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ABSTRACT

It is usually assumed that the signing of bilateral free trade agreements
(BFTAs) will undermine the trade liberalization agenda and internal operations
of multilateral organizations (call it the “undermining hypothesis”). Using the
results of content analyses on massive volumes of archive data from the Asia
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), this paper aims to verify the above
“undermining hypothesis.” Contrary to the common expectations, I find that
APEC leaders and senior officials, perhaps due to various BFTAs activities,
are less likely to emphasize the core agenda of APEC on trade and investment
liberalization and facilitation (TILF), but more likely to stress another core
agenda on economic and technology cooperation (ECOTECH). However, there
is no tradeoff effect between their emphasis on TILF and that on the
ECOTECH agenda. Moreover, in the implementation record of APEC projects,
I find that in any given year, if a pair of countries (APEC economies them-
selves, or non-members) register BFTAs in the World Trade Organization
(WTO), then the number of their APEC projects implemented is reduced.
However, in any given year, the greater the accumulated number of BFTAs for
a pair of countries, the greater the number of APEC projects they implement.
This latter finding is not entirely compatible with the “undermining hypothe-
sis,” as it seems to suggest that the greater the accumulated number of BFTAs
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is signed, the greater the need to implement APEC projects. Indeed, many
APEC projects are considered by member economies as preconditions, facilita-
tors, or side payments for them to push forward the trade liberalization agenda.
Therefore, it is likely that when the accumulated number of BFTAs increases,
APEC members may feel it necessary to do more APEC projects, and hence
the number of APEC project implemented increases. This finding revises the
conventional wisdom derived from the “undermining hypothesis.”
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