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Abstract - Technical trade barriers between Korea and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) were 
examined and possible solutions were discussed. Under the ASEAN-Korea FTA, tariffs have been significantly reduced; 
however, non-tariff barriers (NTBs) such as SPS and TBT in each ASEAN country remain largely in effect. This research 
approached non-tariff barrier problems through the core values of the ASEAN region. Values that impeded the integration of 
the ASEAN area included the lack of dispute settlement mechanisms and a strong legal system uniting member nations. In 
addition to examining ASEAN limitations, the improvement of TBT agreement with South Korea was analyzed from a new 
perspective. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
In this study, the issue of technical trade barriers 
between Korea and the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) will be examined and 
possible solutions will be discussed.  
Although tariffs have reduced as a result of trade 
measures including the Free Trade Agreement (FTA), 
non-tariff measures of the ASEAN in various forms 
and types have increased rapidly in many areas with 
difficulty in finding solutions. Technical barriers 
account for 44% of all non-tariff measures as a 
significantly high ratio. 
Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) as one of the most 
representative non-tariff measures have been actively 
implemented in recent years, not only for the 
protection of health, safety, and the environment but 
also to safeguard domestic industries [28]. Moreover, 
TBT refers to factors that cause unnecessary trade 
disruptions including discriminatory treatment of 
imports, international standard discrepancies, 
excessive technical regulations, and lack of 
transparency with regard to technical regulations, 
standards and conformity of assessment procedures 
[28] [3] [16]. 
This study focused on the analysis of current TBT 
issues in the ASEAN region. Preliminary 
investigations suggested that literature concerning 
TBT issues in developing countries was limited, with 
widespread discussions focusing on developed 
nations. The lack of research concerning solutions to 
the problems of non-tariff barriers (NTBs) in 
developing countries, especially within the ASEAN 
region was addressed.  
 
The ASEAN region is the second largest trading 
partner with Korea. However, methods to resolve 
problems of non-tariff barriers have not been actively 
addressed due to technical differences and negotiation 
problems, and data regarding these matters are still 
lacking.  

Thus, the focus will be concentrated on the in-depth 
understanding of the ASEAN community to 
determine the problems that require resolution 
between the two parties, instead of a quantitative 
analysis, with conclusions based on developed 
countries.  
 
II. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Difficulties with the ASEAN Way of solving TBT 
problems  
 
The current global economic and trade order founded 
on free trade is at a crossroads of major changes due 
to slow progress of the WTO multilateral trade 
negotiations, the DDA, each country’s protection 
trade measures, and the strengthening of policies 
since the global financial crisis of 2008-2009 [15]. 
For example, it seems today that non-tariff measures 
have increased due to trade conflicts related to each 
country’s protection of its own domestic industries. 
 
There is a dearth of academic research on non-tariff 
measures in Southeast Asia. However, studies that 
quantitatively investigated the effects of non-tariff 
barriers indicated that these measures had a negative 
impact on free trade. [13] [11] [22] [23] [9] [20][25] 
[12] [21] 
 
An analysis of studies that examined the problems of 
the ASEAN community regarding international trade 
and non-tariff measures diagnosed five main 
problems: (i) standards harmonization, (ii) the need 
for regulatory and bureaucratic reform, (iii) the gaps 
between each country, (iv) the non-interference 
principle, and (v) the lack of a unified system for 
decision-making. [11] [27]  
[18] [6] [2] [5] [10]  
 
According to I-TIP research, studies covering non-
tariff measures in the ASEAN area determined that 
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more than half of the NTBs in Southeast Asia were 
divided into SPS and TBT. Thailand has 
approximately 20 times as many SPS measures as 
Cambodia and Lao PDR, and about 15 times as many 
as Myanmar. Additionally, on a global scale, 
Thailand enacts roughly 40% of the world’s existing 
SPS measures and 20% of its TBT measures.  
 
A recent publication by the EU-ASEAN Business 
Council (EU-ABC) expressed great concern over 
issues regarding NTBs under the AEC. The report 
identified five main problems namely (i) import 
restrictions, (ii) non-transparent and inconsistent 
customs processing practices, (iii) regulatory 
requirements, (iv) restrictions on foreign investment, 
and (v) lack of mutual recognition and harmonization 
standards.  
 
The ASEAN Business Council; World Economic 
Forum; USAID stated that the existence of Non-
Tariff Measures (NTMs)was the biggest obstacle to 
the AEC Blueprint 2025, with limited removal 
mechanisms. 
 
To deal with non-tariff barriers and technical 
regulations, FTA countries have set aside the FTA 
TBT agreement based on the WTO TBT agreement. 
In the case of the TBT agreement being concluded, 
ASEAN remains at the level of reaffirming the 
obligations of the WTO TBT. However, the necessity 
of enhancing transparency among participating 
countries must be emphasized to meet the Mega FTA 
intent of the global era and find a compromise 
between the two countries. [7] [8] 
 
The Pettman study compared the solution of non-
tariff measures by the ASEAN and the EU as regional 
communities and concluded that unified standards, 
the lack of regulation of the ASEAN area and foreign 
trade all served as obstacles to the reduction and 
elimination of trade technology barriers. [14] 
 
Problems in Southeast Asia include product 
inspection time, excessive projected cost, redundant 
inspection that does not recognize international 
certification, excessive safety standards, disapproval 
of inspection results of domestic authorized 
laboratories, and complicated certification systems. 
[14] [8]  
 
In the case of the EU, the Korea-EU FTA TBT 
Agreement is largely divided into international 
standards, technical regulations, conformity 
assessment procedures, and transparency. The TBT 
regulations between Korea and the EU have strong 
negotiations and unified regulations, including 
recognition of international standards, unified 
certification of authority, and recognition of 
conformity between the two countries. The intensity 

of the negotiations was higher than both the Korea-
US and Korea-Canada discussions. [28]  
 
Research Gap 
 
With the following points, this thesis is expected to 
be differentiated from existing studies. 
In the case of TBT technology barriers, there are 
many studies on developed countries, but only a few 
that focuses on ASEAN.  
This study has compiled previous studies to examine 
the TBT issues between ASEAN and Korea and find 
out the problem of negotiation of TBT and suggest 
ways how to improve the TBT issues between 
ASEAN and Korea 
 
III. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
3.1 Research Structure  
 
Based on the theoretical background of the current 
status of the TBT problem between Korea and 
ASEAN, the main purpose of this study is to 
investigate the development of ASEAN-Korea TBT 
negotiations and its improvement measures by 
examining and analyzing ASEAN’s non-tariff 
measures, especially Thailand, a country that has the 
most severe TBT measures. 
 
3.1.1 Research Approach 
3.1.1.1 Qualitative Research  
 
The qualitative research method is in-depth and it 
allows easy findings of broader facts. It also has the 
advantage of freely collecting research designs and 
data and studying even small samples. Therefore, 
although qualitative research is subjective and 
difficult to generalize study results, but there is no 
doubt that qualitative research is comparable to 
quantitative research [1].  
Moreover, this way of research has unique research 
purposes and research methods, and it has a 
qualitative nature in terms of research issues, 
methodology, analytical techniques, and rational 
procedure process [4]. Also, it is distinguished from 
existing research that focuses on “why”, “how” and 
”what” human decision makings have been done, and 
it has a limitation of understanding the meaning of 
human behaviors through objective technologies or 
scientific approaches. Therefore, qualitative research 
uses various research processes to effectively grasp 
areas that are difficult to explain with empirical 
research [17].  
In this wise, qualitative research focuses on the social 
context of research objects and emphasizes the 
analysis and explanation of essential forms rather 
than the superficial type or correlation of phenomena. 
For this reason, qualitative research explores the 
formation and changes of internal experiences and 
meanings of research participants, and it is used to 
improve areas where in-depth research is lacking. 
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3.1.2 Data Collection 
 
In research method, data refers to information 
provided directly or indirectly to explain or verify 
research problems. The most representative methods 
for collecting qualitative researches include 
interviews, participation observations, documents 
(private documents and official documents), and 
audiovisual materials (photographs, videos, audios). 
This research considers the most widely used 
interviews in collecting qualitative research data. 
 
3.1.2.1 Reviewing the document and data 
 
This study research and analysis are based on 
domestic and foreign literature (professional 
publications, research papers, journals, research and 
policy reports, etc.) related to TBT in order to carry 
out the research raised from its purpose and 
background. The necessary statistics are quoted from 
the open data published by Korea International Trade 
Association, Ministry of Trade Industry and Energy, 
World Bank, ASEAN Secretariat homepage, and 
especially, actively utilized the data from KOTRA 
and Statistics Korea.  
 
3.1.2.2 Individual Interview 
 
Interviews can be classified according to the types of 
progress and whether the contents are standardized, 
structured or systematized. In general, interviews are 
divided into structured interviews, unstructured 
interviews and semi-structured interviews.  
 
First, structured interviews refer to the method of 
researchers collecting data through structured 
questionnaires in advance. Second, unstructured 
interviews are opposite to structured interviews. This 
method refers to interviews that are carried out during 
ordinary conversations between researchers and 
research subjects (interviewees) in which questions, 
sequences and contents are unspecified. Unstructured 
interviews can be modified and supplemented in the 
process of interviews appropriately, and have an 
advantage of high validity. However, it is difficult to 
measure the value of results and the reliability is low.  
Third, semi-structured interviews refer to the method 
in which some parts are structured, whereas the other 
parts are unstructured. This method is used when 
researchers informed the interviewees of the topic 
and scope of questions in advance, but the answers of 
interviewees are not predicted. This is because the 
participant in the interview is relatively less restricted 
in content and format, so that the knowledge and 
experience of the interview subjects (interviewees) 
can be received in a more in-depth manner. It is a 
useful way since researcher can re-orient questions 
when the subject moves away from the topic during 
the interview or when the researcher wants a more 
detailed response. 

This study set the scope of the research topic and 
problems derived from the theoretical background. 
However, limited understanding of the actual 
situation can be gained by theoretical literature study 
and quantitative research alone, which cast doubts 
and limitations on areas that researchers had not yet 
considered. It was also difficult to determine answers 
to the research questions to solve problems from the 
voluntary responses of the interviewees during the 
interview process. 
 
The purpose of this study was to understand the 
unknown theoretical parts through interviewee’s 
opinions regarding the research issue and to discover 
implications for the conclusions. Therefore, this study 
used a prepared questionnaire and conducted semi-
structured interviews as a way to collect information.  
 
Three working-level experts and three government 
agencies were selected as participants from April to 
June 2017, with interviews conducted at convenient 
places and times. Because the focus was on the 
statements of the interviewees during the interview 
process, this study tried to empathize as much as 
possible to the stories provided by the interviewees. 
When the interviews drifted away from the research 
topic, the interviewer quickly returned to the subject 
matter in hand. Immediately after the interview, all 
interviews went through the transcription process to 
confirm the details. 
 
3.1.2.3 Designing the questionnaire 
 
The interview questions of this study was composed 
based the investigated TBT issues of Thailand and the 
steel industry analysis reports according to previous 
studies. 
The contents and process of the interview question 
refer to the questioning method proposed by Krueger 
and Casey (2000) which isan order of opening 
questions, introductory questions, transition 
questions, key questions, and ending questions. 
 

 
 
3.2 Selection Criteria 
3.2.1 Subjects of Investigation 
 
Qualitative research is not about generalization but 
aims to achieve a deeper understanding and profound 
assessment of the current status. The main criteria for 
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selecting the research subjects (interviewees) were 
people with sufficient knowledge and experience to 
provide in-depth opinions.  
In other words, the researcher selected subjects who 
were able to provide the most objective answers for 
the research topic. 
 
The firms were selected using the following criteria:  
 
1. In this research, to secure the accuracy and 
experiences of the data, multinational large 
enterprises are the subjects of these interviews. The 
UN defined ‘multinational enterprises’(MNEs) in 
1978 as ‘all enterprises which control assets- 
factories, mines, sales offices and the like- in two or 
more countries’ [24].  
 
2. Selected firms have been established for more than 
five years are the subjects of these interviews. 
 
3. Selected companies are local government agency 
or foreign government agency setting up in Thailand.  
 
3.2.2 Back ground of research participants 
 
The general background of the research participants 
was collected through semi-structured questionnaires 
and individual in-depth interviews.  
As for the names of the research participants, 
alphabetical initials were used instead of their real 
names for anonymity. 
 
Korea Multinational Enterprises  

 
 
Government Agency 

 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
ASEAN members have tried to harmonize standards 
to make the AEC more efficient. The Trade in Goods 
clause of the AEC Blueprint 2025 aimed to achieve 
economical, efficient, and smooth product 
movements within the region by reducing border 
control barriers that currently hinder ASEAN trade. 
Therefore, with regard to trade in goods for which 
trade barriers are expected, priority is given to mutual 
recognition arrangements and the harmonization plan 

of standards to mitigate technical regulations and 
conformity in assessment procedures [19].  
Previous literature argued that ASEAN non-tariff 
barriers resulted in problems such as 1. restrictions of 
imports 2. transparency of procedures, and 3. lack of 
mutual recognition and harmonized standards. 
However, there are still limitations in overcoming 
these problems due to the gaps, openness and non-
interference systems among ASEAN countries. Due 
to these problems, this study linked the issue of 
Korea-ASEAN non-tariff barriers, especially the 
technology barrier negotiations among them from 
ASEAN perspectives.  
 
Interview results showed that most companies and 
government agencies did not hold serious views on 
ASEAN technology barriers, and this was a lethal 
regulation for SMEs and confirmed that this acted as 
a trade barrier. The viewpoints of agencies regarding 
negotiations and solutions for technical regulations 
regarding FTA between Korea and the ASEAN area 
saw no problems with the ‘ASEAN way of 
negotiating’, but rather issues of technological gaps 
such as harmonized standards, transparency, and 
conformity in assessment procedures among the 
countries. According to agencies related to Thailand, 
TBT regulations of individual countries are expected 
to decrease if the ASEAN technological gap narrows 
and if standardsbecome harmonized. Technological 
factors were shown to be the biggest problem for 
relationships between Korea and the ASEAN area, 
with difficulties in negotiations since the 
requirements and technological gaps between the ten 
ASEAN countries are vastly different. 
 
First of all, there should be unified standards and 
regulations among ASEAN countries. This is directly 
related to the technological gaps between the 
countries, which is considered as the biggest problem.  
 
Secondly, the main TBT problems of ASEAN 
countries are technical regulations, transparency of 
procedures and conformity in assessment procedures. 
Thus, it is expected that development of Korea-
ASEAN negotiations will be improved.  
 
Thirdly,  individual countries are currently seeking to 
solve the technical regulation problems of Korea and 
the ASEAN region centered on main trading 
countries such as Singapore and Vietnam. However, 
the ASEAN community has now come into being, 
and it is important to utilize and develop the existing 
Korea-ASEAN FTA so that negotiations among all 
ASEAN countries can be developed and bonds can be 
enhanced, not just among individual countries.  
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