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Why supply chain trade policy transparency?

• Our theme: trade officials need to become familiar 
with a new set of policy tools

• How can you lean about who is doing what, and 

why? 

• WTO is an indispensable source
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Rumours of WTO’s death have been exaggerated 

3General Council, February 18, 2025 | WTO



But you couldn’t call it healthy [even w/o Trump…]

1. Monitoring and surveillance work well (but can always be improved)

2. Disputes still being handled (but appeals only with special 

arrangement)

3. Many negotiations under way (but few outcomes)

– India a particular problem, but also US (e-commerce)

4. Hard to modernize agenda (industrial policy awkward)

4



Having justified the topic

1. Does Trump make the topic irrelevant? 

2. Why is WTO an indispensable source? 

– A long tour through WTO data sources

3. Implications for Canada in the current context
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Part 1 does Trump make my topic irrelevant?

• Recent  activities at the WTO 

have undermined the interests 

of members and made a farce 

of the institution. 

• The United States has tried—

and will continue to try—to solve 

these problems. 

• But patience wears thin.
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THE WORLD TRADE ORGANIZATION AT 

THIRTY AND U.S. INTERESTS



Will the US leave the WTO this fall?
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If the U.S. stays

• Will they say little, or obstruct?

• Will they pay up?

– payments for 2024 and 2025 budgets on hold pending the review

• Will the U.S. make routine notifications?

– Not so much on subsidies for TPR monitoring, or services

• Will other major players stay engaged? 

• Will some emulate throwing MFN and tariff bindings out the window? 

8



Sign of what’s to come?

• February General Council: China asks for agenda item on 

“Heightened Trade Turbulence and Responses from the WTO”

• U.S. could have said nothing but engaged, with predictable broadside 

about China practices

• EU effectively said a pox on both your houses, then called for WTO to 

discuss trade and industrial policy
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So why is WTO an indispensable source?

• Vast repository of data based on official sources

• Great databases that make information readily accessible

– Though US complaining about Secretariat “creating substantive 

databases, in particular for outside use, that were not requested by 

or previously discussed with or approved by Members” G/C/W/860
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All begins with notifications 

– Dozens of notification 

requirements of new or 

changed measures

– Based on agreed definitions 

and templates

– Compliance is….uneven
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Starts with basic data
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Presumably Trump tariffs and retaliation will 

show up here



Many WTO bodies have review procedures
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Some are called “trade concerns”

• Over 600 formal disputes since WTO was created in 1995

• But thousands of questions have been asked in committees

– Agriculture Committee database, AG-IMS approaching 10,000 

questions and answers on trade concerns

– Over 1,800 in Trade Concerns database
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https://agims-qna.wto.org/public/Pages/en/Search.aspx
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AG-IMS hard to use 
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This one more user friendly

• Nothing here that isn’t 

somewhere else on the WTO 

website

• Cut and paste from minutes of 

these 5 committees

• But easier than going through 

minutes yourself
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Canada is a major participant
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What can you do with the database?

• Has an issue been discussed? 

• If it has

– Who had concerns? 

– What kind of arguments were made?
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Concerns about problems not well-covered in rules

• National security

– More trade concerns than disputes

• Industrial policy

• Environmental matters 

19



There is a trade remedies database
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Watch out for AD investigations on 

trade diverted from US



Rules committees are not in the database

• Subsidies, Dumping and Safeguards committees have Q&A about 

notifications

• But only source is the minutes

• Except…
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Some trade remedy concerns show up in CTG and CMA

• Example: industrial policy in Council for Trade in Goods

• EU – Countervailing Duties on Stainless Steel Cold-Rolled (ID 187)

– Indonesia raises “serious concerns on the imposition of three 

simultaneous trade remedy measures” by the EU

– China complains about EU “introduction of a novel concept of 

"cross-border" subsidy”
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Committee on Trade and Environment not in 
database
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Some environmental matters do show up

• CBAM came up in 11 CTG meetings

– 13 interventions November 2023 alone

24



Example: 15 concerns mention “deforestation”

screenshot from the database:
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Not a one stop shop

• 15 deforestation concerns in database, BUT doesn’t include

– Concerns in Trade Policy Review Body e.g. minutes of June 2023 

meeting on EU review WT/TPR/M/442

– Disputes that may be related e.g. EU Palm Oil WT/DS600/R
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Need to know about Preferential ROOs?

27



QRs throw sand in supply chains
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Hundreds of QRs notified (by 53% of members…)

• GATT Article XI requires general 

elimination of QRs

• GATT justification for QRs 

mostly Article XX exceptions

• Searchable by country in 

database
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You could read the QR notifications for Japan 
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Or get a summary of Japan QRs
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Prohibition

Global 

quota

Non 

automatic



Trade Monitoring Reports

• Reports full of useful information

• Partly based on Director-
General request to notify 
measures

• Trade Measures database 
sometimes has measures not 
found in other databases 

– https://tmdb.wto.org/en
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Can you learn anything about China at WTO?

• USTR says no:

– We must face a stubborn fact—years of careful monitoring work in 

the WTO’s committee system has had no discernible impact on 

China’s transparency 

• Not so fast

– Take the ILP committee
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ILP Committee review of notifications is cursory
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But portal organizes notifications e.g. China
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Part 3

• Implications for Canada
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WTO needed more than ever, says Ngozi

• Many members have reached out to us [with] questions about the 

potential impact on their economies and the global trading system.

• Trade measures of this magnitude have the potential to create 

significant trade diversion effects. 

• The WTO was established to serve precisely in moments like this — 

as a platform for dialogue, to prevent trade conflicts from escalating, 

and to support an open and predictable trading environment.

• Statement from Dr. Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, April 3, 2025
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Canada is not abandoning the WTO 

• In that contentious February 

General Council Canada 

stressed valuable role WTO has 

played to make global markets 

stable and predictable. 

(WTO transparency helps!)
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“Breakfast Group” of ambassadors a traditional role

• Hosted in turn by Canada, the EU and Japan, gets together weekly 

not to broker compromises but to share information and views on 

issues

– Canada, majors (US, China, EU); 

– chairs of General Council, Dispute Settlement Body, and fisheries 

subsidies, and agriculture negotiations (in 2024 to early 2025, 

Norway, Saudi Arabia, Iceland, Türkiye)

– host of next Ministerial (Cameroon); plus a few more influential 

ambassadors – Brazil, Honduras, India, Japan, South Africa, and 

Switzerland. 
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Trade bicycle must keep moving or fall over

• Keeping the lights on for when 
sanity returns is more than ever 
a Canadian objective

• Means making proposals, raising 
trade concerns, bringing people 
together

• And playing by the rules

– except when retaliating against 
Trump
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Furmanj at the English Wikipedia

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User:Furmanj
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/


Taking dispute settlement seriously, especially now
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Going farther

• “Canada is ready to take a leadership role in building a coalition of 

like-minded countries who share our values.” (PM Carney, April 3, 2025)

– EU, CPTPP meeting in Ottawa to express support for trading 

system?

– Should include some sort of standstill commitment on MFN with 

each other, and political recognition that WTO agenda needs 

modernization
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Breaking news 
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Contact 

robert.wolfe@queensu.ca    

rdwolfe.ca  
@bobwolfe.bsky.social  
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