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Digital cross-border trade – what is it?
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Source: WTO E-Commerce Seminar, 2017



There have been some existing initiatives …

 Measures of trade in ICT goods (as enablers of digitisation) 

 Measures of trade in ICT-enabled services  (i.e. cross-border 

services provided in digitised form), or

 Potentially ICT-enabled services (i.e. services provided in 

digitised form)

 Task Group on Measuring Trade in ICT Services and ICT-enabled 

Services (TGServ) led by UNCTAD)  

 OECD, focus on the notion of electronic ordering

 WTO, focus on electronic delivery of goods and services
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Source: OECD-WTO Draft Handbook on Measuring Digital Trade, Version 1, 28/02/2019



Other related initiatives …

 E-commerce Readiness, UNCTAD

 focus on Business to Consumer (B2C) transactions, steps in paying 

online, web presence, delivery reliability

 Networked Readiness Index, World Economic Forum 

(WEF)

 measure the capacity of countries to leverage ICTs for increased 

competitiveness and well-being

 Global ICT Development Index, International 

Telecommunication Union (ITU)

 ICT access/infrastructure, usage and skills

 eTrade for All” initiative, UNCTAD

 improve the ability of developing and transition countries to 

engage in and benefit from e-commerce
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An OECD-WTO Handbook on Digital Trade:

What for?

 To explore 

 growing impact of digitalisation, 

 existing measurement approaches 

 only shed light on some aspects, particularly its 

contribution to trade

 For better evidence to assist analysts, businesses and 

policy makers in developing policies and strategies 

that can capitalise on, or manage the risks of, digital 

trade.
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An OECD-WTO Handbook on Digital Trade

What for? (continued)

 To meet the needs of policy makers:

 Market access 

 Trade facilitation

 Development impact

 Competition

 Data flows: localisation, privacy, and 

monetisation
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Some established definitions:

The OECD-WTO Handbook on Digital Trade defines

DIGITAL TRADE as 

“all trade that is digitally ordered 

and/or digitally delivered”

(a statistical definition of digital trade which is based 

on the nature of the transaction, and NOT 

on the nature of the product that is traded)
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Source: OECD-WTO Draft Handbook on Measuring Digital Trade, Version 1, 28/02/2019



Draft statistical framework to measure 

digital trade
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… where the nature of the transaction – digitally ordered and/or digitally delivered 

– is the overarching defining characteristic of digital trade. 



Examples of digital trade transactions:

Goods: digitally ordered, not digitally delivered
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Source: OECD-WTO Draft Handbook on Measuring Digital Trade, Version 1, 28/02/2019



Examples of digital trade transactions:

Services: digitally ordered, not digitally delivered
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Source: OECD-WTO Draft Handbook on Measuring Digital Trade, Version 1, 28/02/2019



Examples of digital trade transactions:

Services: digitally ordered, digitally delivered
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Source: OECD-WTO Draft Handbook on Measuring Digital Trade, Version 1, 28/02/2019



Examples of digital trade transactions:

Services: not digitally ordered, digitally delivered
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Source: OECD-WTO Draft Handbook on Measuring Digital Trade, Version 1, 28/02/2019



Reporting template for Digital Trade
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Compiling statistics for digitally ordered 

goods and services
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Source: OECD-WTO Draft Handbook o Measuring Digital Trade, Version 1, 28/02/2019

Via:

1. Enterprise surveys

2. Household surveys

3. Credit card data

4. Using data from other payment processing firms 

5. De minimis trade 

 transactions below the minimum value (weight or size) on 

which duties are collected, outside the scope of conventional 

merchandise trade statistics

6. Digitally ordered merchandise trade directly from customs 

statistics

7. Data linking and private data sources



And what about e-commerce?
Some definitions:

The OECD definition of an “e-commerce” transaction: 

 A sale or purchase of goods or services, 

 Conducted over computer networks by methods 

specifically designed, 

 For the purpose of receiving or placing of orders’ 

Goods or services are ordered by these methods

 BUT payment and ultimate delivery of the goods or 

services do not have to be conducted online. 
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What do we know so far?
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UNCTAD estimates: (March 2019)

World cross-border e-commerce
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Source:  UNCTAD Press Release, March 2019
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The WTO’s definition of “e-commerce” is the: 

“production, distribution, marketing, sale or delivery 

of goods and services by electronic means.”

- WT/L/274, 30 September 1998, Adopted by the General Council,

25 September 1998
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E-commerce definitions:



WTO and electronic commerce:  
a timeline

1998: 
Ministerial 
Declaration 
and adoption
of the Work 
Programme 
(WP) on 
e-commerce

1998-2000: 
Detailed 
discussions in 
regular bodies 
and under the 
General Council

2001- 2015: 
Subsequent WTO 
Ministerial 
Conferences agree 
to continue the 
WP, but level of 
engagement 
decreases

2016: 
New momentum 
in e-commerce 
discussions, but 
different views 
on way forward

2017:

Ministerial Decision on 
electronic commerce –
adopted by all WTO 
Members: reinvigorate 
the WP and extend the 
moratorium

Joint statement on 
electronic commerce –
70+ Members: 
exploratory work 
towards future 
negotiations 
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Workshop on the temporary 

e-commerce moratorium (April 2019)

 History of the moratorium

 What is an electronic transmission?

 Revenue implications of the moratorium

 How to estimate reliably the value of “products” that 

have been digitized and are exchanged online cross-

border? 

 Technical challenges of imposing customs duties on 

electronic transmissions

 How to collect customs duties on electronic 

transmissions?

 Development dimension of the moratorium

 Impact on industrialization and economic 

development

More information at: 

https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/ecom_e/wkmoratorium29419_e.htm
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A question for AFRICA:
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1. What do you know so far about your 

digitally-enabled trade?

2. How much of that can you and would 

you commit to measure in order to 

help you maximize your potential 
from it?
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Thank You!
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