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BACKGROUND

The global COVID-19 pandemic and its economic consequences present yet another daunting challenge
to the multilateral trading system (MTS). The effectiveness of multilateral trade cooperation is being tested
against uncoordinated crisis-mitigation measures taken by the member states with cross-border spillover
effect. The crisis hit the MTS in the midst of the systemic impasse caused by continued global trade
tensions and the stalemate in the appointment of WTO Appellate Body members, and a reinvigorated
WTO reform agenda. Beyond the direct effect of the pandemic, the post-COVID-19 “new normal” will
affect the way we trade and the way economic and social activities are conducted.

The COVID-19 emergency measures and economic lockdowns severely affected developing countries,
particularly those which are dependent on imports of essential goods, those which generate much of
income from services trade (e.g. tourism and remittances from migrant workers) or manufactured
exports to partners in global value chains, and those countries whose export earnings fluctuate with
world commodity prices. With direct adverse impacts upon employment and people’s earning capacity,
the pandemic is feared to undo much of the progress made towards the achievement of Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG1 (poverty alleviation), SDG2 (food security), SDG3 (good
health) and SDG8 (decent work).

Such evolutions call for new orientations and modalities of multilateral trade cooperation at a time
when trade is expected to play a pivotal role in overcoming the COVID-19 economic challenges for the
achievement of the SDGs.

OBJECTIVE

The Trade Policy Dialogue seeks to reinforce UNCTAD’s engagement with member States by providing a
forum for candid and focused discussion among trade negotiators on topical issues in international trade
policy from a development perspective.

This session, organized in partnership with the OACPS Secretariat, will invite the UNCTAD Member-States
to discuss and delineate the implications of the COVID-19 crisis to the current MTS from the developmental
perspective and elucidate the issues and possible modalities to reform trade multilateralism in a way that
contributes to sustainable development and inclusive economic growth. The outcome of the discussion
is expected to help UNCTAD and OACPS better appreciate current trade policy concerns of developing
countries, identify concrete steps that may be taken towards and at MC12 and UNCTAD 15, and initiate
internal reflections to further strengthen its work with a view to better assisting their respective member
States.
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10:00-11:30

Session 1 - Towards a post-COVID-19 trading system in support of developing
countries’ exports

The global pandemic and the associated lockdown measures have exposed particular vulnerabilities of
many developing countries, especially those that depend on tourism and remittances for export earnings/
income. Other countries also suffered from value chain disruptions and falling commaodity prices. As aresult,
the pandemic afflicts many developing countries with unemployment leading to high poverty incidence.
The session will examine particular challenges posed to key traded sectors in developing countries — such
as services, tourism, remittances and trade in value chains — and how the trading system could be made
more supportive, perhaps via with special and differential treatment (SDT), of developing countries’ efforts
to better cope with some of the transformative shifts triggered by the crisis. The Session will also facilitate
the exchange of best practices and coping mechanisms.

e What were the major challenges faced by developing countries in putting in place effective response
measures to the COVID-19 crisis?

e How can the COVID-19 challenges and lessons for developing countries be best addressed and
factored into ongoing and future negotiations and WTO reform, including on SDT?

Moderator
e H.E. Ms. Cheryl K. Spencer, Ambassador, Jamaica

15:00-16:30

Session 2 - Redefining the trading system in the era of the COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 crisis came on the heel of the systemic challenges confronting the MTS. Rising trade
tensions had affected the prospects of multilateral processes and led to the stalemate in the appointment
of WTO Appellate Body members. While the WTO reform agenda was put to the forefront of debate, and
open-ended plurilateral processes were launched on certain issues, there is not yet a clear understanding
on how the current trading system could best be reenergized and be made more relevant and effective in
addressing the diverse interests of developing countries. The session will take stock of the current state of
play and discuss the possible way forward towards MC12 and UNCTAD 15 in 2021.

e How do we best address diverse interests of developing countries in the WTO reform debate on SDT
and on “new pathway” for multilateral trade negotiations?
Moderator

Ms. Pamela Coke-Hamilton, Director, DITC



