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The US
withdrawing from
the multilateral
trading system is
not an existential
crisis, says the
writer. Today, the
world outside the
US trades among
itself eight times
more than with
the US, and the
US imports only
15 per cent of
China’s total
exports.
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Concede or resist? Neithe

<

the world moves on from
[rumps tariff tantrum

Rather than adapt or
align, countries are
attempting to mitigate
the full effects of the
US shock.

Danny Quah

US President Donald Trump’s
historic tariffs have come into
force over the past month, forcing
countries to consider their
strategic options.

For all the talk of dealing with a
second China shock, countries
have to face yet another challenge
— that of the US shock.

Small states around the world
are responding by drawing on
three broad strategies: alignment,
adaptation and mitigation. Many
are now beginning to choose the
last.

: ALIGNMENT AND ADAPTATION
: ARE POOR STRATEGIES

Alignment has historically been
the go-to strategy, right from

: early days when Singapore and

: much of the rest of South-east

¢ Asia were drawn into the Cold

¢ War and segueing from that into
i the Vietnam conflict.

The US was always on one end,

: with the opposing side a rotating
: set of other nations. Today,

: US-China rivalry has alignment

: bundling together trade,

technology and security benefits.

: Now, as before, alignment can

: end up leaving us little room for
¢ independent decision-making.

Adaptation is a second reactive

i option: taking as given the
¢ behaviour of great powers,
¢ meekly giving in and adjusting as

i administration, nations wanting
i continued access to the US

¢ market conceded to tariffs and

: other trade conditions.

Vietnam negotiated its 46 per

i cent tariffs down to 20 per cent,
¢ but at the cost of new avenues of
: trade and investment for the US.
: After negotiation, US tariff rates

: on Indonesia came down too but
¢ that required committing to

: significant purchases of US

i energy and aircraft.

i Adaptation carries serious risks. :
i Outcomes are unpredictable:

: tariff reductions often come with
¢ hidden costs, and there are few

i discernible patterns in US

i negotiation behaviour. The

: process potentially reveals

: sensitive information about

i countries’ pressure points to

i external powers, exposing

¢ vulnerabilities. Adaptation signals
: buckling under pressure,

¢ encouraging bullying from other

: major powers, including China.

: allowed. Under the second Trump
¢ tactics to avoid US trade

i restrictions, such as a “China Plus
: One” strategy, where supply

¢ chains are redirected, can fail:

Even loophole-exploiting

: By proactively

: strengthening rules-based
: trade and cultivating

: alliances, small states can
. help shape the new

. international economic

: order - rather than simply
: reacting to shocks,

: hopping from one foot to

. the next in endless rounds
: of constant

. accommodation.

i This is especially so if motivated
i purely for the purpose of evasion
: — what we might call

¢ “chain-washing”.

Vietnam’s new 40 per cent

i tariffs on transshipped goods

i show the limits of such

i manoeuvres. At best, adaptation
i is a costly cat-and-mouse game;

¢ with speed and agility. These

: ideas carry over from military to

i economic statecraft: Small states

i can move from passive adaptation
i to active mitigation on trade, just

i as Singapore did on security.

Mitigation is feasible even for

i small states through pathfinder

¢ multilateralism. This involves

: rebuilding and reinforcing a

¢ rules-based international trading
i system among like-minded

nations, while remaining open to
new participants who commit to
the system’s principles. This
approach preserves sovereignty,
creates agency, and strengthens
long-term resilience.

There is growing evidence of a
consensus around such an
approach. When the World Trade
Organisation’s Appellate Body
could no longer function due to
US opposition, 16 members
created the Multi-Party Interim
Appeal Arbitration Arrangement
in 2020; membership has since
grown to 53. After Mr Trump
withdrew from the Trans-Pacific

i Partnership, Japan and other
: partners established the
¢ Comprehensive and Progressive

N | Agreement for Trans-Pacific

i at worst, it erodes sovereignty
and diverts attention from the
: need for long-term investment
: and efforts to shore up resilience.

THE GROWING MOVEMENT
: TOWARDS MITIGATION

A third strategy, mitigation, by

i contrast, is proactive. It is the
: exercise of economic statecraft:
: reshaping external forces to

safeguard national interests,

: rather than simply reacting to
: those forces.

An analogy with Singapore

i military strategy is instructive.

¢ After independence, the country
i relied on the “poisonous shrimp”
i approach - deterring harm by

i making attacks costly in a world
¢ where it is assumed “big fish will
: eat small fish and small fish will
i eat shrimp”. Over time, this

i evolved into the “dolphin”

i strategy, with a next-gen SAF

: vision of a networked armed force :
: capable of projecting influence

i Partnership, maintaining

¢ rules-based trade without the US.
i Most recently, a growing list of

: WTO members including

i Singapore, New Zealand and the

i UAE are forming a new grouping
i — the Future of Investment and

¢ Trade Partnership - to boost

: rules-based international trade.

These initiatives demonstrate

i that trade can thrive even when a
i major power steps aside. Call this
¢ multilateralism in the

: international system a “minus

: one” model.

Critically, mitigation requires

i realistic assessment of costs. The
¢ US withdrawing from the

: multilateral trading system is not
: an existential crisis. Today, the

¢ world outside the US trades

i among itself eight times more

¢ than with the US, and the US

: imports only 15 per cent of

: China’s total exports. While

¢ painful, tariffs are, after all, only
i finite. No matter how high the

: tariff rate, a nation that exports

i less and less to the US will see

: tariff payments also growing

: smaller and smaller.

In a world of unpredictable

i great powers, adaptation leaves

i small states exposed. Mitigation,
: through proactive economic

¢ statecraft and pathfinder

: multilateralism, offers an

: attractive alternative.

By proactively strengthening

¢ rules-based trade and cultivating
¢ alliances, small states can help

: shape the new international

i economic order - rather than

¢ simply reacting to shocks,

: hopping from one foot to the next
i in endless rounds of constant

i accommodation.

Will the US notice and do

: something? It can’t stop countries
: from deepening trade with each

¢ other. And if it responds by

¢ seeking entry, returning to the

i system’s rules, the international

i system will be restored. But if

i not, the “minus one” world order
: will be the default order that

: works for the rest of us.

P e Danny Quah is Li Ka Shing

Professor in Economics at the Lee

i Kuan Yew School of Public Policy.

Are frequent flier miles and
loyalty programmes more
headache than perk?

Loyalty programmes
are engineered to be
complex and elusive
so maybe the secret
to enjoying them is to
stop trying to
outsmart the airlines.

Karen Tee

Earlier this year, I finally
managed to snag what every
frequent flier dreams of - a

coveted upgrade from economy to
business class on a flight to Rome. :

But getting to travel in style
without spending money came at
a different cost. It took me two
hours on the phone with
Singapore Airlines (SIA) to

resolve a glitch in the redemption
i Singapore Airlines’ recent announcement of upcoming changes to its KrisFlyer programme hardly came as a surprise to
: industry watchers. But it is not the only airline to tweak its loyalty programme rules regularly. ST PHOTO: TARYN NG

system.

I endured hold music, repeated
explanations and had to stifle
escalating frustration, just to
access the perk that supposedly
rewards my “loyalty” to SIA.
When I finally boarded the
much-awaited flight, I definitely
felt like I deserved an extra glass
of champagne after all that effort
for the “unpaid” privilege of
sitting at the front of the plane.

THE GRIND BEHIND THE FANTASY

That ordeal captures the essence
of frequent flier programmes.
They market the dream of free or
upgraded travel, but the systems
are designed to make redemption
maddeningly complicated. In fact,
that is the business model.

After all, there really is no such
thing as a free lunch. It is no
secret that airlines benefit from a
certain amount of breakage - the
term for miles that expire
unredeemed - in their loyalty
programmes, since seat
redemptions and upgrades are
limited. A McKinsey report
estimates that 15 per cent to 30
per cent of airline miles end up
unspent and this is considered a
profit for the airline.

Another strategy airlines
regularly use is devaluation by
increasing the number of miles
required for the same flights. This

of upcoming changes to its
KrisFlyer programme hardly
came as a surprise to industry
watchers.

From Nov 1, the miles needed to
redeem or upgrade most flights
will rise by 5 per cent to 20 per

: cent. In other words, KrisFlyer

i miles are being devalued -

i though experts note this round is
: arguably less severe than many

¢ had feared.

: Itis easy to point fingers at SIA, :
: game loyalty

i programmes like it is an

. extreme sport. Instead,

: we get ensnared by what
. psychologists call the

: sunk cost fallacy. Once

: we have accumulated a

: small balance of miles, we
i feel compelled to keep

: chasing more so they do

: not "go to waste”, even as
. the rules keep changing.

¢ but in reality, almost every airline
i tweaks its loyalty programme

i rules regularly, often in ways that
: make it harder for passengers to

: extract value from their

¢ hard-earned miles. For example,
i Qantas also recently announced

i significant changes to its loyalty

i programme, which will also

i devalue its points. Other carriers
i known for changing their points

i goalposts include Delta Airlines

: and British Airways.

For some people, this is all part

of the game and they live for the
: thrill of beating the system.

A whole cottage industry exists

i around miles maximisation; this  :
i includes blogs, YouTube channels, :
: even in-person workshops where
: consultants swop hacks and

i strategies to extract the most

i value out of their points. I was

i gobsmacked when a travel

: blogger revealed that he keeps

: detailed spreadsheets to track

i conversion ratios and redemption
i values across multiple airlines and :
¢ credit cards. :
is why SIA’s recent announcement :

THE HIDDEN COST OF LOYALTY

¢ But the truth is, most of us do not
i have the patience, time or

i mathematical ability to game

i loyalty programmes like it is an

i extreme sport. Instead, we get

: But the truth is, most of
i us do not have the

. patience, time or

: mathematical ability to

i ensnared by what psychologists

i call the sunk cost fallacy. Once we :
i have accumulated a small balance :
: of miles, we feel compelled to

¢ keep chasing more so they do not
i “go to waste”, even as the rules

keep changing.
I have lost count of the times

i I've scrambled to burn expiring
: miles at the last minute or used
i up some miles just to extend the
¢ validity of the rest, because the

i thought of losing them all felt

: unbearable.

The problem is not always

i tardiness. On SIA, for instance,

¢ not all economy fare classes

i qualify for upgrades — and the
i cheapest tickets often exclude the
i possibility altogether. Yes, one

¢ could pay 20 per cent to 30 per

i cent more to buy an

i upgrade-eligible fare, but I often
i prefer to keep that cash for dining :
i or other experiences at my
¢ destination.

Even redeeming a seat outright

: is a gamble. Award seats are :
¢ scarce, and availability rarely lines :
¢ up neatly with one’s preferred

: travel dates. Unsurprisingly, the
i periods most of us want to fly,

¢ like long weekends or around

: public holidays, tend to be

: snapped up months in advance.

The situation is made even

: more convoluted by the fact that
i airline loyalty is no longer

i primarily about flying. In the

: past, miles were accrued from

¢ actual air travel. Today, a

¢ substantial chunk comes from

i credit card tie-ins where

i spending with a credit card will
i earn you miles.

This has distorted the entire

i game, turning what was once a

¢ straightforward reward for

¢ frequent flying into a sprawling

i ecosystem of banks, cards, apps,
: marketing promotions and

: spending strategies that demand
: as much attention as a part-time
i job.

: REWARDS WITHOUT
: THE HEADACHE

i But it does not have to be this

i complicated. Other industries do
i run straightforward loyalty

i schemes. Starbucks Rewards, for
: instance, has a transparent

: progression system: Spend

i money, get stars, then cash them
¢ in for discounts and free drinks.

Some hotel loyalty programmes,

: such as World of Hyatt and

: Marriott Bonvoy, are considered
: easier to navigate because they

i publish clear, tiered award charts.
i For example, Hyatt’s award chart
: showcases fixed point

: requirements by hotel category

: and differentiates by peak,

i standard and off-peak dates,

i giving members a much better

: sense of what their balances are
: worth so that redemptions are

: more predictable.

Hotels, however, face fewer

i constraints than airlines. Most

i travellers do not feel compelled to
: stick to a single brand, and their

: choice of property is often guided
i more by location and the kind of

i experience they want than by

i loyalty points. As a result, there is
: generally less competition for

: award nights and upgrades

i compared with airlines, where

i availability is tightly limited.

This could help explain why

: airlines, by comparison,

i deliberately keep things opaque.

: They need passengers to be

i hooked on the dream of premium
¢ travel while ensuring it is not easy
i to achieve it. That tension is what
: keeps people invested, even as

: they grumble.

ENJOYING THE LITTLE WINS

: I say this as someone who,

: despite years of trying, almost

i always fails to make the most of
: my miles. The few successes |

: have had were hard won, after

: hours of trawling websites,

: juggling apps and negotiating

: with call-centre staff.

More often, I settle for the small

i comforts that come with loyalty
: status, like standing in the faster
: boarding lane or having a

i pre-flight snack in the lounge.

Even then, the lounges are often

: so packed that I sometimes
: wonder if I would be better off in
i a quiet corner with a coffee to go.

And yet, for all my cynicism, I
still can’t quite quit the system.

i Just when I am ready to give up, a
: rare redemption throws me a
¢ lifeline.

Recently, for a last-minute trip, I

¢ surprised myself by scoring an

i economy ticket to Osaka through
i redeeming miles. Serious

: enthusiasts might say I wasted

: them on an economy class seat

i instead of hoarding them for a

: long-distance business seat

i upgrade. But I chose to see it as a
: birthday present from SIA - and
i that felt like a win.

Perhaps that is the sanest way

i to approach frequent flier

i programmes if, like me, you are

: an ordinary traveller. I choose not
: to view my miles as a financial

i instrument to be maximised and

: measured, but as a way to enjoy

i an occasional bonus or a little

: windfall to brighten my journey.

After all, the dream of free

flights might only be worth
i chasing if the journey to get there
is, at the very least, free of stress.

: e Karen Tee writes on lifestyle issues
: from Singapore.

The success of Netflixs smash hit
KPop Demon Hunters s no surprise

The Korean Wave
has long been
driving global pop
culture trends.

Catherine Thorbecke

i The summer smash-hit movie

i that caught everyone off guard

¢ turned out to be an animated

: musical about demon-fighting

: Korean pop stars. It’s the latest

: example of how South Korea’s

¢ soft power shapes global trends.
¢ Seoul must now ensure it

i benefits from this unique

¢ storytelling as much as Netflix.

KPop Demon Hunters has

¢ become Netflix’s most-watched

¢ original film of all time.

i Its two-day theatrical run topped
¢ the US box office, and it became

i the first soundtrack to have four

: songs in the Billboard Hot 100’s

¢ top 10. The breakout popularity

: among children and pre-teens

: has many comparing the

¢ franchise potential to Frozen,

: which is estimated to have made
: Disney billions of dollars.

Analysts clearly see the

i potential. On an earnings call last :
: week for US retailer Five Below,
: one asked bluntly about

: merchandise: “Three

i words: KPop Demon Hunters?”

Netflix thought it was making a

i movie for the K-pop and anime

i audience. In an increasingly

: interconnected world, these lines
: are more blurred than ever.

Political rhetoric and a trade

¢ war instigated by Washington

i may make it seem like the age of
: globalism is dying. But young

i people continuously show an

: appetite for a multicultural

: world.

The film was set in Seoul,

: centres on a K-pop girl group,
i and takes inspiration from

: Korean mythology and

i demonology.

While the dialogue is in
English, it’s far from a

: whitewashed narrative for an

: American audience. And it’s not
i just the Korean diaspora

i celebrating the film’s Asian

i representation.

Hollywood has no reason to be

i surprised any more when

: seemingly “foreign” content

: becomes mainstream mega

i hits. The Korean Wave has long
i been driving global pop culture
¢ trends.

An International Monetary

i Fund report in 2024 identified
: South Korea as having the

: highest level of “soft power”.

¢ Netflix’s most popular
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has many comparing the franchise potential to Frozen. PHOTO: NETFLIX

Actors dressed
as the pop star
characters at a
singalong
screening of the
film in New York.
PHOTO:

YE FAN/NYTIMES

South Korea must now ensure that it's not just Western
companies that profit from its coolness. Much debate
in the US has centred on whether Netflix left money on
the table when it limited the theatrical release of the
film, or failed to forecast the skyrocketing demand for

merchandise.
]

: non-English show of all time is
¢ Squid Game. The streaming

¢ platform said in 2024 that more
i than 80 per cent of global

i subscribers have watched

¢ K-content on the platform.

Led by Netflix, global tech

¢ giants have accelerated, and
i profited from, the massive

i popularity of South Korea’s
¢ cultural exports.

Platforms like TikTok and

i Instagram have helped :
¢ everything from K-beauty brands :
i to Samyang Foods’ Buldak

: ramen — and KPop Demon

i Hunters dances and lip-sync
: videos — go viral.

These cultural exchanges are a

¢ good thing. Co-director Maggie
: Kang, a Korean-Canadian

¢ film-maker, recalled in an

i interview how her elementary
i school teacher couldn’t even

: point to South Korea on the

: map.

During a screening in Seoul,

: Ms Kang said her advice to

i aspiring local-content creators

: was never to try to cater to the

: opinions of others. “That’s the

: only way K-content can reach an

even broader audience - show

¢ our culture exactly as it is, with
: confidence;” she said.

South Korea must now ensure

¢ that it’s not just Western
: companies that profit from its

i coolness. Much debate in the US
i has centred on whether Netflix

i left money on the table when it
i limited the theatrical release of
: the film, or failed to forecast the
¢ skyrocketing demand for

: merchandise.

(Not to mention Sony Pictures

: Animation’s pandemic-era

i decision to sell the movie rights
: to the streaming service for

: what, in retrospect, was a very

i low-ball figure.)

But this discourse is missing a

i broader issue. At a time when

i global demand for K-content is

: growing, ensuring Korean

: companies maintain the

: intellectual property rights for

i global franchises like KPop

: Demon Hunters is an important
KPop Demon Hunters, an animated musical about demon-fighting Korean pop stars, has become :
Netflix's most-watched original film of all time. Its breakout popularity among children and pre-teens
: capitalise on South Korea’s soft
i power, there’s a lesson: Not
i everything has to be culturally
: watered-down for an American
: audience.

place to start.
For platforms trying to

The team behind the film went

: to great lengths to make

i sure that the story maintained its
i authenticity in representing

i South Korea to the world.

i The efforts have clearly paid off.

Netflix should be commended

: for recognising the international
i appeal of Korean storytelling and
i investing in it early. But it’s now

i time South Korea guards and

i profits from its cultural

: franchises.

: e Catherine Thorbecke is a
i Bloomberg Opinion columnist
i covering Asia tech.

Cultural
relevance

for global
legitimacy
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Wave.

South Korea and more
recently Thailand have
emerged as cultural
powerhouses, while global
streaming platforms like
Netflix and Viu offer audiences
abundant choices.

Both countries have
succeeded with the backing of
strong state support and
investment in the
entertainment industry, the
use of social media to reach
international audiences, and
creative risk-taking with
content.

Even in Taiwan, the local
Netflix top 10 list is dominated
not by home-grown shows but
Korean dramas, Japanese
anime, and Chinese fantasy
dramas.

And while a handful of
Taiwan TV productions - such
as 2023 crime thriller Copycat
Killer and historical drama
Light The Night (2021) - have
found a regional audience
thanks to Netflix distribution,
most shows without such
backing fail to do so.

Given all of these factors, Dr
Liew, the cultural studies
researcher, said the influence
and success of the Taiwanese
Wave may never be replicated
in the same way again.

“That level of success is
actually rather unusual. All the
stars were aligned and it could
have happened only at that
particular time, with those
particular circumstances,” he
said.

TELLING TAIWAN'S STORY

Still, Taiwan retains a
comparative advantage:
freedom.

Several industry observers
say Taiwanese productions
should build upon its unique
strength — to explore
progressive themes that may
otherwise be censored in the
mainland.

“Taiwan was the first place
in Asia to legalise same-sex
marriage, and it could
potentially do so much more
with productions exploring
queer themes,” said Dr Liew.

As the most liberal
Chinese-speaking space in the
world, it should do more with
that, he said.

Taiwanese film Dear Ex
(2018), set against the bustling
streets of Taipei, earned
critical acclaim on the
international film festival
circuit for its nuanced
portrayal of gay relationships
and family dynamics.

Teddy Award-winning
documentary feature Small
Talk (2016) paints a portrait of
film-maker Huang Hui-chen
with her mother, a lesbian
Taoist priestess in rural
Taiwan.

Such works may not
command mass-market appeal
but they could carve out a
distinct identity and keep
Taiwan culturally relevant.

For Taiwanese leaders and
policymakers, the stakes are
higher.

“Taiwan’s limited global
cultural footprint, particularly
among younger generations in
key partner countries, poses a
long-term risk to sustained
foreign support and
international legitimacy,” said
Mr Foster from the Atlantic
Council.

Pop culture is a form of soft
power. The Taiwanese Wave of
the 1990s and early-2000s had
promoted awareness of the
island’s values, ideas and
culture, and reminded the
world that Taiwan exists as a
distinctive society.

To this day, nostalgic fans
from the Philippines still travel
to Taiwan’s rural Chiayi county
to take Instagram photos at the
university campus that served
as the main filming location of
Meteor Garden.

As China expands its
military and economic clout,
Taiwan can still compete on
another front - winning hearts
and minds through film, music
and television.

Its future may depend on
telling its own story, before
others tell it on its behalf.

waiyee@sph.com.sg



