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ADVANCING 
DIGITAL TRADE 


Using digital to keep 
trade flowing in a post 

pandemic world

Even before the pandemic, globalisation was already struggling due to years of stagnation in 
trade growth and uncertainties at the World Trade Organisation (WTO) due to US-China trade 
tensions. COVID-19 was another blow to the system. As the physical movement of goods and 
people has become restricted, digital trade has played a crucial role in keeping trade flowing 
virtually. 


Yet, expansion of digital trade faces significant challenges. Countries have turned to digital 
protectionism, which threatens to increase costs and reduce access to the digital services 
vital to economic development. The growing gap in digital development between developing 
and developed countries could lead to income disparities and digital “monopoly” that crowds 
out smaller players. Concerns about data privacy, ownership and security could erode the 
trust that is necessary for a digital economy. 


There are five ways to overcome these challenges:


• Advance forward-looking trade agreements and modernise rules governing digital trade. 
Progress on digital trade through bilateral and regional trade agreements needs to 
happen - and agreements need to benefit the whole world, not just a few countries.


• Promote greater interoperability. Existing digital trade rules - where they exist at all - are 
outdated, complex and fragmented. One set of “golden rules” that make these different 
rules interoperable is key.


• Digitise trade documentation. This could make international trade more resilient, reduce 
costs and lower the barrier of entry for SMEs. 


• Close the digital divide. World leaders must address the digital divide between developing 
and developed countries and between different social and racial groups within any 
countries, which the crisis may exacerbate


• Build trusted technologies for all. The digital trade system will only work if people trust it, 
especially in the absence of human interactions. Stronger data privacy protection, better 
online dispute systems and algorithms that don’t discriminate against minorities and 
smaller players.
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