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NEW GLOBAL ORDER

Trump-Xi summit buys 100 days of
calm that South-east Asia could use

Extended US-China trade truce stabilises relations, but Asean remains caught between opposing pressures

FRANCESCO MANCINI

IN FEBRUARY 1950, in the dark days of the
Cold War, Winston Churchill coined the
term “summit’, when advocating for a talk
with the Soviet Union at the highest level.
The British statesman said it was “not easy
to see how matters could be worsened by a
parley at the summit”.

Sometimes, diplomacy asks us to be
content with very little. The meeting be-
tween US President Donald Trump and Chi-
nese President Xi Jinping in Washington on
Thursday (Sep 24) was one of those occa-
sions.

No grand bargain was struck. No break-
through on Taiwan or Iran. No settlement
of the disputes over rare earths, semicon-
ductor control or the wider trade relation-
ship.

Even on artificial intelligence, there was
no agreed mechanismand no shared start-
ing point: Xi insisted Al must remain “un-
der human control”, while Trump said he
wanted to “leave it exactly where it is”.

The clearest deliverable was the two-
month extension of the Busan Agreement
signed in October 2025. Originally set to
expire on Nov 10, the trade truce will now
end on Jan 10, 2027. That removes a trade
cliff that would have fallen just a week af-
ter the US midterm elections.

Add two giant pandas for Zoo Atlanta
and an invitation for 100,000 young Amer-
icans to participate in study exchanges in
China over five years, and the list of out-
comes is essentially complete.

Yet, when a single tariff decision or rare
earth licence can ripple through global
supply chains, avoiding escalation is itself
anachievement. Thatis the paradox of this
summit: there is very little to celebrate, but
there is still reason for relief.

Lavish choreography

What is emerging between Washington
and Beijing is neither detente nor decou-
pling. It is closer to managed interdepen-
dence: anacceptance that strategic compe-

language, committing to a “constructive
relationship of strategic stability”.

The lavish choreography in Washing-
ton, from the personal welcome on the tar-
mac to the military flypast, reinforced the
summit’s heavy emphasis on relationship
and symbolism.

More importantly, the two sides may be
converging in practice, because both have
learnt that each can hurt the other, but nei-
ther can easily force the other to capitu-
late. Washington holds tariffs, advanced
semiconductor technology, financial pow-
er and the world’s largest consumer mar-
ket. Beijing showed its leverage in 2025,
when rare earth export controls disrupted
Western automotive, aerospace and de-
fence supply chains, and a halt to Chinese
soybean purchases hit American farmers
hard.

Meanwhile, by redirecting exports to-
wards other markets, China still posted a
record trade surplus of almost US$1.2 tril-
lion in 2025 despite US tariffs.

The truce gives each side what it needs
without resolving anything fundamental.
China avoids renewed tariff escalation,
while Trump avoids a trade fight with po-
tential inflationary consequences in the
closing stretch before the November mid-

arms package has been on hold since May
2026, and Trump has called it “a very good
negotiating chip”. Small deferrals have a
way of becoming policy.

Even the stabilising mechanisms create
complications.

The US-China Board of Trade set up in
2026 is considering reciprocal tariff reduc-
tions covering roughly US$30 billion of
goods: Chinese consumer and manufac-
turing inputs entering the US, and Ameri-
can agricultural and energy products en-
tering China.

What it means for Singapore and
the region

Thatmay ease friction, but it raises an awk-
ward question for everyone else: whose
trade gets displaced when the world's two
largest economies increasingly manage
commerce bilaterally?

The region faces a double bind. As Hun-
ter Marston of the Lowy Institute argued,
South-east Asian countries want a steadier
US-China relationship, but fear deals
struck over their heads.

The Iseas-Yusof Ishak Institute’s 2026
State of Southeast Asia Report captured
that unease. US leadership under Trump
topped the region’s geopolitical concerns,
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against roughly 20 per cent on Vietnamese
goods. That gap powered the “China+1"
strategy, but it has since narrowed sharply.

After the US Supreme Court struck
down the emergency tariffs in February
2026, Washington’s new Section 301 levy
applies the same 12.5 per cent rate to Chi-
na and South-east Asian countries includ-
ing Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.

What remains of China’s premium rests
on older sectoral duties, which the Board
of Trade is now negotiating.

South-east Asian advantage is therefore
thinner and more dependent on Washing-
ton and Beijing than itlooks. The summit's
lack of concrete commitments on Iran
adds another layer of uncertainty for a re-
gion heavily reliant on Gulf energy ex-
posed to the disruption at the Strait of Hor-
muz.

Technology sharpens the dilemma. As

the US and China build distinct Al ecosys-
tems, firms in Bangkok, Jakarta and Singa-
pore face choices over chips, cloud infras-
tructure, standards and compliance.

Singapore illustrates both sides of the
equation.

In August 2026, its Ministry of Trade
and Industry raised the 2026 growth fore-
cast from 2 to 4 per cent to 4.5 to 5.5 per
cent, after recording 6.1 per cent year-on-
year growth in the first half and accelerat-
ing Al-related investment.

Yet, that upside is concentrated precise-
ly in sectors most exposed to US-China de-
cisions over semiconductors, Al and ex-
port controls.

Diversification under way

The summit should therefore not be dis-
missed as empty spectacle. It buys 100
days of calm, and South-east Asian econo-
mies could use them.

Diversification is already under way.
The Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership
members are pursuing further expansion,
including preparatory discussions with In-
donesia, the Philippines and the United
Arab Emirates.

In November 2026, Asean is due to sign
its Digital Economy Framework Agree-
ment, harmonising cross-border digital
payments. European countries are dee-
pening trade ties across the region.

Companies, too, will continue to diver-
sify suppliers and markets, map their ex-
posure to both American and Chinese reg-
ulations, and incorporate geopolitical sce-
narios into long-term investment deci-
sions.

The calm is fragile. A new US law signed
on Sep 18, 2026, allows tariffs of up to 100
per centon majorbuyers of Russian oiland
gas, China among them.

The Washington summit did not settle
the rivalry. It would have been wishful
thinking to expect it to. Its “clear deliver-
able”, as Singapore’s former ambassador
to the US Chan Heng Chee put it, was “a re-
lationship”.

Churchill, the man who gave diplomacy
the language of the summit, is also remem-
bered forinsisting that “meeting jaw to jaw
is better than war”. On this account, the
Washington summit delivered.
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