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A primer on NTMs 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NTMs vs tariffs – by sector and income 
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Multi Agency Support Team  

(FAO, IMF, ITC, OECD, 

UNCTAD, UNIDO,  

World Bank, WTO)  

initiated by UNCTAD  

updated NTM classification 

UNCTAD-MAST Classification:  

The common language 



Official NTM data collection qualitative data 

• From here     to here… 



Data Availability 

6 



For policy 

makers, 

private 

sector and 

research: 

 

i-TIP portal  
(in cooperation  

with WTO) 

 

i-tip.unctad.org  



Example: using i-TIP … or “specifics matter” 
What happened in Singapore in 2013? 
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Simple quick search in UNCTAD i-TIP… 



 

…select measure type and show details… 

1 

2 



 

…measures introduced in 2013… 
Strict labelling requirements and health warnings 

1 

2 3 



 

…directly go to full regulation text  

(careful: no causality proven here...) 



 

Priorities? 



 

a) Traditional non-tariff barriers 
 
 

b) Technical measures to trade: SPS and TBT 

Two different challenges 



 

a) Traditional non-tariff barriers 
…Quotas, price mechanisms, contingent protection, etc. 

…(and procedural barriers) 

• Usually imposed by ministries responsible for 

trade/economy/industry 

Elimination possible 

Simple indicators of prevalence?! 
 

 

b) Technical measures to trade: SPS and TBT 

Two different challenges 



 

a) Traditional non-tariff barriers 
 

b) Technical measures to trade: SPS and TBT  

• partially addressed by WTO 

• Direct impact on sustainable development: to protect 

human, animal and plant health, or the environment  

  elimination not an option 

• Usually regulated as (domestic) market policy by ministries 

for agriculture/health/…and Bureaus of Standards 

Transparency and good regulatory practices 

Regulatory coherence and convergence 

International standards 

 
 

Two different challenges 



Global average cost NTMs – by type! 
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• Sustainable development =  

economic, environmental, social dimensions 

• NTMs a trade costs  indirect burden on economic 

development (“trade – growth nexus” or “export led growth”)  

 AVEs and NTM restrictiveness 

• SPS measures and TBT protect human, animal and plant health, 

or the environment 

 direct impact on sustainability 

 food security (SDG 2), nutrition and health (SDG 3), protect 

endangered species and the environment (SDGs 14&15), ensure 

sustainable production, consumption (SDG 12) and energy (SDG 7), 

combat climate change (SDG 13). 

So, we need SPS/TBT. But how "bad" are they for trade / 

economic development? 

 More focus on measuring the (cost-)benefits? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The deeper policy challenges: links between 

NTMs and sustainable development 



How to use measures of NTM incidence 

 
Using UNCTAD TRAINS / i-TIP data in aggregation 



«Barriers» in agriculture trade: Frequency Ratio 

0
2

0
4

0
6

0
8

0
1

00

P
e

rc
e

nt

B
R

N

C
H

N

ID
N

K
H

M

M
Y

S

S
G

P

T
H

A

V
N

M

K
A

Z

A
U

S

C
A

N

E
U

N

JP
N

N
Z

L

U
S

A

A
R

G

B
O

L

B
R

A

C
H

L

C
O

L

E
C

U

G
T

M

H
N

D

M
E

X

N
IC

P
A

N

P
E

R

P
R

Y

S
L

V

U
R

Y

IN
D

LK
A

P
A

K

B
E

N

C
IV

C
P

V

E
T

H

G
IN

G
M

B

N
E

R

N
G

A

S
E

N

Percentage of imported hs6 digit lines covered
by a non-technical NTM in agricultural products

East Asia Transition Economies

Developped Latin America

South Asia Sub-Saharan Africa



«Barriers» in agriculture trade: Coverage Ratio 
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Technical measures in agriculture: Frequency Ratio 

Not very useful…. 
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Alternative 1: Number of distinct NTMs per product 
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Alternative 2: Focus on «discretionary» NTMs 



• Under the premise that non-technical NTMs are 

restrictive and trade-distorting, we can use 

coverage/frequency ratios to assess policy patterns 

– Export perspective (NTMs faced) 

– Import perspective (NTMs applied) 

– Still, restrictiveness of specific measures varies a lot…  

• Technical measures much more complicated.  

– Costs (trade restrictiveness) not proportional to 

incidence and intensity 

– Benefits not reflected through incidence measures 

 

Preliminary conclusions  



 

How to use quantitative research on NTMs 



• How to compare NTMs across types? 

 a 1,000 ton quota, 

 a labelling standard, 

 fumigation requirement, 

 Maximum residue limit (MRL) of pesticides 

 … 

 How to compare NTMs within types? 

 MRL vs MRL (A/B21) 

 Quota vs quota (E211) 

 … 

 Aspect of harmonization of standards, or mutual 

recognition of conformity assessment 

 Procedural dimension… 

 

 

 

Key challenge with NTM analysis:  

Qualitative data + “devil in the detail” 



Entry points for evaluation of NTMs 

Method 

• Qualitative  

• Quantitative 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Focus 

• Specific (country + 

product focus) 

• Broad (Cross country + 

cross industries) 
 

Equivalence measures: 

Most research on: 

• Trade (=Gravity) 

• Prices (=AVE) 

• …benefits?!!! 



Global average cost NTMs – by type! 
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• Otsuki, Wilson, Sewadeh (2001): Saving two in a billion: A case study to 

quantify the trade effect of European food safety standards on African 

exports, Food Policy 26 (2001) 495–514. 
 

• Abstract: […]This paper quantifies the impact of a new harmonized 

aflatoxin standard set by the EU on food exports from Africa. We employ 

a gravity model to estimate the impact of changes in differing levels of 

protection based on the EU standard, in contrast to those suggested by 

international standards. The analysis is based on trade and regulatory 

survey data for 15 European countries and nine African countries 

between 1989 and 1998. Our results suggest that the implementation of 

the new aflatoxin standard in the EU will have a negative impact on 

African exports of cereals, dried fruits and nuts to Europe. The new EU 

standard, which would reduce health risk by approximately 1.4 deaths 

per billion a year, will decrease these African exports by 64% or US$ 

670 million, in contrast to regulation set through an international 

standard.  

 

 

 

Specific, but quantitative analysis: 

Also questions about political economy 



• Can quantitative research directly measure the impact 

of NTMs in particular countries? 

– No. Estimations only reflect trends/patterns, but say little 

about specific policies 

– In particular with NTMs, the “error term” tends to be 

large  potentially wrong conclusions about specific 

regulations and their impact 

• Can results from quantitative research help to find a 

normative and best practices?  

– Yes. 

– E.g. international standards as the basis of regulation 

• Promote imports and exports (SN and SS) 

• Extensive health and environmental benefits 

 

 

Are quantitative estimations the right 

approach for an indicator/index? 
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Where are countries regulations already "close", where "distant"? 

 

Distance in regulatory structure - data based analysis 

– Benchmark and identify potential and priorities of harmonization 

– Identify "shortest harmonization distances", by country, by sector, by sub-

sector… then.. 

 

From “deeper” descriptive statistics to 

assessing regulatory distance convergence 

NTMs at HS6, 

e.g. oranges 

Country 

A 

Country 

B 

Country 

C 

A21: MRL 1 1 0 

A81: SPS 

registration 

1 1 0 

A83: SPS 

certificate 

0 1 0 

A84: SPS 

inspection 

1 0 1 

 



• Ongoing research: Interim results 

– Regulatory convergence matters! 

– Globally, trade costs associated with SPS/TBT can 

be reduced by 20-30% through regulatory 

convergence where no country would have to 

reduce or increase  

– But convergence towards where? International 

standards as benchmark and common denominator 

again 

Using regulatory convergence indicators in 

regression analysis 



• Descriptive incidence measures can be used for non-

technical NTMs and, to some extent, for 

prohibitive/discretionary technical NTMs 

• It remains very difficult to assess other technical measures 

by incidence or estimation 

– Maybe for aggregate AVEs of NTMs faced (export 

perspective) – (SDG 17.11) 

• International standards are a crucial benchmark that 

combines cost and benefit dimensions and that is backed 

up by quantitative research (many SDGs) 

– Can we objectively collect data about the share of 

regulations that are based on international standards? 

Can we rate the level of regulatory transparency or even 

good regulatory practices?  

Conclusions and outlook  



Quo vadis? 
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Environmental/social impact 

assessments 
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 STRI  

 

Handicraft methods 

 

 

 

AVE estimates  

Specific General/aggregate 




