
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access preferentialism, focusing on the elimination of behind-the-border barriers and creation of 

disciplines underpinning international supply chains. These substantial changes in the pattern of 

international trade have been fueling debates over various aspects, including welfare effects of 

PTAs (Krugman, 1991, et al.), the “spaghetti bowl” effect (Bhagwati, 1995, et al.), 

“multilateralising regionalism” (Baldwin, 2006), etc. Nowadays we are already living in the 

world where numerous existing and emerging regional initiatives on trade liberalization, socio-

economic and infrastructure cooperation have become increasingly intertwined, interdependent 

and cross-cutting. The main focus of the discussions has been shifting towards seeking a way for 

an increased cooperation of existing and emerging regional and cross-regional blocs. 

Therefore, it is crucial to facilitate communication among trade blocs, including not only 

the existing ones, but those being under negotiation. This paper examines the ways to elaborate 

an APEC-wide initiative for inter-bloc communication mechanism, which would facilitate 

communication and exchange of information among all the existing and potential trade 

liberalization agreements. The novelty of this paper resides in an attempt to overcome the 

obstacles of institutional arrangements of the forming trade blocs, and to include them into 

region-wide communication system. 

 

II. Communication and Information Sharing 

As of January 2014, 583 regional trade agreements (counting goods, services and 

accessions separately) have been notified within the GATT/WTO. Of these, 377 are currently in 

force.
3
 Within the WTO framework, there are three sets of rules to guide and monitor regional 

trade agreements (RTAs) – provisions of the GATT, GATS and Enabling Clause. In 2006 the 

WTO General Council established a provisional application of a new Transparency Mechanism 

for RTAs, which provides for early announcement of any RTA and its notification in the WTO. 

In 2011 the Negotiating Group on Rules started the review of the WTO transparency mechanism 

with the view of two proposals: for consideration of all RTAs in a single WTO Committee,
4
 and 

for procedural adjustments to the mechanism. 

However, both the provisions regarding RTAs and transparency mechanism do not prove 

to be highly effective, because of the WTO’s practical inability to come to a consensus on the 

compatibility of RTAs with the multilateral rules. Indeed, considering the absence of definition 

                                                           
3
 WTO RTA Database. URL: http://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/region_e/region_e.htm 

4
 The Committee on Regional Trade Agreements will consider RTAs falling under Article XXIV of General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and Article V of the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS). 

The Committee on Trade and Development will consider RTAs falling under the Enabling Clause (trade 

arrangements between developing countries). 
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for “substantial” coverage, WTO Committee for Regional Trade Agreements recognized only 

few RTAs as being WTO-compliant (see Picture 1 below). 

Picture 1 – WTO Rules Regarding RTAs 

 

The gap between the expectations for the WTO role in guiding RTAs and its actual 

capabilities, led to the creation of other mechanisms to accelerate communication, information-

sharing and transparency in regard to RTAs. At the same time, considering the difficulties faced 

by the economies during the Doha-round negotiations, the rise of regionalism seems to be a 

current global trend. However, multilateral and regional systems are still interconnected; and the 

growing importance of regional integration processes makes it evident that the multilateral 

trading system has to provide incentives to enhance cooperation, in order to eliminate increasing 

diversity in the global economy, and to be flexible enough to accommodate new trends in the 

world trade. 

Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation, while being a regional forum, has a strong voice of 

supporting the multilateral trading system. Besides, some of the APEC trade liberalization 

agenda, such as implementation of environmental goods and services list, is currently discussed 

in the WTO. APEC covers a significant share of the world trade and has a vast membership. As 

all member economies are involved into integration processes within the region and beyond, 

APEC may become a good platform for inter-bloc communication with the aim to ensure 

transparency, cooperation and capacity building activities. 

Regional economic integration traditionally is one of the priorities in APEC. Moreover, 

information sharing and transparency are considered to be the key issues. Thus, in 2012 APEC 

Model Chapter, intended to build best practices for RTAs/FTAs in the area of transparency 
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standards has been developed.
5
  As it was stressed in the Leaders Declaration 2013, “APEC has 

an important role to play in coordinating information sharing, transparency, and capacity 

building, and will hold a policy dialogue on regional RTAs/FTAs”. Leaders agreed as well “to 

enhance communication among regional RTAs/FTAs, as well as increase the capacity of APEC 

economies to engage in substantive negotiations”
6
. Development and implementation of the 

APEC Framework of Strengthening Regional Economic Integration (REI) might be one of the 

most significant achievements during China’s presidency in APEC in 2014. 

In the light of this, the proposal to establish APEC Committee on Trade and Investment 

level Friends of the Chair (CTI FoTC) group, aimed “to strengthen the communication and 

interaction between various regional architectures; …refocus initiatives in specific sectors, 

including at, across and behind-the-border initiatives, and maximize the trade and economic 

benefits of regional economic integration”
7
 is a milestone in the process of a Free Trade Area of 

the Asia Pacific (FTAAP). 

 

III. Institutional Arrangements 

However, there are still a number of issues, which have to be addressed. The first 

challenge the economies may face is the problem of representation, - whether the key interests 

and positions should be formulated and expressed by an economy’s representative, or on behalf 

of a regional bloc? 

Undoubtedly, each economy has its own sensitive areas both in the global economic 

system and within regional blocs. At the same time, some APEC economies currently are 

members of different regional integration processes. Hence, economy-by-economy 

representation may lead to the new complex and entangled “bowl” of interests and positions, 

where consensus will be still impossible to reach. Conversely, a bloc-by-bloc representation may 

allow members to summarize the economies’ preferences into a common policy and 

accommodate the diversity of their interests with the aim to reach a consensus. 

At the same time, “new generation” comprehensive integration blocs include not only 

traditional areas of trade liberalization, but such new cross-cutting issues as services, intellectual 

property rights, information technology etc., which are crucial for multilateral negotiations as 

well. Thus, transparency and information sharing about the ongoing processes on the regional 

level will help the economies to facilitate productive cooperation within the multilateral trading 

system. 

                                                           
5
 2012 APEC Ministerial Statement, Annex A “APEC Model Chapter on Transparency for RTAs/FTAs”. 

6
 2013 APEC Leaders’ Declaration. 

7
 China's 2014 Proposal “APEC Framework of Strengthening Regional Economic Integration”. 
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As for the overall APEC goal to establish FTAAP in the near future, there are several 

possible pathways, but the most realistic one has not been defined yet. What is clear is that 

economies’ possible policy options depend not only on specific internal interests, but their 

obligations to their partners within a regional integration system. Bloc-by-bloc representation 

and inter-bloc cooperation might be a better way to reach the APEC goals. 

However, the institutional arrangements of the emerging and existing trade blocs will 

prevent them from efficient region-wide communication. Only several regional blocs currently 

have permanent Secretariats, liable to present the integration regional body (see Table 2 below). 

 Table 2 –Trade Blocs Institutional Structure 

Trade Bloc Legal Body 

ASEAN ASEAN Secretariat 

Pacific Alliance 
Presidency Pro Tempore of the Alliance is exercised by each of the 

member countries, in alphabetical order, for annual periods.        

NAFTA 

The NAFTA Secretariat is a unique organization established pursuant to 

Article 2002 of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). It 

administers the mechanisms specified under the NAFTA to resolve trade 

disputes between national industries and/or governments in a timely and 

impartial manner. 

Customs Union Eurasian Economic Commission 

ASEAN+3 

The “ASEAN Plus Three (APT) Framework” does not constitute a formal 

organization, operating mostly in ASEAN+1 format. The “+3” refers to 

the level where China, Japan and Korea hold meetings. 

TTP 
Comprehensive, living agreement cannot be managed without a robust 

secretariat dedicated to supervising the TTP membership (Elms, 2013). 

RCEP 
Comprehensive, living agreement cannot be managed without a robust 

secretariat dedicated to supervising the RCEP membership. 

TTIP 

The future institutional framework may encompass: 1) a body with 

regulatory competences (Regulatory Cooperation Committee); 2) a body 

with a decision-making power; and 3) a dispute settlement mechanism. 

Source: official web-sites of regional groupings and member economies. 

 

The institutional organization of such blocs as ASEAN, NAFTA and CES technically 

allows them to participate in the communication and information-sharing platforms on behalf of 

a single bloc, while ASEAN+3, TPP, RCEP and TTIP - the negotiations on which are still 

ongoing - do not have a legal body, which is able to represent a grouping. However, it is possible 

http://www.nafta-alena.gc.ca/en/view.aspx?conID=590&mtpiID=153#A2002
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to create an official representation on a non-permanent basis. In Pacific Alliance, for example, 

representation is exercised by each of the member countries, in alphabetical order, for annual 

periods. There is also a prominent example of self-organization of groups of countries within a 

WTO framework – regional and issue-based informal coalitions. Broadly defined, a coalition is 

“a set of governments that defend a common position in a negotiation through explicit 

coordination” (Odell, 2006). In the WTO negotiations, these groups of countries (which are 

about 30) often speak with one voice and use a single coordinating team.
8
 Although WTO 

coalitions are informal and have no legally binding structure, they serve as an instrument to 

communicate group’s position with an increased bargaining power (Narlikar, 2003, et al.) 

As it is crucial to facilitate inter-bloc communication, the example of rotating 

representation and WTO coalitions can be useful in overcoming the obstacles put forward by 

institutional arrangements. Particularly, economies forming future TPP, RCEP and TTIP can 

coordinate a common position to be articulated to other blocs in order not to create excessive 

trade and investment barriers to the countries outside of a bloc. Building an APEC-wide 

initiative which involves inter-bloc communication, where all the existing and emerging blocs 

are represented, will ensure stable and predictable development of the world trade. 

 

IV. Conclusions 

The dynamics of international trade system has been evolving in various dimensions, 

including creating and following a multilateral set of rules, and progressing in terms of regional 

economic integration. Rising regionalism requires guidance and coordination within the 

multilateral trading system, although the WTO mechanisms did not prove to be highly efficient. 

Multilateral transparency tools should be supplemented by efforts taken by regional groupings 

themselves. Along with economy-by-economy dialogue, international communication should be 

realized by the means of inter-bloc cooperation. However, institutional arrangements may 

hamper such communication. Considering vast diversity of institutional frameworks and the 

absence of a single mechanism, different approaches to address this issue can be developed. 

While some groupings can be represented by permanent institutional bodies (like Secretariat or 

Commission), others can elect a speaker to articulate common positions. This approach will 

ensure transparency and level playing field for the formation of the future global trade rules. 

 

  

                                                           
8
 Some coalitions have Group leaders, like Brazil in G-20 (agriculture coalition) or Australia in the Cairns Group. 
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