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Figure 1. Physicaltradebalance (PTB) by seven subregions, 1990ð
2017, million tonnes
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Figure 2. Raw material trade balance (RTB) by seven world regions, 
1990-2017, million tons

Africa Asia + Pacific EECCA
Europe Latin America + Caribbean North America
West Asia
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Distribution of physical trade balance and raw material trade balance by country 
income, 2017

Source:IRP (2019). Global Resources OutlookςSummary (Figure VI)
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ü Trade often shifts environmental burden from high-income 

importing to low-income exporting nations

ü Increased trade can damage the environment and accentuate 
inequalities

ü With appropriate policies, international trade can support a 
transition towards a greener and more circular economy

Environmental impact of trade 
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Reducing demand for resources through a 

green and circular economy transition
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Anticipated shifts in trade resulting from  

a transition to a circular economy 

Slower growth in trade in 
primary raw materials 

Increased trade in secondary raw 
materials, second-hand goods, 
and goods for re-manufacture

Shifts in trade towards products 
meeting CE standards

Shifting patterns in trade in 
waste and scrap for recycling 

Emergence of 
trade in new 

services sectors
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Trade, circularity and developing countries

Domestic 
policies 

Regional 
Trade 

Agreements 

World Trade 
Organization 
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Regional trade agreements as circular enablers (1)

Source: OECD 2021 
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Regional trade agreements as circular enablers (2)

ÅStrategically negotiate market access
ÅTariffs on goods (machinery for waste processing, materials needed for eco-

design, etc.)

ÅMake commitments in relevant services sectors 

ÅControl circular economy-related inputs 

ÅReduce heterogeneity in relevant standards

ÅOther provisions: subsidies, investment, procurement 
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Aligning circular economy objectives and RTAs
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Ensure recycled inputs of 
adequate quality 

AlignBasel 
Convention/Harmonized 
Systems Classifications

Trade facilitation 

Develop waste management 
infrastructure/capacity 

Services/investments/product 
inputs

Technical assistance 

Create export markets for 
recycled materials/products

Strategically negotiate tariffs

Reduce/remove non-tariff 
barriers (standards)
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ü Build on existing transparencyand cooperationfunctions (e.g., TBT Committee 
meetings, build-in transparency provisions in various WTO Agreements) 

ü Advocate for a statement focused on advancing circular 
economy/sustainability as a priority area for the 12th Ministerial Conference

ü Use WTO as convening platform to advance specific circular economy-related 
issues (e.g., plastic waste, better aligning trade and environmental agreements)

ü Provide targeted circular economy support to developing countries through Aid 
for Trade 

WTOôs role in advancing transition

to a circular economy  
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The new report is available here:

www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/green-economy/what-we-do/environment-and-trade-hub

and

https://www.resourcepanel.org/reports/sustainable-trade-resources

www.unep.org
www.resourcepanel.org

http://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/green-economy/what-we-do/environment-and-trade-hub
https://www.resourcepanel.org/reports/sustainable-trade-resources
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Thank you

Colette Van der Ven, Intl. lawyer; Consultant Environment and Trade Hub, UNEP; Founder & Director, TULIP Consulting cvanderven@tulipconsulting.ch

Christina Bodouroglou, IRP Secretariat, UNEP ðbodouroglou@un.org
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