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0BSituational Brief 

1BCOVID-19 is Making International Trade Sick 

International trade is not immune to COVID-19 as discussed in our recent SRC Trading Thoughts piece. Thus far, 
the pandemic has significantly reduced production and consumption across the globe creating an unprecedented 
disruption to the global economy and world trade. There has been a continuous decline in the international trade 
of goods and services, evident by weakening signals from the WTO’s Goods and Services Trade Barometers. China, 
originally the outbreak’s epicentre, has already suffered major productivity shortfalls in its manufacturing sector, 
costing global value chains around US$50 billion in exports according UNCTAD’s estimates. Based on the WTO’s 
Services Barometer, trade in services appears to be most affected by significant declines in passenger air travel 
and container shipping. However, because the WTO’s Trade Barometers readings were captured on February 17 
and March 11, they only partially reflect COVID-19’s impact on trade, which is expected to worsen in the coming 
months. Current WTO predictions indicate a 13-32% decline in world trade, which could well exceed the trade 
decline caused by the global financial crisis in 2008-09, and estimates of the expected recovery remain uncertain. 
Although COVID-19’s global trade impact is concerning, the expected trade implications for developing countries 
are even more devastating. 
 
For the Caribbean the trade prognosis is not good (see our COVID-19 SRC Trade Quick Guide). Global supply 
disruptions are proving challenging for CARICOM Member States, who for the most part have high import 
dependencies in food supplies and medical equipment. Already we are seeing export restrictions on ventilators 
by the USA affecting Member States like Barbados. When considering the multiplier effects of export restrictions 
on critical COVID-19 medical supplies, researchers predict a 32% price increase in these products. Similar 
restrictive measures by major food exporters are also likely to cause price hikes and threaten the food security of 
net importing countries, including CARICOM Member States who during 2018 amassed collectively a US$ 5 billion 
food import bill. Furthermore, travel and tourism, a major foreign exchange earner for the region which accounted 
for 80% of CARICOM’s total services exports during 2018, has been dealt a major blow. Under a best case scenario 
(containment of the virus by the end of June), the OECS predicts a 20% decline in tourism for the region – a 
relatively conservative estimate all things considered. Likewise, with the collapse of global oil prices CARICOM’s 
commodity economies are no better off. Trinidad and Tobago, Guyana and Suriname must all brace for reduced 
earnings as upstream growth from oil exports becomes questionable. Trinidad and Tobago has already revised its 
oil prices from US$60/barrel to US$40/barrel, with Finance Minister, Colm Imbert, noting that the reduced 
revenue earnings would create a US$560 million budget shortfall for the Republic. Travel restrictions continue to 
hinder the region’s service providers under Mode 4 (temporary movement of natural persons), particularly those 
in the entertainment industry traveling for various performances, and other traveling service providers. Evidently, 
COVID-19’s trade implications for CARICOM are pervasive, and are affecting both merchandise and services trade. 
 

2BRemarks from the International Trading Community  

There appears to be a general consensus by leaders in the trading community that a coordinated global 
response is needed to fight COVID-19, as well as appeals to refrain from imposing trade restrictive measures – 
which in the following section are noticeably gaining traction. Below are some of the sentiments expressed by the 
international trading community.  
 

https://shridathramphalcentre.com/what-covid-19-teaches-about-caribbean-vulnerability-and-resilience/
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/wtoi_17feb20_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/wtoi_11mar20_e.htm
https://unctad.org/en/pages/newsdetails.aspx?OriginalVersionID=2297
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/pres20_e/pr855_e.htm
https://shridathramphalcentre.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/SRC-Trade-Quick-Guides-1.pdf
https://barbadostoday.bb/2020/04/05/ventilators-destined-for-barbados-seized-by-u-s/
https://voxeu.org/article/trade-and-covid-19-crisis-developing-countries


 
 

 Director-General of the WTO: “Rarely, if ever, has the world economy seen supply and demand 
shocks so sudden, so widespread, and so deep […] This is inevitably causing major disruptions to 
trade […] The top priority now must be to protect the health and safety of people at risk from COVID-
19.” 

 

 G7 Leaders: “We are committed to doing whatever is necessary to ensure a strong global response 
through closer cooperation and enhanced coordination of our efforts [...] We are committed to 
marshalling the full power of our governments to: coordinate on necessary public health measures 
to protect people at risk from COVID-19; restore confidence, growth, and protect jobs; support 
global trade and investment; and encourage science, research, and technology cooperation.” 

 

 G20 Trade Ministers: “We are actively working to ensure the continued flow of vital medical supplies 
and equipment, critical agricultural products, and other essential goods and services across borders, 
for supporting the health of our citizens. [...] We are concerned about the impact of COVID-19 on 
vulnerable developing and least developed countries, and notably in Africa and small island states. 
[...] As we fight the pandemic both individually and collectively and seek to mitigate its impacts on 
international trade and investment, we will continue to work together to deliver a free, fair, non-
discriminatory, transparent, predictable and stable trade and investment environment, and to keep 
our markets open.” 

 

 Joint Statement by Directors-General of FAO, WHO and WTO: “Millions of people around the world 
depend on international trade for their food security and livelihoods. As countries move to enact 
measures aiming to halt the accelerating COVID-19 pandemic, care must be taken to minimise 
potential impacts on the food supply or unintended consequences on global trade and food security 
[….] Food trade restrictions could also be linked to unjustified concerns on food safety. If such a 
scenario were to materialize, it would disrupt the food supply chain, with particularly pronounced 
consequences for the most vulnerable and food insecure populations.” 

 

 Managing Director Development Policy and Partnerships: “The World Bank Group is especially 
concerned with the impact on emerging markets and developing countries. On top of the initial 
disruption of global supply chains, a combination of domestic demand and supply shocks has 
generated cross-border spill overs through travel, trade, finance, commodity markets and investor 
confidence. The disruption is now hitting critical trade nodes. Seventeen countries with the highest 
COVID-19 cases are vital nodes in the global trade network.  We suggest G20 Trade Ministers decide 
on concrete actions to mitigate the pandemic and speed up recovery. Refrain from new export 
restrictions on critical medical supplies, food or other key products. Where such emergency 
measures are applied, they should be targeted, transparent, proportionate with the emergency 
needs, and time-bound. Eliminate or reduce tariffs on imports of COVID-19 products, as well as lower 
or temporarily suspend tariffs and export taxes on food and other basic goods to safeguard 
household incomes and business activity. Ensure that vital products can cross borders safely, by 
ensuring continuity of border agency clearance for critical supplies and essential transport and 
logistics. Secure continued access to capital and trade financing to medium, small and micro 
enterprises (MSMEs).” 



 
 

 

 International Chamber of Commerce (ICC): In an open letter to the G20 Trade Ministers, ICC 
Secretary General John W.H. Denton AO, noted the following: (1) The need to use trade policy to 
speed the health response to COVID-19 - notably through the elimination of tariffs and export curbs 
on essential products, expediting trade facilitation for essential products and suspending all national 
public procurement regulations and state-required localisation measures that frustrate the cross-
border sourcing of essential medical supplies; (2) Keep trade flowing to restore growth and safeguard 
jobs – notably by keeping cargo and transport moving, extending time-frames for payments of duties 
and fees and keeping trade finance flowing; (3) COVID-19 must not inhibit long-term reform of the 
trading system – in the meantime comprehensively reform the WTO, speed up the transition to 
digitally enabled trade and enable digital trade through standardisation. 

 

 

3BCOVID-19 Trade Related Responses Across CARICOM Member States 

Globally, countries are notifying the WTO of various trade-related emergency measures, the majority of which 
relate to restrictions on trade in medical and food products. As at 9 April 2020, 33 of the 164 WTO members 
notified the WTO of their imposition of COVID-19 trade related measures, including St. Kitts and Nevis – the only 
CARICOM country to notify so far. Other WTO members have taken trade-related actions as well but have not yet 
notified them. Among the popular COVID-19 trade related measures include export restrictions on personal 
protective equipment, medical ventilators, sanitizers, drugs and other medical devices. Thus far, the European 
Union, India and Costa Rica – all top import sources for CARICOM’s medical supplies – have imposed export 
restrictions on medical supplies, along with several other countries. Researchers from the World Bank estimate a 
32% price increase on critical COVID-19 medical supplies due to the multiplier effects of export restrictions. 
Similarly, with major food exporting countries like Russia (world’s largest wheat exporter), Vietnam (world’s third 
largest wheat exporter) and Kazakhstan (3% share in global wheat exports), imposing export restrictions on staple 
products like cereal, wheat and rice then potential hikes in global food prices loom in the shadows. Trade 
restrictions are increasingly being considered one of the “don’ts” of trade policy in the response to COVID-19. 
Instead, countries are encouraged to continually support trade, particularly through the suspension of customs 
duties on essential items – an action increasingly being taken by a number of countries, including some CARICOM 
Member States.  
 
During the last few weeks, CARICOM Member States have been rolling out COVID-19 response plans and 
economic stimulus packages. Included within these are some trade related measures, which we highlight below. 
For the most part, trade restrictive measures appear absent but this is not surprising when considering the 
position of most CARICOM Member States as net importers.  
 

1. Travel Restrictions  
 
Service providers supplying across borders via their temporary physical presence (Mode 4) rely on open 
borders. However, with the movement of people severely restricted by travel bans and flight suspensions, 
the supply of services via Mode 4 has been severely affected. As at 9 April 2020 the Bahamas, Dominica, 
Grenada, Guyana, Jamaica, Montserrat, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, Suriname and Trinidad & Tobago 

https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/covid19_e/covid_measures_e.pdf
https://voxeu.org/article/trade-and-covid-19-crisis-developing-countries
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/509521585605825305/pdf/Do-s-and-Don-ts-of-Trade-Policy-in-the-Response-to-COVID-19.pdf


 
 

have closed their borders to the movement of people. Other CARICOM Member States have imposed 
restrictions such as mandatory quarantines for incoming arrivals and suspended entry for arrivals from 
certain destinations. This means that CARICOM and foreign service suppliers, like musicians, business 
consultants and other service providers, are likely to suffer major losses from their inability to move. 
Health services remain one of the only services exempted from the Mode 4 restrictions. In this regard, 
Cuba has been supplying various CARICOM Member States including: Antigua and Barbuda, Barbados, 
Belize, Dominica, Grenada, Haiti, Jamaica, St Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines and 
Suriname with healthcare workers to combat COVID-19. 
 

2. Suspension of Customs Duties & Other Charges 
 
Guyana has announced through its revenue authority that effective from March 26, 2020 until June 30, 
2020 no import or domestic VAT is to be charged on medical supplies for the testing, prevention and 
treatment of COVID-19. These include COVID-19 testing kits and apparatus, thermometers, protective 
garments and the like, disinfectants (sterilization products), related medical devices, medical 
consumables, vitamin C, multivitamins, soaps and rubbing alcohol. These items would have previously 
attracted a 14% VAT and duties ranging from 5-20%. 
 
Jamaica has indicated that it will waive customs duties on the importation of masks, gloves, hand 
sanitizers and liquid hand soap for a 90-day period. The customs requirement for Business Process 
Outsourcing (BPO) firms to keep the equipment used in their operations physically at their place of 
business will also be waived for a specific period to allow work from home and for business continuity. 
 
St. Kitts and Nevis announced the removal of VAT and import duty for six months on hand sanitizers, hand 
sanitizer dispensing machine, disinfecting wipes, rubbing alcohol, gloves, masks and protective gowns; 
along with the removal of import duty and customs service charge for six months on vegetables, fruits, 
fruit Juices, cough and cold preparations and vitamins.  
 
St. Lucia indicated the commencement of duty free barrel concessions from June 2020. The government 
also revealed its intention to reduce the import bill by implementing a strong “buy local” campaign – this 
is expected to facilitate diversification, spur investment in local enterprises, foster greater consumption 
and assist in generating some level of employment.  
 
St. Vincent and the Grenadines noted the removal of VAT and customs duties from March 20 to June 30, 
2020 on the importation of bleach, disinfectants, liquid hand soap, hand sanitisers, rubbing alcohol, 
hydrogen peroxide, soap dispensers, bath soap, toilet paper, paper towels, glycerine, hydrogen peroxide, 
acetaminophen and oral rehydrating salts. There will also be a regime for duty-free barrels from May 1 to 
August 31 in the first instance to allow for family members sending aid from the Diaspora. LIAT and local 
carriers which operate in or out of St Vincent and the Grenadines are also expected to benefit from a 
reduction of certain taxes, fees and airport charges. For example, departure tax which is usually US$40 
will be cut in half for holders of CARICOM passports. 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 

3. Domestic Support for Agriculture  
 
The Agriculture Ministers and other stakeholders met in a special session of the Council for Trade and 
Economic Development (COTED). While there are adequate food supplies the overall recommendation 
remains increasing local production to meet future demands. Similarly, Jamaican Government Senator, 
Don Wehby, is calling for the suspension of agriculture imports for products produced locally to help 
mitigate farmers' losses. While in St. Vincent and the Grenadines, a COVID-19 Food Security and Impact 
Mitigation Plan is being launched, as the island's sea food exports grind to a halt. Additionally, St Lucia 
announced its intention to provide direct support to farmers through fertilizers, seedlings and other 
inputs to help increase food production in order to supply the local and regional markets. Furthermore, 
the St. Lucian Government noted that it would increase its purchases from local farmers and fishermen. 
 
 
 

Note – this is not an exhaustive list of all the trade-related measures being adopted across CARICOM Member States, but rather a 
compilation of those made publically available through regional news outlets. As more information becomes available this document 
will be updated accordingly and should therefore only be used a guide for initial insight.  
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