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 Getting to Know the TPP 
 
“There is almost a complete disconnect between the national discourse and the reality 

of what is causing our problems and what to do about them.” 
 

- “Problems Unsolved and a Nation Divided” 
     Harvard Business School 

   Michael E. Porter, Jan W. Rivkin, Mihir A. Desai, with Manjari Raman 
   September 2016 

 
There is currently an abundance of misinformation about the benefits of trade in the national 
dialogue – particularly relating to the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP).  In the following six-
part blog series, TPP 101, the Emergency Committee for American Trade (ECAT) will shed 
some light on the positive aspects of TPP and address some of the most common concerns 
regarding the agreement. 
 
In order to fully address the questions that people have about TPP, we need to start at the 
beginning.  Where did the idea for the TPP come from and how did the United States 
get involved?  The TPP originated from the Trans-Pacific Strategic Economic Partnership 
Agreement – commonly known as the P-4 agreement.  The P-4 included Brunei 
Darussalam (Brunei), Chile, New Zealand, and Singapore and came into force in 2006.  In 
2008, the United States, under the Bush 
Administration, announced interest in joining 
the negotiation for the P-4’s outstanding 
investment and financial services chapters.   
 
After the United States suggested that 
others be included in the discussions, the  
P-4 transformed into the U.S.-led TPP 
negotiations that we are more familiar with 
today.  In addition to the United States, Australia, Peru, and Vietnam also joined the TPP 
negotiations in 2008.  Over the next five years, even more countries joined in – Malaysia in 
2010, Canada and Mexico in 2012, and Japan in 2013.  
 
The addition of the United States’ NAFTA partners and Japan changed the tone of the 
negotiations.  If the TPP was going to be the influential, rule-setting trade agreement for the 
Asia-Pacific region, then large Asia-Pacific economies would need to be included.  With the 
addition of Canada, Mexico, and Japan, the TPP countries now comprise 40 percent of the 
world’s total gross domestic product (GDP).    
 
The ambitious TPP negotiations concluded in October 2015 and the agreement was signed 
in New Zealand the following February. In November 2015, just one month after the 
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The common assumption that the 
TPP is solely an Obama-driven issue 
just simply isn’t true.  The fact that 
the TPP was initiated under the Bush 
Administration is a testament to trade 
as a bipartisan issue. 
 



agreement was signed the Office of the United States Trade Representative (USTR) posted 
the deal on its website.  Although we now take for granted that we can access almost 
anything through a quick internet search, we shouldn’t downplay the significance of 
transparently posting an entire trade agreement on the internet before it’s been passed by 
Congress.  
 
Now that we understand the historical context of TPP, the next question becomes – so 
what?  Why does TPP matter so much that it’s permeating the national discourse?  
For starters, the TPP is a big deal – pun intended.  The TPP is the largest trade agreement 
that the United States has ever negotiated.  In addition to current trade agreement partners 
like Australia, Canada, Chile, Mexico, Peru, and Singapore, the TPP includes five new trade 
agreement partners – Brunei, Japan, Malaysia, New Zealand, and Vietnam. The combined 
GDP of the TPP countries was a whopping $27.5 trillion in 2015 or 40 percent of global 
GDP. Also, the Asia-Pacific is the largest trading area in the world, accounting for 37 
percent of global trade. 
 
Secondly, U.S. companies want to do business in the Asia-Pacific region.  There has been 
a 100-percent increase in U.S. investment in Asia over the past decade, and 39 U.S. states 
send at least a quarter of their exports to Asia, according to the East-West Center. A major 
reason for doing business in Asia is the projected growth of the Asia-Pacific middle-class.  It 
has been estimated that the Asia-Pacific middle-class will grow from 570 million to 3.2 
billion by 2030.  That’s 3.2 billion potential customers and 3.2 billion reasons to pass TPP.   
 
Lastly, as mentioned above, even though U.S. businesses want to do business in the TPP 
countries, there are real barriers that impede their success.  Don’t believe it?  In ECAT’s 
2016 Agenda, we found that from 2000 to 2013, America’s import-market share in the Asia-
Pacific region has decreased from 13.5 percent (2000) to 7.8 percent (2013).  Meanwhile, 
our competitors from the European Union and developing Asian countries had 14.1 percent 
and 36.8 percent import market share, respectively, in 2013.  In addition, the U.S. decrease 
in market share has happened in spite of an increase in total U.S. exports to the region.  
Therefore, the solution to regaining competitiveness is much more complicated than merely 
exporting more goods and services.  Clearly, U.S. companies are at a disadvantage.  For 
example, a typical Southeast Asian country imposes tariffs that are five times higher than 
the U.S. average, while its duties on agricultural products soar into the triple digits. In 
addition, a web of nontariff and regulatory barriers block market access in many countries.  
Compounding the direct barriers is the fact that Asia-Pacific nations are clinching trade 
deals among themselves, leaving the United States on the outside looking in.  The number 
of trade accords between Asian countries surged from three in 2000 to more than fifty today 
and some eighty more are in the pipeline. In contrast, the United States has just three trade 
agreements in the Asia-Pacific (with Australia, Singapore and South Korea). TPP is our 
ticket to integrating into the region.   
 
Right now, loud voices in the national debate on trade are touting protectionism as the best 
solution for America’s economic problems.  ECAT strongly disagrees.  We need to be 
opening foreign markets, we need to be setting strong rules where our companies want to 
do business, and we need to take advantage of the solutions that are in front of us – 
namely, the TPP.  
 
Up Next: What’s in It for Me?  The Benefits of TPP for Americans 

https://ustr.gov/trade-agreements/free-trade-agreements/trans-pacific-partnership/tpp-full-text

