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Abstract
Southeast Asia is a promising market for agricultural exports, with its growing population of middle-
class consumers, especially for exporters such as the United States. The region consists of: Brunei, 
Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Timor-Leste, 
and Vietnam. Top markets in the region for U.S. agricultural and food products are the Philippines, 
Vietnam, and Indonesia. Leading U.S. exports are soybean products, wheat, cotton, skim milk powder, 
and distillers’ grains. U.S. agricultural exports to Southeast Asia increased from $9.4 to $14.2 billion 
from 2012 to 2022, and the U.S. share of Southeast Asia’s agricultural imports was steady at just over 11 
percent. China and Brazil, two of the top competitors, were the only exporters that gained market share 
over the period. China surpassed the United States to become the largest foreign supplier of agricultural 
goods to Southeast Asia, but few of China’s products compete directly with U.S. products; Brazil’s 
soybean products, cotton, poultry, and beef do compete with U.S. products. There are numerous 
potential reasons that U.S. competitors have gained market share, varying by commodity. They include 
preferential treatment through trade agreements, along with price competition, geopolitical ties, and 
geographic distance from Southeast Asia. Currently, the primary U.S. competitors for major agricul-
tural commodities exported to Southeast Asia are Brazil, Australia, New Zealand, the European Union, 
China, India, Canada, and Argentina.
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U.S. Agricultural Exports in Southeast Asia

Ethan Sabala and Fred Gale

What is the Issue?

Southeast Asia is one of the world’s most dynamic and diverse economic regions 
and a promising overseas market for U.S. agricultural goods. The region is 
growing rapidly in terms of both Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and popu-
lation and is already the third-largest regional market for U.S. agricultural 
exports. Southeast Asia’s tropical climate produces plantation crops (such as 
palm oil, rubber, tropical fruit, and fish), but the climate is not favorable for 
producing temperate regional crops grown in the United States (such as wheat, 
corn, soybeans, deciduous fruit like apples and berries) and dairy products. 
Therefore, Southeast Asia has the potential to be an important overseas market 
for U.S. agricultural products, as well as for some major competitors. 

What Did the Study Find?

Foreign suppliers of agricultural products to Southeast Asia include the following:

• The top five are China, the United States, Brazil, Australia, and the European Union.

• New Zealand, India, Canada, and Argentina are also major suppliers of agricultural products.

• Other competitors include Ukraine for wheat and Pakistan for rice.

The value of U.S. agricultural exports to Southeast Asia increased by $4.8 billion from 2012 to 2022 despite market 
share falling 0.2 percentage points, from 11.4 to 11.2 percent, over the period. The European Union and Australian 
market shares remained steady while exports from these countries increased. Among the top five foreign agricul-
tural suppliers to Southeast Asia, Brazil and China were the only ones to increase market share from 2012 to 2022.

Currently, the United States has only one trade agreement in the Southeast Asia region, the U.S.-Singapore Free 
Trade Agreement. Competing exporters have ratified trade agreements that give preferential treatment to their 
exports:
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U.S. Agricultural Exports in Southeast Asia

Introduction

Southeast Asia is one of the fastest growing foreign markets for U.S. agricultural products. Sales of these 
products to the region increased 56.2 percent from 2012 to 2022, and it is the third largest regional market 
for U.S. agricultural exports (USDA, Foreign Agricultural Service (FAS), 2023a). According to the USDA, 
FAS 2022 United States Agricultural Export Yearbook, several Southeast Asian countries were among the top-
ranked markets for U.S. agricultural exports in 2022: the Philippines (8th, $4 billion in exports), Vietnam 
(10th, $3.5 billion), and Indonesia (11th, $3.3 billion).

Southeast Asia (which includes Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, 
Singapore, Thailand, Timor-Leste, and Vietnam) is a diverse region with a tropical or subtropical climate, 
abundant natural resources, rapid economic growth, a relatively young and growing workforce, and an 
expanding middle class. When combined, the aggregate real Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of Southeast 
Asia’s countries was the fourth largest in the world in 2021, behind China, the United States, and India 
(Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), 2023). Southeast Asia has the third-largest labor force in the world, 
behind only India and China, and is a large, growing market for exported goods as per capita incomes and 
the middle-class increase (United Nations, 2023). The nations of Southeast Asia provide a unique opportu-
nity for the United States to diversify its agricultural exports into smaller emerging markets with great poten-
tial for growth just as the populations of China, Japan, Taiwan, and South Korea—several of the largest U.S. 
agricultural export destinations—are reaching a plateau or beginning to decline (United Nations, 2023).

Southeast Asia’s population is projected to grow over the next 10 years (USDA, ERS, 2023), increasing by 
54.8 million (8.0 percent) during 2023–2033 (table 1). Per capita GDP in Southeast Asia is projected to 
increase by $3,180 (25.7 percent). Three countries (Indonesia, the Philippines, and Vietnam) count for most 
of the region’s population and are expected to grow over the period at rates ranging from 6.8 percent for 
Indonesia to 15 percent for the Philippines. Each country in the region is projected to have double-digit per 
capita GDP growth, ranging from 13 percent in Brunei to more than 70 percent in Vietnam.
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Figure 1 
Southeast Asia’s agricultural imports, internal and top five foreign suppliers (2012–2022)
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Source: USDA, Economic Research Service calculations using data from Trade Data Monitor.

Figure 2 
Share of Southeast Asia’s agricultural imports, internal and top five foreign suppliers (2012–2022)
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Figure 5 
Average U.S. market share of Southeast Asia’s agricultural imports, by country (2020–22)
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Source: USDA, Economic Research Service calculations using data from Trade Data Monitor.

Overview of Products Exported to Southeast Asia

The largest U.S. agricultural export group to Southeast Asia was soybeans and their derivatives. Soybeans 
alone were the top U.S. export to the region, valued at $2.28 billion in 2022. Also in the top 10 were soybean 
flour used in food products and soybean meal used in animal feed, valued at $850 million and $430 million, 
respectively (figure 6). The second and third largest U.S. agricultural exports to Southeast Asia were cotton 
and wheat, with 2022 exports valued at $1.53 and $1.46 billion, respectively. Skim milk powder was just 
ahead of soybean flour as the fourth largest commodity that Southeast Asia imported from the United States 
in 2022. U.S. exports of skim milk powder to Southeast Asia were valued at $1.08 billion in 2022. The sixth  
and seventh largest U.S. exports to Southeast Asia in 2022 were distillers’ dried grains with solubles (DDGS) 
and miscellaneous food preparations, valued at $810 and $640 million, respectively. Rounding out the top 
10 were U.S. poultry and beef products, with 2022 exports valued at $380 and $350 million, respectively. 
Numerous other products, including corn gluten meal and other animal feed preparations, whey products, 
cheese, fuel ethanol, almonds, pistachios, apples, grapes, citrus fruit, tobacco, and frozen potatoes, comprised 
an additional $4.4 billion.
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Figure 6 
U.S. agricultural exports to Southeast Asia in 2022, billion dollars
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Source: USDA, Economic Research calculations using data from Trade Data Monitor.

The analysis below compares the relative loss/gain in U.S. market share for some of the major commodities 
imported by Southeast Asia. Using the year 2012 as an index, figure 7 shows that there has been a loss in 
U.S. market share for several of the top 10 commodities that the United States exports to Southeast Asia. The 
share of U.S. soybeans and products (a category that combined soybeans, soybean flour, and soybean meal) 
fell by nearly 6 percentage points, from 30.3 percent in 2012 to 24.5 percent in 2022. Over the same period, 
the U.S. wheat market share fell from 22.2 to 18.0 percent, food preparations fell from 17.1 to 10.5 percent, 
and DDGS fell from 97.6 to 94.5. U.S. exports of DDGS to Southeast Asia were negligible until the emer-
gence of the ethanol market in the early 2000s. The U.S. share of Southeast Asia’s DDGS imports remained 
above 90 percent in most years after 2004 since few other countries produce fuel ethanol from grain on a 
large scale.

U.S. cotton, skim milk powder, poultry, and beef exports to Southeast Asia gained market share. The U.S. 
cotton share increased from 23.3 percent in 2012 to 31.4 percent in 2022 (figure 7). The U.S. cotton share 
grew rapidly from 2014 to 2019, peaking at 52.6 percent before falling to 31.4 percent in 2022. The share of 
U.S. skim milk powder grew from 24.5 percent of Southeast Asia’s imports in 2012 to 40.5 percent in 2022. 
U.S. poultry products held a 16.1 percent share of Southeast Asia’s imports in 2012, fell slightly through 
2015, and then grew to 20.9 percent by 2022. The share of Southeast Asia’s beef imports that originated in 
the United States was 8.2 percent in 2012. This share fell dramatically in 2013 to only 2.8 percent but then 
grew steadily over the next 8 years, reaching 10.4 percent in 2022.
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Figure 9 
Summary of soybean meal exports to Southeast Asia
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Source: USDA, Economic Research Service calculations using data from Trade Data Monitor.

The United States provided almost all Southeast Asia’s foreign supply of soybean flour. From 2015 to 2022, 
the next largest foreign supplier was India, which exports far less flour to Southeast Asia than the United 
States (figure 10). As with soybean meal, soybean flour imported into Southeast Asia faces low import 
tariffs (WTO, 2023). A large majority of U.S. soybean flour exports to Southeast Asia were imported by the 
Philippines, which imported 1.4 million metric tons of soybean flour from the United States in 2022 (figure 
10). Nearly all the remaining U.S. soybean flour exports in 2022 were to Vietnam (240,000 metric tons) and 
Thailand (58,000 metric tons).
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Figure 10 
Summary of soybean flour exports to Southeast Asia
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Cotton

The primary Southeast Asian market for U.S. cotton was Vietnam, whose imports of 407,000 metric tons of 
cotton in 2022 (figure 11) were more than 70 percent of the cotton the United States exported to Southeast 
Asia in that year. Vietnam’s large textile industry is the reason for its majority share of U.S. cotton exports to 
Southeast Asia. U.S. cotton exports to the region have declined since peaking in 2018 at 1.3 million metric 
tons. Only Myanmar and the Philippines impose tariffs on cotton imports, at 5 and 1 percent, respectively 
(WTO, 2023). Since these are two of the smallest cotton importers in the region, cotton imported into 
Southeast Asia is effectively duty free. Australia, the United States, and Brazil were the main competitors for 
Southeast Asia’s cotton imports. In most years since 2015, the largest supplier of cotton to Southeast Asia has 
been the United States, but Australia surpassed both Brazil and the United States in 2022 to become the top 
exporter after 2 years of rapid growth (figure 11). (Australia’s rapid growth in cotton exports is discussed with 
figure 13.) In some years, India had also exported large volumes of cotton to Southeast Asia.
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Figure 11 
Summary of cotton exports to Southeast Asia
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Wheat

By far the largest market for U.S. wheat in Southeast Asia was the Philippines, importing 2.3 million metric 
tons in 2022, more than 62 percent of the wheat the United States exported to the region (figure 12). Other 
top markets were Thailand (561,201 metric tons), Indonesia (365,197 metric tons), and Vietnam (270,000 
metric tons). Australia and Canada were the two major exporters competing with the United States for 
Southeast Asia’s wheat import market. The United States faces import tariffs ranging from 5 to 7 percent 
when exporting wheat to the Philippines, Indonesia, Vietnam, and Myanmar (WTO, 2023). Australia does 
not face these tariffs in exporting wheat to Southeast Asia, which—even though the tariffs are somewhat 
low—adds to Australia’s geographic advantage relative to the United States. Ukraine was also a top exporter 
of wheat to Southeast Asia until its wheat production and exports were hampered by the Russian military 
invasion in 2022. A tripling of Australian exports from 3.8 million metric tons in 2020 to 12.6 million 
metric tons in 2022 coincided with falling exports by the United States and other major suppliers and helped 
replace the region’s lost imports from Ukraine.
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Figure 12 
Summary of wheat exports to Southeast Asia
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Though Australia’s production and exports of cotton and wheat have increased since 2020, there has been 
a proportionately greater increase in its exports of these commodities to Southeast Asia (figure 13). For 
instance, Australia’s total cotton exports to the world increased by 840 percent from 2020 to 2022, but the 
country’s cotton exports to Southeast Asia increased by 1,651 percent (or more than 16 times) from 2020 to 
2022. Though Australia has several free trade agreements in the area, its large, sudden increases in cotton and 
wheat exports to Southeast Asia do not correspond with any changes to tariffs. Australia had a significant 
drought in 2019 that drastically reduced its production and exports but both rebounded in 2021 and 2022. 
Australia’s spike in cotton exports to Southeast Asia in 2021 and 2022 was related to an import ban imposed 
by China (Australia’s leading cotton importer in 2019) on Australian cotton in 2020, following Australia’s 
push for an investigation into the origins of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) (Sullivan, 2020). This Chinese 
import ban led Australia to divert cotton exports away from China to Southeast Asia, which is the reason for 
the spike in cotton exports to that region in 2021 and 2022. Australian wheat was not targeted by Chinese 
sanctions.
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Figure 13 
Australia’s cotton and wheat exports to Southeast Asia and the world, total (2000–22)
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Skim Milk Powder

In 2022, the largest Southeast Asian importer of U.S. skim milk powder was the Philippines, with 116,000 
metric tons of imports (figure 14). Other leading markets were Indonesia (importing 80,000 metric tons), 
Malaysia (45,000 metric tons), and Vietnam (40,000 metric tons). Thailand, Singapore, Myanmar, and 
Cambodia accounted for the final 19,000 metric tons of skim milk powder the United States exported to the 
region in 2022. Top competitors to U.S. skim milk products in Southeast Asia were the European Union, 
New Zealand, and Australia. New Zealand and Australia face lower tariff rates than the United States in the 
Philippines, Indonesia, and Vietnam (WTO, 2023), three of the largest importers of U.S. skim milk powder. 
However, these tariffs range from 0.2 to 5 percent, so it is a relatively small price advantage. The top supplier 
from 2017 through 2019 was the European Union, but the United States took the top spot in 2020 and has 
since separated itself from other competitors. In 2022, the United States supplied 41.9 percent of Southeast 
Asia’s imports of skim milk powder (300,000 metric tons), followed by New Zealand with 23.9 percent 
(171,000 metric tons), the European Union with 22.1 percent (158,000 metric tons), and Australia with 8.4 
percent (60,000 metric tons).
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Figure 14 
Summary of skim milk powder exports to Southeast Asia
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Distillers’ Dried Grains with Solubles (DDGS)

Almost half of the DDGS exported from the United States to Southeast Asia in 2022 went to Vietnam, 
which imported 1.3 million metric tons (figure 15). The second largest importer in the region was Indonesia 
(835,000 metric tons), followed by Thailand and the Philippines (184,000 and 163,000 metric tons, respec-
tively). Less than 5 percent of U.S. DDGS exports were to the remaining Southeast Asian nations in 2022. 
The United States was the dominant DDGS supplier to the region, shipping more than 94 percent of total 
DDGS imports every year since 2018. Despite facing tariff rates of 1, 5, and 9 percent in the Philippines, 
Indonesia, and Thailand (WTO, 2023), respectively, the United States exported almost 2.6 million metric 
tons of DDGS to Southeast Asia in 2022 (figure 15). Australia faces no tariffs when exporting DDGS to 
Southeast Asia, and it was the second largest exporter in 2022 with 87,000 metric tons, followed by Canada 
with 55,000 metric tons.
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Figure 16 
Summary of food preparations exports to Southeast Asia
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Poultry

More than half of 2022 U.S. poultry exports to Southeast Asia were to the Philippines (187,000 metric tons) 
(figure 17). The second-largest market in the region was Vietnam, with 118,000 metric tons. Other signifi-
cant markets were Singapore (25,000 metric tons), Malaysia (12,000 metric tons), and Timor-Leste (10,000 
metric tons). Southeast Asia heavily restricts imports of poultry products. In fact, Malaysia, Myanmar, the 
Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam have poultry import tariffs of 40 percent (WTO, 2023). Several coun-
tries, including Australia and New Zealand, have trade agreements that provide preferential treatment in 
exporting poultry to Southeast Asian nations, although none are major exporters of poultry. The United 
States, Brazil, and the European Union accounted for 73 percent of the world’s poultry product exports in 
2022, and consequently, were the largest exporters of poultry to the Southeast Asia region despite facing high 
tariffs. The United States was the top supplier of poultry to Southeast Asia until it was surpassed by Brazil 
in 2021 and 2022 (figure 17). Brazil’s poultry exports to the region more than tripled from 2017 to 2022, 
increasing from 155,620 to 478,938 metric tons. Brazil’s exports exceeded U.S. poultry exports to the region 
in 2022 by more than 100,000 metric tons despite U.S. sales reaching a record 356,689 metric tons that 
year. These increases in exports for Brazil and the United States corresponded with a considerable drop in EU 
poultry exports, from a peak of 274,387 metric tons in 2019 to 61,732 metric tons in 2022. This stark drop 
was, in part, due to a string of highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) outbreaks that struck several of the 
EU’s largest poultry producers from 2020 to 2022. Following these outbreaks, Vietnam, Singapore, and the 
Philippines imposed restrictions on poultry imports from the EU (Audran, 2022).
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Figure 17 
Summary of poultry exports to Southeast Asia
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Beef

U.S. beef exports to Southeast Asia were sold predominantly to four countries: the Philippines, Indonesia, 
Singapore, and Vietnam (figure 18). The Philippines and Indonesia imported the most, with 22,000 and 
21,000 metric tons in 2022, respectively. They were followed by Vietnam and Singapore, which imported 
11,000 and 4,000 metric tons of U.S. beef in 2022, respectively. The remaining Southeast Asian coun-
tries imported only 3,000 metric tons of U.S. beef in 2022. The Philippines, Cambodia, Myanmar, and 
Thailand impose tariff rates of 10, 15, 15, and 50 percent, respectively, on beef imported from World Trade 
Organization member countries (WTO, 2023). Additionally, Vietnam imposes tariffs ranging from 14 to 30 
percent on imports of beef products. Australia and New Zealand do not face these tariffs, and Indian beef 
faces reduced tariffs from the Philippines (5 percent) and Vietnam (8 to 9 percent). India and Australia were 
by far the two largest exporters of beef to Southeast Asia. In 2022, India exported 526,130 metric tons of 
beef (down from 836,574 metric tons in 2015) and Australia exported 225,036 metric tons (up from 141,996 
metric tons in 2015). Indian and Australian beef exports to Southeast Asia were so large that including them 
in figure 18 distorted the figure, so they were excluded (see box, “Indian Beef”).

The third largest beef exporter to Southeast Asia, Brazil, exported 133,172 metric tons in 2022. U.S. beef 
exports to Southeast Asia more than tripled, from 19,443 in 2015 to 61,099 metric tons in 2022, but the 
United States was still just the fourth largest exporter. Over the same period, EU beef exports to Southeast 
Asia doubled from 17,870 to 37,432 metric tons, and New Zealand’s exports fell from 34,250 to 30,266 
metric tons. India was the only major exporter with a significant drop in beef exports to the region over the 
period. Though Australia, the United States, and the European Union all increased beef exports to Southeast 
Asia, Brazil had the largest gain in its exports, increasing from 46,911 metric tons in 2015 to 133,172 metric 
tons in 2022.
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Competition for Southeast Asia’s Other Major Imports: Corn, 
Animal Feed Preparations, and Rice

As of 2022, corn, animal feed preparations, and rice were not in the top 10 agricultural commodities that the 
United States exported to Southeast Asia—despite being the 7th, 9th, and 11th largest commodities imported 
by that region. As figure 19 shows, the United States has lost market share for animal feed preparations and 
rice since 2012, while the U.S. corn market share has been volatile. From 2012 to 2022, the U.S. share of 
Southeast Asia’s corn imports fell from 1.09 percent to 0.91 percent, the U.S. share of Southeast Asia’s animal 
feed preparations imports fell from 16.20 to 10.48 percent, and the U.S. share of Southeast Asia’s rice imports 
fell from 0.66 percent to less than 0.15 percent.

Figure 19 
U.S. share of Southeast Asian corn, animal feed preparations, and rice imports (2012–2022)

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service calculations using data from Trade Data Monitor.

Though corn was the second largest U.S. agricultural export overall (USDA, FAS, 2023b), it was not one of 
the top U.S. agricultural exports to Southeast Asia. During 2018, U.S. corn exports to Southeast Asia briefly 
peaked at more than 2.3 million metric tons following China’s implementation of tariffs on its imports of 
U.S. corn, likely reflecting some degree of trade diversion. By 2022, U.S. exports had fallen to 93,000 metric 
tons, with more than three-fourths of that number exported to Indonesia (72,145 metric tons; figure 20). 
Cambodia, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam all impose tariffs on imported corn, ranging 
from a 5-percent tariff in Indonesia to a 73-percent out-of-quota rate in Thailand (WTO, 2023). Argentina 
and Brazil, undeterred by these tariffs, were Southeast Asia’s largest foreign suppliers of corn, with 9.0 and 
2.8 million metric tons of exports in 2022, respectively (figure 20). Myanmar and India increased exports 
over the last 2 years, reaching 1.3 and 1.1 million metric tons of exports in 2022, each surpassing the 93,000 
metric tons of U.S. corn exported to Southeast Asia. Corn products from Myanmar (through ASEAN) 
and India (through the ASEAN-India Free Trade Area) were granted preferential treatment, facing reduced 
barriers to entry in Southeast Asia.
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Figure 20 
Summary of corn exports to Southeast Asia
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The two largest importers of U.S. animal feed preparations in Southeast Asia were Vietnam and the 
Philippines, with import volumes of 62,000 and 51,000 metric tons in 2022, respectively (figure 21). 
Indonesia and Thailand had 2022 import volumes of 39,000 and 29,000 metric tons, respectively. In 2022, 
Southeast Asia imported 361,000 metric tons of animal feed preparations from China, 303,000 metric 
tons from the European Union, and 188,000 metric tons from the United States (figure 21). Thailand also 
supplied 278,000 metric tons to countries in the region. Imports of animal feed products from China and 
Thailand may be linked to the operations of several of the world’s largest animal feed manufacturers head-
quartered in China and Thailand, which have operations in Vietnam and elsewhere in Southeast Asia.

Intraregional trade within ASEAN is duty-free, and Southeast Asian countries supplied 45.2 percent of the 
region’s animal feed preparation imports. Indonesia, Laos, Myanmar, the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam 
impose tariffs on imported animal feed preparations ranging from 1.5 to 37 percent (WTO, 2023). China 
can export animal feed preparations duty-free to all ASEAN countries (with the exception of Thailand), for 
which China faces a 5-percent tariff as opposed to the 9-percent most-favored nation tariff rate.
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Figure 21 
Summary of animal feed preparations exports to Southeast Asia
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The United States exports very little rice to Southeast Asia. Southeast Asia is itself one of the world’s largest 
rice producers and exporters, and U.S. rice sales to the region face competition from major rice producers 
like India, China, Pakistan, and Japan, which are geographically much closer to Southeast Asia than the 
United States. More than 90 percent of the little rice that the United States sent to Southeast Asia in 2022 
was imported by Cambodia (2,900 metric tons), Singapore (2,000 metric tons), and Laos (1,400 metric tons) 
(figure 22). Of the 11 countries in Southeast Asia, only Brunei and Singapore allow rice to be imported duty 
free. The three primary foreign suppliers of rice to Southeast Asia were India, Pakistan, and China, with 
India and China facing reduced barriers to entry through their trade agreements in the region (WTO, 2023). 
India was by far the largest supplier, with 1.3 million metric tons of exports in 2022. Pakistan and China 
exported 622,000 and 55,000 metric tons of rice to Southeast Asia in 2022, respectively. U.S. rice exports 
to Southeast Asia peaked in 2019 at just under 21,000 metric tons. This amount corresponded with a major 
drop in Southeast Asia’s rice imports from China and India in the same year (figure 22).
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Figure 22 
Summary of rice exports to Southeast Asia
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Table 2 is a summary of this section and highlights the primary competitors to U.S. exports for the major 
commodities imported by Southeast Asia. Brazil and Australia are major competitors in the Southeast Asian 
market for several U.S. agricultural products. New Zealand, the European Union, China, India, Canada, and 
Argentina also compete with U.S. agricultural products in the Southeast Asian market.
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U.S. Competitiveness in Southeast Asia

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) had only seven trade agreements as of June 2024. 
However, these agreements are between ASEAN and several of the largest competitors for U.S. agricultural 
exports to the region. ASEAN’s trade agreements are the ASEAN-Australia-New Zealand Free Trade Area 
(AANZFTA), ASEAN-China Free Trade Area (ACFTA), ASEAN-India Trade Area (AIFTA), ASEAN-
Republic of Korea Free Trade Area (AKFTA), ASEAN-Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(AJCEP), ASEAN-Hong Kong, China Free Trade Area, and the Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP) between ASEAN, Australia, China, Japan, New Zealand, and South Korea (ASEAN 
Secretariat, 2024). RCEP is the largest trade agreement in the world, covering 30 percent of global GDP and 
30 percent of the world’s population. Additionally, according to the ASEAN Secretariat (2024), by the time 
the AANZFTA is fully implemented in 2025 almost all trade between ASEAN member states and Australia 
and New Zealand will be tariff-free. Currently, the United States has only one trade agreement within 
Southeast Asia, the U.S.-Singapore Free Trade Agreement. Preferential treatment through these trade agree-
ments can benefit competitors to U.S. products. For instance, the countries within Southeast Asia impose 
tariffs ranging from 10 to 50 percent on U.S. beef products. Beef products originating in Australia and New 
Zealand do not face these tariffs, and beef (primarily water buffalo) products from India face lower tariffs 
than U.S. products. Currently, India and Australia are the two largest exporters of beef products to Southeast 
Asia. Additionally, the United States faces tariffs ranging from 5 to 7 percent when exporting wheat to 
the Philippines, Indonesia, Vietnam, and Myanmar. Australia, the largest competitor to U.S. wheat in the 
Southeast Asian market, faces no tariffs when exporting wheat to these countries. The United States is also 
at a geographic disadvantage as shipments of U.S. products must travel farther than the products of most of 
its competitors (such as Australia, New Zealand, China, and India). Prices and exchange rates also play a role 
in international trade, particularly for price-sensitive bulk agricultural goods. This is because soybeans—for 
example, from Brazil—are not highly differentiated from U.S. soybeans, so the two products can be easily 
substituted for one another.

U.S. Trade Initiatives in Southeast Asia

The Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF), which includes 14 countries in total (7 of them Southeast 
Asian countries), is a U.S.-led initiative that was launched in May 2022. Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos—
all countries with strengthening ties to China—are the only ASEAN countries not included in the IPEF. 
The IPEF is intended to “advance resilience, sustainability, inclusiveness, economic growth, fairness, and 
competitiveness” for member countries (White House, 2022). The framework consists of four pillars: fair and 
resilient trade, supply chains, clean economy, and fair economy. For agriculture, IPEF’s trade pillar focuses on 
increasing transparency and regulatory certainty, promoting sustainable agricultural practices, and advancing 
food security.

In 2023, USDA announced the Regional Agricultural Promotion Program (RAPP), with the goal of 
promoting opportunities for U.S. agricultural exports in nontraditional markets, as well as hedging the risk 
of market contraction and general volatility in the global marketplace. The program aims to create greater 
market diversification and is seen as a growth opportunity for U.S. agriculture (USDA, 2023). The RAPP 
targets market development in Africa and Southeast Asia, with an emphasis on promoting exports of U.S. 
specialty crops and horticultural products to these regions. Currently, U.S. horticultural products face import 
licensing/permit requirements in Indonesia and the Philippines, as well as preshipment inspections when 
exporting to Indonesia (USDA, FAS, 2021). Additionally, U.S. exports of stone fruits and grapefruit face 
market access issues in Vietnam; China is the major exporter of these types of products to Southeast Asia.
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Conclusion

Southeast Asia is a promising region, with its growing middle class and emerging economies, to which the 
United States can expand its agricultural exports. When aggregated, Southeast Asia has the third largest labor 
force in the world and fourth largest economy. From 2019 to 2021, a time of GDP contraction for many 
countries due to COVID-19 lockdowns, Southeast Asia’s GDP increased by an average of 2.95 percent (CIA, 
2023). As many developed countries (i.e., China, Japan, and Taiwan) are reaching a plateau in population 
growth, Southeast Asia is projected to continue growing for decades. Furthermore, over the last 10 years, 
Southeast Asia has nearly doubled its imports and exports of agricultural goods, and its climate and natural 
resources make it a complementary agricultural trade partner for the United States, efficiently producing 
many of the agricultural goods the United States does not and lacking many that the United States produces. 
However, the United States is not the only potential source for Southeast Asia’s growing demand for agri-
cultural goods—over the last 10 years, the U.S. share of Southeast Asia’s agricultural imports has remained 
steady, while shares for major competitors like China and Brazil have grown.

Outside of intraregional trade between Southeast Asian countries, U.S. agricultural exports to Southeast 
Asia compete primarily with Brazil, Australia, New Zealand, the European Union, China, India, Canada, 
and Argentina. The top three commodities the United States exports to Southeast Asia are soybeans, cotton, 
and wheat. The major competitor to U.S. soybean exports in Southeast Asia is Brazil, with the two countries 
exporting more than 90 percent of Southeast Asia’s total soybean imports in 2022. For cotton exports to 
Southeast Asia, the United States faces competition from Brazil, Australia, and India. The primary competi-
tors for U.S. wheat exports to Southeast Asia are Australia, Canada, and (until recently) Ukraine.

The United States has increased its engagement in Southeast Asia over the past few years with two initia-
tives. In 2022, it launched the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for Prosperity (IPEF), which includes 
seven Southeast Asian countries and aims to “advance resilience, sustainability, inclusiveness, economic 
growth, fairness and competitiveness” for member countries (White House, 2022). Notably, Myanmar, Laos, 
and Cambodia, each of which has strong ties to China, are the only ASEAN countries not included in the 
IPEF. In 2023, USDA announced plans for the Regional Agricultural Promotion Program (RAPP), which is 
designed to promote U.S. agricultural products in nontraditional markets. One of the objectives of the RAPP 
is to boost exports of U.S. specialty crops to Southeast Asia, which are currently dominated by China.
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