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This panel will look into 

• the current state of play at the WTO, and

• the prospects for possible deliverables for MC11

In doing so, the panel will 

• look at the set of proposals tabled at the WTO,

• identify areas of convergence among them,

• examine to what extent a development dimension has been addressed 

by the different proposals

Scope of Discussion – Focus on Development Dimension



Wisdom on e-commerce from HE Mukhisa Kituyi, Secretary-

General of UNCTAD:

• Those who need it most do not understand its value.

• Inaction is not an option.

• NOT a question whether eTrade and digitization are 
desirable or not, but how to seize the opportunity… and 
mitigate risks and concerns.

Focus on Development Dimension



E-Commerce “Exploratory Mandate” at the WTO 

• Work Programme on E-Commerce… since 1998
• WTO bodies entrusted with the implementation of the Work 

Programme

• Regular Committees
• GATS = CTS / CSC 

• GATT = n/a (TFA, below)

• TRIPS

• CTD

Current State of Play at the WTO



Chairperson of CTG to GC – Summary of 21 July 2017, G/C/59 

“A significant number of delegations pointed out the benefits 

and opportunities that E-Commerce could provide to developing 

countries, least developed countries (LDCs), and small and 

medium-sized enterprises. They also referred to the fact that the 

digital economy had developed significantly over several decades 

although only limited progress had been achieved at the WTO 

itself.”

Current State of Play at the WTO



Chairperson of CTG to GC – Summary of 21 July 2017, G/C/59 

“Other delegations highlighted again the development aspects of E-

Commerce, the challenges faced by developing and least developed 

Members, the digital divide, internet access and interconnectivity, the 

need to frame discussions on the type of measures required to develop 

capacity, as well as on the policies and efforts required to develop the 

necessary infrastructure and global integration. These delegations also 

referred, once again, to the need to revisit the proposals to include the 

development aspects and special and differential treatment….”

Current State of Play at the WTO



Communication from the African Group – 21 July 2017, JOB/GC/133 

“1.8. …[A]ttempts to introduce a "digital trade agenda" in the WTO 

multilateral framework will constrain the ability of governments to 

implement industrial policy and catch-up. Hence, in the long-term, 

trading developmental policy space in this area could pose a 

serious threat for developing countries, and attempts to curtail this 

policy space would prevent developing countries from building the 

capacities, and skills to close the widening technological gap.”

Current State of Play at the WTO



Negotiations

• DDA – market access and classification issues

• TFA – E-Commerce-related facilitation 
• TFA+ for development (S&D Treatment)

• Plurilaterals
• TiSA

• RTAs
• RTA Exchange – its already happening…

Current State of Play at the WTO



Options for MC11

1) Multilateral Track
• Re-initiate discussion… (African Group)

• Continuation of moratorium?

• Launch negotiations lightly (China, Pakistan + others… but probably not)

• Agree to wait… (Japan) 

2) Plurilateral Track
• Nature – Launch of discussion about negotiation? Negotiation?

• Scope – market access/rules clarification and improvement / DTA?

• Less African Group / LDCs???

3) NO track… 

Prospects for MC11 Deliverables



Areas of convergence

• E-Commerce can be a positive force for development

• Discussion is required to educate and share experiences

• Traditional market access negotiations are not enough

• Need to address “enabling environment” including regulatory and 

infrastructure issues required to conduct e-commerce

• Need to clarify existing rules AND/OR create new rules to facilitate e-

commerce

Proposals Tabled at the WTO



Development Dimension in the Proposals

• Assumption that “e-commerce” is simply a new form of “commerce” 
• Benefits SMEs/MSMEs

• Provides access to distribution networks and customers globally

• Eliminates middle distributors’ profit – increases profit to producers

• Reduces cross-border transaction costs

• Increases efficiency of national economies 

• Perspective that developing countries and LDCs are providing access and 

rule-making that helps a few companies in developed countries
• Very limited engagement on substance

Proposals Tabled at the WTO



Development Dimension in the Proposals

• Classic mercantilist negotiating bind…

• What do developed countries “get”?

• What do developing countries “give”? 

• What will you give me for allowing you to build a highway for me?

• The traditional formula does not work well…

• A new approach should at least provide for, in part, the possibility that 

developing countries and LDCs may want to make domestic reforms that 

they perceive to be in their own development interest

Proposals Tabled at the WTO



ELECTRONIC COMMERCE AND DEVELOPMENT

Non-paper from Brunei Darussalam; Colombia; Costa Rica; Hong Kong, China; Israel; Malaysia;

Mexico; Nigeria; Pakistan; Panama; Qatar; Seychelles; Singapore and Turkey

14 February 2017, JOB/GC/117

“1.1. E-Commerce can be and has been leveraged to support development. For one, it has made

interactions between consumers and businesses much easier.”

“1.2. E-commerce is the new reality for businesses today, including in developing countries.”

“1.3. For micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs), e-commerce presents an opportunity for

expansion beyond their own backyards and lowers the high costs usually associated with

penetrating foreign markets.”

Development Dimension in the Proposals



AIMING AT THE 11TH MINISTERIAL CONFERENCE, 

China & Pakistan; 16 November 2016, JOB/GC/110/Rev.1 

“… China proposes that the discussions at the present stage focus 

on promotion and facilitation of cross-border trade in goods 

enabled by internet, together with services directly supporting 

such trade in goods, such as payment and logistics services.” 

Development Dimension in the Proposals



…

“The discussions are to clarify and to improve the application of 

existing multilateral trading rules, with a view to enabling 

developing Members, SVEs and LDCs in particular, and their SMEs 

and disadvantaged groups to better participate in and benefit from 

international trade and global value chains and to achieve leap-

forward development.”

Development Dimension in the Proposals



Communication from the African Group – 21 July 2017, JOB/GC/133 

“1.7. Another lesson is that digital integration needs to be 

preceded by building national capabilities through what may be 

termed digital industrial policy. Even though there is no single, 

theoretical policy or approach that can be prescribed, the 

conclusion drawn is that Members' have used the policy space to 

create, nurture, and develop their domestic industries, either 

through "smart industrial policy tools" or "powerful protectionist 

tools" that nurture this development.”

Development Dimension in the Proposals



Communication from the African Group – 21 July 2017, JOB/GC/133 

And this seems to have led to the conclusion that a WTO 

multilateral framework “…could pose a serious threat for 

developing countries…” (para. 1.8)

Development Dimension in the Proposals



• If the position articulated by the African Group is substantively 

supported by African capitals and LDCs generally, there is no chance of a 

proactive multilateral outcome on e-commerce at MC11 (hopefully the 

moratorium will be continued…)

• A plurilateral negotiation will be launched at MC11 on e-commerce or 

digital trade – the only variables are the nature and scope of negotiation

• Members need to work harder to address the development aspects of a 

potential e-commerce agenda AND to engage in capitals, and with 

industries in developing countries and LDCs

CONCLUSIONS




