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An Upgrade in Free Trade – China-

Singapore Free Trade Agreement Upgrade 

Protocol Comes into Force  

Introduction 
  
The China-Singapore Free Trade Agreement (“CSFTA”) Upgrade Protocol has come into force on 16 

October 2019 (except for the articles relating to Rules of Origin, which will come into force from 1 

January 2020) (the “Upgrade Protocol”). The Upgrade Protocol seeks to enhance the trade and 

investment linkages between the two countries. 

 

The Upgrade Protocol enhances numerous areas of trade and investment between China and 

Singapore, including trade in goods and services, investment and customs. It also introduces new 

chapters on competition, environment and e-commerce. 

 

In this Client Update, we look at the key features of the Upgrade Protocol and its potential impact on 

trade and business between the two countries.  

 

The CSFTA 
 

The CSFTA first entered into force on 1 January 2009, and was China’s first comprehensive bilateral 

FTA with an Asian country. Subsequently, after multiple rounds of negotiations, the CSFTA Upgrade 

Protocol was signed on 12 November 2018. 

 

On 15 October 2019, at the 15th Joint Council for Bilateral Cooperation Meeting in Chongqing, China, 

Deputy Prime Minister Heng Swee Keat and People’s Republic of China Vice Premier Han Zheng 

announced the entry into force of the Upgrade Protocol, which has since come into operation on 16 

October 2019. 

 

The CSFTA has had a greatly positive impact on trading relations between the two countries. Bilateral 

merchandise trade grew at 6.6% and investments grew at 11.9% per year on average. China remains 

Singapore’s largest trading partner, while Singapore has been China’s largest foreign investor since 

2013. Further, in 2018, total bilateral trade between Singapore and China reached S$135 billion.  
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Key Features of the Upgrade Protocol 
 

The CSFTA Upgrade Protocol introduces a number of enhancements across various areas of trade and 

investment. The key areas of development are highlighted below. 

 

Trade in goods 

 

The improved Rules of Origin seek to enhance market access for goods. One of the key improvements 

is that more petrochemical exports from Singapore will qualify for preferential treatment when imported 

into China. This will take effect from 1 January 2020. 

 

An Electronic Origin Data Exchange System (“EODES”) between Singapore and China will be 

implemented from 1 November 2019. The EODES will allow traders to transmit relevant documents and 

avoid the need to to submit the Certificate of Origin issued by Singapore Customs in hardcopy to China. 

 

Trade in Services 

 

Apart from trade in goods, the Upgrade Protocol seeks to improve Singapore companies’ access into 

certain service sectors: 

 

(i) Legal – Singapore law firms with offices in the Shanghai Free Trade Zone (“FTZ”) are 

permitted to form commercial associations with Chinese law firms in the Shanghai FTZ, 

which can offer Chinese domestic and international legal services to clients in China. 

(ii) Maritime – Singapore shipping companies and ship management companies can take on 

majority owned and form wholly foreign-owned enterprises respectively in China’s major 

port cities. 

(iii) Construction – Singapore construction companies established in the Shanghai FTZ, 

China-Singapore Suzhou Industrial Park, Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-city, or the China-

Singapore (Chongqing) Demonstration Initiative on Strategic Connectivity can undertake 

joint construction projects in the respective cities, and will be exempted from China's foreign 

investment ratio requirement. 

 

On Singapore’s part, moves will be made to liberalise certain sectors to Chinese companies. 

 

(i) Air transport – The sub-sector of Computer Reservation System services will be opened 

to Chinese companies. 

(ii) Courier – Chinese companies can deliver documents and parcels in Singapore (excluding 

letters which weigh 500 grams or less, and postcards). 

(iii) Environment – Chinese companies can provide refuse collection, refuse disposal and 

waste management services. 

(iv) Finance – Qualifying Full Bank privileges will be granted to one additional Chinese bank. 
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Investment 

 

The Investment Chapter is a vital part of the CSFTA as it caters for the protection of foreign investors. 

In keeping with this, the Upgrade Protocol enhances protection for Singapore investors in China. This 

includes: 

 

(i) A more robust Investor-State Dispute Settlement mechanism; 

(ii) Most-Favoured-Nation treatment 

(iii) A Work Programme to allow more investment opportunities for investors in both countries. 

 

Customs  

 

The Customs Procedures and Trade Facilitation Chapter of the CSFTA has also been enhanced to 

create greater efficiency. In particular, China has agreed to: 

 

(i) Issue advance rulings for the origin of goods, tariff classification and customs valuation 

method within 60 days of application. The validity period of such rulings has been increased 

from two years to three years; 

(ii) Release all goods within 48 hours of arrival; and 

(iii) Release express shipments within six hours, where possible, after the goods arrive.   

 

Economic cooperation 

 

In the upgraded Economic Cooperation Chapter, Singapore and China have committed to strengthen 

cooperation under the Belt and Road Initiative through infrastructure connectivity, financial connectivity 

and third-party cooperation. 

 

New chapters 

 

The Upgrade Protocol introduces certain new chapters to the CSFTA. These include: 

 

(i) Competition Chapter – This chapter requires the parties to adhere to principles of 

transparency, non-discrimination and procedural fairness in competition law enforcement. 

(ii) Environment Chapter – Parties will be required to take into consideration environmental 

protection and sustainable development in their promotion of economic and trade 

development. 

(iii) E-commerce Chapter – This chapter facilitates e-commerce for businesses. It also seeks 

to protect consumers through improved commitments in online consumer and personal 

information protection. 
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Concluding Words 
 

The Upgrade Protocol of the CSFTA marks another stage in the development of bilateral ties between 

China and Singapore. As close trading partners, the enhancements will serve to facilitate even greater 

trade and investment between the two countries.  

 

Parties with trade links in Singapore or China should be aware of the new protections and allowances 

granted under the Upgrade Protocol, and of how they may benefit from the introduction of these new 

measures.  

 

For further queries, please feel free to contact our team below. 
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Contacts 

   

  
Chia Kim Huat 
Regional Head, Corporate and 
Transactional Practice 
Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP 
 
D +65 6232 0464 
kim.huat.chia@rajahtann.com 
 

   
Chen Xi 
Partner (Foreign Lawyer) 
Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP 
 
D +65 6232 0158 
chen.xi@rajahtann.com 
 

       

   

  

 
Linda Qiao 
Senior International Counsel 
Rajah & Tann Shanghai 
Representative Office 
 
D +86 21 6120 8818 
linda.qiao@rajahtann.com 
 

  

  

 
Chia Lee Fong 
Chief Representative 
Rajah & Tann Shanghai 
Representative Office 
 
D +86 21 6120 8818  
lee.fong.chia@rajahtann.com 
 

   

     

  

Kala Anandarajah 
Head, Competition & Antitrust 
and Trade  
Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP 
 
D +65 6232 0111 
kala.anandarajah@rajahtann.com 
 

 

 
  

Tanya Tang 
Partner 
(Chief Economic and Policy 
Advisor) 
Competition & Antitrust and Trade  
Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP 
 
D +65 6232 0298 
tanya.tang@rajahtann.com 
 

   

   
 

Please feel free to also contact Knowledge and Risk Management at eOASIS@rajahtann.com 
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Our Regional Contacts 

  

Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP 

T  +65 6535 3600   

sg.rajahtannasia.com 

 

Christopher & Lee Ong 

T  +60 3 2273 1919    

F  +60 3 2273 8310 

www.christopherleeong.com  

  

 

R&T Sok & Heng Law Office 

T  +855 23 963 112 / 113    

F  +855 23 963 116 

kh.rajahtannasia.com 

 

Rajah & Tann NK Legal Myanmar Company Limited 

T  +95 9 7304 0763 / +95 1 9345 343 / +95 1 9345 346 

F  +95 1 9345 348 

mm.rajahtannasia.com 

  

 

Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP 

Shanghai Representative Office 

T  +86 21 6120 8818    

F  +86 21 6120 8820 

cn.rajahtannasia.com 

Gatmaytan Yap Patacsil Gutierrez & Protacio (C&G Law)  

T  +632 8894 0377 to 79 / +632 8894 4931 to 32 

F  +632 8552 1977 to 78 

www.cagatlaw.com 

  

 
Assegaf Hamzah & Partners 

 

Jakarta Office 

T  +62 21 2555 7800    

F  +62 21 2555 7899 

 

Surabaya Office 

T  +62 31 5116 4550    

F  +62 31 5116 4560 

www.ahp.co.id 

 

R&T Asia (Thailand) Limited 

T  +66 2 656 1991    

F  +66 2 656 0833 

th.rajahtannasia.com 

 

Rajah & Tann LCT Lawyers 

 

Ho Chi Minh City Office 

T  +84 28 3821 2382 / +84 28 3821 2673    

F  +84 28 3520 8206 

 

Hanoi Office 

T  +84 24 3267 6127    

F  +84 24 3267 6128 

www.rajahtannlct.com 

 

 

Rajah & Tann (Laos) Co., Ltd. 

T  +856 21 454 239    

F  +856 21 285 261 

la.rajahtannasia.com 

Member firms are constituted and regulated in accordance with local legal requirements and where regulations require, are 

independently owned and managed. Services are provided independently by each Member firm pursuant to the applicable terms 

of engagement between the Member firm and the client. 
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Our Regional Presence 

 
 
 

Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP is one of the largest full-service law firms in Singapore, providing high quality advice to an impressive list of clients.  
We place strong emphasis on promptness, accessibility and reliability in dealing with clients. At the same time, the firm strives towards a practical 
yet creative approach in dealing with business and commercial problems. As the Singapore member firm of the Lex Mundi Network, we are able to 
offer access to excellent legal expertise in more than 100 countries.  
 
Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP is part of Rajah & Tann Asia, a network of local law firms in Singapore, Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Lao PDR, 
Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam. Our Asian network also includes regional desks focused on Japan and South Asia.    
 
The contents of this Update are owned by Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP and subject to copyright protection under the laws of Singapore and, through 
international treaties, other countries. No part of this Update may be reproduced, licensed, sold, published, transmitted, modified, adapted, publicly 
displayed, broadcast (including storage in any medium by electronic means whether or not transiently for any purpose save as permitted herein) 
without the prior written permission of Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP. 
 
Please note also that whilst the information in this Update is correct to the best of our knowledge and belief at the time of writing, it is only intended 
to provide a general guide to the subject matter and should not be treated as a substitute for specific professional advice for any particular course 
of action as such information may not suit your specific business and operational requirements. It is to your advantage to seek legal advice for your 
specific situation. In this regard, you may call the lawyer you normally deal with in Rajah & Tann Singapore LLP or e-mail Knowledge & Risk 
Management at eOASIS@rajahtann.com. 


