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Ideas and Policy Transformation: Why Preferences for Regionalism and 

Cross-Regionalism Diverged in Japan and Korea 

Sohyun Zoe Lee 

Abstract. Cross-regional free trade agreements (FTAs) have flourished in East Asia 

since the late 1990s. Japan and Korea were at the forefront of this trend. Nevertheless, 

most policymakers’ preferences orbited around region-oriented FTAs out of reluctance 

to make a sudden policy shift away from their conventional emphasis on World Trade 

Organization-based multilateral negotiations. The trend continued in Japan throughout 

the 2000s. In contrast, Korea took a sharp turn toward a cross-regional strategy in 2003. 

By the mid-2010s, this had created a significant gap in the two countries’ overall FTA 

partner choices. What caused policymakers’ ideas in the two countries to diverge from 

their initial focus on region-oriented FTAs? This paper focuses on the conditions that 

enabled policymakers’ ideas to explain the divergence by developing the contextual‒

dynamic framework of FTA policies. At the dynamic level, individuals are more likely 

to emerge with new ideas when their expertise comes from outside the decision-making 

body, accompanied by their social qualities and power. Contextual conditions should 

also be met: the trade policy environment should reciprocate agent-level qualities to 

create a supportive atmosphere for policy change.  
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Introduction 

 

Until the late 1990s, Japan and South Korea (hereafter Korea) had been the two 

firmest adherents to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and the World 

Trade Organization (WTO)-based multilateral system in East Asia. Then, a series of external 

events—the slow progress of multilateral talks, the emergence of the North American Free 

Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the European Union (EU), and the Asian financial crisis— 

led the two countries to reconfigure their trade policies. In addition, the Doha Round, 

launched in 2001, was not expected to advance any faster because of the diversity in 

development status across the WTO members. This further facilitated Japan’s and Korea’s 

transition from multilateralism to bilateralism and regionalism. In fact, the two countries 

were at the forefront of East Asia’s cross-regional trends. 

Nevertheless, Japan and Korea remained conservative about adopting full-fledged 

free trade agreements (FTAs). Even though some of their earliest FTAs included cross-

regional partners—Korea with Chile and Japan with Mexico—their priority was the East 

Asia region; both countries considered it natural to concentrate on geographically close 

partners and eventually to form an East Asian regional trade agreement based on the 

examples of NAFTA and the EU. Their regional focus seemed rational, considering their lack 

of experience in FTAs, existing intra-regional trade, and an impending need to promote 

regional economic cooperation in the face of the Asian financial crisis. 

As Japan’s and Korea’s FTAs progressed, however, their preferences for regionalism 

and cross-regionalism diverged. Korea initiated a cross-regional FTA strategy through the 

endorsement of an FTA roadmap in 2003. Through this roadmap, Korea aimed to become a 

hub for FTAs through simultaneous and multitrack strategy, promoting FTAs with large and 

advanced economies. Meanwhile, Japan continued to concentrate on FTAs with other East 

Asian countries. This created a significant gap in the two countries’ overall FTA partner 

choices and their corresponding progress by the mid-2010s. In addition to Japan’s bilateral 

and regional FTAs with Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), by 2015 it had 

only six cross-regional FTAs in effect, with Mexico, Chile, Switzerland, India, Peru, and 

Australia. Japan’s FTAs did not include its major trading partners, such as the United States, 

the EU, or China. In contrast, Korea had 10 cross-regional FTAs in force with 40 partners, 

including Chile, the European Free Trade Association (EFTA), India, the EU, Peru, the 
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United States, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand, in addition to regional FTAs with 

ASEAN countries and China.  

What caused Japanese and Korean policymakers to diverge from their initial focus on 

region-oriented FTAs? To explain this shift, I analyze the conditions that enabled the 

emergence of these policymakers’ ideas. To compensate for the limited availability of data on 

the policymaking process, interviews were carried out from 2014 to 2017 in London, Seoul, 

Sejong, and Tokyo. The interviewees included government officials, scholars, researchers in 

government policy institutions, and individuals representing private businesses or interest 

groups. Through this close examination of Japan’s and Korea’s insulated policymaking, I 

attempt to address the role of ideas in shaping FTAs, an area that still requires much scholarly 

attention. I explain how policymakers’ ideas emerge and are empowered during the decision-

making process. This in turn enhances our understanding of the conditions in which policy 

entrepreneurs are more likely emerge in the FTA policymaking process.  

In the following section, I examine regionalism and cross-regionalism in Japan and 

Korea and situate the role of ideas in East Asian trade policies. In the third section, I develop 

the contextual–dynamic framework, to factor the conditions that enable the emergence of 

new ideas in policymaking. In the fourth section, I explore the empirical cases of Japan and 

Korea. In the final section, I discuss the implications of the policymakers’ ideas that shaped 

Japan’s and Korea’s FTA strategies.  

 

Regionalism and Cross-Regionalism in Japan and Korea 

East Asian regionalism had been widely perceived to be under-institutionalized 

compared to regional institutions established in North America and Europe. Notwithstanding 

the high level of economic interdependence and geographical propinquity, East Asia lacked a 

structure that could enforce cooperative measures (Calder & Ye, 2004; Calder & Fukuyama, 

2008; Friedberg, 1993; Ravenhill, 2008). The origin of this underdevelopment dates back to 

the 1950s, when a ‘hub-and-spoke’ form of alliance developed between the United States and 

Asia after the advent of the San Francisco System. The United States offered its Asian allies 

access to its market in return for bilateral security agreements and encouraged them to join 

multilateral institutions rather than forming exclusively Asian regional institutions (Aggarwal 

& Koo, 2008, p. 289–290; Beeson, 2003; Calder, 2004; Terada, 2009). Throughout the 

1990s, the rapid increase of economic transaction in East Asia was primarily market-driven, 
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witnessing the intensification of intra-regional production networks and investment (Dent, 

2006; Langhammer, 1995; Promfret, 2010; Urata, 2006).  

The Asian financial crisis directly triggered change in the trend of East Asian 

economic regionalism. The International Monetary Fund (IMF)’s strict bailout conditions 

stirred East Asian countries’ discontent with the existing system, and initiatives for trade and 

finance began to appear in various cooperative forms, such as the Chiang Mai Initiative, the 

Asian Bond Market Initiative, and FTAs. Increasing intra-regional trade and foreign direct 

investment competition posed by NAFTA and the EU, as well as the inefficiency 

demonstrated by the Uruguay Round negotiations added to the mounting dissatisfaction over 

the lack of institutional efforts in East Asia (Manger, 2005; Promfret, 2010; Solís & Katada, 

2007a).  

The rise of FTAs since the late 1990s triggered scholarly debate in East Asia on 

whether FTAs are building blocks or stumbling blocks to wider agreements.1 While no 

definitive conclusions have been reached to date, the discriminatory nature of the East Asian 

FTAs has raised major concerns regarding cooperation at regional and multilateral level 

(Ravenhill 2006; Hamanaka 2014). Scholars who narrowed their focus to the question of the 

compatibility between FTAs and East Asian regionalism, in particular, argued that FTAs in 

East Asia would become a potential threat, rather than help facilitate regional trade relations, 

due to (a) the complications attached to a tangled web of FTAs, (b) regional diversity, (c) 

conflicts arising from geopolitics, (d) the exclusiveness of East Asian FTAs, and (e) the lack 

of structure or leadership, especially in the absence of the United States, to coordinate the 

disagreements among East Asian countries (Baldwin, 2008; Dent, 2005, 2008; Maclntyre & 

Naughton, 2005).  

However, others argued that FTAs can be building blocks if they contribute to 

overcoming the existing limitations of the WTO, for example, through the inclusion of 

comprehensive and in-depth content that goes beyond the rules set by the GATT/WTO (Low, 

2004; Ravenhill, 2006; Schott, 2004; Kawai & Wignaraja, 2011) and if they are ‘open and 

support a market-friendly economic reform process’ (Plummer, 2007, p. 1779). This was the 

official position of Japan and Korea when they began their FTAs (MOFA, Japan, 2002a; 

MOFA, Republic of Korea, 2007). In fact, Japan and Korea were at the forefront of East 

Asia’s FTA trends. A notable feature of their FTAs was the prompt initiation of cross-

                                                        
1 See Bhagwati (1992, 2008), Dür (2007), Krueger (1999), and Schott (2004) for more general discussion on 
whether free trade agreements are building blocks or stumbling blocks to multilateralism. 
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regional FTAs, which contrasted European or North American countries that sought extra-

regional FTAs only after securing their own regional partnerships (Solís & Katada, 2007a). 

These cross-regional initiatives were a significant departure from the two countries’ 

conventional emphasis on multilateral trade negotiations under the GATT/WTO since the 

post-war period (Dent, 2008; Moon, 2007, p. 176-177; Pekkanen, 2005; Ravenhill, 2006; 

Urata, 2015).  

Nevertheless, external challenges were not sufficiently strong enough to determine 

Japan’s and Korea’s diverging preferences between more conservative regionalism and more 

aggressive cross-regionalism. Because both held competitive advantages in industrial goods 

and competitive weaknesses in the agricultural sector, opposition from agricultural groups 

presented a potential barrier to their respective FTA negotiations. Hence, gradual exposure to 

FTAs would have been a logical choice for policymakers if their aim was to test the domestic 

response to the new trend. 

Table 1 demonstrates Japan’s and Korea’s different paths in FTA strategies. At first 

glance, Japan had 14 FTAs in effect by 2015, in comparison with Korea’s 13. However, the 

economic impact of Japan’s FTAs relative to their number was inflated by overlapping FTA 

negotiations with ASEAN, both as a regional entity and as individual countries. By 2015, 

Korea had negotiated 13 FTAs with 50 countries, accounting for 68.47% of its total trades. 

Among these partnerships, 39 were with cross-regional partners, constituting 56.04% of 

Korea’s total trades. Japan, by contrast, had negotiated 14 FTAs with only 16 countries, 

accounting for 22.65% of its total trades. Moreover, Japan’s six cross-regional partners, 

including Mexico, Peru, Switzerland, Chile, India, and Australia, were relatively minor 

trading partners, constituting only 7.5% of total trades. 

 Given this background, why did change occur so radically in Korea but not in Japan? 

An intuitive yet hasty conclusion would point to Korea’s high trade dependency relative to 

Japan or the two countries’ varying regional reliance on trade. In 2002, 18.9% of Japan’s 

gross domestic product (GDP) depended on trade, in comparison with Korea’s 51.7%. 

Looking at the absolute amount of trade, however, these figures translate to approximately 

$850 billion USD for Japan and approximately $291 billion USD for Korea, among which 

their trade shares with Asia accounted for 26% and 23.3%, respectively (KITA, 

https://www.kita.net). These numbers suggest that the importance of the two countries’ 

respective trade partner choices could not have been overlooked, despite the variation in their 

trade dependency. Even though Korea depended more on trade than Japan, the latter’s 
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absolute trade volume was approximately three times greater than that of the former. 

Furthermore, Asia was a significant trade destination for both. 

Researchers attribute the differences in Japan’s and Korea’s FTA strategies to 

interest-based or institutional factors. For instance, Kim (2008), Solís (2010), and 

Yoshimatsu (2007) explained that Japan’s decentralized policymaking process, marked by 

inter-bureaucratic conflict, posed a major barrier to FTA negotiations. Choi and Oh (2011) 

demonstrated that the concentration of trade negotiation authority and the degree of inter-

ministry coordination explain the gap between Japan’s and Korea’s FTA progress. Others 

have focused on the strong opposition of agricultural groups and their supporting politicians 

in Japan (Solís, 2010; Yoshimatsu, 2007). This contrasts Korean agricultural groups, who 

lacked an official channel to influence the policymaking process, which in turn resulted in 

violent methods of resistance (Choi, 2006, p. 10). Alternatively, Yoshimatsu (2012) 

highlighted the preferences of chief executives as the key cause of divergence between Japan 

and Korea by 2010; FTA policies were not a priority for Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi 

despite his strong executive power, contrasting President Roh Moo-hyun’s determination to 

link the Korean economy to the external market. 

Existing studies have provided static analyses of Japan’s and Korea’s differences by 

focusing on outcomes of their respective FTAs. While these provide partial explanations for 

the gap between the two nations, they have fallen short in explaining the origins of decision 

makers’ preferences and what causes these preferences to change over time to explain 

empirical anomalies. Without examining the ideas underpinning policy, existing explanations 

are bound to be limited in their ability to account for the changes that occur in trade policies, 

because they undermine the interactive process among policymakers. The role of ideas may 

be differentiated from interest- or institution-based explanations ‘if acquiring a new idea 

means changing one’s conception of self-interest rather than just reordering one’s 

preferences, and if different agents can hold different mental models regardless of the 

similarities of their structural positions’ (Blyth, 2003, p. 697). Idea-based explanations 

complement interest- and institution-based approaches by describing how viable policy 

options become available in the decision-making process (Goldstein, 1993). In other words, 

they do not assume decision makers’ preferences to be fixed variables, which allows 

researchers to go beneath the surface of the policy.  

 

A Contextual‒Dynamic Framework of FTA Policymaking 
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Policy ideas seldom change, yet scholars have suggested that, at times, ideas play a 

significant role in altering existing policy. Scholars in this strand highlighted the process of 

policy formation based on agents’ specialized knowledge, which can influence the 

development of government policies (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; Hall, 1993; Heclo 

1974/2010; Kingdon, 1987/2014; Lindblom, 1959, 1968; Mintrom & Norman, 2009; 

Sabatier, 1988). Dating back to the mid-1950s, Charles Lindblom (1959, 1968) argued that 

changes in ideas occur incrementally because policymakers are risk-averse to the 

repercussions that may be caused by sudden policy shift. Later, scholars such as Peter Hall 

(1993), John Kingdon (1987/2014), and Frank Baumgartner and Bryan Jones (1993) 

suggested that sudden changes in ideas can also occur in rare instances when certain 

conditions are met. Unlike constructivists of international relations who theoretically engaged 

with norms and ideas by making a priori assumptions, these scholars sought out patterns that 

would explain changes in policy ideas occurring in the empirics.  

While today’s literature commonly acknowledges that ideas are significant in shaping 

policies, two major challenges hinder application of the existing approaches to empirical 

analyses. First, scholars have different views on the origins of ideas, key agents involved, and 

the process of policy learning, but these differences are ambiguous and remain underexplored 

(Bakir & Jarvis, 2017; Baumgartner, 2013; Bennett & Howlett, 1992; Hay, 2006; Helgadóttir, 

Blyth, & Kring 2016). For instance, Hall (1993) examined changes in ideas through a 

historical institutionalist lens by thoroughly investigating when shifts in ‘policy paradigms’ 

occurred in Britain’s economic policymaking. In contrast, Kingdon (1987/2014) was less 

concerned about the past shaping present policies and more interested in the policy changing 

mechanisms that occur in the ‘multiple streams’ of problems, solutions, and political 

processes (Bakir & Jervis, 2017, p. 469).  

Regarding key agents involved, Heclo (1974/2010) and Baumgartner and Jones 

(1993) focused on societal agents to explain changes in policy ideas. This was in contrast 

with Lindblom (1968), who highlighted the role of ‘proximate’ policymakers with immediate 

decision-making powers (Mintrom & Norman, 2009). Hall (1993) examined both societal 

and state actors but identified state actors in specialized fields as the principal actors inciting 

policy change (Bennet & Howlett, 1992). Meanwhile, Sabatier (1988, p. 139) was interested 

in ‘advocacy coalitions,’ which included ‘people from a variety of positions (elected and 

agency officials, interest group leaders, researchers).’ Nevertheless, these scholars did not 
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sufficiently explain the circumstances in which one approach is more relevant than another to 

account for the different empirical cases. 

Second, the extent to which ideas matter in shaping policies is still debatable, largely 

due to the difficulty associated with measuring and quantifying their influence (Mehta, 2011). 

Hence, the role of ideas has often been highlighted in situations where it can be decisively 

identified under specific political circumstances (Béland, 2009, p. 702), particularly, when 

actors face complex and uncertain situations with multiple equilibriums (Béland, 2010, p. 

148). As is often the case with politico‒economic shocks that lead to policy shifts, the Asian 

financial crisis triggered Japan and Korea to move their policy emphasis from multilateralism 

to bilateralism and regionalism. The crisis sounded an alarm in the two countries, leading 

them to alter their existing policy ideas, during which decision makers were given greater 

discretion to shape new policy directions. Yet, existing approaches do not provide 

explanations of the variety of policies that a crisis may produce, as the Asian financial crisis 

itself did not determine Japan and Korea’s diverging preferences for regional trade versus 

cross-regional trade. 

In this regard, the contextual‒dynamic model provides a useful framework to identify 

the conditions that enable agents’ innovative policy ideas (Bakir & Jarvis, 2017; Mintrom & 

Norman, 2009; Oliver & Paul-Shaheen, 1997). In specifying this model, I focus on 

policymakers, or agents with decision-making power, rather than societal interests, as FTAs 

in Japan and Korea were primarily government-driven initiatives, particularly in the stage of 

partner selection. As Ravenhill (2010, p. 10) found, East Asian FTAs are ‘the product of 

purposive action by state elites.’ For example, Japan’s choice of ASEAN as an FTA partner 

was a defensive strategic choice to counter the China-ASEAN FTA rather than a response to 

pressure from business communities (Ravenhill 2010, p. 13). 

The model’s basic assumption starts from the general understanding that 

policymakers’ ideas emerge not only from their individual experiences but also from 

interactions with their surrounding environment. Because the dynamic nature of 

policymakers’ experience makes it difficult to generalize the circumstances under which their 

ideas are validated, individual actions can be more systemically interpreted within social and 

institutional contexts (Mintrom & Norman, 2009, p. 651; Schneider, Teske, & Mintrom, 

1995). The model therefore presumes that policymakers are sufficiently intelligent, but it is 

not merely sheer luck or individual idiosyncrasy that leads to a sudden shift in ideas 

(Schneider, Teske & Mintrom, 1995). However, how policymakers’ ideas are enabled via 
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interaction between these dynamic and contextual factors is little understood to date (Bakir & 

Jarvis, 2017). Likewise, existing research on Japan’s and Korea’s FTA policies has been 

heavily focused on either the content or outcome of FTAs rather than the processes by which 

agents induce policy change.  

While definitions of contextual factors vary, they commonly refer to macro-scale 

policymaking environments. They include both the structural and normative contexts in 

which policymakers are situated (Bakir & Jarvis, 2017; Heclo, 1974/2010; Sabatier, 1988). 

They are also relatively stable factors that shape the broader policy setting (Oliver & Paul-

Shaheen, 1997). These contextual factors catalyze and reinforce policymakers’ innovative 

ideas, but they do not necessarily instigate an immediate shift in policy frame. To quote 

Oliver and Paul-Shaheen (1997, p. 738), they are ‘necessary, but not sufficient’ factors for 

bringing change. Examples of structural contexts include socioeconomic or political factors, 

changes in institutions, availability of policy resources, and the success or failure of previous 

policies.2 Normatively, they may also include policy traditions and culture (Bakir & Jarvis, 

2017; Oliver & Paul-Shaheen, 1997). In FTA policymaking, contextual factors are the trade 

policy environments in which policymakers are embedded. In the early stages of Japan’s and 

Korea’s FTA policymaking, backgrounds may have included changes in government 

administrations, the policy mood created by existing trade relations, the progress of 

multilateral trading systems, policymaking tradition in relevant decision-making 

organizations, and the success or failure of existing trade policies. 

For example, it is now widely accepted that the origin of East Asian FTAs is 

attributable to external factors such as the slow progress of WTO negotiations and the Asian 

financial crisis (Aggarwal, 2006, pp. 5-13; Yoshimatsu, 2003). FTA strategies have also 

fluctuated depending on changes in administrations, as Yoshimatsu (2012) demonstrated in 

the case of President Roh’s emphasis on Korea’s FTA strategy which contrasted Prime 

Minister Koizumi’s diverted interest in Japanese politics. Moreover, past trade policies often 

directly influenced on-going FTAs; a case in point is Korea’s utilization of its FTA with the 

United States as negotiation leverage to entice the EU and to shape the text of the Korea-EU 

FTA (Cooper, Jurenas, Platzer, & Manyin, 2011; Kim, 2006). In more normative context, 

Japan’s decision-making process had often been subject to turf battles across different 

                                                        
2 To quote Heclo (1974/2010, p. 17), ‘one of the most important but most often neglected aspects of this policy 

environment is inherited policy itself.’ 
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ministries, as each holds strong policy tradition and autonomy (Schwartz, 1998, pp. 22-23; 

Solís, 2010).  

Dynamic factors include agency-level conditions that highlight individuals’ qualities 

and social positions as direct factors that empower policymakers. In other words, an 

individual’s ideas must have existed to begin with and must survive the competition (Bakir & 

Jarvis, 2017). Regarding the existence of individuals’ ideas, scholars have demonstrated that 

policymakers who have obtained knowledge and experience from outside the related 

decision-making organization have most successfully fostered change in existing policies 

(Mintrom & Norman, 2009). Japanese and Korean bureaucracies have tended to prefer 

incremental change because of their informal style of policymaking in a closed group of 

bureaucrats with high expertise (Hwang, 1996; Jung, 1999; Kawasaki, 1993). For this reason, 

Kawasaki (1993) demonstrated that new ideas were more likely to emerge when leadership in 

Japanese bureaucracies came from non-bureaucratic backgrounds. 

The next hurdle for reformists is persuading a majority of other policymakers who are 

averse to sudden policy changes3 (Hall, 1993; Lindblom, 1968; Mintrom & Norman, 2009). 

They must therefore be able to supersede the predominant ideas in domestic policymaking. 

Examples of the means to promote a successful transition of ideas include individual social 

qualities such as leadership, effective presentation of problems and solutions, communication 

abilities, and utilization of policy networks (Bakir & Jarvis, 2017; Kingdon, 1984/2014; 

Lindblom, 1968; Mintrom & Norman, 2009). More critically, however, the survival of new 

ideas hinges on reformist policymakers’ ability to connect with key authorities (Goldfinch & 

Hart, 2003; Hall, 1993, p. 280; Lindblom, 1968).  

In short, examination of interactions between contextual and dynamic factors helps 

trace the process of policymakers’ ideas emerging and successfully replacing existing 

paradigms. In the next section, I examine how different combinations of these enabling 

conditions determined the divergence of Japanese and Korean policymakers’ ideas. 

 

Japan’s Emphasis on Multilateralism and Gradual Policy Change 

The main structural context that drove Japan to commit to the WTO-based 

multilateral trading system was trade friction with the United States, which began in the 

1980s. The friction during this period was very different in nature from Japan’s previous 

                                                        
3 Policymakers tend to be reactive in promoting policy change and prefer incremental change, due to the 
difficulty of achieving consensus in the domestic political arena (Lindblom, 1968). Hall (1993) also suggests 
that policy change often occurs on a small-scale because it is difficult to change policymakers’ beliefs. 
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trade conflicts because it arose from Japan’s high current account surplus and trade surplus in 

specific industries, which had resulted from its rapid technological development (Noguchi, 

2015, p. 185). Until the establishment of the WTO in 1995, it dominated the trade 

relationship between Japan and the United States (Urata, 2015). For this reason, Japanese 

officials considered the WTO-based rules as a means of defense against American bilateral 

pressure. Also, Japan’s external trade policies tended to be conservative and improvised by 

its counterpart rather than strategically planned (METI official, personal communication, 

December 4, 2015; S. Urata, personal communication, May 11, 2016).  

Like many other Asian countries, Japan was then facing external pressures such as the 

Asian financial crisis, the setback of multilateral dialogues at the WTO and Asia–Pacific 

Economic Cooperation (APEC) meetings, and the rise of bilateralism and regionalism in 

other parts of the world. Due to the trade friction of the 1980s and 1990s, however, the 

processes of moving from multilateralism to bilateralism and regionalism were a constant 

source of domestic debate from the late 1990s to the early 2000s. As Makoto Taniguchi 

(2005), deputy secretary general of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD) during the 1990s, recalled, Japanese society had not been particularly 

responsive to the idea of regionalism. According to a METI official (personal 

communication, October 2, 2015), policymakers were ‘haunted by the memories of the trade 

dispute with the United States, thus regionalism and bilateralism were considered like a 

taboo.’ They considered that FTAs discriminated against those outside the agreement and that 

they were thus not really ‘free trade’ agreements.  

An additional contextual factor shaping Japan’s FTA policies was the division of 

policymaking tradition and decision-making authority across METI;4 MOFA; Ministry of 

Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries (MAFF); and Ministry of Finance (MOF). While the four 

ministries were on equal footing in Japan’s FTA decision-making process, the most visible 

conflict occurred within and among the first three of these; MAFF maintained strong 

opposition to FTAs, while METI and MOFA were becoming more open to FTAs. The 

differences across the three ministries reached their peak upon Singaporean Prime Minister 

                                                        
4 Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI) was renamed to METI in 2001. However, this paper uses 
METI for consistency and convenience.  
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Go Chok Tong’s proposal for the Japan‒Singapore Economic Partnership Agreement 

(JSEPA)5 to then-Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi in 1999. 

MAFF officials worried that JSEPA could trigger more FTAs with the rest of the 

ASEAN countries, which would harm Japan’s agricultural and fishery sectors. Because the 

JSEPA negotiations were expected to proceed without much opposition from either the 

public or domestic industries, its precedence was not enough to fully convince farmers or 

MAFF of further FTAs. Singapore’s tariff rates were already close to zero, it had no 

significant production of agricultural goods, and it already had advanced FTAs that covered a 

variety of issues (Watanabe & MOFA, 2007, p. 49). Therefore, MAFF officials argued that 

tariff reduction should be further addressed at WTO negotiations rather than through FTAs 

(Yoshimatsu, 2007, p. 85). 

MOFA and METI were also concerned about adopting FTAs. Nevertheless, at the 

dynamic level, FTA supporters began to emerge in these ministries; several officials began to 

argue that JSEPA could be an experiment before Japan starts pursuing additional FTAs 

(Munakata, 2001). MOFA officials’ main concern was validating bilateralism within the 

multilateral rules and maintaining the Japan–US relationship so that Japan’s actions would 

not deliver the wrong message to the world. When a bureau for FTAs was created for the first 

time in 1999 under the supervision of Director Makio Miyagawa, he played a leading role in 

convincing other MOFA officials to reach an agreement within the ministry (Kim, 2008, p. 

699; M. Miyagawa, personal communication, June 21, 2016). As Director Miyagawa 

(personal communication, June 21, 2016) recounts: 

MOFA disagreed with the creation of JSEPA, but agreed to the joint study group, 

which was held for one year. In 1999, the prime minister of Singapore proposed a 

bilateral trade agreement with Japan, very sincerely, to Japan. I was the director in 

charge at the time. There were differences between MOFA and METI. MOFA had the 

most rigid and negative views about FTA negotiations. So, I thought that I should 

                                                        
5 Japan was one of the most careful initiators of the FTAs. For example, the name EPA was adopted instead of 
FTA when Japan first negotiated an agreement with Singapore, not only to include diverse cooperative elements 
of trade and to differentiate Japan’s goals for a more advanced and comprehensive trade agreement, but also to 
minimize the domestic backlash from the sensitive agricultural and fishery sector. Because ‘Free Trade 
Agreement’ could deliver a strong message to those hurt by the reduction of trade barriers, the Japanese 
bureaucrats chose the softer sounding ‘Economic Partnership Agreement’ (METI official, personal 

communication, December 4, 2015; ‘自由貿易ぼかす日本  ――  官僚主導、反  発  回避を優 [Vague on 
“Free Trade” -- Bureaucracy Lead, Avoiding Opposition],’ 2003, January 12)). As the name suggests, Japan’s 
first EPAs were an attempt to experiment with the various possibilities of new bilateral approaches of trade 
negotiations, while at the same time making an effort to convince domestic agricultural groups. 
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change the views within MOFA. Our discussions centered on the merits and demerits 

of the FTAs. From the discussions, we agreed that, first, we should seek the lower 

parts (areas that had already been liberalized) between Singapore and Japan. Then, 

involving other nations to participate in EPAs could expand these lower parts. 

Then-director of the Asia-Pacific Region, Atsuyuki Oike6 (2002, 2007), also propounded a 

similar view within MOFA, contending that Japan could benefit from a step-by-step approach 

starting from JSEPA, which could then be broadened to regional cooperation. 

Negotiators at METI were also cautious about the negative influence of bilateralism 

and regionalism, though less so than their counterparts at MOFA, due to their traditionally 

close relationship with domestic industries. The conflict between the new opinion leaders and 

conventional supporters of the WTO within METI became so famous that it was known as 

the ‘conflict between the Munakata (FTA supporters) and Nakatomi factions (WTO 

supporters)’7 (Aoki, 2004; Kim, 2008, p. 698). WTO supporters argued that JSEPA could 

harm the ASEAN unity that Japan had supported for many years by approaching only 

Singapore. Furthermore, they contended that JSEPA could trigger exclusively Asian 

initiatives, which would cause backlash from other regions (Munakata, 2001, pp. 20–21). 

They considered that the creation of an exclusive East Asian regional bloc could be the 

beginning of the WTO’s collapse because it would be tantamount to discriminating against 

other regions (Aoki, 2004, p. 5; Kim, 2008, pp. 700–701).  

METI officials from the International Trade Policy Planning Office played a vital role 

in convincing these pro-WTO groups. Then-METI Deputy Director-General Ooshima, for 

example, organized study groups comprising officials from METI, MOFA, MAFF, and 

MOF, along with young people involved in the agricultural and fishery sectors. He persuaded 

them that opposition to FTAs had been mounted without any logical reasoning and that Japan 

should move forward to catch up with the global trend (Kim, 2008, pp. 703–704). The 

International Trade Policy Planning Office further investigated regional integration patterns 

worldwide to provide policy advice when necessary. However, it had been assumed, even 

within METI, that Japan negotiated FTAs with geographically close partners—with whom it 

had already established economic relations (Munakata, 2001, p. 13). 

Because policymakers had come to characterize Japan as a good adherent of the 

WTO, when they turned away from the organization’s multilateral approach, their main task 

                                                        
6 Director Miyagawa and Director Oike entered MOFA in 1979 and 1984, respectively.  
7 Naoko Munakata entered METI in 1984 and has focused on trade policy ever since (METI, 2017, November 
16); Michitaka Nakatomi served as trade expert in METI from 1995 to 2012 (RIETI, 2019). 
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was to justify to themselves that FTAs complemented the limitations of multilateral 

negotiations. Specifically, FTAs would need to be stepping stones to creating a greater 

economic bloc that would go beyond the rules set by the WTO and qualify as an agreement 

satisfying conditions as a developed nation, as specified by GATT Article XXIV (S. Urata, 

personal communication, May 11, 2016). To fulfill these principles, policymakers had to be 

sure that the FTAs were more comprehensive and advanced than the standards set by the 

WTO.    

The context of Japan’s ongoing FTA with Singapore, therefore, provided the testing 

grounds in which these standards would be evaluated. Because the ‘old thinking’ of 

multilateralism still dominated the policy sphere (METI official, personal communication, 

December 11, 2015), the Joint Study Group for JSEPA held five rounds from March to 

September 2000, mainly dealing with the compatibility of the WTO and FTAs. Specifically, 

the study group underlined three questions: (a) whether Japan would give up WTO-centered 

trade liberalization; (b) how Japan would respond to the compatibility of FTAs with the 

WTO; and (c) how Japan could overcome the negative aspects of FTAs (Watanabe & 

MOFA, 2007, p. 51).  

As these questions were being addressed at the JSEPA negotiations, policymakers 

further consolidated the idea that Japan should seek regional FTAs by referring to JSEPA as 

the model agreement. As Director Oike (2002, pp. 24–28) suggested, negotiators perceived 

the fact that Singapore was pursuing advanced FTAs as a strength. Japan could achieve a 

significant level of tariff elimination beyond the requirement set by the WTO, remove some 

non-tariff barriers such as the standards of manufactured goods, liberalize services and adopt 

advanced investment rules, and include chapters for the movement of people and government 

procurement. Thus, the Koizumi Doctrine, announced in January 2002, highlighted Japan’s 

FTA policy guidelines emphasizing region-based cooperation through the development of a 

‘sincere and open partnership’ with ASEAN countries: 

The community I am proposing should be by no means an exclusive entity. Indeed, 

practical cooperation in the region would be founded on close partnership with those 

outside the region. In particular, the role to be played by the United States is 

indispensable because of its contribution to regional security and the scale of its 

economic interdependence with the region. Japan will continue to enhance its alliance 

with the United States. Cooperation with Southwest Asia, including India, is also of 

importance, as is cooperation with the Pacific nations through APEC, the Asia–
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Pacific Economic Cooperation group, and with Europe through ASEM, the Asia–

Europe Meeting. APEC and ASEM are important tools to link our region to other 

regions. Through such efforts, the community I have described can take meaningful 

actions for regional cooperation. I believe that this in turn will benefit global stability 

and prosperity. 

During this trip, Prime Minister Koizumi signed JSEPA and confirmed that Japan would 

focus on ASEAN in pursuing its economic partnerships. The long-term goal then was to 

further connect with North America, utilizing Mexico as the access point to the NAFTA-

based approach. To reach Europe, Japan sought to cooperate through the Asia–Europe 

Meeting (ASEM) (Koizumi, 2002; METI official, personal communication, April 14, 2016). 

Japan’s step-by-step approach to FTAs demonstrated that the WTO was still the ‘main tool’ 

for trade liberalization, even though JSEPA had granted FTAs the status of being ‘one of the 

tools’ for Japanese trade policy (METI official, personal communication, December 11, 

2015).  

Japan’s subsequent FTA with Mexico, which was jointly announced by Prime 

Minister Koizumi and Mexican President Vicente Fox Quesada in October 2002, provided 

another immediate context that strengthened policymakers’ existing ideas focused on East 

Asian FTAs (MOFA, Japan, 2002b). At the time, some officials questioned the need for an 

FTA with Mexico because they considered Asia as the starting point for Japan’s FTA 

strategy (Solís & Katada, 2007b, pp. 293–294). Yet, policymakers began to see how the 

Japan–Mexico EPA could align with Japan’s motivations in two ways.  

First, it was an opportunity to learn new negotiation techniques and widen the trade 

scope, which could provide useful tools to shape ‘Japan-style’ EPAs in East Asia. It was the 

first time that the negotiators had used import quotas as an additional tool to protect the 

agricultural sector, which they considered could be utilized for subsequent FTAs with other 

ASEAN members (METI official, personal communication, December 11, 2015). In terms of 

the trade scope, the Business Environment Chapter was newly included. Mexico had also 

introduced the use of the negative list negotiation approach in services. MOFA and METI 

officials were initially uncomfortable with Mexico’s strong insistence on the use of the 

negative list approach because it was incongruent with the WTO’s and JSEPA’s use of the 

positive list approach. However, they also considered that the negative list approach could 

become another tool that would add flexibility to shaping subsequent FTAs in East Asia 
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(METI official, personal communication, December 11, 2015; Solís & Katada, 2007b, pp. 

294–300).  

Second, because JSEPA had no substantial influence over Japanese agriculture and 

fishery, the Japan–Mexico EPA was an opportunity to learn to reconcile the sensitive issues 

raised by the conflict over domestic interests (Watanabe & MOFA, 2007, p. 80). Even though 

the sensitivity of Japanese agricultural products was a major obstacle in the EPA 

negotiations, an achievement was made with the domestic contestations, particularly between 

MAFF, MOFA, and METI. For example, Japan and Mexico’s FTA negotiations were at a 

crossroads when the second summit in October 2003 failed to take place despite the 

enthusiastic efforts of Prime Minister Koizumi and President Fox. This was due to the failure 

of the earlier meeting at the ministerial level. Japan and Mexico could not agree on the terms 

of liberalization for agricultural goods, particularly on tariffs and import quotas for pork and 

orange juice (Khan, 2003). Hence, the negotiation process was about MOFA and METI 

officials convincing MAFF officials of what Japan could take and must relinquish in return 

(METI official, personal communication, April 14, 2016).  

Therefore, when the Japan–Mexico EPA was signed in September 2004, MOFA and 

METI officials considered that agricultural groups’ gradual acceptance of the need for FTAs 

was one of the most significant gains from their negotiations (METI official, personal 

communication, April 14, 2016). MAFF’s new position was affirmed by then-Minister 

Kamei Yoshiyuki in his statement that ‘we (MAFF) will strategically respond (to FTAs) by 

protecting what we must, while yielding what is necessary’ (‘[展望]加速する 対  

アジアＦＴＡ [Forecast: FTAs with Asia Accelerating],’ September 11, 2004). The change 

in MAFF’s position was once again reflected in the Green Asia EPA Promotion Strategy 

announced in November 2004, which accepted the need for FTAs while allowing the new 

policy to coexist with sensitive domestic industries. It clearly specified Japan’s future 

strategy by indicating that in promoting additional FTAs with Asian countries, beginning 

with Thailand, Japan would balance out the stability and liberalization for its agricultural, 

forestry, and fishery sectors (Higashi, 2008). 

The positive context of the Japan–Mexico EPA negotiation experience imbued 

Japanese officials’ confidence in FTAs, shifting their conventional emphasis on 

multilateralism to ‘new thinking’; in other words, FTAs had become ‘major tools’ for Japan’s 

trade negotiations together with the WTO (METI official, personal communication, 
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December 11, 2015). However, this confidence had also strengthened their existing ideas 

about regionalism by focusing on how the Japan–Mexico EPA could become a foundation for 

Japan’s East Asia-based FTAs. MOFA and METI’s successful persuasion of MAFF and the 

agricultural sector did not trigger ideas for cross-regionalism at the dynamic level, even 

though it was partially due to Japan’s sensitivity in agricultural sector that they had initially 

refrained from negotiating FTAs with the United States, Canada, or the EU (‘ＡＳＥＡＮとのＦ

ＴＡ  枠  組み合意 し  たたかな中  国  、「日中韓」でも主導  権  狙う [FTA Framework Agreement 

with ASEAN Agreed, Challenging China, Seeking Leadership in “Japan–China–Korea”],’ 

November 6, 2002). Instead, negotiators came to settle on the East Asian market as its 

strategic starting point as an impetus to stimulate economic growth (Watanabe & MOFA, 

2007, p. 23).  

As the government did not have a definitive FTA strategy until then, EPAs with 

Singapore and Mexico hence became the point of departure for further EPAs in East Asia (M. 

Miyagawa, personal communication; Oike, 2007). As a part of this plan, Japan reemphasized 

progressing further on the Korea–Japan FTA.8 Also, negotiations with Thailand, Malaysia, 

and the Philippines, which concurrently began in early 2004, further accelerated. 

Additionally, Japan aimed for an early conclusion to the ASEAN-Japan Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership because its negotiation was to take place in April 2005 

(‘[展望]加速する  対  アジアＦＴＡ [Forecast: FTAs with Asia Accelerating],’ September 

11, 2004). 

The results of interactions between contextual and dynamic factors were the basic 

principles of these FTAs, which were agreed upon in a meeting involving the prime minister 

and ministers of different sectors on December 21, 2004 (Watanabe & MOFA, 2007, p. 24). 

First, the principles of the WTO should be placed at the center of all ongoing FTA 

negotiations. Second, FTAs should promote structural reforms in Japan and its counterparts. 

Third, FTAs should be strategically beneficial in forming a politically and diplomatically 

favorable international environment for Japan. Having established the basic outlines, Japan 

considered the possibility of expanding FTAs with ASEAN and ongoing negotiations with 

Korea as a stepping stone for taking the lead in creating a more integrative regional economic 

                                                        
8 Japan considered that the FTA with Korea could add momentum to further specify the Japanese model of 
EPAs, as Korea was the only developed country within the region at the time, in addition to Singapore. Hence, it 
came as a big disappointment to MOFA when negotiations with Korea stalled in 2004 (Oike, 2007, p. 21). 
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bloc (Oike, 2007, p. 23; Watanabe & MOFA, 2007). Beginning with the ASEAN+1 FTA, it 

considered the possibility of expanding into a wider regional economic agreement such as the 

ASEAN+3 FTA (METI official, personal communication, April 14, 2016).9 This step-by-step 

approach was a political compromise, rather than one driven by trade, to address the 

contextual constraints and differences between ministries.  

 

Korea’s Departure from Multilateralism and the Rise of Cross-Regionalism 

Policymakers in Korea also did not consider the possibility of FTAs until the late 

1990s. Even as the United States Trade Representative (USTR), as early as the mid-1980s, 

considered Korea one of the most apt partners for an FTA in East Asia, they refrained from 

adopting FTAs because of the high sensitivity of Korea’s agricultural sector (KITA, 2002). 

Together with countries like Japan, New Zealand, India, and Pakistan, Korea criticized the 

new rise of regionalism and bilateralism in the Western hemisphere and argued that economic 

cooperation should be strengthened at the multilateral level (former Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs and Trade (MOFAT) official, personal communication, August 19, 2015). As one of 

the biggest beneficiaries of multilateralism, Korea’s official position was that it supported 

trade through WTO-based multilateral cooperation. 

Despite its maintenance of this firm position throughout the 1990s, pressures for 

bilateralism and regionalism continued to grow with the slow progress of multilateral talks, 

the emergence of bilateral and regional trade agreements in the Americas and Europe, and the 

outbreak of the Asian financial crisis. Unlike Japan that had suffered from trade conflict with 

the United States, however, the absence of such contextual conditions allowed the Korean 

president and MOFAT bureaucrats began building a consensus on the need for FTAs in 

several respects, which contrasted Japanese policymakers who sought to justify the existence 

of FTAs within the multilateral system. 

First, President Kim Dae-jung and the MOFAT bureaucrats shared the view that 

reforms in trade were necessary. They believed that external trade relations were essential for 

a heavily trade-dependent economy like Korea. Therefore, as soon as President Kim assumed 

office in February 1998, he moved jurisdiction over trade to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

changing its name to the MOFAT. In addition, the FTA Promotion Guidelines, published in 

                                                        
9 While the sense of regionalism continued to be emphasized, it was weakened in the face of economic interest. 
Even though Japan wanted to promote ASEAN+3 FTA, China’s agricultural sector was too sensitive for the 
Japanese side. Alternatively, Japan pursued negotiations with Korea and ASEAN only (METI official, personal 
communication, December 4, 2015); arguments for the ASEAN+6 FTA emerged in 2006. 



 19 

 

November 1998, were created voluntarily within MOFAT, independent from those imposed 

by the IMF. MOFAT officials, who shared the idea that emphasis on multilateralism is ideal 

but not realistic, strongly supported them (former MOFAT official, personal communication, 

August 19, 2015). 

Second, Mexico’s active participation in NAFTA motivated policymakers and policy 

advisors from diverse trade backgrounds to believe that Korea could also successfully 

employ FTAs. Mexico’s case was perceived as a model to be learned from, because Korean 

policymakers considered that their country’s developing status was similar to that of Mexico. 

Furthermore, the fact that Mexico is situated in the southern part of North America directed 

decision makers’ attention to Chile when selecting Korea’s first FTA partner (T. Bark, 

personal communication, September 3, 2015). It should be noted, however, that Mexico’s 

expansion of FTAs was considered neither a threat to trade diversion or a gateway to access 

to the North American market; when Mexico proposed an FTA with Korea in November 

1998, the Korean government did not agree to the proposal because it feared that pursuing 

another FTA with a country with economic characteristics similar to those of Chile would 

cause a domestic backlash (Kim, 2006, p. 21).  

Third, decision makers shared the view that their influence at the multilateral level 

was meager because of Korea’s low international status in the late 1990s. Then-negotiators 

perceived that Korea’s influence or reputation in multilateral negotiations were rarely heard. 

Korea was also perceived as a country with no experience in FTAs and thus incapable of 

negotiating advanced bilateral trade agreements (Kim, 2006, pp. 31–35). Therefore, 

advancing FTAs was considered a diplomatic tool to enhance Korea’s international status. 

Despite Korea’s choice of Chile as its first FTA partner, its domestic political 

atmosphere was still more favorable toward negotiating FTAs with its East Asian neighbors. 

The FTA with Japan was expected to launch soon because President Kim had maintained a 

close diplomatic relationship with Japan and promised to initiate the Korea–Japan FTA in the 

near future. During the next administration in 2003, succeeding President Roh Moo-hyun 

followed the core elements of his predecessor’s external trade policies. The first trade-related 

task in the new administration was to initiate the FTA with Japan. The mainstream opinion in 

the government and media was also inclined toward the goal of East Asian economic 

integration; therefore, it was seen as natural that Korea should begin FTAs with its closest 

neighbors, China and Japan (Kim, 2006, p. 29). In this respect, President Roh, in his 

inaugural speech, emphasized the ‘Era of Northeast Asia,’ which would use the EU as a 
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model for an economically integrated East Asia and as a basis for security cooperation (Jeon-

Hong, 2003; Lee, 2018). President Roh sought for Korea to be a coordinator and voter in 

regional affairs through the Northeast Asian frame of cooperation (Jeong, 2006; Lee, 2018). 

However, changes at the dynamic level soon transformed Korea’s goals for FTAs. As 

personnel within the trade ministry were being rearranged, and with the appointment of 

Minister for Trade Hyun-chong Kim, new ideas for cross-regionalism rose to the surface 

(former MOFAT official, personal communication, November 18, 2015; Kim, 2006; T. Bark, 

personal communication, September 3, 2015). Trade Minister Kim emphasized the 

importance of connecting to big economies such as the United States and the EU rather than 

East Asia-based FTAs. As a practical decision maker with President Roh’s strong support, he 

argued that a Korea–Japan FTA was strategically not a good starting point for Korea’s 

subsequent FTAs. He argued that Japan’s growth model was outdated, considering its 

prolonged economic downturn, and that Korea could learn from FTAs with bigger economies 

(Kim, 2006). 

While ideas for cross-regionalism entered into these policy discussions in the absence 

of the contextual factor of policy mood that emphasized multilateral rules, the dramatic 

change in the Roh administration’s policy direction certainly did not occur in a vacuum. 

Rather, it was a continuous reinforcement process between dynamic and contextual factors. 

At the dynamic level, the change involved Trade Minister Kim’s constant process of 

persuasion to change the point of view of President Roh, who held substantive decision-

making authority in the selection of Korea’s FTA partners. Trade Minister Kim strived to 

change President Roh’s mercantilist beliefs by steering his pragmatist and reformist desires in 

the direction of neoliberalism. As Trade Minister Kim (2006) stated in his conversation with 

MOFAT officials:  

President Roh is pragmatic. He is not the kind of leader who is held back by his 

ideology. He supports logical ideas that break paradigm and has the desire to triumph. 

He will (have greater) concern for our (Korea’s) isolation from (the global rise of) 

FTAs (than maintaining his mercantilist ideology). (41) 

In spite of the domestic opposition Korea faced with the Korea–Chile FTA, Trade Minister 

Kim (2006, pp. 41–42) believed that proactive FTA strategies could progress. However, he 

also considered that President Roh needed to be fully convinced of the need for a cross-

regional FTA strategy because reforms would necessarily accompany opposition from those 

with vested interests.  
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Trade Minister Kim’s logic on the need for cross-regional FTAs was seen as radical at 

the time. However, as one of President Roh’s advisors stated, ‘Kim’s strategic mind that sees 

a few moves ahead of others convinced the President’ (Lee, 2007). He was considered a man 

of ground-breaking ideas with an analytical and strategic mind, winning President Roh’s 

favor despite his near absence of a network in Korean politics (Lee, 2007). He was also 

considered politically dexterous for his ability to convince the president to win political 

support and budgeting for FTAs (former MOFAT official, personal communication, 

September 3, 2015; MOTIE official, personal communication, July 17, 2017). Trade Minister 

Kim’s point of view was at odds with the Roh Administration’s initial trade guidelines, but 

his core logic was consistent with the president’s philosophy on reforms, which sufficiently 

convinced the latter despite domestic criticisms (Kim, 2006). To quote President Roh, ‘there 

is no guarantee that reforms will succeed, but if we don’t liberalize, we can’t become an 

advanced country’ (Kim, 2006, p. 42). 

Minister Kim, indeed, placed relatively little emphasis on East Asian regional 

economic integration. The core of his strategy and proposal for the FTA roadmap was 

connecting with smaller economies in each region around the world and then expanding 

them. The Korea–Singapore FTA could act as a bridge to reach the south of Korea, including 

market access to ASEAN and the greater economies. To the east, an FTA with Canada would 

trigger competition from the United States, which would take Korea a step closer to 

negotiating a Korea–United States FTA. To the west, negotiating a high-quality agreement 

with EFTA was expected to provide a strategic gateway to the EU (KIEP researcher, personal 

communication, July 17, 2017; Kim, 2006, pp.54-56). In other words, the roadmap aimed at 

negotiating simultaneous and multitrack FTAs, to ultimately reach major and advanced 

partners, particularly the EU and the United States (Federation of Korean Industries, 2004, p. 

6; Kim, 2006; Kim, 2015). 

Within MOFAT, the administration’s change was received with surprise for its 

orientations that contradicted Roh’s political background. Discomfort was evident regarding 

Kim’s unorthodox leadership style, which was inconsistent with MOFAT’s traditional 

bureaucratic culture (Kim, 2006; MOTIE official, personal communication, July 17, 2017). 

Trade Minister Kim had neither a political nor a bureaucratic background in Korea. The son 

of a diplomat, he had spent most of his childhood abroad. His educational background in the 
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United States and his work experience at the WTO10 were known to have influenced his 

neoliberal philosophy (former MOFAT official, personal communication, September 3, 2015; 

MOTIE official, personal communication, July 17, 2017). Because he lacked a connection 

with Korean society, Minister Kim’s decisions were less politically oriented and more 

reflective of his convictions regarding the benefits of free trade. As Minister Kim (2006) 

reminisced, ‘[W]hy would bureaucrats risk their life-long careers by dealing with 

domestically sensitive issues through FTAs, which are voluntary agreements, unlike the 

multilateral trade negotiations? (By contrast,) I had no reason to spare myself’ (p. 55).  

The progressiveness of the new policy triggered criticisms not only within MOFAT 

but also within the broader domestic politics. Those who argued that Korea should begin with 

East Asian FTAs opposed the FTA roadmap, because they believed that starting these 

agreements gradually at the regional level made more political and economic sense. For 

example, Tae-in Jeong (2006), the former executive director of the Presidential Committee 

on the Northeast Asian Economic Cooperation Initiative, contended that the sudden surge of 

FTAs with major economies would shock the Korean economy. Moreover, the strategies 

outlined in the FTA roadmap would create a political divide between the Korea–United 

States–Japan alliance and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK)–Russia–China 

alliance, which would cause the loss of Korea’s diplomatic advantage as a go-between 

between the United States and China. Because of Minister Kim’s strong insistence on the 

FTA roadmap and the Korea–United States FTA, some even accused him of being in league 

with the United States because of his educational background (Jeong, 2006; former MOFAT 

official, personal communication, September 3, 2015). 

Although these new ideas were still contentious at the dynamic level, they were 

bolstered by the development of a negative context in trade policy environment, which had 

resulted from the Korea–Chile FTA. When Chile was chosen as Korea’s first FTA partner, 

policymakers considered that such a partnership would be a good experiment in shifting 

Korea’s policy toward bilateralism and act as a gateway to the Latin American market. 

Because Korea’s trade volume with Chile would be relatively small, an FTA would not have 

a particularly significant impact on the domestic market. Chile’s considerable distance from 

Korea, in completely different hemispheres, was also expected to minimize the potential loss 

for domestic farmers (MOFAT & KIEP, 2003, p. 54). Then-negotiators at the Ministry of 

                                                        
10 Minister for Trade Kim received a B.A. (1981) and M.A. (1982) in Political Science from Columbia 
University and a J.D. (1985) from Columbia Law School in New York. He served as a senior lawyer with the 
WTO’s Appellate Body Secretariat and Legal Affairs Division from 1999–2003 (CSIS, 2017). 
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Agriculture considered that the agricultural goods most likely to be imported —apples, pears, 

and grapes—were not competitive in the Korean market because of their high transportation 

costs to maintain freshness and product varieties that differed from the general Korean 

consumer’s taste (Bae, 2005, pp. 146–148). 

However, Korea’s approach to negotiations was reserved because policymakers could 

not anticipate how domestic constituencies and the agricultural sector would respond to the 

FTA. Therefore, Korea’s offer of concession often clashed with the expectations of Chile, 

then the world’s second most proactive FTA negotiator after Mexico. Disagreement between 

the two parties was expected, considering the gap in their FTA experiences and the sensitivity 

of the Korean agricultural sector after the Uruguay Round. Throughout the six rounds of 

negotiations on tariff schedules, from 1999 to 2002, the Korean side continued to maintain a 

strong protectionist position for its agricultural goods, whereas the Chilean side contended 

that nearly all tariffs should be removed, including in the agricultural sector, for the next 10 

years. Because of strong domestic opposition, official negotiations stalled after the fourth 

round held in Seoul in December 2000. Negotiations reached a point where they were 

effectively suspended and were only ongoing on the surface at the request of the Korean 

government (Kim, 2001). Korean policymakers felt pressured because other agricultural 

exporters, including the United States, were keeping an eye on the progress of this 

negotiation, and the FTA with Chile would be an opportunity to show its determination for 

trade liberalization (Kim, 2002). The fifth round of negotiations was expected to be held in 

Santiago in March 2001 but was postponed until the following August because of domestic 

opposition. An agreement was finally reached in the sixth negotiation in October 2002. 

Even though the Korean tariff schedule was much more protective than originally 

suggested, Chile took a step backward and accepted these terms in recognition of the strong 

backlash reported by the Korean media. Negotiators recalled that because of the series of 

stalled negotiations and revisions of the tariff schedule on the Korean side, the Chilean 

government was deeply disappointed, and its trust in Korea plummeted. Many negotiators 

regretted that the negotiation with Chile did not extend into a friendly relationship between 

the two countries but instead ended as a single event (Bae, 2005, pp. 156–157; T. Bark, 

personal communication, September 3, 2015). 

More fundamentally, however, the second source of negative experience came from 

the conflict between the Korean government and its domestic constituencies. During the 

Korea–Chile FTA negotiations, structural systems had not been established to reflect the 
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various concerns of domestic interest groups. Because of the lack of channels through which 

said groups could lobby or express their opinions, agricultural groups penetrated their 

opposition through unorganized and sometimes violent demonstrations. In going through 

such experiences, negotiators began to consider that they needed a strategic guideline as a 

breakthrough to pursue further FTAs (Choi, 2006; former MOFAT official, August 19, 

2015).  

Through the negotiation experience with Chile, policymakers realized that the step-

by-step FTA approach could be inefficient given its policy goals. This was also in line with 

Korea’s change in perception toward East Asian FTAs and ASEAN. For example, Korea had 

initially wanted to negotiate with ASEAN countries bilaterally, beginning with Singapore. 

According to Han-su Kim (personal communication, August 19, 2015), the former chief 

delegate to the Korea-ASEAN FTA negotiations, policymakers began to consider that a 

regional FTA with ASEAN would be much more realistic. To quote Kim (personal 

communication, August 19, 2015):  

[A]ll of the ASEAN member countries, other than Singapore, would influence 

Korea’s agriculture and fishery sector, meaning that if negotiation was pursued 

bilaterally, the negotiators would have to persuade the involved interest groups every 

time and establish alternative supporting measures, which would have to be repeated 

in every negotiation. 

Going through a series of oppositions from the agricultural sector, the policymakers’ view of 

simultaneous cross-regional FTAs became more efficient and the conflict in agricultural 

issues was seen as sufficiently minimized.  

In sum, cross-regional idea emerged in Korea when a new expertise emerged from 

outside the MOFAT, by Trade Minister Kim. Contextual factors, including the absence of 

trade conflict with the United States and the negative FTA negotiation experience with Chile, 

enabled and strengthened Trade Minister Kim’s ideas for cross-regionalism in shaping 

Korea’s FTA strategy. The Trade Minister’s ideas supported by President Roh, led to the 

announcement of the FTA roadmap in August 2003, which became a milestone for Korea’s 

subsequent FTA strategies. Policymakers came to agree that Korea needed to seek for a niche 

strategy to become a global hub for FTAs, considering Korea’s high trade dependence and its 

diplomatic position situated between China and Japan (Kim, 2006, p. 29). Hence, the 

previous administration’s regional cooperation goals that included both security and 

economic agendas were narrowed down to the security dimension under the Roh 
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administration (Cho & Park, 2014, p. 590). By the end of 2005, it became evident that 

President Roh’s focus on the EU as the model for Northeast Asia had been unequivocally 

redirected toward establishing an FTA with the United States (Jeong, 2006).  

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, I developed the contextual-dynamic model of trade policies by 

specifying how policymakers’ ideas are enabled by contextual and dynamic factors in Japan 

and Korea. I identified policymakers as the key actors in the two countries’ decision-making 

process. I further demonstrated the mechanisms in which their policy orientations between 

regionalism and cross-regionalism varied since the Asian financial crisis, a time in which 

policymakers had greater liberty to shape their respective FTA strategies. The examination of 

enabling conditions of policymakers’ ideas suggests that preferences for FTAs rely not only 

on contingent factors but also on changes in policymakers’ ideas over time. More 

specifically, a combination of contextual and dynamic factors led Japan and Korea to diverge. 

At the dynamic level, individuals were more likely to emerge with new ideas when their 

expertise came from outside the decision-making body, accompanied by individual qualities 

and power. At the contextual level, the trade policy environment reciprocated agent-level 

qualities to create a policy mood that supported change to the existing policy.  

In Japan, existing ideas on multilateral rules continued to be highly valued by the 

domestic actors of METI, MOFA, MAFF, and MOF. Compared with Korea, which 

underwent a relatively smooth transitional phase from multilateralism to bilateralism, Japan 

was more inclined to adhere to multilateral rules because of its history of trade friction with 

the United States. Even the most active supporters of FTAs in MOFA and METI placed their 

highest priorities on justifying the discriminatory nature of bilateralism and regionalism and 

ensuring compatibility with multilateral rules. Because of the continued dominance of 

multilateral ideas, Japan’s trade policies sought gradual approaches to negotiating FTAs; 

thus, it was considered natural to begin FTAs with neighboring East Asian countries that had 

already established economic relationships with Japan. Japanese negotiators’ positive 

learning experiences in their earliest FTAs—JSEPA and the Japan–Mexico EPA—

strengthened their conviction, leading to continued adherence to existing policy. As a result, 

Japan’s overall FTAs were more focused on the East Asia region than those of Korea. 

When Korea shifted its emphasis from WTO-based multilateralism to bilateralism, 

Korean policymakers had also emphasized East Asian regionalism and FTAs based in East 
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Asia. These regional trade strategies, however, changed after the Roh administration took 

office in 2003. During the transformation process, Minister Kim’s liberal ideas on cross-

regionalism were critical in reversing President Roh’s region-focused policies. Minister Kim 

lacked a political and bureaucratic background, but his ideas were unprecedentedly 

influential in persuading the president. More microscopically, the negative context of the 

Korea–Chile FTA bolstered this new idea further as a breakthrough to restore Korea’s 

international credibility while redefining what it meant to achieve efficient negotiation.  

In short, Japanese policymakers’ ideas occurred within the boundaries of existing 

ideas on East Asian regionalism, combined with trade conflict with the United States, strong 

bureaucratic tradition and expertise, diverted decision-making authority, and the perceived 

success of Japan’s very first FTAs. The contrasting conditions in Korea allowed its newly 

appointed Trade Minister to decide within a broader range of policy options, which made 

seemingly progressive ideas a viable alternative to regional FTAs.  

The significance of this paper lies in elucidating how the existing approaches to ideas 

in policymaking can be understood and further re-designed to explain the empirical trade 

policy developments in Japan and Korea. It thereby contributes to domestic political 

economy literature on East Asian trade by underlining the role of ideas. Domestic interests 

and institutions have undoubtedly shaped both Japan’s and Korea’s preferences in the 

selection of their FTA partners. The aim of this paper has therefore been to complement, 

rather than to counter, existing explanations by deepening our knowledge as to why 

variations in policymakers’ preferences occurred in Japan and Korea given their similarities 

and differences in interests and institutions. In other words, it provides an account of how 

Korean policymakers came to advance and accept ideas for cross-regional FTAs when there 

was no room for such ideas to emerge in the Japanese policymaking arena.  

The findings of this paper are by no means to suggest that Korea’s cross-regional 

strategy is more effective than Japan’s regional strategy, as it is still too early to make such 

conclusions. Korea’s cross-regional strategy has been fruitful in broadening its FTA 

partnerships, particularly with large trade partners such as the EU and the United States. 

Therefore, Japan believed that the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) would be a game changer 

when it was signed at the end of 2016. Japan’s participation in the TPP would accomplish its 

goal of developing its wider economic community to a high standard while lowering its trade 

barrier with the United States; however, because the United States has withdrawn from the 

TPP, it is less clear now whether the newly signed Comprehensive Partnership for TPP 
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(CPTPP) will be seen as more effective in the future. In the meantime, Japan also 

successfully finalized its FTA with the EU in December 2017.  

Although a late bloomer, Japan’s East Asia-based approach may be considered more 

successful; by taking negotiations step by step, it established regional norms bilaterally while 

building East Asian regionalism. Coincidentally, Korea has not been advancing many FTAs 

since 2013 because of changes in administrations and the reshuffling of ministries. Following 

the United States’ emphasis on bilateralism under the Trump administration, Korea has been 

prioritizing bilateral FTAs over regional FTAs. Thus, further attention must be paid to the 

changes under the Moon Jae-in administration. Japan’s progress and leadership with the 

CPTPP also calls attention to its rival regional initiative, the Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership (RCEP), led by China.   

This paper therefore opens up the possibility for future research on whether ideas for 

regionalism or cross-regionalism in East Asia complement or obstruct trade cooperation at 

the mega-regional and multilateral levels. Furthermore, it raises the question of the ways in 

which idea-based approaches can help understand the growing complexity of East Asian 

FTAs. Future research can also expand on how conventional idea-based approaches can be 

tailored and applied in different empirical cases of policymaking more broadly. In this 

respect, a balanced development of domestic political economy literature, integrating 

interest-, institution-, and idea-based approaches, can help resolve these puzzles.  
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Table 1  

Japan’s and Korea’s FTAs as of 2015 

Japan Korea 

Partner Year Trade value 

(Thousand 

JPY, 2015) 

Trade 

share 

(%, 

2015) 

Partner Year Trade value 

(Thousand 

USD, 2015) 

Trade 

share 

(%, 

2015) 

Singapore 2002 3,359,205,595 2.18 Chile 2004 6893457 0.72 

Mexico 2005 1,842,640,804 1.20 Singapore 2006 35,053,064 3.64 

Malaysia 2006 4,054,108,692 2.63 EFTA 2006 11424884 1.19 

Chile 2007 927,988,116 0.60 ASEAN 2007*  119855059 12.44 

Thailand 2007 5,858,063,139 3.80 India 2010 18,057,158 1.87 

Indonesia 2008 3,786,639,039 2.46 EU 2011** 105278291 10.93 

Brunei 2008 298,006,341 0.19 Peru 2011 2824552 0.29 

ASEAN 2008*** 23,338,211,795 15.14 United 

States 

2012 115,568,126 12.00 

Philippines 2008 2,221,902,181 1.44 Australia 2014 30,695,531 3.19 

Switzerland 2009 1,221,567,323 0.79 Canada 2015 10359220 1.08 

Vietnam 2009 3,348,573,492 2.17 China 2015 235,369,927 24.43 

India 2011 1,570,065,813 1.02 New 

Zealand 

2015 3256786 0.34 

Peru 2012 245,766,735 0.16 Vietnam 2015 30,342,015 3.15 

Australia 2015 5,764,940,230 3.74         

Note: * In goods only, services and investment in 2009; ** provisionally applied since 2011, formally ratified in 

2015; *** in goods only, services and investment under negotiation as of April 2019. 

Source: Compiled by the author from data provided by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) of Japan 

(https://www.mofa.go.jp), Ministry of Trade, Industry, and Energy (MOTIE) (http://www.motie.go.kr), Korea 

International Trade Association (KITA) (https://www.kita.net), and Trade Statistics of Japan 

(http://www.customs.go.jp/toukei/info/index_e.htm). 

 
 

Total 

FTAs 14 13 

Countries 16 50 

Cross-

regional 

FTAs 

6 9 

Cross-

regional 

countries 

6 39 

Share of 

FTA to 

total 

trades 

22.65 

% 
68.47 % 


