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Information as a public good

! Information is costly: like all public goods, it tends to be under-provided
! WTO transparency can equalize conditions of procuring information
- Especially valuable for small countries

! Crisis amplifies the need
- Urgent: track health-related responses to the crisis. 
- More important: track trade effects of all the money being spent to sustain 

and restart economies
! Where should it happen?
- Some members say add CTG and subsidiary bodies (G/C/W/780)
- Many want to leave it to TPRB
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Role of TPRB is understanding Members’ trade policies*

! An important distinction
- Disputes and STCs (in committees) are rules-based surveillance
- Monitoring reports in TPRB are meant to be policy-based surveillance
! Started with quarterly reports in response to the 2008 financial crisis
! Now twice a year 

* Art. III. 4 and Annex 3 of WTO Agreement

3



Three objectives of the monitoring reports

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

! Work of WTO bodies e.g. specific trade concerns (STCs)
- Good on SPS, TBT, Agriculture but lacks summary statistics on concerns 

raised in rest of WTO bodies  
! Notifications 
- Reports show that compliance with notification obligations is weak, which 

hampers work of WTO
- More analysis needed

! Secretariat may need more resources but does not need permission
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Part 2: Monitoring new trade-related policies

! Monitoring uses both active and passive transparency. 
- Passive is waiting for regular notifications, which are weak
- Passive is also waiting for response to Director-General’s questionnaire
- Active is going looking for official documents describing new measures, 

sometimes motivated by press reports
! Three examples

1. COVID-19 
2. General economic support
3. Services
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Part 2.1 COVID-19 reporting

! Task force of experts from across the Secretariat to monitor the impact of 
COVID-19 on trade flows and the overall global economy
- All reports online 

https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/covid19_e/covid19_e.htm
! Asked members to provide the Secretariat with information about their COVID-

19 policies with trade implications
- Live lists of COVID-19 measures on goods and on services on the web

! Main sections of the July 2020 monitoring report include sub-sections on 
COVID-19 developments
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More trade facilitation than trade restriction
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COVID-19 trade and trade-related measures, by mid-May 2020 (By number)

Source: WT/TPR/OV/W/14 10 July 2020
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Trade effects of health-related measures
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Part 2.2 Big problem in reports: general economic support (subsidies)

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

! Dismal response to Director-General questionnaire in recent reports
- Dropped Annex that listed measures

! Report should now be capturing responses to the pandemic
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COVID-19 related economic support measures, March-May 2020 

! 301 measures submitted by 47 
members (counting EU27 as one), 
or only 29% of membership. 
- No China, Korea, or U.S.

! Secretariat's own research found 
another 167 measures 
implemented by additional 32 
members 

! Not straightforward to conclude 
that these measures restrict or 
facilitate trade, or that they distort 
competition. 
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Far from a complete picture of general economic support

! Should list measures in an Annex-- no way to compare to the 242 possibly 
similar measures in the Global Trade Alert database for the same period

! Ottawa Group: Go further by making a technical assessment of trade-related 
economic support measures in reaction to COVID-19.

! Secretariat should expand its collaboration with the OECD (e.g. industrial 
subsidies) and it should work with the GTA to draw on its extensive database of 
state aids.
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Part 2.3 Services coverage is weak in the reports

! Section 4 and Annex 4 on Policy Developments in Trade in Services, and new 
Annex 6 on COVID-19, provide information on measures
- But measures are complex and hard to compare 
- No trade coverage
! BUT new sub-section on impact of pandemic on services trade is a great innovation

! Indexes (like OECD Services Trade Restrictiveness Index) could help compare 
incidence and effects of a measure
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Part 3: picture of health of the trading system is gloomy
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Conclusion: are the reports good enough?

! Valuable review of 
- State of the WTO itself
- Health of the trading system

! Picture of new trade measures inadequate

! Two questions:
1. Do governments support monitoring?
2. How can the reports be improved?
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Officials claim to support monitoring 

! In 2020 survey1 strengthening monitoring a priority for roughly 70% of officials.
- Monitoring COVID-19 trade measures a priority for nearly 80% of officials in 

Geneva and over 80% of officials in capitals
! But interesting differences in 2019 survey on who claims to use the reports for 

dispute settlement and STCs2

- High income countries say use them more in capitals than Geneva
- Low income countries say use them much more in Geneva than capitals
"Affects readiness to supply data if users are not the suppliers?

1. Fiorini, Matteo, Bernard Hoekman, Petros C. Mavroidis, Douglas Nelson and Robert Wolfe, (2020) ‘Stakeholder Preferences and 
Priorities for the Next WTO Director General,’ European University Institute, Working Paper RSCAS 2020/43, July 2020.

2. Fiorini, Matteo, Bernard Hoekman, Petros Mavroidis, Maarja Saluste and Robert Wolfe, (2020) 'WTO Dispute Settlement and the 
Appellate Body Crisis: Insider Perceptions and Members’ Revealed Preferences,' Journal of World Trade 54:5 667–98.
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Monitoring reports could be better

! Many 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
- Somebody has to know how to answer the questionnaire, and want to 

answer, and be able to get cooperation across government
- Or somebody in government has to be willing to verify data that Secretariat 

obtains from public sources 
" WTO monitoring (and notifications) starts with a government wanting to learn 

about itself, and tell others

19



One remedy: more active transparency

! Information is a public good, especially in a pandemic: we need more of it
! Secretariat should have clearly specified ability to obtain and use information 

that is neither provided nor verified by members 
- Also use web crawlers

! Would require backing of the Director-General when members complain
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