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2024 has proven to be another dynamic year for international trade. According to UNCTAD's latest Global 

Trade Update, "global trade is poised to hit a record USD 33 trillion in 2024, showcasing remarkable 

resilience despite persistent economic and geopolitical challenges". The projection for 2024 is a USD 1 

trillion increase from 2023, growing at 3.3%. 1 This growth occurred despite geopolitical tensions and the 

series of highly contested elections across the globe that were expected to lead to uncertainty. 

It has been a record-breaking year for elections across the globe. Over 2 billion voters in 50 countries, 

accounting for 46% of the World's GDP, went to the polls in 2024.2 Some of the world's largest economies 

held elections, starting with Indonesia in February, India in April, Mexico and the European Parliament in 

June, the UK in July and the most watched elections of all: the US election in November. In addition, a 

vote of no-confidence collapsed the French Government in early December. Donald Trump's 2024 

presidential win, marking his second non-consecutive term, has already influenced the value of the dollar 

 
1 UN (2024). Global trade to hit record $33 trillion in 2024, but uncertainties over tariffs loom | UN News 
2 WEF (2024). Why 2024 is a record year for elections around the world | World Economic Forum  
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and surged indexes of the stock, bond, commodity and crypto markets. Policymakers, investors, as well 

as enterprises, are anticipating large shifts in US trade, regulatory and fiscal policies under the new 

administration.3  

This CEO insight reviews the main events and developments of 2024 that have shaped or are anticipated 

to shape global trade, including significant conferences like the WTO MC13 and G20 Summit, regulatory 

developments like the EU AI Act, and strategic initiatives such as the AfCFTA Protocol on Digital Trade. It 

also notes shifts in trade policy, such as US tariff increases and climate-focused goals at COP29. 

 

 
3 WEF (2024).Discover this week's must-read trade stories | World Economic Forum 

https://www.weforum.org/stories/2024/11/us-election-impacts-global-markets-trade-news/


Source: Map: Authors based on World Bank national accounts data and OECD National Accounts data files; Timeline: Pew 

Research Center (2024). Global Elections in 2024: What We Learned in a Year of Political Disruption | Pew Research Center 

Quarter 1:  

Rebuilding Trust at the World Economic Forum Annual Meeting 

The 54th World Economic Forum in Davos, held in January 2024, focused on AI, 

climate change and global cooperation4. Global cooperation included security and 

geopolitics (with Taiwan and Ukraine on most minds) and calls for collaboration on AI governance, 

addressing mis- and disinformation and tackling climate change. On climate change, a coalition of 

companies (including FedEx, Google and Microsoft) announced their plan to commercialise specifically 

low-carbon solutions by crafting business cases for innovative carbon capture and storage technologies, 

clean ammonia, and sustainable aviation fuels. At the end of the forum, leaders appeared to converge on 

the need to address AI's potential but also reign in its tremendous challenges, especially on jobs and 

information biases; embrace sustainability and diversity for businesses, and world leaders to improve 

cooperation and diplomacy in an increasingly tense geopolitical climate. 

A new WEF TradeTech Forum, held alongside the MC13, brought together policymakers and technology 

innovators to collaborate on trade-supporting technology. IEC chaired the session on regulatory sandboxes 

to promote Digital Trade Solutions for the TradeTech Forum. 

AfCFTA adopts the Protocol on Digital Trade 

In February 2024, the draft Protocol on Digital Trade (DTP) of the African Continental Free Trade Area 

(AfCFTA) was adopted. The Protocol highlights Africa's goals of establishing a single framework for digital 

trade, with a focus on digitally delivered services (DDS) such as cloud computing, SaaS, and AI services. 

The Protocol seeks to enable MSMEs to prosper in the digital sphere by promoting economic integration, 

skill development, and digital inclusion.5 The DTP also shares similarities to some of the most advanced 

Digital Trade Agreements (DTAs), such as the Comprehensive and Progressive Tran-Pacific Partnership 

Agreement (CPTTP).6  

The AfCFTA Digital Trade Protocol (DTP) introduces extensive measures to facilitate digital trade, aiming 

to modernise trade processes, improve the harmonisation of regulatory frameworks, and boost intra-

African commerce. It mandates the digitalisation of trade documentation, regulatory updates for 

electronic transactions, and improvements in logistics and last-mile delivery, addressing challenges like 

lengthy customs delays averaging over eight days. Provisions include rules on market access, such as rules 

of origin (ROOs) and non-discrimination for digital products, with a focus on fostering African digital 

platforms and content. Data governance rules emphasise free cross-border data flow and restrict 

mandatory access to source code. By addressing regulatory gaps and emphasising African market growth, 

 
4 WEF (2024). Davos 2024: 4 takeaways from the Annual Meeting | World Economic Forum 
5T  d  U i   i   f i   (2024). “ fC T    d   : C       s    s   d   x  s   s,”     h 5, 2024. 
 https://tradeunionsinafcfta.org/afcfta-update-current-status-and-next-steps/  
6 IISD (2024). The AfCFTA Digital Protocol | International Institute for Sustainable Development  
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the Protocol seeks to create a robust digital trade environment, promising significant economic gains 

across the continent.  

IEC released two articles for Mondaq on the AfCFTA Digital Trade Protocol (DTP), the first analysing the 

Protocol itself and the second on the DTP's implications for trade between Mauritius and Africa. Read them 

here: Mauritius and the AfCFTA: The Digital Trade Protocol Part I & Mauritius and the AfCFTA: The Digital 

Trade Protocol Part II. 

WTO's 13th Ministerial Conference: Accessions, Domestic Regulation of Services, Investment 

Facilitation and the extension of the E-commerce Moratorium 

In late February, trade ministers from across the world met in Abu Dhabi at the 13th WTO Ministerial 

Conference (MC13) to discuss and review the functioning of the global trading system and the future 

workings of the WTO. The main highlights of the MC13 were the increase in WTO membership, services 

domestic regulation, easing of the LDC graduation process and the extension of the moratorium on 

customs duties on cross-border electronic transmissions. The accession of two LDCs, Comoros and 

Timor-Leste, brought the WTO membership to 166 nations.7  

In light of the challenges of reaching consensus among all WTO Members, plurilateral agreements are 

gaining prominence as an effective alternative for achieving meaningful outcomes. At MC13, progress was 

made across several key initiatives. One major success was the agreement on new disciplines for domestic 

regulation of services, which streamlines regulatory procedures like licensing and qualifications, reducing 

the costs of global services trade by over USD 125 billion annually. Another pivotal development was the 

Investment Facilitation for Development (IFD) agreement, a coalition-driven initiative to enhance 

transparency and facilitate foreign direct investment. Sustainability also took centre stage, with 

advancements in initiatives like the Dialogue on Plastics Pollution, the Trade and Environmental 

Sustainability Structured Discussions (TESSD), and Fossil Fuel Subsidy Reform, where Members 

collaborated on solutions to address plastics waste, climate measures, and environmental subsidies. 

These plurilateral efforts have highlighted the WTO's efforts to deliver commercially relevant and 

sustainability-focused outcomes, fostering cooperation while addressing the larger agenda of enhancing 

global trade. 8 

Another highlight of the MC13 was the extension of the moratorium on customs duties on cross-border 

electronic transmissions. Ahead of the MC13, there were increasing concerns over the possibility of an 

extension on the moratorium by WTO members as these duties could result in tariffs on digital 

transmissions such as emails or streamed content. The moratorium was extended at the very last hours 

of the Conference for another two years or until MC14.9  

While the MC13 covered a number of issues, concerns over the Conference's achievement of its key 

agenda goals were raised.  

 
7 WEF (2024). What we learned from the WTO trade meeting in Abu Dhabi | World Economic Forum 
8       s (2024) . “     m s  f  h  WT ’s 13 h  i is   i   C  f      ,”     h 4, 2024. 
https://www.dentons.com/en/insights/articles/2024/march/4/outcomes-of-the-wtos-13th-ministerial-conference  
9 WEF (2024). Ibid.  
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https://www.weforum.org/stories/2024/03/what-we-learned-at-the-wtos-trade-meeting-in-abu-dhabi/
https://www.dentons.com/en/insights/articles/2024/march/4/outcomes-of-the-wtos-13th-ministerial-conference


Quarter 2:  

Trade rebounds?  

The WTO's April Trade Update signalled the recovery of global merchandise trade 

in 2024 after contracting in 2023 due to long-term consequences of increasing energy 

costs and inflationary pressures. Global merchandise trade was expected to rise by 2.6% in 2024 and 3.3% 

in 2025, following a 1.2% decline in 2023. However, regional conflicts, geopolitical tensions, and 

economic policy uncertainty were all mentioned as risks to the estimate. Regional forces were behind 

global trade recovery. Asia's strong 5.6% import growth was stated as one of the main reasons fuelling 

global demand in 2024, while Africa was expected to lead export growth with a 5.3% increase.  

As inflationary pressures started to ease since the start of the year, real incomes and the demand for 

tradable products were expected to increase, especially in developed countries. Strong international trade 

and strong supply chains are necessary for trade recovery; however, to maintain global economic stability, 

experts emphasise the need to address the risks of trade fragmentation and geopolitical instability.10 

IEC's Trade Performance Dashboards give up to date insights into global trade trends and opportunities 

across 200+ countries, enhance supply chain efficiency, and explore sector-specific data with Trade 

Performance dashboards covering over 50 industries.  

US hikes tariffs on Chinese imports  

On May 14, 2024, US President Joe Biden announced significant increases in trade duties on USD 18 

billion worth of Chinese imports, targeting strategic industries like semiconductors, solar panels, and 

electric vehicles (EVs). To shield domestic American industries from China's "unfair trade practices," the 

US Trade Representative (USTR) introduced these tariff hikes after conducting a statutory evaluation of 

the Section 301 Tariffs. 11  In addition to enacting additional tariffs of up to 50% on items like 

semiconductors, syringes, and natural graphite, other significant measures include raising import duties 

on Chinese EVs from 25% to 100%. While the purpose of the tariffs is to promote American production 

and reduce dependency on Chinese imports, the main impact will be felt at the end of the supply chain 

by consumers. Tariffs also imply an increase in production costs for US manufacturers. 

The Biden Administration's decision to raise taxes on Chinese imports despite earlier pledges to decrease 

them to combat inflation is evidence of the complexity of US-China trade ties. The strategic objective of 

this shift is safeguarding critical industries that are increasingly viewed as critical to national security, 

such as renewable energy sources and high-end technologies. The tariff rise reflects a more thorough 

reorientation of trade policies that favour technological independence and economic resilience over 

 
10 See WTO Trade Forecast 
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news24_e/tfore_10apr24_e.htm  
11 Section 301 tariffs are a tool the US president can use to retaliate against foreign governments that violate international 
trade agreements or restrict US commerce. The president can use tariffs or other non-tariff-based actions to obtain the removal 
of these practices. See Section 301 Tariffs on China | Sandler, Travis & Rosenberg, P.A. 
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short-term financial relief despite recent improvements in diplomatic contact between the two nations. 

This approach may have an impact on how global trade and supply chain dynamics develop in the future.12  

Quarter 3: 

BRICS Summit in Russia adds new members and (tries to) threaten the 

supremacy of the US Dollar 

BRICS's founding members, Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa, welcomed 

Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, and the United Arab Emirates as new members on January 1, 2024. The expansion, 

which was agreed upon in the previous BRICS Summit, is a means to strengthen the bloc, which currently 

includes China, the world's second-largest economy, as well as other large economies, Brazil, Russia, India, 

and South Africa. The expansion was seen as a move to strengthen the alliance of the global south. The 

hosting by Russia and support from the members of BRICS in showing up was a diplomatic coup for 

Vladimir Putin. 

The 16th BRICS Summit was held in Kazan, Russia, from October 22 to 24, 2024. It was the first meeting of 

the enlarged BRICS+ group under Russian leadership. With the theme "Strengthening Multilateralism for 

Just Global Development and Security," the summit demonstrated BRICS's efforts to strengthen the 

geopolitical stronghold of BRICS members that currently account for almost 37.3% of global GDP 

(compared with the G7's 10%).13  A key focus of the summit was the BRICS Cross-Border Payment System, 

designed to facilitate trade in local currencies and alleviate reliance on the US dollar. While often framed 

as de-dollarisation, the initiative primarily seeks to enable cheaper, more efficient transactions. For Russia, 

which remains excluded from SWIFT since 2022, it offers a financial lifeline, while for countries like Egypt, 

it helps alleviate pressure on foreign reserves. Meanwhile, South Africa, Brazil, and India favour a balanced 

strategy, cautiously diversifying without fully abandoning the dollar, highlighting the bloc's nuanced and 

practical approach to global financial reform.14 

EU's AI Act enters into force. 

The EU AI Act, the world's first comprehensive regulation on artificial intelligence, is poised to transform 

how AI systems are developed, deployed, and governed within and beyond Europe. On August 2024, the 

EU Artificial Intelligence Act (Regulation EU 2024/1689) entered into force to create uniform rules for AI 

systems across 27 EU member states.15 The AI Act introduces a risk-based regulatory framework to 

ensure the safe and ethical use of artificial intelligence systems within the EU. Categorizing AI systems 

 
12 China Briefing (2024) . “U  T  iff I     s s    Chi  s  Im    s – Im  i   i  s f   T  d    d B si  ss s,”     29, 2024.  
https://www.china-briefing.com/news/us-tariff-increases-on-chinese-imports-implications-for-trade-and-businesses/  
13  E        P   i m    (2024) . “     m   f  h  16th BRIC    mmi  i  K z  , R ssi ,”. 
 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2024/766243/EPRS_ATA(2024)766243_EN.pdf 

14 CFR (2024). The BRICS Summit 2024: An Expanding Alternative | Council of Councils 
15 Whi   & C s  (2024) . “L     w i  d EU  I         m s   w  f        i   i   i   h  EU’s  ffi i          ,”      16, 2024 
https://www.whitecase.com/insight-alert/long-awaited-eu-ai-act-becomes-law-after-publication-eus-official-journal  
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into risk tiers prohibits those deemed to pose "unacceptable risks," such as social scoring16, effective 

February 2025. High-risk systems, including those used in critical infrastructure, education, and 

employment, must adhere to stringent obligations, including impact assessments, risk management, 

testing, data governance, and ongoing monitoring. The Act also enforces transparency requirements for 

AI systems interacting with people and establishes rules for general-purpose AI models, aiming to balance 

innovation with accountability and public trust.17 

The Act seeks to safeguard individuals' rights by establishing a risk-based framework that encourages 

innovation and establishes a stable market for companies that deal in AI goods and services. In sectors 

like healthcare, hiring, and transportation, high-risk AI systems need to adhere to strict compliance 

guidelines. By influencing international trade agreements and motivating other countries to implement 

comparable rules, the Act establishes the EU as a global leader in ethical AI governance. By addressing 

transparency and risk management, it also enhances cross-border AI commerce through future initiatives 

like the Code of Practice for General-Purpose AI models.  

The EU AI Act is timely, especially as emerging technologies are revolutionising the way we trade. From AI 

and blockchain to IoT and digital payments, these innovations are creating exciting opportunities for 

businesses, governments, and consumers alike. IEC gave an interview with the International Chamber of 

Commerce (ICC) exploring the potential and impact of these game-changing technologies on trade: 

Reshaping Trade with Emerging Technologies: Opportunities, Challenges and Next Steps   

Quarter 4: 

COP29 in Baku: Setting climate finance goals 

COP29, the 29th UN annual conference on climate change, which took place in Baku, 

Azerbaijan, from 11–22 November 2024, focused on how to make finance available 

to developing countries for climate action.18 At the commencement of COP29, discussions were centered 

on Carbon Border Adjustments (CBAs) and their impact on global trade. CBAs, like the EU's Carbon 

Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), seek to align international trade with climate goals by imposing 

fees on imported goods based on their carbon footprint. The aim of initiatives such as the CBAM is to 

encourage lower-emission practices globally and prevent "carbon leakage," where companies shift 

operations to countries with more lenient emissions policies. Furthermore, a global framework for 

trading UN-backed carbon credits was approved, marking a significant milestone under Article 6.4 of the 

Paris Agreement. This new system aims to standardise international carbon trading and unlock vital 

climate finance for developing nations. It is a big step toward funding renewable energy projects and 

accelerating the transition to a sustainable future. By the end of the Conference, participating countries 

reached a breakthrough agreement that will Triple finance to developing countries, from the previous 

goal of USD 100 billion annually to USD 300 billion annually by 2035 and secure efforts of all actors to 

 
16 Social scoring refers to the practice of evaluating individuals or entities based on their behaviors, actions, or social 
interactions, typically using algorithms and data analysis. 
17 DPA Digest: DPA Digital Digest: European Union [2024 Edition] - Digital Policy Alert  
18 What is COP29 and why is it important? | Chatham House – International Affairs Think Tank  
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work together to scale up finance to developing countries, from public and private sources to the amount 

of USD 1.3 trillion per year by 2035.19  

See IEC's analysis on Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanisms for Africa and on Devising a Response to 

Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanisms for G20 Countries.   

US Elections: Trump 2.0, meaning more protectionism and uncertainty on the US trade Agenda 

As US President-elect Donald Trump returns to the White House, all eyes are on the decisions that will 

shape his second-term agenda, including cross-border trade, immigration, climate policies, and 

deregulation measures. His protectionist trade strategy, as emphasised throughout the campaign trail for 

the 2024 elections, will have far-reaching consequences for the United States and the world as a whole.  

Trump announced that he would impose a 10% tariff on goods from all markets and additionally 

announced a 25% tariff on all imports from Mexico and Canada on his first day in office as part of his first 

significant tariff commitment since the election. He also promised to impose an additional 10 percent 

duty on Chinese goods.20 Trump's tariff increases were also followed by Biden in the past, where the 

administration continued its assertive approach toward China, building on policies implemented during 

the Trump presidency.21   

The future of the Biden administration's Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF) and related agreements 

is extremely uncertain under Trump 2.0. Trump recently compared the IPEF to the "Trans-Pacific 

Partnership (TPP) Two," raising the prospect that, if re-elected, the US would pull out of the deal. In 2017, 

Trump pulled out of the Trans-Pacific Partnership. An IPEF departure would further weaken the United 

States' commitment to sustaining its economic involvement in the region, even if the consequences would 

be far less severe than those from the departure from the TPP. 22 

As the global economy braces for potential shifts, a second Trump administration could signal a return to 

transactional and isolationist trade policies, heightening pressure on China and targeting other nations 

with large trade deficits or unfair trade practices.  

G20 Summit in Brazil: Sustainability in Focus  

In November 2024, the 19th Heads of State and Government Summit of the Group of 20 (G20) took place 

in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, with the theme of 'Building a Just World and a Sustainable Planet'.23 G20 

countries, together, account for over 85% of global GDP, more than 75% of global trade and almost two-

thirds of the world's population.24 Among the main topics discussed during the G20 Summit in Brazil in 

November 2024 were global tax reform, rules for the digital economy, and climate funding. Brazilian 

President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, who hosted the summit, urged states to expedite their climate duties 

 
19 UNFCC (2024). COP29 UN Climate Conference Agrees to Triple Finance to Developing Countries, Protecting Lives and 
Livelihoods | UNFCCC  
20 Business Standard (2024). Here's what Trump 2.0 could mean for trade, migrants, and climate change | World News - Business 
Standard 
21 UBS  (2024).  How will Trump 2.0 tariffs affect the global economy? | UBS Global 
22 The Wire (2024). Ibid.  
23 See G20 Summit 2024 – SDG Knowledge Hub 
24 See About G20 – G20 South Africa  
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while highlighting the pressing need to tackle hunger and poverty. Regarded as the "single greatest 

existential threat," leaders highlighted the importance of making large financial commitments to assist 

developing countries in preparing for the effects of climate change and making the transition to renewable 

energy sources. 25 The leaders of the summit also agreed to strengthen the rules of the digital economy 

while also addressing climate action, aiming to ensure all global citizens can access digital infrastructure.  

IEC's paper, The Linkages between Anti-Deforestation with Trade and Investment and Policy Implications 

for G20 Countries, was selected by the Trade Ministers Secretariat (T20) for the G20 Brazil initiative, 

examines policy measures aimed at incentivising responsible forestry practices, deterring illegal logging, 

and combating deforestation. It discusses the potential for trade to be a force for positive change in driving 

sustainability practices and policies on a global scale. With deforestation posing critical environmental 

challenges worldwide, this study offers actionable insights for the G20 as they shape future policy 

frameworks. 

UK joins the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership, boosting its 

economic and diplomatic presence in Asia 

After exiting the EU in 2020, the UK too steps to accede to the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement 

for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), which it concluded in 2023, marking its largest trade agreement 

since Brexit. In December 2024, the UK will formally join the CPTPP following the deposition of the 

articles of ratification.26 The agreement will reduce tariffs on food, drink, and automobiles and will, 

according to the government, boost the UK economy by £1.8 billion annually (USD 2.25 billion).27 The 

CPTPP is a mega trade deal signed in 2018 by Australia, Brunei Darussalam, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, 

Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore, and Vietnam. Collectively, the eleven CPTPP Parties represent a 

market of more than 500 million people, around 13 percent of the global GDP, and 15 percent of global 

trade.  

Participation in the CPTPP is notably advantageous for the UK financial services sector. With an existing 

export volume of around USD 40 billion in services to CPTPP member nations, the agreement's focus on 

Cross-Border Trade in Services (CBTS) is of paramount importance. 28 By eliminating the 'local presence' 

requirement, the CPTPP provides UK service providers, especially in financial and professional services, 

with certainty and transparency, streamlining the cross-border supply of services. The Financial Services 

chapter within the CPTPP further ensures that UK firms can introduce innovative products and services, 

 
25  i   m    & B    d (2024) . “G20   mmi  2024 i  B  zi : L  d  s T  k   H     , C im   ,   d G     i i    Ch       s,” 
November 21, 2024. 
 https://diplomacybeyond.com/g20-summit-2024-in-brazil-leaders-tackle-hunger-climate-and-geopolitical-challenges/  
26 See EUI. 
 https://www.eiu.com/n/the-uk-is-set-to-join-cptpp/  
27 W   d E    mi      m (2023 ). “I       i     T  d : Wh   Y      d    K  w This     h,”    i  27, 2023. 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2023/04/trade-international-top-news-april-2023/.   
28 See https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cptpp-agreement-summary  
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including cutting-edge fintech services, in CPTPP markets on an equal footing with domestic counterparts, 

fostering a competitive landscape. 29 

To read more on the benefits of the UK joining the CPTPP and the importance of the UK's accession, see 

IEC's article.  

Making sense of 2024 to prepare for 2025 

We will explore and publish in January the outlook for 2025. However, as we reflect on the transformative 

year of 2024 in international trade, characterised by historic events, there is an optimistic outlook for 

2025. Despite geopolitical challenges, the global community has demonstrated resilience and 

commitment to sustainable trade practices, as evidenced by numerous initiatives. The intersection of 

trade and climate action, exemplified by the COP29 meeting and the G20 Summit, highlighted the 

intersection of trade and sustainability, reinforcing the imperative for responsible and cooperative 

economic policies. As we look ahead to 2025, the positive momentum generated by these transformative 

events positions us for a future where international trade continues to be a driving force for positive 

change, fostering economic growth, sustainability, and global cooperation. 
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Since its establishment in April 2013, IEC has positioned itself as a leading consulting firm in international 
trade. With over 205 projects successfully implemented across more than 130 countries, IEC quickly earned 
a reputation for excellence and high-quality results. IEC expanded its global footprint with new offices 
opening in London in 2018 and Ho Chi Min City in 2021, allowing the company to be closer to key strategic 
markets and be more responsive to the needs of its clients. Read more on the company's impacts over the 
past decade here. CEO Insights is a publication of International Economics Consulting Group (IEC). IEC is 
an independent consultancy group that advises on trade opportunities which promote sustainable growth 
and development.  Learn more about the services that IEC provides here.  
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