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WHAT IS DIGITAL TRADE?

Broad scope: all trade (goods and services) enabled/facilitated by digital technologies

Examples:
● Buying software online – no physical product, just instant digital delivery
● Ordering a product from an online platform – digital platforms enable global e-

commerce
● Using GPS in your car – data flows from global servers to a physical device
● Sending design files to a 3D printer overseas – digital transmissions enable 

physical production
● Online banking or e-signing a mortgage – digital services supporting global 

finance
● Smart farming tools – sensor data from rural fields sent to cloud platforms abroad



WHAT IS DIGITAL TRADE? 
The statistical approach

Source: IMF, OECD, UNCTAD 
and WTO (2023)

DIPs = Digital 
intermediation 
platforms



WHY DOES IT MATTER? 

● Over 60% of global GDP linked to digital transactions

● The global value of e-commerce reached EUR 26 trillion in 2022 (an 
increase of 10% from 2021), which represented about 30% of the 
global GDP

● The EU is strong in digitally deliverable services such as financial 
services, insurance, telecommunications, computer and information 
services (EUR 1.3 trillion in 2022, 54% of all EU services trade)

● Trusted cross-border data flows are vital as AI and IoT rapidly 
expand



From Trade in Cars to Trade in Data: 
The Connected Vehicle

Cloud servers (EU, US, Asia) App providers
• Software updates • Streaming
• Diagnostics • Connected apps
• Navigation data • Voice assistants

Manufacturers & suppliers Customer services
• Predictive maintenance • Connected app
• Component analytics • Vehicle tracking

• Remote unlock



BARRIERS TO DIGITAL TRADE ARE 
INTENSIFYING

● The regulatory landscape is becoming increasingly 
restrictive 

● OECD’s Digital Services Trade Restrictiveness Index
○ Wide heterogeneities across regions 
○ Highest restrictiveness in Africa, but falling
○ Lowest restrictiveness among OECD, but 

restrictions on the rise

● Digital barriers affect all trade, not just digital
○ Regulatory hurdles and lagging digitalization 

raise overall trade costs
○ They limit firms’ ability to find new markets, 

suppliers, and customers – even in traditional 
trade  

Source: López González, J., S. Sorescu and P. Kaynak (2023)



SHORT HISTORY OF DIGITAL TRADE
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WTO WP on 
electronic 
commerce 

2015

TTIP/TISA – EU 
pushed to prepare 
first e-commerce 
chapter

2016
2018

2020

Self-standing EU 
Digital Trade Title

MC11: start 
exploratory 
talks on e-
commerce 

2017
2019

COM position on 
horizontal rules on 
data flows and 
personal data 
protection

Political 
launch of 
WTO e-
commerce 
negotiations

EU’s first 
comprehensive 
Digital Trade Title 
agreed (TCA)

CPTPP 
signed

Digital Economy 
Agreements 
(DEPA,  SADEA)

EU’s first Digital Trade 
Agreement (with 
Singapore)

Conclusion of the 
WTO e-commerce 
negotiations

2024



EU’S DIGITAL TRADE PRACTICE

● Free Trade Agreements

○ E-commerce chapter
○ Korea, Singapore, Vietnam
○ Central America, Andean
○ DCFTAs 
○ CETA
○ Mercosur

○ Digital trade title
○ Japan
○ Mexico
○ UK
○ Chile
○ New Zealand
○ Australia, India, Indonesia, ESA, Thailand, Philippines, Malaysia, UAE

● Digital Trade Agreements (Singapore, Korea)

● WTO E-commerce Agreement (negotiated by 91 WTO Members)



01
Provide legal certainty 

for businesses

• online consumer protection

• protection against spam

• protection of personal data 
and privacy 

• open internet access

Improve online 
trust for consumers

Tackle unjustified 
barriers to trade

• ban on data localisation

• ban on forced transfer of source 
code

• ban on customs duties on 
electronic transmissions

• ban on prior authorisation for 
online services

02 03

EU DIGITAL TRADE RULES

• electronic contracts

• electronic authentication 
and trust services

• electronic invoices

• paperless trading

• open government data



CROSS-BORDER DATA FLOWS

Data as the bedrock of the digital economy

● Key and growing importance for all firms and sectors
● Examples: connected trucks; container tracking; digital banking
● Justified restrictions vs data protectionism

EU MODEL

• No general commitment to free flow of data
• Closed list of prohibited restrictions/localisation requirements
• Specific exception for privacy



PROTECTION OF SOURCE CODE

● Key objective: protection against forced technology transfer 
● Promotes innovation and competitiveness and encourages investment by 

reducing the risk of misuse or misappropriation in foreign markets
● Commitments on source code are heavily scrutinised by civil society due to the 

growing need for oversight of software systems

Protection 
against forced 
tech transfer

Ensuring access to 
source code for 

relevant bodies for 
legitimate purposes



DIGITAL TRADE IN THE WTO

● Since 1998, the WTO multilateral moratorium on 
customs duties on electronic transmissions has been 
extended at each successive Ministerial Conference, 
together with the Work Programme on electronic 
commerce

● Plurilateral E-Commerce Joint Initiative – now the E-
Commerce Agreement



WTO Work Programme on 
electronic commerce

● Adopted by the General Council in September 1998, a 
forum where members can exchange on the 
relationship between existing WTO agreements and 
e-commerce.

● It facilitates members participation in the digital 
economy by addressing their specific needs, capacities, 
and development priorities in global e-commerce rules.

● Renewed at every MC ever since, together with the 
Moratorium



WTO Moratorium on customs 
duties on electronic 
transmissions

● It keeps the internet duty-free – it prevents countries 
from imposing customs duties on electronic 
transmissions such as software, data or digital content.

● It enables global and regional digital trade – the 
moratorium supports innovation, e-commerce and 
access to digital services, it benefits both consumers and 
businesses. 

● It is vital for an open and connected digital economy –
keeping digital trade open helps integration into global 
value chains, seizing opportunities in the fast growing 
digital sector. 



WTO E-Commerce Agreement

● Negotiations concluded in July 2024 following over 5 
years of negotiations among 91 WTO Members

● Systemic importance for the WTO

● Scope of the agreement reduced following US’ withdrawal

● Next milestone: incorporation into the WTO legal 
framework



WTO E-Commerce Agreement

● A set of digital trade rules, focusing on trade 
facilitation, online consumer trust, and non-
discrimination

● A development package

○ Needs assessment

○ Implementation periods

○ Technical and capacity building assistance

○ Waiver on disputes against LDCs

● To be implemented as an Annex 4 agreement

○ Integrated to the WTO legal framework

○ Applying to all sectors of the economy

○ Applying on a non-MFN basis

○ Open to all WTO members to join

Trade rules

Enabling 
e-commerce

E-Transactions Framework

E-Authentication and 
E-Signatures

E-Contracts

Electronic Invoicing

Paperless Trading

Single Windows

E-Payments

Openness and 
e-commerce 

Customs Duties on 
Electronic Transmissions

Open Government Data

Open Internet Access

Trust and 
e-commerce

Online Consumer Protection

Unsolicited Commercial Electronic 
Messages

Personal Data Protection

Cybersecurity

Telecoms Reference paper
Top-ups



Summarising: why does it matter?

● Digital trade facilitation improves efficiency and decreases 
costs for both goods and services trade.

● Digital trade barriers cause wider economic harm and could 
become the new protectionism 

● A safe online environment is key to ensuring that consumers 
trust and engage in digital trade



Any questions? 

Digital Trade Sector
DG TRADE

Unit B3 – Digital Trade, Intellectual Property and Public Procurement
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