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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

■■ The■Trans-Pacific■Partnership■represents■the■region’s■highest■priority■trade■negotiations.

■■ The■long-term■repercussions■include■whether■Australia■will■be■forced■to■choose■between■two■
alternative■conceptualizations■of■economic■cooperation.

■■ The■Trans-Pacific■Partnership■could■take■incrementalist■steps■to■becoming■a■Free■Trade■Area■of■
the■Asia■Pacific■(FTAAP).

To answer the crucial question of whether the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) is in Australia’s national interests 
requires a review of its history. With the TPP’s emergence as a largely United States (US)-led initiative, a 
review of how, for example, it has confronted contentious negotiating issues such as the investor-state dispute 
mechanisms, intellectual, property and environment and labour laws are crucial to revealing hard truths. This 
includes: the extent of convergence and divergence between the US and Australian agenda; the role of 
mega-regional trade agreements like TPP and the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) in 
transforming economic relations in the Asia-Pacific and the follow-on impact on Australia; and the implications 
of securitising mega-regional agreements like TPP and the tertiary impact on the region. Overall, an assessment 
of the TPP will be made regarding its value to Australia, specifically to its long-term future.

Cover image: “Early Morning Sydney Harbour” by Nicky Mannix, licensed under CC BY 2.0.

The Alliance 21 Program receives funding support from the following partners. Research conclusions are derived 
independently and authors represent their own view, rather than an institutional one of the United States Studies Centre.
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Introduction

The most significant development in economic relations between Australia and 
the United States in recent times is the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement 
(TPP), a preferential trade agreement (PTA) that is currently being negotiated 
among 11 members of the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation forum. The TPP is 
potentially path breaking in several key respects. First, it seeks to link together a 
large number of geographically disparate countries at different stages of economic 
development. Second, it aspires to be a high quality agreement that promotes 
20th century trade issues (e.g. liberalization of trade in goods and services) as well 
as so-called 21st century issues (e.g. harmonization and liberalization of domestic 
regulatory measures in a range of areas including intellectual property rights, state-
owned enterprises, and labour and environmental standards). Third, it has been 
championed as an incrementalist pathway to an eventual Free Trade Area of the 
Asia-Pacific (FTAAP) and as a counter-model to Asian-centric routes to regional 
integration.

The origins of the TPP can be traced to informal discussions in the late 1990s 
among five APEC members – Australia, Chile, New Zealand, Singapore and the 
United States – who were interested, following the breakdown of APEC’s Early 
Voluntary Sectoral Liberalization, in developing a mechanism to advance a trade 
agreement among ‘like-minded’ countries. In the end, Australia and the United 
States did not proceed, in part because of their decision to negotiate a bilateral 
trade agreement instead – the Australia-United States Free Trade Agreement 
(AUSFTA). Nonetheless, Chile, New Zealand and Singapore forged ahead, with 
Brunei Darussalam later joining in, and concluded the Trans-Pacific Strategic 
Economic Partnership (popularly known as the P4), which came into force in 2006. 

The P4 agreement was a relatively high quality and comprehensive agreement. But 
because trade flows among the participating economies were small, it remained 
something of a sideshow – albeit an interesting one because it included a clause 
that provided for future accessions by other countries. However, the P4 began 
to attract much more interest when it began to negotiate on financial services 
and the outgoing George W. Bush administration declared its intention to join the 
negotiations in September 2008. The US announcement had a catalytic effect 
among a number of APEC members, including Australia, and negotiations for the 
TPP commenced in early 2010. The negotiations initially involved nine countries 
(Australia, Brunei, Chile, Malaysia, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore, United States, 
and Vietnam), with Canada and Mexico joining in late 2012. Japan remains 
interested but has not yet joined the negotiations.

Australia and the United States have many shared interests in the successful 
conclusion of the TPP. Both countries are long-time supporters of an open, non-
discriminatory, and rules-based trade system buttressed by the World Trade 
Organization (WTO). However, the WTO and APEC have both faced a number 
of challenges and setbacks over the past ten years. In particular, the failure of the 
WTO membership to conclude the Doha Round has seen many countries shift 
their focus to the negotiation of preferential trade agreements (PTAs). This trend 
towards discriminatory forms of trade cooperation has been especially pronounced 
in the Asia-Pacific region where PTAs have rapidly proliferated, notwithstanding 
the APEC commitment to non-discriminatory ‘open regionalism’. Moreover, there 
are various competing proposals for ‘regional’ integration that would exclude 
Australia and the United States, most notably China’s preference for a regional 
trade agreement between the members of the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) and China, Japan and Korea (the ASEAN Plus Three agreement). 

The government’s highest regional trade negotiation priority is the conclusion of the Trans-
Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPP).’ Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2012 
Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement Negotiations http://www.dfat.gov.au/fta/tpp/index.html
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In this context, the TPP offers an alternative, more inclusive, vision for regional 
trade integration that is attractive to Australia and the United States.

This paper explores the TPP from the Australian perspective. The first section 
outlines the Australian government’s aspirations for the TPP agreement and explains 
why the Australian government was unable to achieve its goal to fashion the TPP 
as a genuinely regional trade agreement that would supplant the complex web of 
bilateral and plurilateral PTAs that already exist among the TPP parties. Section 
two outlines the key negotiating objectives of Australia and the United States 
and shows why the TPP may not achieve its lofty ambitions to be a ‘21st century 
agreement’. The third section discusses the problems arising from perceptions that 
the TPP is part of a broader US foreign policy and security agenda to contain China’s 
influence in the region. We conclude by questioning whether the experience of the 
TPP negotiations to date provides any confidence that the agreement will deliver 
the policy outcomes that the Australian government proclaimed at the time that it 
entered into negotiations. Moreover, we suggest that the TPP negotiations may 
undermine other Australian foreign policy objectives.  

1. Australia’s TPP Objectives: 
Multilateralizing Regionalism

For Australia, the TPP is not so much about gaining new levels of market access 
but rather about the design of new regional architecture that would provide a viable 
pathway towards multilateralizing the plethora of bilateral and minilateral PTAs 
that have proliferated among Pacific Rim countries over the past decade. Thus, 
when the Australian government announced in 2008 that it would participate in 
negotiations for the TPP, it did not emphasize the potential for significant new 
market gains. This undoubtedly reflected the fact that the only country among the 
original TPP negotiating partners with which Australia did not have a PTA was Peru, 
which provided a market for only $112 million in Australian merchandise exports 
and $119 million in service exports in 2011 (‘Peru Country Brief’, Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade, http://www.dfat.gov.au/geo/peru/peru_brief.html).

Similarly, submissions to the government in support of the TPP emphasized the 
need to preserve market access gains under existing PTAs but generally did not 
expect any substantial improvement to existing PTAs. Moreover, the government 
has made no attempt to quantify the benefits that a successful negotiation of the 
TPP might generate for the Australian economy. After earlier economic modeling 
that projected huge gains for Australia from the PTA with the United States 
was greeted with derision—and the assumptions underlying such work were 
subsequently criticized by the Productivity Commission—the government decided 
against attempting to estimate the potential benefits from the TPP.

Although expectations about new potential market access gains from the TPP are 
low in Australia, nonetheless, there has been great emphasis placed on the potential 
for the TPP to multilateralize 
existing PTAs in the Asia-Pacific 
region. Announcing the Labor 
government’s decision to join 
the negotiations, Trade Minister 
Simon Crean was hopeful that 
the TPP would spread the 
benefits of comprehensive 
PTAs, would thereby reduce the 
problem of trade discrimination, 
and serve as a building block for 
deeper regional integration. It 
would make the current PTAs in the Asia-Pacific more consistent with the rules of 
the multilateral system. In his statement, Crean (2008) emphasized the importance 
of ‘”knitting together”’ bilateral trading arrangements’ and ‘harmonising the rules in 
these various FTAs’ to make them consistent with the multilateral trade system. ‘We 
are in favour of initiatives that ensure that bilateral and regional trade arrangements 
are more consistent with the multilateral trading system’, Crean concluded.

Beyond that, Crean’s initial statement was short on specifics—leaving these to a 
supplementary document, which summarized public submissions on the TPP, a 

The design of new regional architecture 
would provide a viable pathway 
towards multilateralizing the plethora 
of bilateral and minilateral PTAs that 
have proliferated among Pacific Rim 
countries over the past decade
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document tabled at the same time as the trade minister’s speech (‘Priorities and 
objectives for participation in the Trans Pacific Partnership’, http://trademinister.
gov.au/speeches/2008/tpp_priorities.html). Many of these submissions also 
referred to the potential for multilateralization of existing agreements and to the 
need for Australia to be involved from the start in negotiations that might shape the 
future rules of the game for trade liberalization in the region. The Labor government 
has consistently promoted this theme throughout the negotiations. In June 2012, 
Crean’s successor as Trade Minister, Craig Emerson, commented that: ‘if we can 
land this Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement, we then have a very solid stepping 
stone towards a free-trade area for Asia and the Pacific’ (Speech to House of 
Representatives, Appropriation Bill (No. 1) 2012-13. 20 June 2012).

To understand why Australia has emphasized the potential of the TPP to 
multilateralise regionalism, it is important to appreciate the extent to which the TPP 
countries have become enmeshed in a dense ‘noodle bowl’ of criss-crossing and 
conflicting PTAs. Asia-Pacific economies, particularly those on its Western rim, 
were relative latecomers to the negotiation of preferential trade agreements. In the 
first decade of the 21st century, however, they have pursued these arrangements 
with enthusiasm and vigour. By the middle of 2012, the countries negotiating the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership were parties to 113 PTAs; for most of these countries, a 
substantial majority of their imports are being sourced from partners with which 
they have preferential agreements (Table 1).

Table■One:■The■PTAs■of■Countries■Negotiating■the■TPP■(and■data■for■Japan)

Number of PTAs # Share of Imports From Countries 
Receiving Preferential Treatment 
(%)*

Australia 6 64.3

Brunei 8 78.0

Canada 10 80.3

Chile 18 89.8

Number of PTAs # Share of Imports From Countries 
Receiving Preferential Treatment 
(%)*

Malaysia 9 38.4

Mexico 12 75.8

New Zealand 8 47.1

Peru 10 72.4

Singapore 18 62.3

United States 8 48.1

Vietnam 7 70.1

(Japan) 9 50.0
  
Sources: # World Trade Organization (2011) and government websites (for ASEAN 
countries, this figure includes the ASEAN Free Trade Agreement, and ASEAN’s 
five agreements with Australia/New Zealand, China, India, Japan and Korea). 
* World Trade Organization (2011b: Appendix Table 8, p. 224); and calculations 
from IMF, Direction of Trade Statistics.

APEC member economies have expressed concern at how the proliferation of 
agreements, each with its own set of rules of origin, has undermined their business 
facilitation agenda. In 2005 APEC Leaders included the promotion of high-quality 
Regional Trade Agreements and Free Trade Agreements as an element of the 
‘Busan Roadmap’ towards the Bogor Goals and committed APEC to developing 
model measures for commonly accepted FTA chapters. By 2008, its Committee 
on Trade and Investment had drafted 15 model chapters (Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation, 2011a). The Committee also agreed to work towards harmonizing the 
rules of origin in the agreements entered into by its member states, has conducted 
surveys and studies of existing arrangements, and conducted workshops aimed 
at building capacity on customs procedures in its less developed members (for 
instance, Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation, 2008). To date, however, the 
model chapters that APEC has designed appear not to be closely reflected in the 
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agreements that many of APEC’s members have signed. 

In 2006 at their meeting in Vietnam, APEC leaders agreed to ‘seriously consider’ 
the idea of establishing a Free Trade Area of the Asia-Pacific (FTAAP), a proposal 
that was adopted as a key priority at their next meeting in Sydney the following 
year. The FTAAP had been promoted by the APEC Business Advisory Council 
since 2004, and has been championed by economists led by Fred Bergsten, the 
former Director of the Peterson Institute for International Economics and former 
Chair of the APEC Eminent Persons’ Group. For understandable political economy 
reasons, however, little progress was made on the FTAAP — not least because 
of the general unwillingness of the US Congress to enter PTAs during this period, 
a factor that would have been particularly pertinent in any proposed arrangement, 
such as the FTAAP, that involved China. The FTAAP also faced competition from 
proposed regional schemes based on alternative definitions of the ‘region’ — from 
proposals for an ASEAN Plus Three (APT) agreement, championed by China, and 
for a Comprehensive Economic Partnership for East Asia (CEPEA), based on the 
then 16 member East Asia Summit, and championed by Japan, which backed 
up its proposal at the second EAS in 2007 by financing an Economic Research 
Institute for ASEAN and East Asia to promote its regional vision. None of the 
three alternative visions (APT, FTAAP, CEPEA) for a region-wide trade agreement 
progressed beyond feasibility studies, however, leaving the way open for an 
alternative approach to multilateralization through the Trans-Pacific Partnership.

When Washington first expressed an interest in the TPP, its aspirations for using 
the agreement as a vehicle for multilateralization figured prominently and appeared 
to be aligned with those of other negotiating partners including Australia. The US 
was very much concerned about the negative impact of Asian PTAs on American 
export interests. Outlining the justification for US participation in the TPP, US Trade 
Representative Ronald Kirk singled out the ‘proliferation of trade agreements in the 
Asia-Pacific region to which the United States is not a party’ and noted that ‘these 
agreements, as well as other economic developments, have led to a significant 
decline in the U.S share of key Asia-Pacific markets over the past decade.’ US 
participation in the TPP was intended to ‘reverse this trend’, starting with ‘an initial 

group of ‘like-minded’ countries’ with the ‘shared objective of expanding this initial 
group to additional countries throughout the Asia-Pacific region’ (Office of the U.S. 
Trade Representative, 2009a).

Once negotiations began for the TPP in 2010, however, Washington (responding to 
domestic protectionist forces) indicated that it wanted to retain the market access 
arrangements for goods in its existing bilateral PTAs with Australia, Chile, Peru 
and Singapore, and to negotiate new market access arrangements with the other 
five countries. This network of bilateral agreements would, as far as the US was 
concerned, constitute the TPP. This approach was adopted largely for defensive 
reasons because existing US bilateral arrangements have a range of protectionist 
measures including sectoral carve-outs, long implementation periods, snap-back 
provisions, and product-specific 
rules of origin. Australia, New 
Zealand and Singapore argued 
forcefully for the TPP to become 
a comprehensive regional trade 
agreement that would replace 
all existing bilateral PTAs among 
the parties, but the US view 
prevailed (Elms and Lim, 2012). Thus Australia’s main aspiration for the TPP—that 
it would serve as an instrument for multilateralization—has been undercut. Rather 
than becoming a genuine regional trade agreement in which each party has a 
single tariff schedule for all other parties, it will be more like the ASEAN Free Trade 
Agreement’s complex web of bilateral arrangements.

The US has not been consistent in its approach, however. When Canada and 
Mexico were admitted to the negotiations, the USTR announced that it intended 
to enter market access negotiations with its two NAFTA partners. Nonetheless, it 
has continued to deny Australian requests that it should discuss market access for 
Australian exports (where the principal Australian goals have to been to improve on 
the access provisions in the AUSFTA for dairy and sugar) (Inside US Trade, 30. 39 
[5 October 2012]).

Regional trade agreements like the 
TPP provide us with the opportunity to 
update the rules to reflect the times
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In sum, notwithstanding the US and Australia’s shared commitment to the TPP as 
a platform for trade cooperation in the Asia-Pacific region, the negotiations have 
exposed diverging visions for the architecture that will underpin this cooperation. 
US domestic sensitivities in key sectors (e.g. sugar, dairy, textiles and clothing) have 
ruled out the possibility of a genuinely multilateralising regional trade agreement. 
Instead of cleaning up the problems caused by trade discrimination created by 
multiple and conflicting PTAs, it seems that the TPP will just add another set of 
discriminatory arrangements in the mix.

2. Australia and the US Template

It was inevitable that the TPP negotiating agenda would be dominated by the 
preferences of the most powerful player, the United States and its ‘template’ for 
PTAs. In broad terms, the US template involves the liberalization of goods and 
services (with the exception of US defensive interests, as noted above) and 
the extension of trade rules into domestic regulatory systems, in some cases 
exceeding current WTO disciplines (e.g., intellectual property, financial services, 
investment) and in other cases introducing disciplines in areas that are not part 
of WTO rules at all (e.g., labour and environmental standards, competition policy, 
and state-owned enterprises) The participants in the TPP negotiations, however, 
are at different stages of development and differ considerably in their negotiating 
priorities and the US template could prove to be a significant obstacle to reaching 
an agreement. For instance, these provisions impose heavy demands on the TPP 
developing country participants that do not already have PTAs with the US (Brunei, 
Malaysia, Vietnam), and may yet prove too difficult for them to digest even if they 
are granted longer time frames for implementation.

Even for those countries that have existing PTAs with the US (Australia, Canada, 
Chile, Mexico Peru, and Singapore), the TPP negotiations have provided the US with 
a new opportunity to push for changes in their trade partners’ domestic regulatory 
regimes that it was unable to secure in the earlier agreements. But the US is likely 
to meet significant opposition to these demands, and it is highly unlikely that 

governments will risk aggravating their domestic political constituencies in order 
to meet US demands on regulatory change, especially when they are unlikely to 
receive much in return by way of improved access for their goods to the US market. 
For example, the draft US text for the TPP Investment Chapter, leaked in mid-2012, 
included investor-state dispute settlement. But Australia excluded provisions for an 
investor-state dispute settlement (ISDS) mechanism in the Australia-US Free Trade 
Agreement of 2004 and the Labor government’s opposition to such provisions has 
hardened since then. Trade Minister Craig Emerson, for instance, reiterated this 
position in a letter tabled in the Australian Parliament 
in May 2012: ‘The Gillard Government’s Trade Policy 
Statement, which was released in April 2011, made 
clear that Australia will no longer seek the inclusion of 
ISDS provisions in our trade agreements’ (‘Petition: 
Trans-Pacific Partnership Free Trade Agreement’, 
House of Representatives Hansard 21 May 2012).

Many countries will also resist efforts by the US 
to extract higher prices for medicines through 
the ratcheting up of intellectual property rights 
provisions. Indeed, Malaysia’s previous efforts to 
negotiate a PTA with the US ran aground on this 
issue among others, and US demands on pharmaceuticals will be a contentious 
issue in Australia, New Zealand, Chile and Peru. Leaked drafts of the US proposed 
text on intellectual property, which include more extensive provisions than in the 
WTO or in the recent US agreements with Australia and the Korea, have mobilized 
civil society groups and resulted in repeated questions on these matters being 
asked of ministers in Parliament (the US has refrained from tabling its proposals on 
access to medicines, leaving these together with other contentious issues to the 
end of the negotiations).

At least in its public statements, the Australian government appears resolute 
on these issues. Trade Minister Emerson commented, for instance, that ‘The 
Government sees the Pharmaceuticals Benefits Scheme (PBS) as an integral 

If we lose the TPP, we 
risk losing the influence 
in East Asia of the 
United States and 
other current Western 
Hemisphere participants
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been an Australian priority for many decades. To some extent, Australia’s demands 
may be tactical and part of the normal push and pull of any trade negotiation and 
these differences are not likely to be fatal to the TPP, notwithstanding the fact that 
Australia and the US have been the two most powerful and influential players in the 
negotiation. Nonetheless, the negotiations between the two countries in the TPP 
are unusual in that one party (the USA) is simply refusing to negotiate on market 
access while demanding concessions in other dimensions of the negotiations.

3. The TPP and US Foreign Policy: Multilateralization 
or Securitization

So far, our discussion has focused on the economic dimensions of the TPP and its 
potential to promote trade liberalization; to address behind the border regulations 
that affect trade and investment; to counter economic discrimination; and to catalyze 
larger agreements with more members. But the US agenda is not solely about the 
pursuit of business interests: foreign policy and geo-political considerations are also 
powerful motivating forces for Washington’s interest in the TPP. In particular, the 
Obama Administration is using the TPP to promote traditional security concerns 
including the strengthening of bilateral military alliances in the Asia-Pacific, the 
projection of US power as a counter to China, and the promotion of democracy, 
human rights, and the rule of law.

The ‘securitization’ of the TPP is consistent with a recent trend in US trade policy 
to use PTAs to reinforce strategic relationships. This development can be dated 
to the Israel-US free trade agreement of 1985, but it gained momentum after 
the September 11 2001 terrorist attacks when the Bush administration initiated 
a series of PTA negotiations with countries that were of strategic or geo-political 
importance to the United States (Higgott, 2004, Kelton, 2008). These agreements 
were used to reward or shore up allies (e.g., agreements with Jordan, Morocco, 
Bahrain, and Oman) or to promote existing security arrangements (e.g. Australia, 
Chile, and Singapore) (Aggarwal and Ahnid, 2011). The Bush administration spoke 
openly of these trade and security linkages: in the words of United States Trade 

part of Australia’s health system. Retaining the ability to ensure access to quality, 
affordable medicines for Australian consumers is a priority, and the Government 
will not accept an outcome in the TPP that would adversely affect the integrity 
of the PBS (‘Petition: Trans-Pacific Partnership Free Trade Agreement’, House of 
Representatives Hansard 21 May 2012). Similarly, the First Assistant Secretary 
in DFAT responsible for the TPP negotiations, Hamish McCormick, commented: 
‘Certainly the US agenda on intellectual property is well known, but what I can say 
is that, whatever the US agenda is, the Australian government has made its position 
very clear: our public health system and our Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme are 
not up for renegotiation as part of a trade agreement.’ (‘Estimates’, Foreign Affairs, 
Defence and Trade Legislation Committee, Parliament of Australia, Hansard 31 
May 2012).

There is also significant opposition to the inclusion of the current version of the US 
template chapters on labour and the environment, which are more legalistic and 
restrictive than those contained in earlier US PTAs. Australia and New Zealand in 
particular are opposed to the inclusion of any labour and environmental standards 
that could be perceived as bullying developing countries. And with good reason: in 
October 2012, the authoritative journal Inside US Trade reported that the American 
Manufacturing Trade Action Coalition, citing a report from the US Department of 
Labor, had petitioned the US Trade Representative to end Vietnam’s participation 
in the TPP negotiations on the ground that apparel was being produced in that 
country with forced and child labour. The US has also faced opposition to its stance 
that would limit the capacity of partners to restrict capital flows in the event of a 
financial crisis.

In terms of Australia-US trade relations, both countries are using the TPP 
negotiations as a means of pushing trade objectives that they were not able to 
achieve in the AUSFTA, and have not been able to achieve in the Doha Round. For 
Australia, these objectives include increased access for sugar to the US market, 
which was entirely excluded from the AUSFTA, and for dairy, which was not fully 
liberalized in the agreement (Capling 2005). Australia is also seeking disciplines 
on Washington’s use of trade-distorting agricultural export subsidies, which has 
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in defence arrangements with the US. Australia has a treaty alliance with the US 
and it hosts joint military intelligence facilities. Singapore has actively supported the 
US military presence in East Asia and it provides the US forces with access to its 
air and naval bases. Malaysia and Brunei have defence cooperation arrangements 
with the US. Peru and Chile have been close allies of the US in Latin America in 
recent years. Although New Zealand and the US suspended their alliance in 1985 
(when NZ refused to allow nuclear powered submarines access to its ports), NZ-
US military cooperation resumed in 2007. In September 2012, US Secretary of 
Defence Panetta announced that the US would lift restrictions on joint US-New 
Zealand military exercises, would permit US vessels to visit US ports, and remove 
bureaucratic obstacles to talks between the two countries’ defence officials. Finally, 
Vietnam has recently commenced low-level forms of military cooperation with the 
US, in large part because of escalating tensions with China over the South China 
Sea.

Despite these close military ties, the perception that US trade policy was being 
driven by the National Security Council rather than by economic interests generated 
considerable disquiet among some TPP participants in the second half of 2011. 
In November of that year it was reported that Australia and NZ: ‘have had to 
communicate to key figures supporting the TPP [in Washington] in no uncertain 
terms that the moment NZ and Australia smell a China containment policy, they are 
‘gone’ from the negotiations’ (Wallace, 2011). Such views are likely to be shared by 
other TPP members that have important trade, investment and political relationships 
with China, and who do not want these to be held hostage to US foreign policy 
concerns. In that sense, Jagdish Bhagwati’s (2011) criticism of the TPP – that it 
‘will principally aid countries that are worried about an aggressive China and seek 
political security rather than increased trade’ – may be misplaced. America’s Asian 
allies have to balance their security ties with the US and their economic ties with 
China, and it is not in their interests to participate in trade arrangements that are 
seen to be hostile to China.

At one level, a coincidence exists between the desire for a high quality 21st century 
agreement and aspirations in US foreign policy circles to use the TPP as a means to 

Representative Robert Zoellick, PTAs with the US were a privilege that must be 
earned through ‘cooperation – or better – on foreign policy and security issues’.

While the Obama administration has not been inclined to such explicit rhetoric, 
during the course of 2011 it began to openly link the TPP to US foreign policy 
objectives in the Asia-Pacific region. In a speech on the sidelines of the APEC 
Leaders Meeting in November 2011, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton (2011) 
situated the TPP within the US plan for ‘strengthening our bilateral security 
alliances; deepening our working relationships with emerging powers; engaging 
with regional multilateral institutions; expanding trade and investment; forging a 
broad-based military presence; and advancing democracy and human rights‘. That 
same week, in a speech to the Australian Parliament, President Obama (2011) 
declared that ‘...as a Pacific nation, the United States will play a larger and long-
term role in shaping this region and its future, by upholding core principles and 
in close partnership with allies and friends’. This objective would be achieved by 
strengthening the US military presence in East Asia, strengthening key alliances, 
and promoting a rules based system’ where workers rights are respected and 
our business can compete on a level playing field; where the intellectual property 
and new technologies that fuel innovation are protected; and where currencies 
are market-driven, so no nation has an unfair advantage’ (Obama, 2011). In this 
context, Obama identified the TPP as a ’potential model’ for the entire region, thus 
melding together US business interests and foreign policy interests to put pressure 
on China and others.

The risk in this policy is that the TPP becomes hostage to perceptions that it is 
part of a US foreign policy strategy to contain China. Indeed this interpretation of 
the TPP as being aimed at encircling China has gained wide currency among trade 
experts and editorialists, both inside and outside of China (see, for example, Du 
(2011); Drysdale (2011)). In a similar vein, Hugh White (2012: 118), in his recent 
book on Australia’s future relations with China and the United refers to the TPP as 
constituting part of a containment strategy. But can the TPP parties be expected 
to support this goal? To be sure, there is a strong degree of support for US foreign 
policy goals among the current TPP partners, many of whom seek their security 



US STUDIES CENTRE    |    ALLIANCE 21 
THE TRANS-PACIFIC PARTNERSHIP: AN AUSTRALIAN PERSPECTIVE

9

inconsistency and, indeed, a great deal of hypocrisy: on the one hand it has refused 
to enter into market access negotiations with countries with which it has existing 
agreements [where protectionist interests would likely be threatened]...but has 
no hesitation in seeking to improve on provisions in existing agreements in those 
domains, such as intellectual property rights, where it has offensive interests. 
The inconsistency in its approach was underlined by its decision to negotiate on 
market access issues with its NAFTA partners when they joined the negotiations 
in October 2012.

The consequence is that the market access gains that Australia will realize from 
the TPP negotiations are likely to be very limited (in this regard, the TPP will not be 
greatly different from the other PTAs that Australia has negotiated, whose limited 
market access benefits have been underlined by the Productivity Commission). 
For some commentators, however, contemporary trade negotiations are not about 
market access issues but about 21st Century behind-the-border issues. Even here, 
however, the benefits for Australia from the TPP are likely to be limited—simply 
because the dominant items on the US agenda, such as an extension of intellectual 
property rights, are not those in which Australia has a great interest (and, indeed, in 
several cases actively opposes).

In that the countries with which Australia is negotiating the TPP provide markets for 
only one fifth of Australia’s exports, the priority given to the TPP might be questioned. 
In its statement listing the country’s priorities for the TPP, the government stated 
that it would ‘seek to ensure that the TPP negotiations do not detract from our 
negotiations with other trading partners’ (Priorities and objectives for participation 
in the Trans Pacific Partnership - The Hon Simon Crean MP, Australian Minister 
for Trade, TradeMinister.gov.au, viewed November 5 2012, http://trademinister.
gov.au/speeches/2008/tpp_priorities.html). Whether the manner in which the 
TPP negotiations have proceeded is consistent with this objective is questionable, 
however. Although the TPP has been promoted through APEC and is seen as a 
vehicle to realize the APEC objective of the creation of a Free Trade Area of the 
Asia-Pacific, not all of APEC’s members have been invited to the table. The original 
negotiating partners have reserved for themselves veto power over which countries 

pressure Beijing to accept Washington’s rules for global economic regimes. To the 
extent, however, that broader security concerns come to dominate Washington’s 
TPP agenda, there is a risk not only that these will generate a backlash among 
US partners but also prevail at the expense of a comprehensive economic 
arrangement. In late 2011, for instance, when Japan first signaled a serious interest 
in joining the negotiations, some voices in Washington argued that the symbolic 
significance of Japanese membership in the TPP for US foreign policy purposes 
was such that it should be facilitated even if this required a considerable dilution 
of the quality of the TPP. A bureaucratic struggle was under way over whether 
foreign policy or economic interests should dictate the shape of the TPP. In the 
following 12 months, trade interests prevailed (not least those of US automakers, 
which expressed concern about Japan’s possible admission to the agreement 
in the absence of challenging conditions)—but the balance between trade and 
security dimensions in the agreement might shift again.

Conclusion

The original motivations underlying Australia’s participation in the TPP negotiations 
remain valid. Australia has every interest in promoting a high quality regional trade 
agreement that goes beyond existing arrangements (whether in bilateral, minilateral 
or global arrangements) to address ‘21st Century’ behind the border issues. 
Similarly, the desire to find an effective vehicle for multilateralizing the noodle 
bowl of bilateral PTAs in the region continues to be an important consideration—
and arguably its significance has been reinforced by the ongoing proliferation of 
discriminatory arrangements in the region.

To date, however, it appears that Australian aspirations for a high-quality 
multilateralizing agreement are likely to be frustrated. Despite its early commitment 
to multilateralization, Washington’s approach, driven by protectionist interests, has 
been to refuse to negotiate a single treaty on market access (although it may permit 
uniform application of a single set of rules of origin across the series of bilateral 
agreements that it intends to create). The US approach is marked, however, by 
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are permitted to join the negotiations.

The argument that Australia might at some stage in the not-too-distant future be 
forced to choose between its traditional guarantor of security, the United States, 
and its principal economic partner, China, has recently received a great deal of 
attention. The TPP is forcing Australia to choose between the two on alternative 
conceptualizations of economic cooperation. Whether pursuit of the TPP will 
immediately harm Australia’s economic relations with China is doubtful in that these 
are determined more by markets than governments. But in that the TPP is widely 
perceived in China as hostile not just to its interests but to its vision for promoting 
economic cooperation in Asia, it may cause damage that goes beyond the short 
term. And the US preoccupation with China may itself impair the gains from the 
TPP—even some US business groups have questioned the USTR’s obsession 
with provisions on State-Owned Enterprises, believing that arguments over this 
issue may prevent the realization of gains in other areas (Some Business Reps 
Question Emphasis On SOE Disciplines In TPP Talks, Inside US Trade, viewed 
November 5 2012). 

In terms of the impact of the TPP on broader Australian foreign policy objectives, 
the concern remains that the agreement is forcing the very choice that Australia 
wants to avoid.
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