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Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to compare the findings of the WTO and Global 
Trade Alert GTA reporting on crisis-era changes in policies likely to impact the 
many aspects of cross-border commerce in the 21st century. Since the types of 
government policy monitored by both organisations overlap but are not the 
same, here the WTO’s design choice is used to compare the amount of policy 
changes found by the WTO and GTA. The goal, then, is to develop the closest 
possible legitimate comparison (an ‘apples-and-apples’ comparison as opposed 
to an ‘apples-and-oranges’ comparison). Such a comparison will serve many 
purposes, not least to inform those who may have found confusing the different 
findings presented in these organisation’s reports on protectionism.

This chapter is organised as follows. The next section summarises the 
relevant features of the WTO’s approach to monitoring crisis-era trade policy 
developments. Then, taking the WTO’s design choices as given, the findings of 
the WTO and GTA are compared. Concluding remarks follow.

WTO reporting on G20 trade measures

The WTO began monitoring crisis-era trade policy developments following a 
request from the leaders of the G20 nations. To date the WTO has published 12 
reports, the latest of which was made publicly available last week, specifically on 
5 November 2014. Some of these reports have garnered significant coverage in 
international media, not least because of the claim made that the trade restrictive 
measures undertaken by the G20 countries cover a tiny percentage of world 
trade. This finding in particular has been used by governments and some analysts 
to argue that protectionism has been contained since the onset of the global 
economic crisis (or as many refer to it, the Great Recession).

In addition to these reports, the WTO has created and made publicly available 
a Trade Monitoring Database from which data on the policy responses of G20 
countries can be extracted.1 The WTO has also summarised information on these 
trade policy responses in an Excel file that includes worksheets for each G20 

1 This database can be accessed at http://tmdb.wto.org/.
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Figure 4.1.  Total number of “trade restrictive” measures found during October 
2010-October 2014 by the WTO and the GTA
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It is also possible to compare the WTO and GTA’s reporting across categories of 
trade-restrictive measure, as shown in Table 4.1. In each of the four categories, 
GTA reported more measures. Only in the case of export taxes and restrictions 
did GTA find slightly more measures than the WTO. In contrast in the “other” 
category, which as noted earlier is defined in a more restrictive manner by GTA, 
the total number of measures found by the GTA exceeded those by the WTO by 
a margin exceeding four to one.

Rather than compare the total number of “trade-restrictive” measures recorded 
between October 2010 and October 2014, given that the Excel file circulated 
with the WTO’s report includes measures since 2008 breaking the information 
reported down by year, by jurisdiction, and into three types of trade measure, 
other comparisons are possible. Specifically, the WTO’s Excel file assigns each 
reported measure to “measures facilitating trade”, “trade remedies” or “other 
trade and trade-related measures.” It is evident from consulting this Excel file that 
the “trade remedies” grouping includes trade defence investigations that resulted 
in duties being imposed as well as those that did not, plus the termination of 
trade defence duties. Consequently, the “trade remedies” grouping does not only 
include policy changes that restrict trade. 
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The first comparison performed was between the total number of measures of 
all types found in the WTO’s Excel file and those in the GTA database, giving 
an indication of the coverage of one source relative to the other. For each G20 
member and across all G20 members, the totals for each source and GTA’s total 
expressed as a percentage of the WTO total are reported in columns 2 to 4 of 
Table 4.2. For no G20 member was the number of entries in the GTA database 
less than that in the WTO source. On average there were 69% more entries on 
G20 members in the GTA database than in the WTO source. There is a substantial 
difference in the degree to which the number of GTA entries exceeds that of the 
WTO, with Mexico at low end (where GTA has only 4% more measures) and 
Japan at the upper end (where GTA has more than 12 times as many recorded 
measures as the WTO). 

To compare the total number of “measures facilitating trade” recorded by the 
WTO, data from GTA was assembled on all of the measures in the GTA database 
that improved the relative treatment of foreign commercial interests, improved 
the transparency of national commercial policies, or were neutral towards foreign 
commercial interests. For each G20 member in the WTO’s Excel file, the total 
number of entries in the WTO’s file was compared with the total number of 
measures in the GTA database that meet the above criteria and the relevant data 
is reported in columns 5 to 7 of Table 4.2. Both data sources report the same 
very small (three) number of liberalising measures by Saudi Arabia. At the other 
extreme, the GTA reports 11 times more liberalising measures by the US than 
the WTO source. On average, GTA reports more than twice as many liberalising 
measures for the G20 members than the WTO.

The next comparison concerns the number of “trade remedies” in each 
database. Columns 8 to 10 of Table 4.2 record the number of such remedies 
recorded in each source. Here the WTO and GTA databases report approximately 
the same total number of trade remedy measures. At first glance, GTA reports 
fewer trade remedy measures than the WTO for Australia, Canada, the EU, 
Indonesia, Mexico, Saudi Arabia and South Africa. 

Only in the case of EU and South Africa is the discrepancy sizeable and, upon 
further investigation of the WTO Excel file, it was found that the WTO totals 
were increased by the inclusion of numerous records of the termination of 
duties on trade remedies often first imposed before the global economic crisis. 
The GTA includes only three such terminations in its database for the entire 
G20, corresponding to cases where duties were withdrawn early (and, therefore, 
may constitute an unexpected improvement in the relative treatment of certain 
foreign firms.) One of those three terminations in the GTA database relates to 
South Africa, none relates to the EU. In fact, 66 of the 159 recorded entries in the 
WTO source on trade remedy actions taken by the EU relate to the termination 
of duties. If those measures are excluded, then the GTA total again exceeds that 
of the WTO.

The final comparison is between the number of “other” measures in the 
WTO source and those in the GTA database. The measures listed in the WTO 
source cover a wide range of policy interventions and no definition is provided. 
Inspection of the WTO source reveals that “other” measures do not include 
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trade remedies. Perhaps the least arbitrary approach, therefore, is to compare 
the catch-all “other” category with the records in the GTA database that relate 
to implemented state measures that discriminate against foreign commercial 
interests and that are not trade remedies. This comparison may be stacked against 
GTA, as the WTO source may contain non-implemented protectionist measures 
as well as liberalising measures that are not trade-related, whereas the GTA totals 
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The incentives and constraints on the WTO Secretariat in monitoring the 
actions of its own member governments in the context of a global economic 
crisis are worth further exploration. Given that the IMF and other international 
organisations seek to monitor their respective members, then there may be 
lessons to learn from their experiences. If limits exist, then these could inform 
the benchmarks against which the performance of official and independent 
monitors could be judged. 

In sum, strengthening the WTO’s monitoring function with more resources, 
a higher internal profile and the like are obvious policy recommendations that 
follow from the comparison presented here. However, just as turkeys don’t vote 
for Christmas, what is the incentive for the monitored to bolster the monitor? It 
is a worrying thought that protectionism might have to get much worse before 
G20 members and other states see the need to strengthen the transparency 
functions of the WTO.
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