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Why transparency matters

Publicity is justly commended as a remedy for social and industrial diseases. 
Sunlight is said to be the best of disinfectants; electric light the most efficient 
policeman. Brandeis  (1914) 

! International organizations ought to be a source of high-quality information. 
! BUT like all public goods, information is costly and tends to be under-provided
! The WTO as the common agent of the Members ought to be the depository of 

trade intelligence
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Role of TPRB is understanding Members’ trade policies*

! Hence an important distinction
- Disputes and STCs are rules-based surveillance
- Monitoring reports are meant to be policy-based surveillance

* Art. III. 4 and Annex 3 of WTO Agreement
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Three objectives of the monitoring reports

1. Performance of the WTO itself
2. New trade-related policies
3. Health of the trading system

" What is the logic? 
1. WTO surveillance shines a light on trade restrictions
2. Which reduces their incidence
3. Thereby improving the health of the system—or at least helps Members 

understand what is going on
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Part 1 Monitoring the performance of the WTO 

! Work of WTO bodies
! Notifications 
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Can portrait of committee work in Section 3.5 be improved?

! Describes trade concerns raised beyond SPS, TBT and Agriculture. 
! Lacks summary statistics about the number of concerns, who raises them, and 

the subjects.
! More analysis could facilitate self-reflection by committees and Secretariat
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Section 6 of reports is on transparency (notifications) 

! Dependent on each committee
- SPS, TBT and Agriculture databases allow detail in reports not possible for 

most committees
! Reports show that compliance with notification obligations is weak, which 

hampers work of WTO
! What more could reports do?
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Horizontal review of notifications

1. Where are the difficulties with notification compliance? Compare by
- Categories of Members
- Types of notifications
! one time, ad hoc, regular, TPRD questionnaire

- Specific agreements
2. Hence where is information inadequate?
- For review of legal obligations 
- For ability of Members to understand health of the trading system
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Discussion in TPRB: Focus the light more?

! TPRB discussion not a systematic 
review of reports 

! Two ideas:
- Working party: experts can discuss 

implications of reports
- Launch meetings with panel 

discussion by outside experts
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Part 2: Monitoring new trade-related policies

! Two examples
- General economic support
- Services

10



Big problem in reports: general economic support

! Originally captured responses to the financial crisis
- Just knowing the facts helped countries avoid an over-reaction.

! Report should now be capturing responses to uncertainty associated with 
rhetoric of trade war

! It’s not
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Source: Global Trade Alert Data (2019)

Comparison with Global Trade Alert shows gap in reports
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What is the problem?

! Dismal response to Director-General questionnaire
- Problem is not the mechanics

! Do Members agree why general economic support should be measured?
- Shining a light on current measures not picked up in backward looking ASCM 

notifications?
- Understanding policies that are affecting the health of the trading system?
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Aggregate indexes might help

! Indexes allow cross-national comparison of the incidence and form of subsidies 
within a sector

! Create a conceptual basis for comparing subsidies that might look large or 
egregious in the absence of an analytic framework for comparison 

! For example, OECD work on agriculture 
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Figure 1.4. Evolution of the Producer Support Estimate, 2000 to 2018 

Source: OECD 2019



Services coverage is weak in the reports

! Section 4 and Annex 4 on Policy Developments in Trade in Services provide 
information on measures
- But measures are complex and hard to compare 
- No trade coverage

! Indexes could help compare incidence and effects of a measure
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OECD services trade restrictiveness index (STRI) by sector, 2014-18
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WTO World Trade Report, 2019
Figure D.9 source: OECD



Digital STRI for G20 countries (2018)
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Could services indexes be better?

! OECD includes large emerging economies using publicly available data
! World Bank could increase coverage of developing countries
! OECD, World Bank and WTO could work together to report a new index
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Part 3: picture of health of the trading system is gloomy
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So are the reports good enough?

! Yes: valuable review of 
- State of the WTO itself
- Health of the trading system that is not tied to formal obligations

! But reports could be even better
- Problem when significant governments do not provide data, or refuse to allow use of 

data Secretariat has found
- Result: picture may be distorted, and apparent trends may be spurious
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Postscript: Sustainable Development Goals

! WTO Preamble: “allowing for the 
optimal use of the world’s resources 
in accordance with the objective of 
sustainable development…”

! WTO should monitor trade 
contribution to achieving SDGs

! Examples of goals for reporting
- 8.a Increase Aid for Trade support

for developing countries
- 12.c Rationalize inefficient fossil 

fuel subsidies
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