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EXPORT PROHIBITIONS AND RESTRICTIONS 

INFORMATION NOTE1 

KEY POINTS 

• The COVID-19 pandemic presents the world with an unprecedented public health challenge. 
Measures to curb the spread of the disease have shut down large swathes of the world economy. 
Worldwide demand for medical products to fight the pandemic is unprecedented. All countries 
depend on international trade and global value chains to source these products. This is 
challenging in light of ongoing disruptions to international transport, particularly air cargo, which 
often goes together with passenger travel.  
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during their accession to the WTO,2 and four members included export duty concessions in their 
goods schedules.3 
 
The general elimination of quantitative restrictions provided for in Article XI:1 extends not only to 
the importation of products, but also to measures that prohibit or restrict the exportation and sale 
for export of goods. This provision clarifies further that the covered prohibitions or restrictions can 
be "made effective through quotas, import or export licences or other measures".  
 

2.2. But there are carve
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a specific webpage on COVID-19 and world trade to monitor the situation and provide up-to-date 
information on notifications by members, among others.11 Although the QR and ER notifications are 
immediately included in the WTO Trade Monitoring Report,12 it should be noted that there is also 
information in the trade monitoring exercise that has been validated by members but that has not 
yet been notified.  
 
4. MAPPING OF COVID-19 EXPORT PROHIBITIONS AND RESTRICTIONS 

4.2. Sources of information 

The relatively low number of notifications translates as a lack of official information on the scope of 
the measures that are being introduced by members. There are, however, other sources of 
information that may be used by the WTO Secretariat to map the new export prohibitions and 
restrictions that have been introduced as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
A first source in the context of the WTO framework is the compilation of measures by the 
WTO Secretariat for the Trade Monitoring Report.13 This Report, which is released twice a year, 
compiles information from different sources, including:  
 

• information submitted by the member concerned, which may or may not have been notified; 
• information submitted by other members; and  
• other informal sources (e.g. news on the internet, lists on 
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The information compiled thus far suggests that there is a large degree of variation in terms of the 
products of which exportation has been prohibited or restricted. Many export restrictions and 
prohibitions affect the exportation of products that the 
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This suggests that export prohibitions and restrictions can increase considerably in times of crisis of 
in the foodstuff sector. The data also seem to suggest that some of these restrictions may remain 
in place for long periods of time and even subsequent to the period of crisis. The analysis of actual 
cases suggests that the average duration of measures in the 
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of fear of a critical shortage. This could ultimately trigger negative spill-overs into the food 
security of other countries and a domino effect in other sectors.  

• Confidence in global value chains may be eroded. In some cases, this may lead to a 
breakdown of regional and global value chains, as importers are unable to source key inputs 
due to export restrictions. In the short term this would lead to scarcity while producers 
reorganize, and in the long term it is likely to result in higher prices due to a less efficient 
supply chain.  

• Additional tariff and non-tariff barriers to trade may be erected. A potential reaction to export 
restrictions now is tariffs in the future, as countries may want to build up their domestic 
industries of essential products in order to shield themselves from international competition.  

5.3. Other possible consequences 

As a result of these economic impacts, it is possible that profound changes in other areas may be 
triggered at the political level, including:  

• A weakening of the fight against the COVID-19 pandemic. Given its global nature, if some 
countries are not able to combat the disease, this coronavirus, or mutated strains of it, will 
inevitably recirculate and contaminate the populations of all countries, including those 
imposing the export restrictions. 

• Self-defeating delays and economic inefficiencies as governments seek to set up new 
domestic production systems rather than continuing to work with existing foreign suppliers. 

• An erosion of confidence in the multilateral trading system, in particular if restrictions 
negatively impact the most vulnerable, especially least-developed countries, whose 
healthcare systems are already strained. It would be difficult for importing members to trust 
a system that fails to produce tangible benefits in times of crisis and may lead to general 
calls to ensure that production of medical and other products only take place at the national 



 
 

10 

a. Ensuring that the new export-restricting measures are adequately published at the national 
level, including by making them available on the website(s) of the relevant national 
authorities.  

b. Notifying as soon as possible all new export-restricting measures through the QR Decision; 
and, where they also include foodstuffs, also notifying them under Article 12 of the 
Committee on Agriculture. 

c. Updating as necessary the information under the "transparency notification" of Article 1.4 of 
the Agreement on Trade Facilitation, including the information on the relevant enquiry 
points.  

d. Endeavouring to provide additional information to other members beyond that required by 
the notifications, whenever possible.  
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7. ADDITIONAL RESOURCES ON EXPORT PROHBITIONS AND RESTRICTIONS 

https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/FE_Search/FE_S_S006.aspx?MetaCollection=WTO&SymbolList=%22G%2fMA%2fW%2f114%2fRev.2%22+OR+%22G%2fMA%2fW%2f114%2fRev.2%2f*%22&Serial=&IssuingDateFrom=&IssuingDateTo=&CATTITLE=&ConcernedCountryList=&OtherCountryList=&SubjectList=&TypeList=&FullTextHash=371857150&Prod4.58Pg 44Rt=&S6< /87Hizalectt=&S6<ArticlTypeLisE=&tParn=
114%2fRev.2%2f*%22&Seriax&Seriax8D estriax&Se22&Seriax&Seriax8D estri22&SeriaxName=&PostnedCountryLisPostnedCounntryDerestri22&SeCountryLisDerestri22&SeCounntryReferetriax8DA 45u=WT=ENGLISH&bolLisP=WT==%22G%2f1&A22&veTabIndex=0&HSClassificf*%22&SeriaITLvicesClassificf*%22&SeriaEnvironmx&SClassificf*%22&SeriaICSClassificf*%22&SeriaICSClassificf*%22Desc&Ser:Environmx&SClassificf*%22Desc&Ser:ITLvicesClassificf*%22Desc&Ser:HSClassificf*%22Desc&Ser=&lan5u=WTUICh 45ed=/UReorder[0 0 2]/H/I/Rect[431.982 613.614 525.55 624.552]/StructParent268.BJR>nnot>><>><9.1R 461
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/markacc_e/qr_e.htm
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ANNEX 1  
ADDITIONAL INFORMATION ON LEGAL ASPECTS OF INTEREST 

Article XI:1 of the GATT 1994 

• In the context of Article XI of the GATT 1994, a "prohibition" means a legal ban on the trade 
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• Once a measure is determined to be provisionally justified under one of the sub-paragraphs 

of Article XX, an examination of the actual application of the measures is conducted under the 
chapeau of Article XX.25 This requirement is an expression of the principle of good faith and 
ensures that measures are not applied so as to abuse the exceptions of Article XX. For 
instance, a measure may fail to comply with the chapeau of Article XX because it is applied in 
an incoherent or inconsistent manner.26  

 
• In the context of COVID-19, Article XX(b) of the GATT 
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ANNEX 2 
ADDITIONAL INFORMATION ON TRANSPARENCY AND THE QR DECISION 

What is transparency at the WTO?27 

In the WTO framework, transparency can take many different forms and include "publication" in the 
domestic system and "notification" to the WTO Secretariat.  
 
At the domestic level, transparency seeks to ensure that all stakeholders have access to government 
laws and regulations. The general rule is set out in Article X:1 of the GATT 1994 (“Publication and 
Administration of Trade Regulations”), which requires that certain measures be "published promptly 
in such a manner as to enable governments and traders to become acquainted with them". This 
obligation extents to "restrictions or prohibitions on imports or exports". Many other 
WTO agreements contain specific provisions relating to transparency. For instance, the Trade 
Facilitation Agreement requires members to promptly publish information in a non-discriminatory 
and easily accessible manner, such as procedures for importation, exportation and transit, applied 
rates of duties and taxes, rules on valuation and classification, etc. 
 
At the multilateral level, most WTO agreements require members to "notify" different types of 
information to the WTO Secretariat, so that members and other stakeholders can be acquainted with 
them. Generally, members are required to notify laws and regulations of general application 
concerned with WTO matters. These include actions and measures covered by the WTO provisions, 
especially those actions affecting the rights of other members, and obligate members to provide due 
consideration to requests by other members for information on such regulations. Some of these 
obligations have been complemented over the years by decisions by the General Council and the 
Council for Trade in Goods. Most WTO notifications are translated and made publicly available in the 
three official WTO languages (English, French and Spanish) through different online systems, 

https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/covid19_e/transparency_report_e.pdf
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What kind of justifications have been cited by members? 

The QR notifications should also include the "WTO justification" that, in the opinion of the member 
imposing the measure, allows its introduction. An analysis of the QRs that have been notified shows 
that 75 per cent of the measures were considered as justified by the "General Exceptions" of 
Article XX (
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List of abbreviations 

ER   export restriction 
EU   European Union 
G20   Group of 20 
GATT   General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
QR   quantitative restriction 
QR Decision  2012 "Decision on Notification Procedures for Quantitative Restrictions" 
WCO   World Customs Organization 
WHO   World Health Organization 
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