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The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) negotiations were launched by leaders from ASEAN and ASEAN's free trade agreement (FTA)
partners in the margins of the East Asia Summit in Phnom Penh, Cambodia on 20 November 2012. The negotiations went through several rounds already
and it is expected that the deal will be signed by the members by this year. All in all, there are 25 chapters to be negotiated. Countries have reached a
conclusion on a majority of topics. India ran a merchandise trade deficit with 11 out of the 15 other members of RCEP in 2018-19, totaling $107.28
billion. India’s overall merchandise trade deficit was $184.00 billion in 2018-19. China is the biggest trade partner among these countries.

In 2018-19, 34% of India’s imports were from this region, while only 21% of India’s exports went to this region. Considering the segment-wise imports
and exports, India runs trade surplus in agri and allied products, textiles and gems and jewelery. However, this is miniscule compared to our deficit in
other commodities. There is also a lingering concern that even the small surplus in these segments might turn into deficit once India becomes a part of
RCEP. For example, in agri imports, currently India imports only a meagre amount in milk and dairy products, however imports of these products could
increase if New Zealand and Australia succeed in negotiating reduced duty on dairy products. Also, there is a fear that imports of cheaper electronic and
engineering goods from China could increase further post RCEP impacting manufacturing sector. Alternatively, If other countries go ahead and sign the
RCEP without India, then it can be detrimental to India’s export ambitions as it could miss becoming part of global supply chains for high-end goods such
as electronics and engineering. Thus India will be reaping the benefits of this trade deal only if it builds its capabilities, otherwise it runs the danger of
seeing adverse impact on its domestic producers.

In case of services exports, India is trying to push for strong agreement on services trade, including a deal on easier movement of skilled manpower. Even
IMF has said that services trade could provide a substantial engine of growth for India and other South Asian economies. Additionally, India should take
up the task of building high value goods at competitive prices. All these factors have to be kept in mind before entering into RCEP. India’s FTA experience
so far has been mixed, with SAFTA showing trade gains post FTA, while others like ASEAN & India African FTA showing an increase in trade deficit with
partners. A long run vision which entails extensive focus on innovation and research is also needed so that Indian exports, both goods and services,
are top-notch while remaining competitively priced and contributes significantly in our quest to become a $ 5 trillion economy by 2024-25, with a vision
share of exports at 20% of $5 trillion!
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