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Background

• Since URAA and turn of the century, significant shift in the focus 
of agricultural trade policy concerns

• From border related market access policies
• Tariffs, Quotas
• Export subsidies 

• To non-tariff obstacles and a plethora of standards and ‘behind-
the-border’ regulatory policies



Average Agricultural Applied Tariffs
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Background
• “Non-tariff (including SPS & TBT) measures are policies, other than 

ordinary customs tariffs, that can have an economic effect on 
international trade in goods, changing quantities traded, prices or 
both” (UNCTAD 2010)

• Among those impacting ag. trade, SPS measures particularly relevant 
1. Sensitive nature of food safety/plant/animal health pest and disease risks
2. SPS Agreement permits countries to adopt their own standards (risk 

assessment, non-discriminatory and minimally trade distorting)
3. SPS measures are the most frequently encountered NTMs in ag. trade 

• UNCTAD (TRAINS), WTO’s Integrated Trade Intelligence Portal (I-TIP)
• SPS issues are most relevant impediments to ag. exports (NTM business surveys)     

(World Bank 2008; ITC 2011)
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Making Sense of Global SPS Issues
• Universe of notified SPS & TBT measures:

– Diverse & large. 
– Without expert judgement -- difficult to synthesize data & discern importance

• An alternative:
– Make use of the issues raised as SPS Specific Trade Concerns raised orally in the SPS 

Committee meetings as a way to reveal specific concern of exporters

• Specific Trade Concerns (STC) Data
– WTO SPS Committee brings attention to, discusses, and potentially resolves STCs

• Not a formal dispute in any legal sense; not even a precursor (only 43 total disputes have 
escalated out of STCs)

• No obligation for members to raise a concern
– Forum for members to exchange info & discuss implementation of SPS Agreement

• Members can identify partner countries and products impacted
• Reveal that partners’ measures inconsistent with SPS agreement



Example STCs

STC Initiated Resolved Member
Maintain

Members
Raising/Supp

Issue

118
123

2002 Partially 
2008

PAN,VEN CAN, COL, 
CHL, USA

Discretionary import licenses and permits

197 2004 2013 EU COL, BOL, 
BRA, CHL, 
Many others

Ocratoxin A tolerance (Coffee)

205 2005 2010 THA USA, NZL, JPN Public Health Regulation (High risk foods: milk pwd, 
beverages, fresh/frozen veg, infant foods

225 2005 2006 JPN IND Fruit Fly interception, regional restrictions on Indian 
mangoes

251 2007 Not 
reported

CHN USA Zero tolerance for pathogens on raw meat and 
poultry that are inconsistent with equivalent 
domestic standards

332 2012 Ongoing JPN ARG Recognition of FMD-free regional zones in Northern 
Argentina

368 2013 Ongoing RUS UKR, KAZ Presumed false labelling of confectionary products

396 Jul 2015 Ongoing EU USA, ARG, 
BRA, CAN, 
URY PRY

GMO Import ‘Opt-Out’ Proposal without scientific 
evidence



Recent SPS Concern Examples (July 2016)



Tabulations of the 1995-2014 SPS 
Specific Trade Concern Data



SPS Specific Trade Concerns, 1995-2015

Source:  Author’s Calculations



Share of Concerns Raised by Type, 1995-2014
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Agricultural Trade Impacts
Average reduction in trade during years with active STC: By SPS type (WTO subject)

SPS Type (WTO 
Subject)

Reduction in trade*
# of bilateral-

commodity trade 
pairs**

Share of 
Observations

Animal Health -54% 1,366 0.25
Food Safety -39% 2,822 0.51

Other -30% 482 0.09
Plant Health -34% 853 0.15

Notes:  *Percentage difference in average bilateral-commodity trade for years when an STC 
was active vs. average bilateral-commodity trade for years without an STC active, averaged 
across bilateral-commodity trade pairs. 
**Includes bilateral-commodity trade pairs where an STC was active at least one year



Conclusions & Takeaway Messages
1. Members have raised > 400 SPS concerns since 1995
2. Approx. 40% of concerns reported as resolved (moderate 

success)
3. Animal disease related issues most prominent ~ 1/3 of 

concerns 
4. Active SPS concerns impose significant trade effects with AH 

related measures reducing trade by > 50%
5. More generally, STCs reveal important information about SPS 

obstacles that might be missed when evaluating official 
disputes or sifting through > 19,000 WTO notifications of SPS 
measures 



Thank you for the opportunity to 
present at the 2017 AOF!

More info:
Grant, J.H. and S. Arita. 2017. “Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures: Assessment, 
Measurement and Impact,” International Agricultural Trade Research Consortium 
(IATRC) Commissioned Paper, available soon at: http://iatrcweb.org/

Contact Info:
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Email: jhgrant@vt.edu
Phone: 540-231-7559


