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INTRODUCTION
The ASEAN stands for the Association of Southeast Asian Nations. It comprises ten
countries that include Malaysia, Indonesia, Singapore, Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand,
Brunei, Cambodia, Myanmar and Laos. This association was formed in 1967, mainly out of
concern for political security in Southeast Asia. Currently, the political aspect is still relevant,
but other dimensions of the organization and its activities, such as environment conservation
and trade have increased their relative importance. During the early establishment of this
association, ASEAN countries are competing with each other to export raw materials to the
same industrialized markets and competing to attract foreign capital, technology transfer and
management know-how. However, ASEAN started its economic co-operation in 1976 when
the leaders of the member countries signed the trade declaration. Following this, is the
ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) which was signed in 1992, a trade bloc agreement aimed to
support local manufacturing in ASEAN countries. The intra-ASEAN trade has increased
tremendously after the declaration was signed. The tariff and non-tariff barriers to products
produced in the member countries have been reduced gradually.
Agriculture trade in ASEAN
In general, all countries in ASEAN are well endowed with natural resources. Agriculture is
one of the main sectors of the ASEAN economies. Almost all countries export agricultural
produce within and outside ASEAN. One of the important agricultural crops cultivated in
ASEAN countries is rice. Most countries cultivate rice as their source of carbohydrate for its
people. However, with the exception of Thailand and Vietnam, all other countries have
traditionally been rice deficit in rice production. As a region, ASEAN is the net exporters of
rice in the world markets. At the same time, the ASEAN countries are the main importers of
rice. Besides rice, other sub-commodities under the agriculture sector are traded as well.
These include meat and meat-based products, fish, crustaceans, mollusks including other
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aquatic invertebrates, edible vegetables, edible fruit and nuts, as well as live trees and other
plants. In addition, processed food products are also traded in large quantities.
Trade with ASEAN cum TPP member countries
Among the ASEAN countries, Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei and Vietnam are members of the
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). The TPP is a free trade agreement among 12 countries in the
Asia Pacific region including Malaysia. The TPP aims to promote growth through a more
liberalized trade environment between its member countries. In relation to the agriculture
industry, TPP covers 21 areas of negotiations that include market access in goods, sanitary
and phytosanitary (SPS), technical barriers to trade, rules of origin, customs cooperation,
competition, e-commerce, trade remedies and capacity building (Rozhan, 2016). The market
access in goods chapter deals with tariff elimination scheduled by TPP member countries,
which would reduce the costs of trading in goods. Projections were made on the benefits that
Malaysia will gain from the TPP. Among others, Malaysia's Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
is projected to increase by US$107bil (RM444bil) to US$211bil (RM876bil) over 2018-2027,
which would raise GDP growth between 0.6 and 1.15% in 2027. Investments were projected
to rise by US$136bil (RM565bil) to US$239bil (RM993bil) over 2018-2027 - attributable
largely to higher investment growth in textiles, construction and distributive trade. More than
90% of the economic gains will be attributable to lower non-tariff measures. Hike in export
growth is projected to be outpaced by increase in import growth. Therefore trade surplus is
projected to narrow between 4.3 and 5.2% of GDP in 2027 (PwC, 2015). Export-oriented
firms will benefit from greater market access, especially with countries that Malaysia is yet to
have a trade agreement, namely Peru, Mexico, Canada and the USA.
ASEAN remained an important and strategic trading partner for Malaysia, accounting for
more than a quarter or 27.4% share of Malaysia’s global trade. It was boosted by growing
trading activities, increased inter-company linkages, cross-border investments and
outsourcing activities within the region. In 2015, total trade with the ASEAN was valued at
US$54.02 billion (RM401.33 billion), an increase of 3.2% from 2014. Singapore is
Malaysia’s largest trading partner in the ASEAN, with 47.5% share of total trade, followed
by Thailand, Indonesia, and Vietnam (MATRADE, 2016).
Malaysia’s exports to the ASEAN in 2015 totaled RM219.29 billion, an increase of 2.8 %
from RM213.40 billion in 2014. Exports to ASEAN accounted for 28.1 % of Malaysia’s total
exports, making ASEAN Malaysia’s single largest regional export destination. The individual
ASEAN economies of Singapore, Thailand and Indonesia, were ranked among Malaysia’s
top ten export destinations and collectively account for 83.1 %of Malaysia’s total exports to
the ASEAN.
Trade with Selected ASEAN cum TPP member countries
The four countries in the ASEAN that participated in the TPP agreement are Malaysia,
Brunei, Singapore and Vietnam. This paper analyses the trade between Malaysia and the
other three countries (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Malaysia Exports to Vietnam, Singapore and Brunei (USD)
Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016

The major export market of agricultural and agro-based products from Malaysia is
Singapore. In 2014, its export value of agricultural products to Singapore amounted to
US$2.4 billion, an increase from US$2.1 billion in 2013. The export value of agricultural
products to Vietnam was US$922 million in 2014, slightly higher than in 2013. Meanwhile,
exports to Brunei declined slightly from US$168 million in 2013 to US$157 million in 2014.
Malaysia and Singapore
Singapore's economy was rated to be among the ten most open, competitive and innovative in
the world (World Economic Forum, 2016). Immigrants from various countries reside in
Singapore and worked in various multinational sectors. Its strategic location in the South
China Sea makes the country a vibrant regional hub port for trade, finance and logistics.
Singapore provides a variety of aviation and port facilities which are complete and
sophisticated, to serve as a transit for ships and commercial aircrafts.
Singapore adopts an open market but emphasizes very much on food security. In 2015,
Singapore has a gross domestic product (GDP) per capita which was rated as the highest in
the world, amounting to US$55.888/person (Trading Economics, 2016). The level of food
consumption per capita was also recorded the highest in Asia with a budget of US$1.445 per
year (2013). The high value of its currency gives its population high purchasing power, which
enables them to shop luxuriously and imports almost 90% of food products to fulfill the
needs of its population (AVA, 2015). Singapore's total consumer spending is expected to
grow at an average rate of 3.4% per year between 2013 and 2020.
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Fig. 2. Trade trends to Singapore
Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016

Malaysia is Singapore's main source of agricultural products, and still dominates the
market (Fig. 2). However, there was a slight decline in the rate of agriculture exports to
Singapore in recent years. The need to strengthen Malaysia’s position by improving the
quality and diversity of its goods is important, in order to maintain a strong market share in
Singapore.
Singapore remains Malaysia’s largest trading partner in the ASEAN, garnering a 13.9%
share of Malaysia’s total export in 2015 valued at US$ 25.09 billion. (MITI, 2016 ). The
export value in 2015 has slightly decreased by 0.3% from US$ 25.15 billion in 2014. The
weakening currency or “looming crisis” in late 2014 had depreciated ringgit into
“significantly undervalued” and consequently, dropped the total export value (Alaa, 2015).
In 2014, the agriculture sector was classified as the third largest sector, amounting to
8.6% of total exports from Malaysia to Singapore (MITI, 2015). Data analysis indicated that
Malaysia has been leading and has competitive advantage in some sub-commodities under
the agriculture sector as depicted in Figure 3 to 6. These include HS 06- live trees, plants;
bulb, roots; cutflowers and ornamental foliages, HS 08- edible fruit and nuts; citrus fruit or
melon peel , HS 07- edible vegetables and certain roots and tubers and HS 16- edible
preparations of meat, fish, crustaceans, mollusks or other aquatic invertebrate.
Export of live trees, plants, bulb, roots, cut flowers and ornamental foliages were traded
in large amounts to Singapore in 2014 (Fig. 3). The trend shows that Malaysia has a
competitive advantage for export under the HS 06 chapter. This code involves a few
subheadings and Malaysia leads in two categories of HS 060290 (live plant including roots,
cutting and slip) , and HS 060390 (, flower bulb, dried and preserved). Singapore is very
strict on the issue of SPS requirements, especially for live plants. Thus, the requirement to
fulfill the phytosanitary certificate is a must for exporters. Agri-Food and Veterinary
Authority (AVA) is the national authority that ensures food safety and security in Singapore,
whereby exporters will have to follow the procedure set by the AVA.
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Fig. 3. Top commodities exported to Singapore, 2014 - (HS 06-Live Trees, Other Plants; Bulb,
Roots; Cut Flowers and Ornamental Foliages)
Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016

Malaysia is known as the major exporter of fresh agriculture produce to Singapore. These
include vegetables, tropical fruits, fish, seafood and meat preparations as depicted in Fig. 4,
Fig. 5 and Fig. 6. For vegetable and fruit products, Malaysia enjoys preferential treatment in
the form of exemption from the need to submit a Phyto-certificate. A packing list is sufficient
with every consignment. Having this advantage of trust, Malaysia should keep and maintain
its reputation as the major contributor of fresh fruits and vegetables to Singapore. However,
the MRL (minimum residue level) issue is the main hurdle faced by exporters thus needs to
be overcome.

Fig. 4. Top commodities exported to Singapore, 2014 - (HS 07-Edible Vegetables, Certain Roots
and Tubers)
Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016
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Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016

Fig. 5. Top commodities exported to Singapore, 2014 - (HS 08-Edible Fruit & Nuts; Citrus Fruit
or Melon Peel)
Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016

Fig. 6.

Top commodities exported to Singapore, 2014 - (HS 16-Preparations of Meat, Fish,
Crustaceans, Mollusks or other Aquatic Invertebrate)

Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016

Malaysia and Brunei
Brunei is located on the north coast of the island of Borneo in Southeast Asia. Apart from its
coastline with the South China Sea, the country is completely surrounded by the Malaysian
state of Sarawak. Brunei has a population density of 423,000 inhabitants. The main city of
Brunei is Bandar Seri Begawan with a population of 14,000 people. Per capita GDP for
Brunei is relatively stable despite a decline in the last 15 years, but slightly increased at an
average rate of US$40, 979.6 for the last five years (2011-2015). The annual growth rate of
Brunei's GDP for 2014 is -2.3% (World Bank).
Trade trend showed Brunei's export rate for 2013 was US$ 11,447 million with an import
value of US$ 3,612.4 million. The Brunei trade balance showed a surplus of US 7,834.8
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million. Brunei's largest export trading partners for 2014 are Japan (39.8%), Korea (16.3%)
and India (7.5%). On the other hand, the largest import trading partners for Brunei are
Malaysia (21.9%), Singapore (19.1%), and the United States (11.9%). In terms of production
of fresh products, especially fruits and vegetables, 10% of its supply is locally sourced, whilst
90% is dependent on imports. Most of its fresh produce are certified with Brunei’s Good
Agriculture Practice (BruneiGAP). The Ministry of Industry and Primary Resources of
Brunei has introduced the BruneiGAP logo as a symbol and guarantee that Brunei's produce
is in compliance with national and ASEAN standards. It is one way of ensuring the quality
and safety of its fruits and vegetable products.

Fig. 7. Trade trends to Brunei
Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016

Malaysia is a major source for Brunei’s agricultural products. There has been a high
increase in exports in 2014 (Fig. 7). Malaysia may strengthen and sustain its position by
improving the quality of its products or the diversity of its product lines exported to Brunei.
Interestingly, while most of Brunei’s fresh and processed meat products are from India, pork
meat is largely sourced from Malaysia (Fig. 8). Most plants and floriculture products are also
imported from Malaysia such as foliages, branches and ornamental plants, cut flowers,
cuttings and slips, and other types of floriculture products suitable for decorative or
landscaping purposes (Fig. 9). Similarly with Singapore, Malaysia is also known as the major
exporter of fresh agriculture produce to Brunei. These include vegetables, tropical fruits, fish,
seafood and meat preparations as depicted in Fig. 10, Fig. 11 and Fig. 12. In addition, the
trend shows that Malaysia has a competitive advantage for export share to Brunei under the
following chapters; HS 17 (Sugars and sugar confectionery), HS 18 (Cocoa and cocoa
preparations), HS 19 (Preparations of cereal, flour, milk and pastry products).
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Fig. 8. Top commodities exported to Brunei, 2014 - (HS 02–Meat and edible meat offal)
Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016

Fig. 9.

Top commodities exported to Brunei, 2014 - (HS 06-Live Trees, Other Plants; Bulb,
Roots; Cut Flowers and Ornamental Foliages)

Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016
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Fig. 10. Top commodities exported to Brunei, 2014 - (HS 07-Edible Vegetables, Certain Roots
and Tubers)
Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016

Fig. 11. Top commodities exported to Brunei, 2014 - (HS 08-Edible Fruit & Nuts; Citrus Fruit or
Melon Peel)
Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016
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Fig. 12. Top commodities exported to Brunei, 2014 - (HS 16-Preparations of Meat, Fish,
Crustaceans, Mollusks or other Aquatic Invertebrate)
Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016

Malaysia and Vietnam
The Vietnam economy has grown rapidly within the past 25 years after its economic
transformation towards liberalization. Vietnam joined the World Trade Organization (WTO)
and began to engage in trade agreements with other countries. Nearly two-thirds of
Vietnamese residents are involved in agricultural activities. Various crops are cultivated
including rice, rubber, beans, coffee and tea. Rice is a major crop in Vietnam and is rapidly
becoming the largest rice producer and exporter in the world after Thailand. Vietnam has
advantages in food security and export advantage due to its low labor costs, increased foreign
investment and low food prices.
Malaysia is listed among the countries that are given flexibility in the approval of bilateral
agreements due to AFTA which helped a lot in terms of import duties, to make Malaysian
products more competitive than products from other countries. AFTA and the ASEAN
Economic Community (AEC) have much lower barriers to trade and facilitate Malaysian
companies to enter the Vietnam market, thus giving advantage to Malaysian food
entrepreneurs and exporters. Furthermore, Malaysia will enjoy the benefit through TPP
because of the tariffs that will be reduced or abolished, and thus the demand for Malaysian
products in Vietnam’s domestic market will inevitably increase (Mohd Zaffrie et al., 2017).
Most of the tariffs imposed on agricultural exports will be eliminated under the TPP.
Vietnam will eliminate tariffs immediately on 28.5% of trade in agricultural products once
TPPA is implemented, whereby the balance of up to 99.1% will be reduced within 15 years.
Export taxes are prohibited under the TPPA. Vietnam imposed export taxes on some of their
agricultural goods, therefore once the TPP enters into force, all the export taxes should be
abolished within the agreed time period.
Malaysia was ranked number seven in 2014, after the United States, Argentina, Brazil,
Australia, China and India for the importation of agricultural products in Vietnam (Fig. 13).
There has been a significant increase in exports from major countries, from 2011 to 2014.
This suggests that there is potential for agriculture and agro-based products from Malaysia to
further penetrate the market in Vietnam.
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Fig. 13. Trade trends to Vietnam
Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016

Based on secondary data and observations conducted in the Vietnam market, most of the
processed food using meat, fish and marine products are imported from Thailand and
Malaysia (Fig. 14). Cocoa and cocoa confectionery is also another sector whereby Malaysia
marks its presence in Vietnam market (Fig. 15). Malaysia is the main source of imports for
most cocoa products and cocoa confectionery such as cocoa powder, chocolates and other
cocoa-based confectionery.

Fig. 14. Top commodities exported to Vietnam, 2014 - (HS 16-Preparations of Meat, Fish,
Crustaceans, Mollusks or other Aquatic Invertebrate)
Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016
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Fig. 15. Top commodities exported to Vietnam, 2014 - (HS 18-Cocoa and cocoa preparations)
Source : UNCOMTRADE, 2016

CONCLUSION
Malaysia, having a population of only slightly more than 30 million, is considered a small
domestic market and needs to expand to new markets to spur exports and seek new
investments. The aim is for Malaysia to find ways to leverage on its existing economic
relationship and trade agreements such as AFTA and the TPP, to further impel its trade in
agricultural goods and agro-based products.
Questions were often raised on how trade liberalization via trade agreements may boost
trade with existing markets like Singapore, Brunei and Vietnam. The ratification of the TPP
agreement not only provides a transparent trading environment but also opportunities to
widen market access and benefit from reduction of trading costs due to tariff elimination.
Even more so, is the reduction in non-tariff barriers. Strategies need to be identified for
Malaysia to strengthen the presence of its existing products, as well as new products to be
developed following market needs. It is important to note though, that bilateral or multilateral
trade agreements also opens up similar opportunities to other member countries. This may
intensify competition. Therefore, the agriculture industry players which include exporters,
traders and entrepreneurs should be ready to increase its efforts to maximize the preferential
treatment received to boost the competitiveness of agriculture and agro-based products in the
global market.
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