
WITSA’s Public Policy Action plan for 2020 
 
Over the last few years, WITSA has addressed a number of important policy issues, including -most 
recently- the burgeoning “techlash” and how best to regain trust on the Internet1. Recently, WITSA also 
called for new digital trade rules at the World Trade Organization (WTO)2 and developed an 
accompanying action plan. WITSA has also challenged misconceptions and threats to the multilateral 
trading system3 and called for a principled approach to privacy, security and data protection to balance 
fundamental information privacy rights with the equally important policy objectives of national security 
and data protection while maintaining the economic and social capability of digital information4. 
 
In recent years, WITSA has taken strong positions in favor of multilateral trade commitments at the 
WTO, urging governments to recommit to multilateral trade liberalization, including accession to the 
Information Technology Agreement (ITA) as well as its expansion (ITA2)5. We have warned against 
excessive restrictions on free flow of data across borders, calling ‘data’ an essential resource for healthy 
economic growth and warning that that excessive restrictions on the flow of data hinders the barrier to 
secure management and protection of data6. 
 
WITSA has also addressed the challenges facing society in this era of digital transformation, publishing a 
set of enabling policy principles, addressing the potential value of digital transformation, but warning 
that, without action and collaboration, digital transformation will not -by itself- lead to broadly shared 
prosperity and growth7. In the same vein, we have also taken stock of the global skills gap and the 
changing nature of work8. 
 
WITSA has also taken a strong stance on inclusion, which is in keeping with WITSA’s mission to be the 
leader in Fulfilling the Promise of the Digital Age for everyone9. WITSA has published policy 
recommendations to address the social and economic imperatives of employment of persons with 
disabilities and lay out a roadmap for the ICT industry to grow as leaders in supporting the employment 
of persons with disabilities. We have also challenged industry to capitalize on women talent in the 
marketplace to boost profits and competitiveness, calling it an untapped global resource10. 
 
Finally, WITSA has been a strong advocate of a multistakeholder Internet governance ecosystem, 
supporting the strengthening of current collaborative, multistakeholder Internet governance 
ecosystems, which combined provide a light touch and effective regulatory environment11. 
 

 
1 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/WITSA_BigTech_final.pdf 
2 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/DigitalTrade_final.pdf 
3 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Globalization-Perception-vs-Reality_final.pdf 
4 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Privacy-Security-Data-Protection-final-1.pdf 
5 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/WITSA_Statement_of_Policy_on_International_Trade_2016.pdf 
6 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Cross-border-Data-Flows_final.pdf 
7 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Digital-transformation-final.pdf 
8 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/WITSA-Global-Skills-Shortage_Final.pdf 
9 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/WITSA_Statement_on_Inclusion_PWD_in_ICT_final.pdf 
10 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/WITSA_Women_in_ICT_2016.pdf 
11 https://witsa.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/12/WITSA_Statement_of_Policy_on_InternetGovernance_2016_final.pdf 
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In 2020, industry is facing several significant challenges, which requires vigilance and action. The COVID-
19 crisis is first and foremost a health crisis which has forced governments to take unprecedented 
measures to protect people’s lives. The unavoidable declines in trade and output have painful 
consequences for households and businesses, on top of the human suffering caused by the disease 
itself. The enforcement of social distancing, lockdowns and other measures in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic has led consumers to ramp up online shopping, social media use, internet telephony and 
teleconferencing, and streaming of videos and films. 
 
However, e-commerce for goods and services trade has been adversely impacted by the same factors 
that have caused disruption in supply and demand overall. Governments have adopted new measures, 
and the private sector has also acted, to respond to and ensure that e-commerce can help to alleviate 
some of the challenges faced in combatting the virus. These have included increasing network capacity, 
offering expanded data services at little or no cost, lowering or scrapping transaction costs on digital 
payments and mobile money transfers, improving delivery services and other logistics, using digital tools 
to enforce measures and disseminate information, promoting telehealth services, and leveraging ICT for 
surveillance. 
 
The global nature of COVID-19 and its impact on e-commerce may encourage strengthened 
international cooperation and the further development of policies for online purchases and supply. The 
pandemic has made it clear that e-commerce can be an important tool for consumers. E-commerce can 
also support small businesses and, by making economies more competitive, be an economic driver for 
both domestic growth and international trade.  
 
The pandemic has highlighted the importance of digital technologies in general, but also several 
vulnerabilities across the world. Electronic commerce could benefit from looking at greater international 
cooperation to facilitate the cross-border movement of goods and services, narrow the digital divide, 
and level the playing field for micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs). 
 
WITSA therefore proposes to focus on the following priorities in the current year. 
 
Digital trade 
The Covid-19 pandemic confronts trade policymakers with unprecedented and urgent challenges: 
 
• To ensure a global recession does not become a global depression: The trajectory of the 

pandemic and economy remains uncertain. How quickly health officials can contain the crisis, 
how much the public will cooperate and whether policies will spark a swift recovery remains to 
be seen; 

• To energize the recovery of international trade in goods and services. 
• To unlock the full potential of cross-border digital trade for economic growth. 
 
This extraordinary shock requires an extraordinary response. The goal must be ‘to build back 
better,’ not simply resume where we left off before the pandemic struck. New ways of working and 
greater global collaboration are both vital to advance multilateralism, strengthen global value 
chains, reduce poverty and increase shared prosperity. 
 



As stated in our recent Digital Trade paper12, WITSA believes that concluding a broad-based, 
ambitious agreement on the digital economy in 2020 is achievable and necessary to addressing 
these challenges. The Joint Statement Initiative (JSI) on Electronic Commerce negotiations13 must 
provide commitments the world economy needs, not what is easy to agree upon. This is not the 
time for ‘low hanging fruit’ or ‘early harvests.’ A comprehensive and ambitious outcome by 2020 is 
needed to address extraordinary challenges. The outcome of the JSI is critical to progress.  
 
WITSA and its members must encourage and request that the Geneva negotiators: 
• Start meeting and negotiating electronically now. The WTO must catch up with other 

international institutions who are already working online and the JSI should lead by example. 
• Agree on milestones and deadlines towards a 2020 conclusion - and stick to them. 
• Resolve difficult issues and create an agreement that is ambitious and comprehensive. 

Members need to invest political will to deliver. 
• Ensure that developing, and especially least developed Members have access to technical 

assistance to enhance their participation in the negotiations. 
• Commit to ensuring the successful implementation of the agreement by provisioning for the 

necessary technical assistance and capacity building resources in parallel with the negotiations. 
The WTO Secretariat should be tasked with facilitating the necessary interagency cooperation. 

 
WITSA will also continue to work with our partners in the Digital Trade Network (DTN)14 in order to 
effect positive results in Geneva, and we will follow up with members though our action plan in order to 
ensure that our voice is as impactful as possible. 
 
Connecting the next billion 
The pandemic has highlighted the glaring need to bridge the digital divide, both within and across 
countries, given the central role the digital economy has played during the crisis. Many traditional 
obstacles have been accentuated and have continued to hamper greater participation in e-commerce 
activities by small producers, sellers and consumers in developing countries, particularly in least-
developed countries (LDCs). This has underscored the need for efficient and affordable ICT services, such 
as telecommunication, computer and other IT services and emerging technologies. 
 
Internet connectivity is emerging as one of the fundamental pillars of societal well-being. The United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals15 aims to significantly increase access to information and 
communications technology, and to provide universal and affordable access to the Internet in the least 
developed countries. While 5G, IoT, and other technological advancements are rapidly entering the 
market in many nations, there are still over three billion people who don’t have access to the Internet. A 
majority of those without access are in developing regions where associated factors of poor national 
governance, a dearth of relevant infrastructure, and lack of inward investment, serve to limit the 
populations’ access to basic connectivity. 
 
A WITSA paper is currently being drafted and will be circulated for member review soon. Closing the 
digital gap in the global economy is a significant opportunity for the entire telecommunications value 

 
12 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/DigitalTrade_final.pdf 
13 https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/archive_e/jsec_arc_e.htm 
14 https://www.digitaltrade.network/ 
15 https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/ 
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chain. But doing so sustainably is not easy. To increase Internet access, the paper seeks to address the 
following critical issues: Availability (one of the biggest reasons why many people don’t access to the 
Internet is due to the lack of adequate infrastructure. All other issues don’t even come into play without 
the availability of network and other infrastructure, such as regular electricity supplies, to provide 
Internet access); Affordability (the cost of service, the cost of devices used to access the internet, 
affordable electricity); Applicability (good quality, localized content and services available to support 
consumers gaining access); Capability (government policies need to support digital development as well 
as people’s ability to take-up services based on aspects including awareness of the value of internet 
services, literacy etc.). 
 
Artificial Intelligence Policy Principles 
In our Digital Transformation paper16, WITSA discussed Artificial Intelligence (AI), calling for leaders to 
embrace AI’s potentially positive impact on the future of work. Embracing AI may drive human 
workforce towards enhanced cognitive jobs in the future. Done right, AI should be viewed as an 
opportunity to apply assistive technology, not as a threat. 
 
As the world confronts the outbreak of coronavirus, many have lauded AI as a powerful weapon 
against the disease. With governments around the world now taking a critical eye to AI and its impacts, 
now is the time for WITSA to develop a set of detailed policy principles to help build trust in the era of 
digital transformation and to preserve an enabling environment for innovation to promote global 
competitiveness and security by creating a trustworthy AI for that builds around a human centric 
approach.  
 
Updating WITSA papers on Information Security, Data Protection and Privacy, while enhancing the 
Supporting and Protecting Encryption 
Security and privacy was listed as one of the top policy issues in our 2020 membership survey. In our 
September 2017 Statement of Policy on Privacy, Security and Data Protection17, WITSA opposed a 
weakening the security of technology products and services, stating that robust cybersecurity and data 
protection are essential to trust in technology products, services, and systems, and robust encryption is 
fundamental to building such trustworthy and reliable technology products, services, and systems. 
Governments must recognize the importance of strong encryption 
 
In light of the new challenges to privacy, security and encryption due to the ongoing fight against the 
SARS CoV-2 virus, an update of WITSA’s paper is necessary. 
 
Updating WITSA Cross-Border Data Flows Paper 
The 2016 WITSA paper18 advocates a principled policy approach which recognizes that data regulations 
must be simple, transparent and harmonized with other legislative requirements and takes a strong 
stance against forced localization of data requirements as these interrupt the free flow of data that 
underpins the complex online networks connecting the globe in ways that threaten the cultural and 
economic growth potential of the Internet and Internet-based technologies. 
 
The pandemic has highlighted the importance of digital technologies in general, but also several 
vulnerabilities across the world. The resulting experiences and lessons are relevant to various 

 
16 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Digital-transformation-final.pdf 
17 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Privacy-Security-Data-Protection-final-1.pdf 
18 https://witsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Cross-border-Data-Flows_final.pdf 
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discussions in the WTO, including those on electronic commerce, which could benefit from looking at 
greater international cooperation to facilitate the cross-border movement of goods and services, narrow 
the digital divide, and level the playing field for micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs). 
An update of the WITSA paper, taking account the new realities and developments affecting cross-
border data flows is recommended.  


	WITSA’s Public Policy Action plan for 2020

