The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership
(RCEP) – opportunities and challenges for Viet Nam1
1.

The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP)
as the world’s biggest free trade agreement

1.1 Introduction
The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) is a regional free trade
agreement that will complement and build upon Viet Nam’s existing free trade agreements (FTAs)
together with other 14 Indo-Pacific countries. As the name suggests, the RCEP is comprehensive
in its coverage, attempting to regulate trade and investment liberalization. It exceeds the minimum
standards prescribed by the World Trade Organization (WTO)2. RCEP negotiations were launched
in 2012 between the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)3 and ASEAN’s free trade
agreement partners (Australia, China, India, Japan, New Zealand and Republic of Korea) 4. On 15
November 2020, ministers from 15 countries, at the 4thRCEP Leaders Summit excluding India
signed the Agreement5.
The RCEP Agreement is an unprecedented mega regional trading arrangement that
comprises a diverse mix of developed, developing and least developed economies of the region.
As an agreement that would cover a market of 2.2 billion people, or almost 30% of the world’s
population, with a combined GDP of US$ 26.2 trillion or about 30% of global GDP, and accounts
for nearly 28% of global trade, the RCEP as the world’s largest free trade arrangement, represents
an important step forward towards an ideal framework of global trade and investment rules6.
The RCEP is the most ambitious free trade agreement initiated by ASEAN, which contributes
to enhancing ASEAN centrality in regional frameworks and strengthening ASEAN cooperation
with regional partners. ASEAN is at the centre of the RCEP, and the 15-member FTA is as much
about further integrating ASEAN as a group, as it is about deepening and broadening economic
integration amongst ASEAN and those five non-ASEAN countries. The objective of launching
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RCEP negotiations was to achieve a modern, comprehensive, high-quality, and mutually beneficial
economic partnership agreement among the ASEAN Member States and ASEAN’s FTA partners.
The RCEP covers traditional trade issues including trade in goods, services and agriculture,
customs, investment, economic and technical cooperation, competition, dispute-settlement
mechanisms, tariffs, and trade subsidies – but this represents only a small portion of the agreement.
The agreement even goes far beyond trade and seeks to impose an entire regulatory framework on
member states that could dictate the extent to which governments can regulate every part of the
economy in which the private sector operates. It may also give wealthy countries and large
corporations the authority to reach across borders to impose constraints on a vast array of domestic
non-trade policies. These would impact among other things: environment, agriculture,
telecommunications, labour, and intellectual property7.
Before negotiations began, all countries had agreed on the goal of achieving a
comprehensive, high-quality free trade agreement that benefits all parties8. In comparison with the
WTO rules9, the RCEP incorporates a balanced mix of WTO-plus commitments to further lower
at-the-border trade barriers and WTO-extra provisions aimed at addressing behind-the-border
regulatory issues. Going forward more significantly, the RCEP has the potential to serve as regional
trade standard setter as the rules it settles on will probably become benchmarks and legal
precedents for future trade deals in Asia and beyond. This is especially the case when the RCEP
opens up for new member applications from across the globe.
Overall, the RCEP will create the most populous trade area in the world, and it joins
together several of the largest economies in the world, like China, Japan, and South Korea. It
provides a major signal to investors that the region is still committed to multilateral trade
integration.
Among partners, there are those that have signed FTAs with each other, meaning that they
have committed to opening their market for goods and services to a certain extent. All 15 countries
achieving a common level of market opening is quite difficult. In addition to the large scale of the
agreement, levels of economic development among member countries are also different, even
among ASEAN countries10 while competition policy, investment, and intellectual property rights
also differ. Therefore, during the negotiations, all parties sought to find solutions and at the same
time harmonized the interests of all.
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The 20 chapters under negotiation11 extended to intellectual property, standards and
labelling, telecommunications, competition policies, financial services, e-commerce governance
and more recently, government procurement. Included in the agreement are also issues which have
not been included in WTO which is the only global international organization dealing with the
rules of trade between nations, largely because developing countries have argued that the proposals
for the inclusion of these areas are detrimental to their interests. Thus, the RCEP has been the most
expensive and complicated regional trade agreement that developing countries have ever
negotiated, more than any previously proposed trade agreement.

1.2 India’s withdrawal and re-engaging India?
In November 2019, India indicated it had several issues preventing it from joining the RCEP
and has since indicated it is not able to sign the Agreement. India had withdrawn from negotiations
because of its concerns about its growing trade deficit with China, largely due to domestic political
pressure and organized rallies against the deal, which critics claim would open India to an influx
of Chinese cheap consumer products and agricultural goods from Australia and New Zealand12.
At the same time, India has been hit hard by the pandemic, with more than twenty seven million
confirmed COVID-19 cases13 and rising unemployment. In addition, diplomatic and economic ties
with China have been strained by a brawl between their troops along a disputed border high in the
Himalayas, with the skirmish was the first deadly clash between the two nuclear-armed nations in
45 years14.
India’s withdrawal left the remaining RCEP participants divided. Japan and Australia were
working to persuade India to re-join the talks as they were concerned that the absence of India
would allow China to dominate the grouping. But ASEAN members were willing to sign an
agreement without India15. Chances are growing that the 15 remaining countries, which include
South Korea, Australia, and New Zealand settled for an agreement without India, a fast-expanding
economy with 1.3 billion consumers. But the prospects for an early agreement remained murky,
with participating countries had been divided on how to respond to India’s unwillingness to stay
on. An RCEP without India would be less of a driving force for growth in regional trade than the
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pact originally envisioned. In a bid to avoid this prospect, a special measure to coax India back to
the trade talks had been proposed16.
Even without India, the RCEP has been the world’s largest FTA, though India’s absence
would reduce the economic benefits of the RCEP because India is the fifth largest economy in the
world, the third largest member of the 16-nation RCEP (RCEP-16), and a growing country of over
1.3 billion people. All 15 countries would see real GDP gains and RCEP-15 would generate a real
GDP increase of approximately $137 billion in the longer run. This is about 80 percent of what
would have occurred under the RCEP-16 ($171 billion)17.
Nevertheless, there are signs that India may reunite with RCEP partners should they
accommodate India’s “core interests” in relation to market access, rules of origin, and automatic
safeguard mechanisms, among others. For the participating countries, India would be welcomed
to rejoin if and when it is ready. ASEAN countries involved in the RCEP have opened the option
for India’s involvement in the future, considering its important role in economy, politics, as well
as Asian solidarity.

1.3 The RCEP and other key related regional FTAs like TPP and CPTPP
The Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), also called the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement18
as a proposed FTA was signed on 4 February 2016 between big corporations and the twelve
nations, namely Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru,
Singapore, Viet Nam, and the United States (US), with the prospect of adding countries like South
Korea, China, Indonesia, and the Philippines. Among other things, the TPP seeks to lower trade
barriers such as tariffs, establish a common framework for intellectual property, enforce standards
for labour law and environmental law, and establish an investor-state dispute settlement
mechanism (ISDS). Trade negotiators however, from those 12 Pacific nations failed to reach final
agreement, with difficult talks on the largest regional trade agreement ever deadlocking over
protections for drug companies and access to agriculture markets on both sides of the Pacific. The
failure of the recent talks pointed to the extreme difficulty of reaching agreement with so many
countries, each with its own political dynamics. Failure to comply would subject a signatory to the
same government-to-government compliance procedures as any other issue covered by the trade
agreement, potentially culminating in trade sanctions.
Because US former President Donald Trump withdrew the US signature from the TPP in
January 2017, this agreement could not enter into force. The remaining countries negotiated a new
trade agreement called Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership
(CPTPP)19, which incorporates most of the provisions of the TPP and this pact entered into force
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on 30 December 2018. Before ex-President Donald Trump’s withdrawal, the TPP was set to
become the world’s largest free trade deal, covering 40 percent of the global economy20.
The CPTPP, also known as the TPP-11 as the amended version of the TPP which is a trade
agreement between Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand,
Singapore, and Viet Nam since the United States announced its plans to stay out of the deal. It
evolved from the TPP, which never entered into force due to the withdrawal of the United States
in 201721. This agreement creates a huge free economic region with a market scope of 500 million
people and covers 13.5% of the global GDP22.
With RCEP conclusion and the implementation of the 11-nation CPTPP in ratified countries,
Asia now can harness two mega-FTAs to drive forward deep integration in the region. The
relationship between the China and ASEAN-led RCEP and the “dead” US-led TPP23, the
predecessor of the CPTPP, had been characterized by acrimonious Sino-U.S. geopolitical
competition. The US has long maintained a political and economic hegemony in the Asia-Pacific
region and this hegemony is now being challenged with the rise of China. But since President
Donald Trump terminated America’s TPP membership in 2017, Asian countries have come to
view the two mega-FTAs as complementary in nature. However, Joseph R. Biden Jr., the new
President, has been noncommittal on whether he would join the TPP’s successor. But even with
a Biden administration that might be more committed to bringing the United States back into
regional trade integration, it will be difficult for the new administration to actually do so. As
the Biden administration will be focused primarily on the novel coronavirus, it is still hard to
imagine the Biden White House pushing hard to have the United States re-join agreements
like the TPP.
Considering that seven countries (Japan, Australia, New Zealand, Brunei, Malaysia,
Singapore, and Viet Nam) are party to both the CPTPP and the RCEP, there is strong basis for an
orderly convergence between the CPTPP and the RCEP insofar as political will is present. A
merger of both will strengthen “ASEAN Centrality”24 while also laying the groundwork for the
establishment of a truly inclusive Free Trade Area of the Asia-Pacific, a long-held and aspirational
goal of Asian economic regionalism.
Unlike the TPP, however, the RCEP does not include issues like labour rights or
environmental protections. The first and only priority for trade negotiators at this time should be
to remove all obstacles, including intellectual property rules, in existing agreements that hinder
timely and affordable access to medical supplies, such as lifesaving medicines, devices,
diagnostics and vaccines, and the ability of governments to take whatever steps are necessary to
address this crisis. Unilateral sanctions that prevent countries from obtaining essential medical
supplies should end. The RCEP has been described as China’s counter-agreement to the CPTPP,
20
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involving 16 Asia-Pacific nations – China, India, Japan, South Korea, the ASEAN bloc, Australia,
and New Zealand. Like the CPTPP, it contains the ISDS25 provisions. Unlike the CPTPP, it does
not have a chapter on state-owned enterprises, an omission intended to accommodate one of the
most significant sources of Chinese comparative advantage – its large state-owned construction
companies. It also differs from the CPTPP in that it has no chapters on labour or the environment,
and therefore presents a challenge to labour’s new approach on trade. The RCEP also give
wealthy countries and large corporations the authority to reach across borders to impose
constraints on a vast array of domestic non-trade policies. These would impact among other
things: environment, agriculture, investment, telecommunications, visas, labo ur, and
intellectual property. The extent of RCEP’s coverage both in terms of the issues faced and
the number of people whose lives and livelihoods would be impacted is unprecedented 26.
Normally, FTAs are aimed at expanding the flow of goods and services between nations,
increases in foreign investment, technology transfers and faster economic growth. Yet such deals
can also lead to job losses, the closure of small businesses, diluted labour rights, and increased
degradation of natural resources including forests and land. The RCEP deal has the potential to
exacerbate the capture of land and water for large-scale investment, deforestation and ecosystem
degradation.

1.4 RCEP and human rights
For many countries, trade agreements expose a large majority of the population to violations
of their human rights. Gender inequality should no longer be seen as a purely social issue, but as
an economic one that presents a key challenge to attaining inclusive and sustainable growth. In
this case, the RCEP would also have certain impact on women’s rights. Women are more
concerned over the increasing privatization of public services and limited access for women to
land and natural resources. The RCEP would tend to push a policy environment that favours more
privatization of services, contractual and precarious work, and corporate control over land and
resources, which would further burden women and reinforce the traditional patriarchal system in
many parts of Asia.
In 2015, ten UN Human Rights Council (HRC)27 mandate-holders voiced their concerns over
the impact of trade and investment agreements on human rights, jointly as well as in separate
reports. The collective statement warned that trade agreements “are likely to have a number of
retrogressive effects on the protection and promotion of human rights, including by lowering the
threshold of health protection, food safety, and labour standards, by catering to the business
interests of pharmaceutical monopolies and extending intellectual property protection28.
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The HRC has passed a resolution to elaborate a binding treaty that regulates transnational
corporations and other business enterprises. Accession to that treaty, when finalized, should be a
precondition for entering into any trade and investment agreements in the future. And while a
global system to protect investor rights has been established through the ISDS procedures, no
global system exists to hold investors to account for their violations of women’s human rights,
including rights for corporations to sue governments and extended monopoly rights for
pharmaceutical companies to charge higher prices for medicines. National governments would be
vulnerable to claims and lawsuits from corporations for compensation when labour,
environmental, health, land use laws reduce expected profits.
Introduced in the late 1950s, ISDS appeared in many treaties between former colonial
governments and newly independent governments as a means to prevent the nationalization of
their multinational corporations’ physical property following independence. ISDS is now written
into many trade and investment agreements. It allows foreign investors to sue governments in
secretive tribunals outside of the national legal system for amounts far higher than are likely to be
available to them in domestic courts. Recent lists of known ISDS cases show that corporations
have used ISDS to avoid paying taxes, challenge public interest laws and policies and prevent the
re-municipalization of public services. Consumer laws, environmental protection laws and climate
policies, labour laws, public health laws, and food labeling laws can all potentially be regarded as
infringing on investors’ rights. UN experts have noted that governments are less likely to pass laws
essential for women’s rights because of the fear of being sued. States would be penalized for
adopting regulations, for example to protect the environment, food security, access to generic and
essential medicines … or raising the minimum wage29”.
The costs of an ISDS case can have an enormous impact on public expenditure in developing
countries. To date, many cases heard by ISDS tribunals have been against developing countries
and lodged by multinational corporations from developed countries. The awards have amounted
to hundreds of millions, and even billions, of dollars. While not all cases are made public, given
the secretive nature of ISDS, in at least 50 ISDS cases, claims of at least $31 billion have been
lodged against states negotiating the RCEP, which would expose them to even more cases. Many
countries have also been denied access to tax revenue, with at least 24 countries being sued by
corporations using the ISDS mechanism to challenge tax laws or attempts to collect tax30.

2. Some key opportunities and challenges for Viet Nam
2.1 Development context
Resulting from rapid economic growth, Viet Nam attained several Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs)31 ahead of the 2015 deadline, significantly reduced poverty in the last 15 years, and
29
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made considerable progress on social welfare and social development, especially across three areas
of education, health, and living standards32. The country’s commitment to fostering inclusive
growth and prosperity has underpinned strong economic growth rates over the past two decades,
drastically reducing poverty rates from nearly 60 percent of the population in the 1990s to under
six percent in 201933. These impressive achievements will provide a solid foundation for Viet
Nam’s efforts toward the Agenda 2030 goals34.
Nevertheless, key challenges to sustainable growth remain and certain groups, including
migrants, ethnic minorities and persons with disabilities are lagging behind. Challenges and
limitations in social service delivery, accountability, oversight, and efficient public investment
have undermined equitable access to services for all Vietnamese people, exacerbating existing
inequalities and disparities. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) ranks Viet
Nam 118 out of 189 countries on its HDI in 201935. This low ranking is explained in part by some
sectors of the population, and the vast majority of them remaining poor – 86 percent – are ethnic
minorities, not equally benefiting from economic growth. Further, both the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank have identified Viet Nam as highly vulnerable to the effects of
the global downturn due primarily to trade, investment, and remittance shocks. In addition, the
country elevated to lower middle-income status in 201036, resulting in a notable decline in grant
official development assistance (ODA) and less concessional loans37. Viet Nam is challenged to
take urgent actions for improving domestic private investment and FDI efficiency, enhancing
government revenue, as well as towards integrated national financing framework for achieving the
SDGs.
The world of work is changing fast today, particularly due to technological advancement,
greening of our economies, climate change, demographic shifts and globalization. The
transformation is rapid and has great impacts on various aspects of labour market, such as, form
of employment, employment relationships, skill needed, social security, production technology,
work organization, governance of work and tripartism. These transformative changes present new
opportunities to improve the quality of working lives and create economic security, but decisive
actions are needed to seize these opportunities.
Inclusion is at the core of the United Nations and global community's 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development38 and is well reflected in all the Sustainable Development Goals and
their associated targets. One of the seventeen goals (goal 8) calls for the promotion of sustained,
inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for
international development community for the 2015-2030 period. The new framework puts forward 17 goals and 169
targets to guide governments, the donor community, civil society, and private sector in an ambitious joint effort to end
the indignity of poverty and achieve sustainable development within a decade and a half. Just 15 years after the
Millennium Declaration of September 2000, the world has a new agenda “of unprecedented scope and significance”,
accepted by all countries and applicable to all’, for humanity and the planet (https://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/).
32
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all by 2030. It is also mirrored in the key Agenda 2030 principles of "leaving no one behind", and
in its vision of a "just, equitable, tolerant, open and socially inclusive world in which the needs of
the most vulnerable are met" in - "a world in which every country enjoys sustained, inclusive and
sustainable growth and decent work for all"39.
Viet Nam assumed the role of ASEAN Chair 202040 in the context of favourable global and
regional economies. In addition to peace and cooperation, trade liberalization is still a major trend
in the world, and new-generation free trade agreements such as the CPTPP and the RCEP41 have
been implemented or preparing for signing. However, the global and regional economic context
also has many challenges and potential risks, not only due to trade tensions but also political
instability as well as unstable growth. Regionally as an ASEAN member, Viet Nam has worked
closely with other ASEAN countries to maintain the bloc’s leading role, both promoting
negotiations and maximizing the protection of the interests of ASEAN countries in negotiating the
RCEP. With the aim of achieving a high-quality agreement with balanced benefits, Viet Nam has
actively participated in discussions and proposed flexible solutions in many regards to resolve
problems between parties while ensuring national interests.
In line with these guidelines, as ASEAN Chair in 2020, Viet Nam shouldered the very
important task of promoting the conclusion of negotiations for the remaining contents of the RCEP.
The country affirmed that it would continue to work closely with other ASEAN countries in
maintaining the leading role of the bloc and work closely with the six partner countries to
accelerate the early conclusion of the RCEP negotiations and quickly complete all legal reviews
of the agreed content to prepare for the signing of the agreement.

2.2 Coping with the COVID-19 pandemic
Given its deep integration with the global economy, the Vietnamese economy has been hit
by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic but has shown remarkable resilience. GDP grew by 2.9
percent in 2020, and Viet Nam was one of the few countries in the world to do so, but the crisis
also left a lasting impact on households, with 45 percent of households reporting lower household
income in January 2021 than in January 2020. Viet Nam’s economy is set to grow 6.6 percent in
2021 on the back of successful control of COVID-19 infections, strong performance by exportoriented manufacturing and robust recovery in domestic demand42.
Currently, the COVID-19 pandemic is not just a health crisis in Viet Nam but would trigger
a severe economic and labour market crisis43. The impact of the crisis on the economy and
businesses has been significant, as the crisis has affected quantity of jobs, quality of employment
and has put already vulnerable groups at further risk – depriving them of their livelihoods. The
economic disruptions caused by the COVID-19 are having a huge impact on the national economy
39
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as tourist figures and merchandise exports have been severely affected by the pandemic, in addition
to the slowdown of trading partner economies, and supply chain disruptions in Viet Nam and many
other related countries. According to ILO and the General Statistics Office (GSO) on 6 January
2021, a total of 32.1 million people aged 15 and over nationwide as a whole in 2020 were
negatively affected by the COVID-19 in the forms of unemployment, staggered working hours,
income decrease and working hour decrease among others. The worst-hit sectors were services,
with more than 70 per cent of workers affected, followed by industry and construction where the
pandemic took its toll on about two thirds of workers44.
After instituting strict and prolonged lockdowns at great economic cost to try and contain
community spread, Viet Nam has recently had to deal with new waves of infection with the
emergence of new variants. The race is on between a rapidly mutating virus and vaccine rollouts,
with the latter sometimes delayed by bureaucracy and nationalism.
At the beginning, country responses to COVID-19 were focused towards ensuring access to
health services and safety measures for populations. Now policy responses have been shifted
towards socio-economic recovery from the impact of the pandemic and associated lockdowns. In
early April 2020, the Government announced, among other measures, a support package of US$2.6
billion for those affected by COVID-19. By the end of July 2020, VNĐ11.9 trillion has been
disbursed, equivalent to 12 per cent of the total value of the bailout package, reaching nearly 12
million people and nearly 13,000 household businesses. This disbursement rate is considered to be
low and ineffective. The main reason is that most workers still have not received the money. Only
402,466 workers received the money with a total amount of VNĐ403,425 billion, accounting for
about 5 per cent of the total disbursed amount. Among those, only 355,227 informal workers
received the support with a total amount of VNĐ348,520 million, accounting for about 0.02 per
cent of the number of informal workers nationwide45.

2.3 Efforts to move towards regional and international integration while
ensuring national interests
Since the establishment of diplomatic relations in October 1990, Viet Nam-European Union
(EU) relations have developed very rapidly, moving from an initial focus on trade and aid to a
broader, more diversified, and more political partnership. Viet Nam has become one of the EU's
main partners in Southeast Asia, and the EU has become one of Viet Nam’s leading partners in
many areas, especially development cooperation, trade and investment, making worthy
contribution to the cause of national development and international integration of Viet Nam.
The Viet Nam–EU Partnership and Cooperation Agreement (PCA)46 signed in 2012 is a
milestone and a vivid manifestation of the comprehensive and far reaching development of the
44
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Viet Nam–EU relations over the past 20 years, elevating the bilateral relations to a new high of
equal partnership and comprehensive cooperation in commensurate with the deepened unification
and enhanced role of the EU in the 21st century as well as the growing stature of Viet Nam after
25 years of successful reforms and international integration. The PCA which had entered into force
in 2016 broadened EU-VN cooperation scope in the areas of trade, environment, energy, science
and technology, good governance, human rights, as well as tourism, culture, migration and the
fight against corruption and organized crime. The PCA also allows Viet Nam and the EU, which
share the same interest in a strong multilateral rule-based system and strong institutions of global
governance, to further enhance cooperation on global and regional challenges, including climate
change, terrorism, and non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, all issues on which Viet
Nam is willing to play an increasingly important role. This creates favourable conditions for Viet
Nam to promote mutually beneficial cooperation with the EU in the implementation of the national
strategy on economic and social development for the period of 2011–2020.
The PCA also creates important premises for Viet Nam and the EU to engage in negotiations
of an FTA and work closely towards early recognition of Viet Nam’s market economy status.
Besides bilateral relations, the PCA also governs the cooperation between Viet Nam and the EU
at regional and international fora and in addressing global challenges. In this connection, furthering
relations with Viet Nam opens windows of opportunity for the EU to promote relations with
countries in Southeast Asia given the rapid changes and evolving architecture in the region with
ASEAN at the centre. For Viet Nam, this is a good opportunity to continue to promote partnership
with all EU’s Member States both in depth and in breadth, thus effectively implementing the
foreign policy of independence, self-reliance, peace, cooperation, and development;
multilateralization and diversification of external relations; a reliable friend, partner and
responsible member of the international community.
Viet Nam became a member of ASEAN and the associated ASEAN Free Trade Area
(AFTA)47 in 1995, before joining the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)48 forum in 1998.
In 2000, Viet Nam and the United States signed a Bilateral Trade Agreement (VN-US BTA)49, a
comprehensive trade agreement exposing Viet Nam to higher volumes of trade and investment
liberalization. The country joined WTO in 2007, and as a member of ASEAN, Viet Nam has
entered into FTAs with ASEAN partners (ASEAN-China FTA, ASEAN-Korea FTA, ASEANAustralia-New Zealand FTA, ASEAN-Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership, and ASEANIndia FTA. Efforts were also made by all ASEAN countries in establishing the ASEAN Economic
Community (AEC)50 in 2015.
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Viet Nam and the UK signed the UK–Viet Nam free trade agreement (UKVFTA) on 20
December 2020, as the UK transitions out of the EU. The agreement will see the elimination of
virtually all customs duties between the two countries when it is fully implemented. The British
embassy in Vietnam has forecast that Viet Nam will save US$151 million in tariffs from the deal
while the UK stands to save around US$36 million. The bilateral FTA will strengthen the Viet
Nam-UK relationship across trade liberalization, legal regulation, and alignment in global
standards. Following the ratification of the EU–Vietnam Free Trade Agreement (EVFTA), the two
countries were keen to further strengthen ties and expand on their bilateral relationship51.
With the conclusion of the negotiation on the TPP, Viet Nam formally committed to join 11
countries – Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru,
Singapore, and the United States – in a next-generation FTA to foster trade and promote economic
integration across the region. Unlike any previous FTAs that Vietnam has signed, the TPP is the
first trade agreement to subject Viet Nam to enforceable labour commitments as stated in the
International Labour Organization (ILO) Declaration in 1998 on Fundamental Rights of Workers52
like freedom of association, collective bargaining, and minimum standards for working conditions.
The CPTPP officially came into force on 14 January 2019 for Viet Nam and Viet Nam is the
7th country approving CPTPP, which took effect for the first six other countries (Mexico, Japan,
Singapore, New Zealand, Canada, and Australia). After the enactment of CPTPP, the Vietnamese
economy has experienced multi-dimensional impacts, both positive and negative. The outstanding
negative impacts involve the legal and institutional environment, competition, commodity trade,
banking and finance, and the opening of the public procurement market. At the same time, the
RCEP would help to further promote the economic development of ASEAN countries, particularly
in the context of regional and international economies. Facing certain obstacles from trade
protection, the successful negotiation of the agreement would contribute to the creation of a new
trade structure in the region, helping push globalization towards liberalization and trade facilitation
in a sustainable manner. The conclusion of negotiations marks a very important milestone in the
process of international economic integration of Viet Nam in particular and of all countries
participating in the RCEP in general, in the context of emerging trade protectionism that hinders
globalization.
The wave of protectionism around the world has not shown any signs of abating and affects
multilateral and regional economic cooperation. Strategic competition between major countries,
such as between the United States and China, makes it difficult for ASEAN’s development
process. In this context, in order to successfully assume the role of ASEAN Chair in 2020 in terms
of economics, Viet Nam needs have appropriate priority directions to make the most of favourable
international conditions and at the same time overcome difficulties and challenges. On that basis,
the Ministry of Industry and Trade has set four priority orientations in the ASEAN Economic
Community for 202053. The first is to promote strengthening economic integration through
51
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supporting the implementation of the Master Plan building the ASEAN Economic Community to
2025 and free trade agreements like the RCEP. The second is to promote regional economic
connectivity, improving adaptability, and taking advantage of the opportunities from Industry
4.054. The third is to promote effective development towards an ASEAN economy that is not only
dynamic and innovative but also effective and adaptive. And finally, trade facilitation must be
promoted throughout ASEAN.
For Viet Nam, after implementing CPTPP since January 2018, and ratifying the EU-Viet
Nam Free Trade Agreement (EVFTA)55 and the Europe-Viet Nam Investment Protection
Agreement (EVIPA) in June 202056, the conclusion of the RCEP negotiations would open up more
opportunities for local enterprises in Viet Nam to boost exports, participate in new value chains in
the region, and increase foreign investment57. Viet Nam can access to a huge market of 3.4 billion
people when it joins the RCEP as countries in RCEP will have a combined GDP of 21 trillion
USD, accounting for 29 percent of the world's GDP58.
The depth and scope of those FTAs, including RCEP have been continuously expanded, from
trade in goods and services to trade and investment facilitation as well as intellectual property
rights and competition policy, and the implementation of requisite readiness measures. Viet
Nam’s Ministry of Planning and Investment forecast that the CPTPP could increase Viet Nam’s
GDP by 1.3 percentage points by 2035, while the EVFTA could boost GDP by 15 percent. These
trade deals along with already signed and upcoming FTAs are likely to ensure that Viet Nam
remains competitive in the short-to-medium term59.As a key regional agreement, the RCEP will
complement Viet Nam’s existing network of FTAs, expand the economic space, and boost trade
and investment flows. It will further broaden and deepen the country’s economic linkages and
connectivity with the region, open up opportunities and provide businesses with preferential access
into growing markets.
Viet Nam’s participation in the global economy comes with added requirements to align
labour policies and practices with international standards. In line with Prime Ministerial Decision
2528/QD-TTg of 31 December 2015 on the Approval of Plans of Action and Proposal on
Ratification or Accession to relevant United Nations Conventions and ILO Conventions in the
Areas of Labour and Social Affairs in the Period of 2016-202060, it is necessary for the country to
reform its legislative and institutional framework on industrial relations in full respect of the 1998
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ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work61. In the context of new progress
of free trade agreements, particularly the EU-Viet Nam Free Trade Agreement, the Government
of Viet Nam has affirmed its commitment to this 1998 ILO Declaration, with serious consideration
given to ratification of ILO Convention No. 87 on Freedom of Association and Protection of the
Right to Organise62, Convention No. 98 on the Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining63 and
Convention No. 105 on the Abolition of Forced Labour64. The country adopted the revised Labour
Code65 on 20 November 2019 and the revision represents a major progress towards alignment with
the 1998 ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work. The Labour Code
revision is in the context of Viet Nam’s participation in CPTPP and EVFTA66 which will expand
Viet Nam's access to EU and CPTPP countries markets.
The human rights agenda in Viet Nam continues to evolve towards a greater openness, on
behalf of the State, to engage on specific rights issues and instruments. Human rights are of central
importance to the achievement of sustainable development efforts. The 2011-2012 Convention on
the Rights of the Child (CRC) reporting process 67, the 2015 Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) reporting process68 and the 2015-2018
Universal Periodic Review (UPR) reporting and action planning processes69 saw more
participation by non-state actors, which bodes well for the subsequent implementation of rights
commitments by the State in a more open and inclusive setting. Since Viet Nam’s entry into
membership in the HRC for the 2014-2016 term70, the National Assembly has been increasingly
engaged in following up on human rights-related recommendations with the Government, with
support from the United Nations. The 2013 Constitution71 also indicates enhanced commitment to
respect, protect and fulfil civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights. International treaties
to which Viet Nam is a party prevail over domestic law in cases where they conflict72. Recognizing
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that the legislative reforms underway in this area represent a lengthy and ongoing process, human
rights treaty bodies have expressed concern over unaddressed gaps in recent law amendments. As
such, national legislations need to be harmonized with international human rights treaties and their
provisions and Viet Nam is encouraged to consider the establishment of a national human rights
institution as recommended by other countries in UPR processes organized by the HRC in 2009,
2014 and 201973.
Like other state parties of CEDAW74, Viet Nam has its obligations for implementing this
women’s human rights convention. However, the RCEP may limit the capacity of governments to
meet their obligation to use temporary special measures and to eliminate discrimination. Article 4
of CEDAW obliges governments to use “temporary special measures” or affirmative action to
eliminate discrimination against women. The UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
Against Women (the CEDAW Committee) has elaborated on Article 4 through the Committee’s
General Recommendation No. 2575, making it clear that temporary measures may be required until
equality of outcomes are achieved in relation to all substantive articles76. The CEDAW Committee
provided a nonexclusive list of possible measures that may be taken to comply with the provision:
“The term ‘measures’ encompasses a wide variety of legislative, executive, administrative and
other regulatory instruments, policies and practices, such as outreach or support programs;
allocation and/or reallocation of resources; preferential treatment; targeted recruitment, hiring and
promotion; numerical goals connected with time frames; and quota systems”.

3. Conclusions
Viet Nam’s integration into regional and global economies, with increased international trade
agreements and foreign direct investments (FDIs) combined with improved IT and communication
infrastructure, has strongly contributed to support the country’s economic development. A further
issue is the importance of building competiveness and productive capacity alongside trade opening
and ensuring that liberalization also allows for this. However, increased integration combined with
growing regional and international trade may also pose equally opportunities and challenges to
Viet Nam’s economy though both regional and global integration have been pivotal elements of
Viet Nam’s economic reform process77. Early assessments on the effect of FTAs on Viet Nam’s
economy are promising, while others point out that there will be winners as well as losers of the
economic integration, and there is a need to ensure Viet Nam’s economy is able to secure the
maximum benefits78. The impact of trade liberalisation and economic integration on poor and
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vulnerable groups, remains to be further examined in light of the specific agreements and the tradeoffs that each of the instruments would promulgate.
With the conclusion of various FTAs, Viet Nam’s economy is expected to add 6.5 million
additional jobs by 2030, most of them linked to export manufacturing industries. However,
concerns remain about the competitiveness of the agricultural sector and small and medium-sized
enterprises, and an integrated policy package would be required to promote structural
transformation79. Trade agreements may provide benefits to people who have the capacity to
capitalise on new market opportunities, and workers classified as “highly skilled”. However, as
women are less likely to hold large amounts of capital, are most commonly engaged in the informal
sector, are less likely to have secure land rights and are more likely to benefit from public
expenditure in health, education, water and energy, trade agreements have a discriminatory effect.
Trade can also either reduce or magnify existing gender inequalities. With the expansion of some
sectors and contraction of others, trade brings about gendered impacts depending on which sectors
employ a larger share of women. In Viet Nam, the export-oriented sectors are largely female
intensive. Women are especially clustered in the apparel production and an increasing number of
female workers is employed in the electronics and motor vehicles sectors, which accounted for 79
and 58 percent, respectively of female workers in 201380. Even when trade openness leads to the
creation of employment opportunities for women, concerns arise over the quality of the newly
created jobs, which often fall in the low-skilled and low-paid segments. If the specific impacts on
women are not adequately assessed and considered into trade policy formulation and
implementation, the country’s greater trade openness may result in undesired outcomes in terms
of gender equality.
As Viet Nam develops, a wide range of new governance challenges have emerged, such as
the growing need for environmental protection and leveraging technology for e-governance.
However, while new challenges require new solutions, other long-standing issues persist. Anticorruption work, public service delivery, administrative procedures simplification, and efforts
towards greater transparency and government responsiveness remain as important as ever.
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