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This report covers WTO activities in 2023 and the early part of 2024. At the start of 
the report, Director-General Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala reflects on the current challenges 
facing world trade and the role of the WTO in helping the world address these 
challenges. The report also covers the 13th WTO Ministerial Conference, which 
took place from 26 February to 1 March 2024. 

Further information about the WTO’s activities is available on the WTO website: 
www.wto.org

The World Trade Organization deals with the global rules of trade  
between WTO members. Its main function is to ensure that trade  
flows as smoothly, predictably and freely as possible.

Disclaimer
This publication has been prepared under the WTO Secretariat’s own responsibility. It does not necessarily 
reflect the positions or opinions of WTO members and is without prejudice to their rights and obligations  
under the WTO agreements. The opinions expressed and arguments employed herein are not intended to 
provide any authoritative or legal interpretation of the provisions of the WTO agreements and shall in no way 
be read or understood to have any legal implications whatsoever.

 

The terms and illustrations used in this publication do not constitute or imply an expression of opinion by the 
WTO Secretariat concerning the status or boundaries of any territory.
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1Overview

The overall objective of  
the WTO is to help its 
members use trade as a 
means to raise living 
standards, create jobs and 
improve people’s lives.  
The WTO operates the 
global system of trade  

rules and helps developing 
economies build their trade 
capacity. It also provides a 
forum for its members to 
negotiate trade agreements 
and to resolve the trade 
problems they face with 
each other.
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Message from Director-General 
Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala 

These are troubling times for 
global trade. Amid geopolitical 
tensions and the backdrop of 

the climate crisis, we see increased 
protectionism and unilateral policy 
measures. The data suggest that 
after years of talk of decoupling, trade 
may be starting to fragment along 
geopolitical lines. 

And yet within these challenges 
there are exciting opportunities. 
Opportunities to harness digitalization 
to spur growth and job creation. 
Opportunities to use trade to enhance 
global food security and accelerate 
the push towards net-zero emissions. 
Opportunities to spread the benefits 

of trade to more people and countries. 
The World Trade Organization has a 
vital role to play in enabling members  
to seize these opportunities - and in 
doing so, to make the global economy 
more inclusive, more sustainable and 
more resilient.

In 2023 – the main period covered 
by this report – merchandise trade 
volumes fell by 1.2 per cent after 
growing 3.0 per cent the year before, 
as many countries dealt with the 
lingering effects of inflation and high 
energy prices. But this decline was 
partially offset by strong growth in 
services trade, which increased by 
9 per cent in value terms, boosted in 
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particular by the post-pandemic surge 
in tourism. 

Despite trade tensions, political 
uncertainty, and shocks like COVID-19, 
world trade has been remarkably 
resilient in recent years. The value of 
total goods and commercial services 
trade in 2023, at US$ 30.4 trillion, was 
close to record highs. Merchandise 
trade volumes at the end of 2023 were  
6 per cent above their pre-pandemic 
peak in 2019, while the value of 
commercial services trade was up  
21 per cent between 2019 and  
2023 – and by more than 50 per cent 
for trade in digitally-delivered services. 

As it marks its 30th anniversary this 
year, the WTO has continued to enable 
members to use trade as a means 
to improve living 
standards, create 
better jobs and 
promote sustainable 
development, in 
keeping with the 
mission articulated 
in the preamble 
to the Marrakesh 
Agreement that 
established the 
WTO. Since 1995, 
global trade has 
expanded nearly 
five-fold in value 
terms, driving faster 
growth in developing 
and developed economies, and helping 
lift over 1.5 billion people out of 
extreme poverty. 

The future of trade is services, digital, 
green – and it must be inclusive.  
This Annual Report describes how,  
over the course of 2023 and through  
to our 13th Ministerial Conference  
in Abu Dhabi in February 2024,  

the WTO and its members moved 
forward on all these fronts, helping 
build the enabling environment for 
trade’s evolution in the years ahead. 
At the same time, members left key 
business unfinished – notably on 
fisheries subsidies and agriculture.

Vis-à-vis services, MC13 saw the 
entry into force of new disciplines for 
domestic regulation aimed at cutting 
services-related red tape and making 
it more straightforward for service 
providers to enter foreign markets. Over 
70 WTO members are committed to 
implementing these new disciplines.

On digital trade, members at MC13 
helped preserve market predictability 
by extending by two years the 
longstanding moratorium against 

levying customs 
duties on cross-
border electronic 
transmissions. 
They agreed to 
keep up efforts to 
reinvigorate the 
Work Programme 
on E-Commerce 
to help developing 
and least-developed 
country members 
address the 
trade-related 
challenges they 
face in building their 
digital economies. 

Meanwhile, throughout the year in 
Geneva, a large group of members 
continued to make progress in 
e-commerce negotiations on setting 
out some basic shared rules for  
digital trade.

With regard to making trade a stronger 
force for environmental sustainability, 
the year was marked by a steady flow 

Despite trade 
tensions, political 
uncertainty, 
and shocks like 
COVID-19, world 
trade has been 
remarkably 
resilient in 
recent years.
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As it marks its 
30th anniversary 
this year, the 
WTO has 
continued to 
enable members 
to use trade 
as a means to 
improve living 
standards, create 
better jobs 
and promote 
sustainable 
development.

of formal acceptances by members 
of the WTO’s Fisheries Subsidies 
Agreement, continuing through and 
beyond MC13. At the time of writing 
in July 2024, nearly 80 members have 
formally accepted 
the Agreement. This 
leaves us roughly 
30 ratifications away 
from the two-thirds 
of the membership 
threshold for the 
Agreement to enter 
into force and start 
to protect marine 
fisheries and the 
livelihoods of the 
260 million people 
worldwide who 
depend on the 
oceans for their 
food and incomes. 
The WTO’s Fish 
Fund set up to 
help developing 
economies 
implement the 
Agreement has 
received more than CHF 14 million  
in contributions and pledges and  
will be ready to go as soon as the 
Agreement enters into force. 

At MC13, we came very close to 
agreement on a second wave of 
provisions for the Fisheries Agreement, 
but unfortunately could not get to 
the finish line. Still, members laid 
a foundation for bringing these 
negotiations to a swift conclusion.

Also at the conference, ministers 
engaged in a groundbreaking  
open-ended conversation on 
sustainable development,  
looking at trade’s role in  
addressing economic, social  
and environmental concerns.

Another highlight on the green front 
was the growing recognition in the 
wider policy community of the role 
for trade in tackling climate change. 
The UN’s COP28 Climate Change 

Conference in 
Dubai in December 
for the first time 
had a dedicated 
Trade Day, and the 
WTO Secretariat 
co-hosted a Trade 
House pavilion 
where we launched 
a new publication 
showcasing trade 
policy options 
governments could 
use to amplify their 
climate change 
policies.

As for inclusion, 
members made a 
number of important 
advances leading up 
to MC13. One was 
the formal adoption, 

after years of negotiations, of WTO 
membership terms for Comoros and 
Timor-Leste - both least developed 
countries. In addition, members 
reached long-awaited decisions on 
special and differential treatment for 
developing countries, and on easing the 
transition for economies graduating out 
of least developed country status. 

Another valuable step forward was the 
finalization of the Investment Facilitation 
for Development Agreement, which 
promises to help developing economies 
by simplifying investment-related 
procedures, helping them attract 
investment and connect to global 
markets. Over three-quarters of WTO 
members participate in this initiative 
and have requested its inclusion in the 
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WTO framework. Ministers at MC13 
also had a structured conversation on 
socio-economic inclusion, looking at 
how trade could be used to empower 
women and expand opportunities for 
small businesses.

On agriculture, however, despite  
the sector’s importance for 
employment, incomes and food 
security, we were unable to achieve a 
breakthrough. This was disappointing, 
but work continues in Geneva to find 
a path towards reforming the WTO 
agriculture rulebook.

The WTO continued its efforts to 
enable developing economies to take 
advantage of international market 
opportunities, including through 
the Aid for Trade initiative, targeted 
supply-side support via the Enhanced 
Integrated Framework and the 
Standards and Trade Development 
Facility, and capacity support through 
the Institute for Training and Technical 
Cooperation. At MC13, together with 
the International Trade Centre, we 
launched the Women Exporters in the 
Digital Economy (WEIDE) Fund to help 
women tap into international market 
opportunities in the digital economy.

As part of this Annual Report’s 
comprehensive look at what the WTO  
did last year, you will be able read 
about how regular committee work 
continued to provide a platform for 
WTO members to discuss trade 
concerns, propose new solutions 

to pressing issues and find ways of 
avoiding potential trade conflicts. 

You can see how members continued 
to use the WTO dispute settlement 
system to resolve disputes, with ten 
panel reports circulated, including 
three where the disputing parties 
found a mutually agreeable solution. 
WTO members also advanced work 
on dispute settlement reform and 
reaffirmed the goal of having a fully 
functioning dispute settlement system 
in place by the end of 2024. Efforts 
to this end are continuing in Geneva 
in a formal process with a respected 
ambassador as facilitator, supported 
by six co-convenors who are leading 
different strands of technical work.

The report also describes highlights 
of the WTO’s research work, and 
partnerships with a wide range of 
other international organizations in 
areas ranging from subsidies to carbon 
pricing, trade finance and digital trade. 

Finally, I always say trade is about 
people. This report introduces you to 
a few people who improved their lives 
and livelihoods through trade.

DR. NGOZI OKONJO-IWEALA
DIRECTOR-GENERAL
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MC13 took place amidst a 
very challenging geopolitical 
and economic environment, 

with economies around the world 
grappling with the lingering effects 
of high inflation, shipping disruptions 
in vital waterways, ongoing conflicts 
and upcoming elections in some 60 
members in 2024.

The conference brought together 
nearly 4,000 ministers, senior trade 
officials and other delegates from  
the WTO’s 164 members and 
observers, as well as representatives 
from civil society, business and the 
global media. 

In her opening speech to the 
conference, DG Okonjo-Iweala 

said: “Our challenge this week is to 
prove that we can still deliver and 
demonstrate that MC12 was not a 
one-off miracle on Lake Geneva. We 
need to show the world that not only 
does the WTO underpin over three-
quarters of global goods commerce 
— it is also a forum where members 
deliver new benefits for people 
through trade.”

The opening session saw the adoption 
of WTO membership terms for 
Comoros and Timor-Leste, both  
least-developed countries. DG 
Okonjo-Iweala said: “Here at MC13, 
the WTO is welcoming its first new 
members in almost eight years. We 
celebrate the hard work they have  
put in, and the beneficial but 

challenging reforms they have 
implemented at home.” Both countries 
will become members of the WTO 
once they complete their domestic 
ratification processes. 

For the first time at a ministerial 
conference, ministers engaged in 
conversations on how trade relates 
to two pressing issues that go to the 
heart of current political, economic 
and environmental challenges, 
namely sustainable development and 
socioeconomic inclusion. DG Okonjo-
Iweala emphasized the recognition by 
members of “the role trade and the 
WTO can play in empowering women, 
expanding opportunities for micro, 
small, and medium-sized enterprises 
(MSMEs,) and achieving sustainable 

13th Ministerial Conference
The WTO’s 13th Ministerial Conference (MC13), held in Abu Dhabi, concluded 
on 2 March 2024 with the adoption of ten multilateral decisions and declarations 
aimed at responding to current trade challenges. Ministers were unable to 
conclude negotiations in all areas under discussion but agreed to continue  
talks on topics where convergence remained elusive during the Conference.

IN THE SPOTLIGHT 
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development in its three dimensions — 
economic, social and environmental.”

Initially scheduled for 26-29 February, 
the Conference was extended to 2 
March in a push to reach outcomes  
on the issues at stake. Eventually,  
after round-the-clock negotiations,  
the MC13 Chair, Dr Thani bin Ahmed 
Al Zeyoudi, Minister of State for 
Foreign Trade of the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE), thanked members 
for their active engagement and 
confirmed the adoption of a series  
of important accords (see page 13).

In his closing remarks, the MC13 
Chair said: “Delivering the Abu 
Dhabi package of outcomes is a true 

testament to the value that members 
continue to attach to the organization 
and its pivotal role in ensuring an 
orderly global system of trade rules. 
Delivering these results also enhances 
trust and confidence in multilateralism, 
which is particularly valuable given the 
testing and uncertain times we find 
ourselves in.”

The package of outcomes  
comprises the Abu Dhabi  
Ministerial Declaration and nine  
other multilateral decisions and 
declarations covering a range of 
topics, including renewing the 
commitment to have a fully and  
well-functioning dispute settlement 
system by 2024 and improving  

use of special treatment provisions  
for developing economies and  
least-developed countries (LDCs).

In the Abu Dhabi Ministerial 
Declaration, WTO members  
commit to preserve and strengthen 
the ability of the multilateral trading 
system, with the WTO at its core, to 
respond to current trade challenges, 
and to work towards necessary  
reform of the WTO to improve  
all its functions. 

During the conference, ten WTO 
members submitted their instruments 
of acceptance of the Fisheries 
Agreement, bringing the total number 
of WTO members to have formally 
accepted the Agreement to over  
70 and putting the historic agreement 
for ocean sustainability on track for 
entry into force at a record pace. 

However, members were unable 
to conclude a “second wave” of 
negotiations aimed at adding new 
provisions – on curbing subsidies 
contributing to overcapacity and 
overfishing – to the Agreement on 
Fisheries Subsidies. DG Okonjo-
Iweala said: “While I had hoped that 
we could finish these negotiations  
in Abu Dhabi, you have prepared  
the ground for its conclusion at the 
next Ministerial Conference, if not 
earlier. The livelihoods of 260 million 
people who depend directly or 
indirectly on marine fisheries are  
at stake.”
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On agriculture, members had a 
common framework text to discuss for 
further agriculture reform for the first 
time in over 20 years. Despite intense 
negotiations, members were not able 
to reach consensus, as divergences 
remained in a number of areas, 
including on public stockholding  
for food security purposes. 

MC13 saw the entry into force  
of new disciplines on services 
domestic regulation, which is  
expected to lower trade costs by  
over US$ 125 billion worldwide. 
Supported by 72 WTO members,  
this joint initiative is designed to 
facilitate services trade by streamlining 
and simplifying regulatory procedures. 

Ministers representing 123 WTO 
members – three-quarters of the 
WTO membership, including close 
to 90 developing economies and 26 
least-developed countries – issued a 
Joint Ministerial Declaration marking 
the finalization of the Investment 
Facilitation for Development 
Agreement and making it available 
to the public. Ministers also issued a 
submission asking for the plurilateral 
agreement to be incorporated into 
Annex 4 of the Marrakesh Agreement 
Establishing the WTO. However, 
consensus was not achieved on  
this request.

Co-sponsors of three environmental 
initiatives at the WTO presented 

the next steps they are taking to 
advance work on plastics pollution, 
environmental sustainability, and fossil 
fuel subsidy reform. 

In her concluding remarks, DG 
Okonjo-Iweala said: “We have worked 
hard this week. We have achieved 
some important things and we have 
not managed to complete others. 
Nevertheless, we moved those pieces 
of work in an important way. At the 
same time, we have delivered some 

milestone achievements for the WTO 
and laid the groundwork for more.”

Looking ahead, she added:  
“The WTO remains a source  
of stability and resilience in an 
economic and geopolitical landscape 
fraught with uncertainties and 
exogenous shocks. Trade remains 
a vital force for improving people’s 
lives, and for helping businesses and 
countries cope with the impact of 
these shocks.”

Closing Ceremony  
of MC13 on  
2 March 2024.
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Fact box: MC13 outcomes

Small economies
WTO members reaffirmed their 

commitment to the Work Programme 
on Small Economies, instructing the 
WTO Secretariat to provide analysis 
on challenges and opportunities for 

small economies in e-commerce, the 
importance of supply chains for food 
security and the integration of climate 

change action into trade policies.

Abu Dhabi  
Ministerial Declaration
WTO members resolved  

to strengthen the multilateral  
trading system to respond to  

current trade challenges,  
reiterated the centrality of 

development in the WTO’s work  
and reaffirmed their commitment  
to work towards WTO reform.

Special and differential 
treatment (S&DT) 

WTO members requested 
improvements in WTO technical 
assistance to help developing 

economies address sanitary and 
phytosanitary (SPS) and TBT issues. 

They also called for further work  
on enhancing implementation of 

Special and differential  
treatment provisions.

Accessions 
WTO members approved the 
WTO membership terms of 
Comoros and Timor-Leste, 
who will become the first  
new WTO members in  

almost eight years.

Graduating from LDC status 
WTO members agreed that 

countries graduating from the 
LDC category will continue to 

benefit from certain procedures 
under the dispute settlement 
system and WTO technical 
assistance for a three-year 

transition period.

Electronic commerce 
WTO members agreed to  

re-invigorate work under the Work 
Programme on E-commerce, with 
a particular focus on development, 
and to maintain the practice of not 

imposing customs duties on electronic 
transmissions until MC14 or  

31 March 2026, whichever is earlier.  
The moratorium and Programme  

will expire on that date.

Dispute settlement reform
WTO members recognized 

progress made towards having  
a fully and well-functioning dispute 

settlement system accessible  
to all members by 2024.  

They instructed officials to 
accelerate discussions and  
work on unresolved issues.

Technical barriers to trade
WTO members affirmed that 
regulatory cooperation and 
transparency help to reduce 

technical barriers to trade (TBT), 
underlined the value of digital  

tools and stressed the importance  
of technical assistance and  

capacity-building. 

TRIPS non-violation and 
situation complaints 

WTO members extended until 
MC14 the moratorium on “non-

violation and situation complaints”, 
which deal with situations where 
a WTO member may argue that it 
has been deprived of an expected 
intellectual property benefit, even 
if no agreement has been violated, 

under the TRIPS Agreement.
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U nderlining trade’s pivotal 
role, the WTO co-led with 
the UAE a “Trade Day” 

at the conference, in cooperation 
with UN Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD), the International Chamber 
of Commerce, the World Economic 
Forum and the Abu Dhabi Department 
of Economic Development.

“Trade is about people, a tool 
for improving their lives and their 
livelihoods, and for promoting 
sustainable development,” DG 
Okonjo-Iweala said in her opening 
remarks at a “Trade Day” event – 
“Global leaders unite to promote a 
roadmap of trade policy options for a 
just and ambitious global response to 
climate change”. To deliver on  

this objective, the WTO has been 
stressing that trade is part of the 
climate response and has been 
producing research and analysis on 
the complex relationship between 
climate change and trade, she said. 

“The fact is, we cannot get to  
net-zero without trade because  
it is indispensable for spreading  
low-carbon technology to everywhere  
it is needed,” DG Okonjo-Iweala 
declared. Trade policy tools can help 
countries increase low-carbon goods 
uptake by reforming import tariffs, 
rethinking government procurement 
and promoting trade facilitation,  
she added, urging world leaders to 
make fuller use of trade as part of  
the climate action toolkit.

DG Okonjo-Iweala participated 
in several high-level events at the 
conference, such as the World 
Climate Action Summit and the 
Business and Philanthropy Climate 
Forum. The DG also attended 
meetings of the Coalition of Trade 
Ministers on Climate, which issued  
a set of voluntary actions for aligning 
trade with climate action.

The WTO also co-hosted the Trade 
House pavilion at the conference, with 
three other international organizations 
— the International Chamber of 
Commerce, the International Trade 
Centre and UNCTAD. With 47 events 
hosted by a series of stakeholders, 
the Trade House pavilion served 
as a dedicated space for sparking 

Trade and climate change
For the first time, trade was spotlighted as a specific theme at the UN’s COP28 
Climate Change Conference, held from 30 November to 12 December in Dubai, 
United Arab Emirates (UAE). 

IN THE SPOTLIGHT 

DG Okonjo-Iweala 
speaking at the 
Trade House  
at COP28.
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discussions and generating possible 
solutions on how trade can help  
drive climate and sustainable 
development actions.

Concrete actions and policies 

During COP28, the WTO Secretariat 
launched a new publication titled 
“Trade Policy Tools for Climate Action”. 
The 10-point policy toolkit showcases 
concrete trade policies and measures 
that several WTO members are 
already deploying to address 
climate change (both mitigation 
and adaptation). Key measures 
include updating and aligning energy 
efficiency regulations with international 
standards, reviewing domestic 
regulations and restrictions for 
providers of climate-related goods and 
services and rebalancing import tariffs 
to favour low-carbon technologies. 

Also presented at COP28 was a 
joint report with the International 
Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), 
titled “International Trade in 
Green Hydrogen”. It highlights the 
importance of trade in developing 
markets for “green” hydrogen – 
hydrogen produced exclusively from 
renewable power – which is crucial 
for decarbonizing sectors such as 
industrial processes, shipping  
and aviation. 

In addition, the WTO Secretariat, with 
partners including the United Nations 
Industrial Development Organization, 
the International Energy Agency, 
the World Steel Association and 
Responsible Steel, collaboratively 
developed and launched “Steel 
Standards Principles”. Endorsed by  
42 standards-setting bodies, 
international organizations, steel 
producers and industry associations, 
the principles stress the importance 
of collaborative dialogue across 
economies and sectors and contain 
a commitment to establish common 
methodologies on measuring 
greenhouse gas emissions within  
the steel sector.

Discussions at WTO

In 2023, climate-related issues 
continued to be increasingly 
discussed in various contexts at  
the WTO. For example, the Committee 
on Trade and Environment held  
its first thematic session focused 
on “Trade contributions to energy 
transition efforts concerning 
climate adaptation and mitigation” 
where discussions pointed out 
the Committee’s role in facilitating 
transparency, dialogue and  
evidence-based discussions on 
energy transition and trade matters 
(see page 117). 

On the instructions of ministers  
at the 12th Ministerial Conference 
(MC12), the SPS Committee (see 
page 88) explored the impact on the 
implementation of the SPS Agreement 
of challenges including climate 
change, increasing environmental 
challenges and associated stresses 
on food production. The Technical 
Barriers to Trade (TBT) Committee 
(see page 92) held a thematic 
session examining the role of 
technical regulations, standards and 
conformity assessment procedures in 
contributing to members’ strategies  
to address climate change.  

Members also presented and 
discussed specific climate-related 
measures in various WTO committees 
and bodies, including in Trade Policy 
Reviews. This enhanced activity is 
reflected in the growing number of 
trade-related measures with climate-
related objectives notified to the WTO. 
The WTO environmental database 
contains more than 5,000 measures 
notified since 2009. 

Groups of WTO members also  
held dedicated discussions on 
climate-related issues in the  
member-led environmental initiatives. 
The Trade and Environmental 
Sustainability Structured Discussions 
(TESSD) (see page 73) compiled 
best practices in the development of 
trade-related climate measures. The 
Fossil Fuel Subsidies Reform (FFSR) 
initiative (see page 73) advanced 
efforts towards “the rationalization  
and phase out of inefficient fossil fuel 
subsidies that encourage wasteful 
consumption”. The Dialogue on 
Plastics Pollution and Environmentally 
Sustainable Plastics Trade (see page 
72) discussed a report which explored 
the emissions associated with the 
production, consumption and disposal 
of single-use plastics. At the 13th 
Ministerial Conference in February 
2024, the three environmental 
initiatives outlined plans for their  
next phase of work.
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IN THE SPOTLIGHT 

Merchandise trade and GDP

The volume of world merchandise 
trade fell by 1.2 per cent in 2023, 
compared with growth of 3.0 per cent 
in 2022 (see Figure 1). The decline 
was accompanied by weaker global 
GDP growth at market exchange 
rates, which fell to 2.7 per cent in 
2023, down from 3.1 per cent in the 
previous year. Trade growth in 2023 
was well below the 2.5 per cent 
average since the global financial 
crisis of 2008-09, while GDP  
growth was only slightly below its 
average rate of 2.7 per cent over  
the same period. 

The trade slump in 2023 affected 
some regions and sectors more 
than others. Inflation reduced real 
household incomes and eroded 
revenues of firms, particularly in 
developed economies. This, in turn, 
reduced demand for trade-intensive 
manufactured goods, with some 
notable exceptions including electric 
vehicles and solar cells. Europe was 
hit especially hard by high energy 
prices due to its dependence on 
natural gas imports, which were 
disrupted by the war in Ukraine. 

While Europe’s exports registered a 
moderate decline (-2.6 per cent), its 
imports contracted sharply (-4.7 per 
cent). North America recorded the 

Global trade developments 
and outlook
Merchandise trade declined in 2023 as the lingering effects of inflation and 
high energy prices weighed on demand for trade-intensive manufactured 
goods. Meanwhile, trade in commercial services continued to expand. Goods 
trade is expected to recover gradually in 2024 and 2025 as lower inflation lifts 
real household incomes and increases demand for imports. However, regional 
conflicts and geopolitical tensions continue to pose significant downside risks.
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Figure 1: World merchandise trade volume and GDP growth, 2018-25

Note: Figures for 2024 and 2025 are projections. Merchandise trade grew 2.5 per cent per year on average between 2010 and 2023 while  
GDP growth averaged 2.7 per cent.

Sources: WTO for merchandise trade volume and consensus estimates for GDP.

Annual percentage change

strongest export growth of any region 
(+3.7 per cent) but its imports also 
declined (-2.0 per cent). Asian trade 
volume growth was mostly flat on both 
the export side (+0.1 per cent) and 
the import side (-0.6 per cent). Trade 
volume growth in other regions was 
mixed, with import growth strongest in 
countries that export energy products 
disproportionately. This is because 
commodity prices and export earnings 
remained high by historical standards.

The disproportionate magnitude of 
the decline in goods trade relative to 
output can be partly explained by the 
larger share of the European Union in 
world merchandise trade (30 per cent 
in 2023) compared to world GDP (24 
per cent in the same year). Increasing 
consumption of services following the 
end of pandemic measures in China 
may also have diverted some spending 
towards services that would otherwise 
have been directed towards goods.

Despite the downturn in 2023, 
merchandise trade and output have 

been remarkably resilient in recent 
years, bouncing back from several 
severe economic shocks, including the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Despite these 
disruptions, merchandise trade volume 
at the end of 2023 was still up 6 per 
cent compared to its pre-pandemic 
peak in 2019, and 19 per cent 
compared to its average level in 2015. 

Energy prices receded in 2023 from 
peaks reached in 2022 following the 
war in Ukraine but they remained high 
by historical standards, particularly in 
Europe, where prices for natural gas 
were 2.7 times higher than in 2019. 

The high cost of energy over the last 
two years contributed to a broader rise 
in inflation that forced central banks in 
advanced economies to raise interest 
rates to multi-year highs. 

By the end of 2023, monetary 
tightening had succeeded in  
bringing inflation down nearly to 
central bank targets in advanced 
economies but hopes of early  
interest rate cuts were dashed.  

The US dollar value of world 
merchandise trade is estimated to 
have declined by around 5 per cent 
in 2023 to US$ 24.01 trillion. Some 
of this decline reflects falling primary 
commodity prices while some is 
attributable to reduced trade volumes 
in certain categories of goods. 

The value of trade in manufactured 
goods was down 3 per cent, but  
this figure obscures larger declines  
in some categories (iron and steel,  
down 15 per cent, and chemicals 
down 9 per cent) and substantial 

Higher prices and interest rates reduced real 
incomes of households and raised production and 
borrowing costs for businesses, which dampened 
consumption and investment.
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Figure 2: Year-on-year growth in world commercial services trade, 2022-23

Note: Average of exports and imports.

Source: WTO-UN Trade and Development estimates.

increases in others (automotive 
products up 17 per cent).

Services trade

Total commercial services trade 
recorded a strong 9 per cent increase 
in current US dollar terms in 2023 to 
reach US$ 7.54 trillion (see Figure 2). 
The increase was less than the 15 
per cent rise recorded for 2022 
but still quite strong compared to 
the 5 per cent decline in the value 
of merchandise trade for the year. 
Growth in services trade partly 
offset the decline in merchandise 
trade, leaving total world goods and 
commercial services exports on a 
balance of payments basis down just 
2 per cent in 2023 at US$ 30.8 trillion 
(see Figure 3). 

Services trade was boosted by travel 
spending, which was up 38 per cent 
following a 71 per cent post-pandemic 
surge in 2022. Transport was the 

Annual percentage change

Figure 3: World goods and commercial services exports, 2018-2023

Note: Goods trade differs slightly from merchandise trade.

Source: WTO.

Billion US$ and annual % change

018

CHAP TER 1

ANNUAL REPORT wto.org/research018



Europe AsiaNorth America Rest of world World

2.3

-0.6

2.9 3.0

-3.0

-2.0

-1.0

0.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

-3.0

-2.0

-1.0

0.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

2022 2023 2024 2025

Exports

3.7

-1.8

2.3

3.6

2022 2023 2024 2025

Imports

WTO economists predict a 2.6 per cent increase 
in the volume of world merchandise trade in 2024 
following the weak showing in 2023.

Figure 4: Contributions to world trade volume growth by region, 2022-2025

Source: WTO and UN Trade and Development.

Annual percentage change

weakest component of services trade 
in 2023, which registered an 8 per cent 
year-on-year decline linked to lower 
shipping rates and reduced goods 
trade volumes. The categories of 
other commercial services (including 
business and financial services) and 
goods-related services grew 9 per 
cent and 7 per cent, respectively.

Outlook for trade in 2024

Global trade growth is expected to pick 
up gradually over the next two years 
as lower inflation and rising incomes 
in advanced economies lift real wages 
and boost demand for goods, including 
imports. According to the WTO’s 
forecast of 10 April 2024, the volume 
of merchandise trade is expected to 
increase by 2.6 per cent in 2024 and 
3.3 per cent in 2025. The outlook is 
also positive for commercial services 
trade, and digitally delivered services 
in particular, which rose 51 per cent in 
value terms between 2019 and 2023.

The 1.2 per cent contraction in 
merchandise trade volume in 2023 
was primarily driven by Europe,  
which subtracted 1.7 percentage 
points from global import growth  
and reduced global export growth by 
1.0 percentage points. 

If the WTO’s trade forecast for 
2024 is realised, Asia will make the 
biggest contribution to trade growth 
over the next two years (see Figure 
4). The region is expected to add 
around 1.3 percentage points to 
the projected 2.9 per cent growth 
in world exports in 2024, or around 
45 per cent. On the imports side it 
should add 1.9 percentage points to 
the anticipated 2.3 per cent growth in 
world imports, or around 81 per cent. 
Other regions should make smaller 

contributions to import demand but all 
are expected to be positive. 

The outlook for 2025 is more positive, 
with all regions contributing to export 
and import growth, although there is 
much more uncertainty associated with 
longer-term projections.  

Risks to the trade forecast are 
substantial. These include rising 
protectionism, increasing geopolitical 
tensions and ongoing regional conflicts 
in the Middle East and Europe. Other 
downside risks to the forecast include 
commodity price shocks and climate-
related weather incidents. There is also 
some upside potential if falling inflation 
allows central banks to reduce interest 
rates although timing rate cuts correctly 
will be challenging for policymakers.
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More than beans:  
a story of sustainable 
cocoa trade

Twenty years ago, some 90 cocoa 
producers from south-western  
Côte d’Ivoire came together to  
form a producers’ cooperative  
and save their livelihoods.

“If we didn’t combine our efforts, 
we would disappear and we would 
no longer want to grow cocoa,” 
says Assata Doumbia, president 
of L’Entreprise Coopérative des 
Agriculteurs de Méagui (ECAM 
Cooperative). Today, the cooperative 
works with 2,800 producers,  
including 700 women. 

Côte d’Ivoire supplies about  
40 per cent of the world’s cocoa  
but only receives between 5 and  
7 per cent of the profit generated by 
this sector globally. It is estimated 
that more than half of Ivorian cocoa 
producers and their families live  
below the poverty line.

“Our distinctiveness is that we wanted 
to have connections with chocolate 
makers directly, which was beneficial 
for us,” Assata says. The cooperative, 
which has sustainability certificates 
from Forest Alliance, Fairtrade 
and Ecocert, works directly with 
international chocolate-makers  

such as Tony’s Chocolonely, Ferrero 
and Mondelez. 

Such has been its success that the 
cooperative has been able to invest 
in buying trucks to transport cocoa 
and in training farmers. It has built five 
schools and a kindergarten. 

It has also diversified its income. 
“We don’t just limit ourselves to 
the marketing of cocoa beans. We 
turned towards the transformation of 
the beans we had on hand. So, we 
make cosmetics, soap from cocoa 
butter and coated beans. Here in 
Côte d’Ivoire, we make very good 
chocolate,” Assate declares proudly. 

World trade  
success stories
The following success stories show how trade and trade-related assistance can 
bring benefits to people across the globe, helping entrepreneurs improve their 
standard of living and creating new opportunities for local communities.

Assata Doumbia 
of the ECAM 
Cooperative 
harvesting  
cocoa beans.

IN THE SPOTLIGHT

CÔTE D’IVOIRE
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Growing vegetables  
for global markets

Francis Chama is packhouse 
manager at Zambian vegetable  
and flower producer York Farm, 
near Lusaka.

The company specializes in growing 
and packing fresh vegetables, 
including baby corn and mange-tout 
peas. It employs up to 800 workers 
at its two farms. The packhouse is 
where produce is stored and packed 
for export to various destinations, 
including Germany, New Zealand, 
South Africa and the United Kingdom.

Compliance with international standards 
on food safety, farming, labour and the 
environment has contributed to the 
company’s success in joining global 
supply chains, Francis says.

But the company has faced multiple 
challenges. These include high 
production costs, limited market 
access, and the cost of maintaining 
international standards and meeting 
export requirements. “We also 
have limited capacity to conduct 
inspections of exported products  
and often face product rejections  
by customers due to quality issues,” 
he adds.

Least-developed countries (LDCs) 
such as Zambia typically need trade 
support to equip potential producers 
to access international markets and 
bolster their participation in global 
supply chains.

York Farm has been working with the 
Standards and Trade Development 
Facility and the Enhanced Integrated 
Framework to strengthen its capacity 
to meet international standards, 
including by training inspectors, 
farmers and traders on meeting 

phytosanitary requirements  
and providing training on pest  
control activities.

“As a result, we now have greater 
phytosanitary capacity, which has 
helped open new markets for our 
horticultural and floricultural products,” 
Francis says. 

Source: Enhanced Integrated 
Framework

Packaging of 
vegetables at  
York Farm, Lusaka.

ZAMBIA
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EIF project helps shea 
exports �ourish in  
West Africa

Dr Fatoumata Sacko is the founder 
of Kocos Cosmétique, a small 
enterprise working to create 
products based on shea butter from 
Mali for export markets in countries 
such as Rwanda and Togo.

Fatoumata is one of more than 
30,000 women from over 1,000 small 
businesses who have benefited from 
an EIF regional project implemented 
by the Global Shea Alliance (GSA) 
– based in Accra, Ghana – in 
collaboration with EIF national 
implementation units in Benin,  
Burkina Faso, Mali and Togo. 

With a focus on creating processed 
products rather than raw materials 
and creating incentives to retain 
shea trees, women have moved 

from being price takers to business 
partners. This systemic change 
creates a virtuous cycle where 
productivity improvements feed into 
better products, increased trade and 
future investment. Production of shea 
products such as shea butter and 
cosmetics have increased fourfold 
following investments in new storage 
and processing facilities. 

The investment from the EIF of  
US$ 2.5 million has already contributed 
towards more than US$ 20 million  
in additional exports of shea and shea-
based products. With the involvement 
of the US Agency for International 
Development (USAID) and the private 
sector, which helped mobilize an 
additional US$ 650,000, the project 
has contributed towards the creation  
of more than 2,500 jobs. Shea trees 
also play a key role in carbon capture, 
with the project involving the planting  
of more than 15,000 trees.

Source: Enhanced Integrated 
Framework

WEST AFRICA

Shea butter 
processing is helping 
to connect women 
in West African 
villages to the global 
marketplace.
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Using biopesticides to 
facilitate safe trade in Asia

Farmers and producers rely on 
pesticides to protect their crops 
against plant pests and diseases 
but they need to limit the level of 
pesticide residues in their crops to 
protect consumer health and meet 
export market requirements.

In Asia, an STDF regional project 
tested a new approach to tackle  
this challenge. Working in partnership 
with governments, farmers and  

the agri-food industry in nine 
countries, ranging from Bangladesh 
to Viet Nam, the project piloted how 
biopesticides (a type of pesticide 
made from natural materials like 
animals, plants, bacteria and certain 
minerals) could be used alongside 
conventional pesticides to reduce 
pesticide issues affecting trade.

The project equipped over 170 
government officers with the 
knowledge and skills to roll out  
the use of biopesticides. Regulations 
were harmonized, simplifying 
compliance by the private sector.  
New protocols and good practices 
were produced for use by farmers  

to meet maximum residue limits 
(MRLs) set by Codex. 

The pilot delivered over 18 residue-
mitigation studies for products such 
as cabbage, sweet basil and chili 
peppers grown by millions of small-
scale farmers. These studies showed 
that proper use of biopesticides 
reduced pesticide MRLs by half.  
With the cost of farm inputs rising,  
and increased interest in 
environmental protection, the project 
demonstrated a win-win both for 
biodiversity and for safe trade. 

Source: Standards and Trade 
Development Facility (STDF)

ASIA

An STDF regional 
project is piloting the 
use of biopesticides 
to reduce pesticide 
issues affecting trade.
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Our year

•	 In the run-up to the 13th Ministerial Conference (MC13), DG Okonjo-
Iweala urged WTO members to “narrow down realistic deliverables” 
for agreement at MC13 and to build on the negotiating successes 
achieved at MC12.

•	 Following five days of intense negotiations at the end of February 
2024, MC13 ended with ministers adopting ten multilaterally agreed 
decisions and declarations, covering development, dispute settlement 
reform, e-commerce and other areas. The package included approval 
of WTO membership for Comoros and Timor-Leste.

•	 Members committed to continue negotiations in areas such  
as agriculture and fisheries subsidies where consensus could  
not be found.

•	 The WTO expanded its work with other organizations, such as 
the World Bank Group and the IMF, cooperating in areas such as 
subsidies, digital trade, trade finance and climate action.
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A Heads of 
Delegation meeting 
at MC13.

Trade negotiations 
and discussions

I n the months leading up to MC13,  
DG Okonjo-Iweala urged members 
to build on the negotiating successes 

achieved at MC12 in June 2022, including  
a landmark accord on curbing harmful 
fisheries subsidies.

At a senior government officials’ meeting in 
October, she called on members to “narrow 
down realistic deliverables” for agreement 
at MC13. Officials discussed priority areas, 
such as agriculture, trade and development, 
fisheries subsidies and dispute settlement 
reform. They also discussed WTO reform, 
including institutional reform and possible 
areas of future work. 

Talks on fisheries subsidies sought to 
conclude a “second wave” of provisions  
on curbing harmful subsidies. Following 
intensive negotiations throughout 2023 and 
early 2024, the chair, Einar Gunnarsson, 
circulated in February 2024 a text as the  
basis for finalizing negotiations at MC13.

In agriculture, the chair of the negotiations, 
Alparslan Acarsoy, presented members 

in January 2024 with a draft text aimed 
at striking a “delicate balance” between 
members’ proposals and reflecting “as 
faithfully as possible” the state of play in  
the talks.

The DG also stressed the need for 
members to make progress on development 
discussions, both within the context of WTO 
reform and in the work of the Committee on 
Trade and Development. 

On 16 February 2024, the DG submitted the 
draft “Abu Dhabi Package” of decisions and 
declarations to ministers to help them prepare 
for MC13.

Intense negotiations at MC13 at end-February 
resulted in ministers adopting ten multilaterally 
agreed decisions and declarations, covering 
development, dispute settlement reform, 
e-commerce and other areas. On agriculture 
and fisheries subsidies, members were  
unable to find convergence but agreed to 
continue negotiations. 

Members also agreed the WTO accession 
terms of Comoros and Timor-Leste, the  
first expansion of the WTO membership  
since 2016.

For more on trade negotiations, see page 48.
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Implementation of 
WTO agreements  
and trade monitoring

W TO members discussed a range 
of issues in the General Council in 
2023, including WTO reform, the 

WTO response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and preparations for MC13 in February 2024. 

Discussions on WTO reform included four 
meetings focusing on development, the 
WTO’s deliberative function and institutional 
matters, trade and industrial policy, and  
trade and environmental sustainability.  
The General Council Chairperson, Athaliah 
Lesiba Molokomme, said: “WTO reform 
has become an important element of our 
preparations to ensure a successful  
Ministerial Conference in Abu Dhabi.”

The General Council elected Minister of  
State for Foreign Trade of the United Arab 
Emirates Dr Thani bin Ahmed Al Zeyoudi  
as MC13 Chairperson in July. 

The General Council Chair began 
consultations on a draft ministerial declaration 
in November, which culminated in the Abu 

Dhabi Ministerial Declaration, adopted 
at MC13 on 2 March 2024, setting out 
a forward-looking, reform agenda for the 
organization. 

The package of ministerial decisions adopted 
at MC13 included a decision instructing the 
General Council to hold periodic reviews on 
the E-commerce Work Programme and to 
maintain the current practice of not imposing 
customs duties on electronic transmissions 
until MC14 or 31 March 2026, whichever  
is earlier.

The General Council agreed in December to 
increase the WTO’s operational budget by  
3.6 per cent for 2024 and 2025, the WTO’s 
first operating budget increase in 12 years.

The WTO’s latest trade monitoring report 
showed that, in 2023, members introduced 
more trade-facilitating than trade-restrictive 
measures on goods unrelated to the 
COVID-19 pandemic up to mid-October, a 
period marked by multiple crises affecting 
the global economy, including inflation and 
rising geopolitical tensions. However, many 
restrictions on food, feed and fertilizers 
remained in place. 

For more on implementation, see page 76.

General Council 
Chair Athaliah 
Lesiba Molokomme.
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Petter Ølberg 
chaired the  
Dispute Settlement 
Body in 2023.

Dispute settlement

T he WTO’s dispute settlement system 
maintained a high level of activity. 
WTO members filed six requests for 

consultations, the first stage in the dispute 
settlement process, compared with eight in 
2022. By the end of 2023, a total of 621 
disputes had been initiated under the Dispute 
Settlement Understanding (DSU) since the 
establishment of the WTO in 1995.

Parties in three disputes informed the Dispute 
Settlement Body (DSB) during 2023 that, in 
the absence of a functioning Appellate Body, 
they had agreed to resort to an alternative 
mechanism – the multi party interim appeal 
arbitration arrangement – to decide any 
appeal of a final panel report. 

Ten panel reports were circulated in 2023, 
including three in which a mutually agreed 
solution had been reached. The DSB adopted 

two panel reports during this period. Nine 
panel reports were appealed, and the appeals 
in three disputes were withdrawn. This brings 
to 30 the number of disputes in which appeals 
were pending as of 31 December 2023.

WTO members continued informal 
discussions on dispute settlement reform, with 
the view to having a fully and well-functioning 
dispute settlement system accessible to all 
members by 2024, as agreed at MC12. In 
February 2024, Marco Molina, the convenor 
of the discussions, presented a consolidated 
draft text on reform of the system. 

At MC13, members adopted a Ministerial 
Decision recognizing the progress made, 
renewing their MC12 commitment to the 
2024 deadline, and instructing officials to 
work on unresolved issues, including issues 
regarding appeal/review and accessibility.

For more on dispute settlement, see  
page 130.

Ten panel reports were circulated in 2023, including three  
in which a mutually agreed solution had been reached.
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EIF is supporting a 
number of priority 
sectors in Cambodia, 
including high-value 
silk production.

Supporting development and building 
trade capacity

T he Committee on Trade and 
Development discussed initiatives 
to boost developing economies’ 

integration into the global trading system, 
including in e-commerce. The share of 
least-developed countries (LDCs) in global 
merchandise exports was 1.15 per cent in 
2022, up from 0.93 per cent in 2021, while 
their share in world commercial services 
exports grew to 0.53 per cent, up from  
0.49 per cent in 2021.

At MC13 in February 2024, WTO members 
adopted a decision to extend for a three-year 
period support measures for least-developed 
countries graduating from LDC status. 
They also adopted a decision on improving 
implementation of special and differential 
treatment (S&D) provisions for developing 
economies in the Sanitary and Phytosanitary 
Agreement and the Technical Barriers to 
Trade Agreement.

Disbursements under the WTO-led Aid 
for Trade initiative, which seeks to help 
developing economies and LDCs benefit  
from trade, amounted to US$ 47.8 billion  
in 2021. A total of US$ 632 billion has 
been disbursed since 2006.

Projects supported by the Enhanced 
Integrated Framework (EIF) – a multilateral 
partnership that helps LDCs use trade as  
an engine for growth – have generated  
over US$ 815 million in additional exports  
since 2010. 

The Standards and Trade Development 
Facility, a global partnership helping 
developing economies meet international 
standards for food and plant trade,  
approved US$ 6.5 million for projects  
in 2023.

Approximately 6,500 government officials 
participated in WTO training activities  
to improve understanding about the 
multilateral trading system, compared  
to 5,500 participants in 2022.

At MC13, the WTO and the  
International Trade Centre (ITC) launched  
a US$ 50 million global fund to help women 
tap into opportunities in international trade 
and the digital economy.

For more on development, see page 136.
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Outreach

D G Okonjo-Iweala attended the 
COP28 Climate Summit in Dubai  
in November, where a “Trade Day” 

was held for the first time. She said:  
“This thematic day should inspire world 
leaders to make fuller use of trade as part 
of the climate action toolkit.” The WTO 
Secretariat launched a new publication 
titled “Trade Policy Tools for Climate Action” 
showcasing trade policies and measures  
that WTO members are already deploying  
to address climate change.

The WTO, the World Bank and the World 
Economic Forum (WEF) launched “Action  
on Climate and Trade”, a new initiative to  
help participating developing economies  
and LDCs use trade to meet their climate 
change mitigation and adaptation goals. 

The WHO, WIPO and WTO Directors-
General agreed in September to shift the 
focus of trilateral cooperation from the 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic  

to supporting use of flexibilities in the  
WTO Agreement on Trade-Related  
Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights 
(TRIPS) to increase access to health 
technologies and to make better  
preparations for future pandemics.

The WTO hosted three Presidential  
Lectures in 2023, delivered by President 
Mokgweetsi E.K. Masisi of Botswana,  
former British Prime Minister Gordon Brown 
and President Macky Sall of Senegal.

Under the theme “It is time for action”,  
the 2023 Public Forum drew more than  
2,000 participants to explore how trade  
and the WTO can help create a greener  
and more sustainable future.

Cooperation with the World Bank Group  
and the IMF included joint work on  
subsidies, a co-publication on digital trade  
for development, a new report on trade 
finance and the establishment of a carbon 
pricing task force.

For more on outreach, see page 154.

DG Okonjo-Iweala 
greets FAO Director-
General Qu Dongyu  
at the Trade House  
at COP28 in Dubai.
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2What we 
stand for

Simple, fundamental principles 
form the foundations of the 
multilateral trading system. 
These principles have lain at 
the core of all WTO activities 
since its creation in 1995.



Centre William Rappard  
in Geneva, headquarters  
of the WTO. 
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In 
brief Opening trade

The WTO seeks to ensure 
that trade �ows as smoothly, 

predictably and freely as possible. 
Lowering trade barriers is an 

obvious way to encourage trade; 
these barriers include customs 

duties – or tariffs – and measures  
such as import bans.

W
hat w

e stand for 
Improving  

people’s lives

The fundamental goal of the  
WTO is to improve the welfare 

of people around the world. 
The WTO’s founding Marrakesh 

Agreement recognizes that trade 
should be conducted with a view 

to raising standards of living, 
ensuring full employment and 
increasing real income while 

allowing for the optimal use of  
the world’s resources.
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