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Trade Policy and Public Health

Trade Policy and Public Health — Key Terms and Vocabulary

Trade Policy Fundamentals

The term tariff refers to a tax imposed on imported goods, which raises the price of foreign products
relative to domestic alternatives. Tariffs can be specific (a fixed amount per unit) or ad valorem (a
percentage of the customs value). For example, a 10 % ad valorem tariff on imported sugary drinks increases
the retail price, potentially reducing consumption and affecting public health outcomes.

A non-tariff barrier (NTB) encompasses any trade restriction that does not involve a customs duty. NTBs
include import quotas, licensing requirements, sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) measures, and technical
standards. While NTBs can protect health and safety, they may also be used to create hidden protectionism.
An SPS measure that requires imported food to meet stringent pesticide limits can safeguard consumers,
yet if the limits are set higher than scientific evidence supports, they may constitute an unjustified barrier to
trade.

The concept of trade liberalisation denotes the removal or reduction of trade barriers to promote the free
flow of goods and services across borders. Liberalisation is typically pursued through multilateral
agreements such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) framework, regional free-trade agreements (FTAs),
or bilateral treaties. In public-health terms, liberalisation can increase access to affordable medicines but
may also expose populations to harmful products if regulatory oversight is weak.

The World Trade Organization (WTO) is the principal global institution governing trade rules. Its founding
agreement, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), establishes principles of
most-favoured-nation treatment, national treatment, and transparency. Understanding WTO dispute
settlement is essential for health policymakers, because a country that imposes a health-related import
restriction may face a challenge from a trading partner alleging a violation of WTO obligations.

Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) are protected under the WTO Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS). TRIPS sets minimum standards for patent protection, including for
pharmaceuticals. The TRIPS framework can limit the ability of governments to issue compulsory licences for
generic medicines, influencing the cost and availability of essential drugs. A practical example is the use of a
compulsory licence to produce a generic antiretroviral during an HIV epidemic, which must be justified
under TRIPS flexibilities to avoid trade retaliation.

Public Health Terminology

The phrase public health refers to the science and practice of protecting and improving the health of
populations through preventive measures, health promotion, and policy interventions. Public-health
agencies often collaborate with trade ministries to assess the health impact of trade policies.
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A health impact assessment (HIA) is a systematic process that evaluates the potential health effects of a
proposed policy, programme, or project. In the context of trade, an HIA might examine how a new FTA
could affect nutrition, disease patterns, or health-care costs. The HIA process typically includes screening,
scoping, assessment, recommendations, reporting, and monitoring.

The term risk assessment is used to identify, analyse, and evaluate the probability and severity of adverse
health outcomes associated with a trade-related exposure. For instance, risk assessment of pesticide
residues in imported produce determines safe exposure levels and informs regulatory actions.

The concept of policy coherence describes the alignment of trade, health, environmental, and development
policies to achieve mutually supportive outcomes. Lack of policy coherence can lead to contradictions, such
as a trade policy that encourages the import of cheap processed foods while a health policy seeks to reduce
diet-related non-communicable diseases.

Regulatory and Standards Vocabulary

A sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) measure is a health-related standard that aims to protect humans,
animals, and plants from pests, diseases, and contaminants. SPS measures are governed by the WTO SPS
Agreement, which requires that they be based on scientific evidence, be non-discriminatory, and be no
more trade-restrictive than necessary. An example is a requirement for imported meat to be free of certain
pathogens, which must be justified by risk assessment.

A technical barrier to trade (TBT) is a regulation, standard, or conformity assessment procedure that could
impede trade. The WTO TBT Agreement encourages the use of international standards where possible. For
example, a country may require that imported medical devices conform to its national safety standard; if the
standard diverges from ISO norms without scientific justification, it may be challenged as an unnecessary
TBT.

The term precautionary principle refers to a risk management approach that allows preventive action in the
face of uncertainty. In trade-health contexts, the precautionary principle may be invoked to justify
restrictions on imported products suspected of health risks, even if conclusive evidence is lacking. However,
WTO rules require that such measures be proportionate and not disguised protectionism.

The notion of mutual recognition involves accepting another country’s conformity assessment results, such
as certifications or test reports, to facilitate trade. Mutual recognition agreements (MRAs) can streamline the
entry of health-related goods, such as pharmaceuticals, but must ensure that the accepted standards
maintain safety and efficacy.

Economic and Trade Instruments

A quota is a quantitative limit on the amount of a specific product that can be imported or exported during
a set period. Quotas can be used to protect domestic industries or to manage the supply of health-critical
commodities. For instance, a quota on imported vaccines during a pandemic may be justified to preserve
national stockpiles, but it can also create scarcity and higher prices for consumers.

The term subsidy denotes a financial contribution by a government that confers a benefit to producers,
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exporters, or consumers. Subsidies can distort market competition and are subject to WTO rules, particularly
under the Agreement on Subsidies and Countervailing Measures (SCM). Health-related subsidies, such as
those for the production of fortified foods, must be designed to avoid trade disputes while achieving
nutrition goals.

A countervailing duty (CVD) is a tariff imposed to offset the effect of foreign subsidies that cause injury to
domestic producers. If a country subsidises the export of sugary beverages, an importing country may levy
a CVD to neutralise the price advantage, thereby protecting its own beverage manufacturers.

The concept of most-favoured-nation (MFN) treatment requires a WTO member to extend any favorable
trade terms it offers to one member to all other members. MFN can affect public-health policies when a
country seeks to give preferential market access to health-related goods from a particular partner; such

preferential treatment must be justified under WTO exceptions.

The principle of national treatment obliges a WTO member to treat imported goods no less favourably than
domestically produced goods with respect to internal regulations, taxes, and standards. In health policy,
national treatment means that imported medical devices must comply with the same safety requirements as
domestic devices, preventing discrimination.

Trade Agreements and Health Provisions

A free-trade agreement (FTA) is a pact between two or more countries that reduces or eliminates tariffs,
quotas, and other trade barriers on a wide range of goods and services. Modern FTAs increasingly contain
explicit health-related chapters, such as provisions on access to medicines, nutrition labelling, and
cooperation on antimicrobial resistance.

The term services liberalisation refers to the opening of service markets, such as health-care services, to
foreign providers. Liberalisation can increase competition and improve quality, but it may also raise
concerns about the regulation of foreign health-care facilities and the protection of patient rights.

A regional trade bloc is a group of neighboring countries that pursue deeper economic integration, often
through customs unions or common markets. Examples include the European Union (EU) and the African
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). Regional blocs may harmonise health standards, facilitating the
movement of safe food and medicines across borders.

The concept of rules of origin determines the national source of a product for purposes of applying trade
measures. Accurate rules of origin are crucial when assessing eligibility for preferential tariffs on
health-related products, such as medical equipment assembled from components sourced in multiple
countries.

The term sanitary certification is a document that attests to the compliance of a product with the importing
country's SPS requirements. Sanitary certificates are often required for meat, dairy, and other perishable
goods, and they must be issued by competent authorities in the exporting country.

Health-Focused Trade Instruments
A pharmaceutical patent grants exclusive rights to the holder to manufacture, use, and sell a drug for a set
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period, typically 20years from filing. Patents can incentivise innovation but may also limit access to
affordable medicines. The balance between patent protection and public health is a central debate in trade

policy.

The term compulsory licence describes a government-authorised use of a patented invention without the
consent of the patent holder, usually in exchange for reasonable compensation. Compulsory licences are
permitted under TRIPS in cases of national emergency, public non-commercial use, or inadequate supply of
medicines.

A generic drug is a medication that is bioequivalent to a brand-name product and is marketed after the
original patent expires. Generic drugs play a vital role in reducing health-care costs, and trade policies that
facilitate their importation can improve access.

The concept of parallel importation involves the purchase of a patented product in a low-price market and
its resale in a higher-price market without the consent of the patent holder. Parallel imports can increase
competition and lower prices for consumers, but they may raise concerns about product integrity and
regulatory compliance.

A health technology assessment (HTA) evaluates the medical, social, economic, and ethical implications of
health technologies, including pharmaceuticals, medical devices, and procedures. HTA findings inform
reimbursement decisions and can shape trade negotiations by providing evidence on cost-effectiveness.

Trade-Health Governance and Institutions

The World Health Organization (WHO) is the United Nations agency responsible for global health
governance. WHO collaborates with the WTO and trade ministries to develop standards, such as the
International Health Regulations (IHR), which address cross-border health threats.

The term International Health Regulations (IHR) are legally binding guidelines that aim to prevent the
international spread of disease. The IHR require member states to develop core capacities for surveillance,
reporting, and response, and they intersect with trade policy when border measures are considered.

A national health authority (NHA) is the domestic agency charged with regulating health products,
overseeing disease control, and implementing public-health programmes. NHAs must coordinate with trade
officials to ensure that import controls, licensing, and enforcement align with both health objectives and
trade commitments.

The concept of inter-ministerial committee refers to a formal body that brings together representatives
from trade, health, agriculture, and other ministries to discuss policy coherence. Such committees can
resolve conflicts, for example, when a trade ministry seeks to lower tariffs on processed foods while a health
ministry aims to curb obesity.

The term policy brief denotes a concise document that summarises evidence and recommendations for
decision-makers. Policy briefs on trade-health topics often include data on the health impacts of tariff
changes, modelling of disease burden, and analysis of legal options under WTO rules.
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Trade-Related Health Challenges

The phenomenon of nutrition transition describes the shift in dietary patterns toward higher consumption
of processed foods, sugars, and fats, often linked to trade liberalisation. This transition is associated with
rising rates of obesity, type-2 diabetes, and cardiovascular disease, presenting a major public-health
challenge.

A food-environment encompasses the availability, affordability, and marketing of food products within a
population. Trade policies that reduce tariffs on sugary drinks or snack foods can alter the food environment
and influence consumer behaviour.

The term antimicrobial resistance (AMR) refers to the ability of microorganisms to survive exposure to
antimicrobials, rendering treatments ineffective. International trade in livestock, meat, and aquaculture
products can facilitate the spread of resistant strains, necessitating coordinated trade-health measures.

A regulatory capture occurs when a regulatory agency becomes unduly influenced by the industry it
oversees, potentially compromising health standards. In trade contexts, capture can lead to the relaxation of
SPS measures in favour of commercial interests.

The concept of health equity focuses on ensuring that all population groups have fair access to health
resources, irrespective of socioeconomic status, geography, or ethnicity. Trade policies can affect health
equity by influencing the distribution of affordable medicines and nutritious foods.

Examples and Practical Applications

Example 1 - Tariff Reduction on Essential Medicines

Country A negotiates a bilateral trade agreement with Country B that eliminates tariffs on a list of essential
medicines, including antibiotics and insulin. The removal of a 15% ad valorem tariff reduces the retail price
of insulin by approximately 12 %, improving affordability for patients with diabetes. The health ministry
conducts an HIA that projects a 5% decrease in diabetes-related complications over five years,
demonstrating a positive health impact.

Example 2 — SPS Measure on Pesticide Residues

Country C imposes an SPS requirement that all imported strawberries must contain pesticide residues below
0.1Mg/kg, based on a risk assessment that shows higher levels pose a cancer risk. The measure aligns with
Codex Alimentarius standards, satisfying WTO obligations. However, exporters from Country D argue that
the limit is more stringent than necessary, prompting a WTO dispute consultation. The dispute is resolved
through technical dialogue, leading to a joint monitoring programme and capacity-building assistance for
Country D's agricultural sector.

Example 3 — Compulsory Licence for a Pandemic Vaccine

During a pandemic, Country E faces a shortage of a patented vaccine. Invoking the TRIPS flexibilities, the
government issues a compulsory licence to a domestic manufacturer, allowing production of a generic
version at 60 % of the original price. The move is accompanied by a royalty payment of 3% of sales to the
patent holder, satisfying the “reasonable remuneration” requirement. International trade partners
acknowledge the public-health emergency, and the WTO's Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property
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Rights (TRIPS) Council issues a statement supporting the action.

Example 4 — Health Impact Assessment of a New FTA

A regional FTA proposes to lower tariffs on all agricultural products, including high-sugar beverages. The
health ministry conducts an HIA that models an increase of 0.8 Kg per capita in annual sugar consumption,
translating into an estimated 1200 additional cases of type-2 diabetes over ten years. The HIA recommends
the inclusion of a health-related clause that maintains a minimum excise tax on sugary drinks, illustrating
how trade-health policy coherence can be achieved.

Example 5 — Mutual Recognition of Medical Device Standards

Country F and Country G sign an MRA that accepts each other's conformity assessment reports for Class I
medical devices. This reduces duplication of testing, shortens time-to-market for imported devices, and
lowers costs for hospitals. The agreement includes a joint surveillance mechanism to ensure that safety
standards remain equivalent, addressing concerns about regulatory oversight.

Key Challenges and Mitigation Strategies

Challenge: Balancing Patent Protection with Access to Medicines

Strong IPR enforcement can raise drug prices, limiting access for low-income populations. Mitigation
strategies include using TRIPS flexibilities such as compulsory licences, parallel importation, and voluntary
licensing agreements that incorporate tiered pricing.

Challenge: Managing SPS Measures without Discriminating Against Trade Partners

SPS regulations must be scientifically justified and proportionate. Capacity-building programmes,
transparent risk assessment processes, and participation in international standard-setting bodies (e.G,,
Codex, OIE) help ensure that SPS measures meet WTO requirements while protecting health.

Challenge: Preventing Policy Incoherence Between Trade and Health Objectives

Inter-ministerial coordination, joint policy briefs, and shared monitoring indicators can align trade
liberalisation with public-health goals. For instance, coupling tariff reductions on healthy foods with fiscal
measures (such as subsidies for fruits and vegetables) can offset potential negative health impacts.

Challenge: Addressing Antimicrobial Resistance in Global Food Trade

International standards for antibiotic use in animal husbandry, coupled with surveillance of resistant strains
in imported meat, are essential. Trade agreements can include AMR clauses that require participating
countries to implement stewardship programmes and report antibiotic usage data.

Challenge: Ensuring Transparency and Public Participation

Stakeholder engagement, including civil-society organisations, consumer groups, and health professionals,
enhances the legitimacy of trade-health decisions. Public consultations on trade-policy drafts and open data
portals for trade-related health metrics promote accountability.

Advanced Concepts for Professional Practice
The notion of regulatory harmonisation involves aligning national standards with international norms to
reduce duplication and facilitate trade. In health, harmonisation of labelling requirements for nutrition
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information can help consumers make informed choices while simplifying compliance for exporters.

A border health surveillance system monitors the entry of potentially hazardous goods, such as counterfeit
medicines or contaminated food. Effective border surveillance requires collaboration between customs
authorities, health inspectors, and international bodies like the WHO.

The term risk-benefit analysis evaluates the potential health benefits of a trade-related policy against the
risks it may pose. For example, a risk-benefit analysis of lowering tariffs on imported processed meats would
consider the nutrition benefits of increased protein availability versus the risk of higher sodium intake.

The concept of policy diffusion describes how policy ideas spread across jurisdictions, often through trade
agreements. Health-related provisions, such as mandatory front-of-pack nutrition labelling, can be adopted
by multiple countries as part of a regional trade pact, creating a cascade effect that standardises health
protection measures.

A trade-off analysis explicitly recognises that policy decisions may yield both positive and negative
outcomes. In the context of trade and public health, trade-off analysis helps decision-makers weigh
economic gains from increased exports against potential health costs, such as rises in obesity or exposure
to hazardous substances.

The term capacity building refers to activities that strengthen a country’s ability to develop, implement, and
enforce health-related trade policies. Capacity-building initiatives may include training customs officers on
SPS inspection techniques, supporting regulatory agencies in risk assessment, or providing technical
assistance for HTA development.

Practical Tools and Resources

The WTO's Trade Policy Review Mechanism (TPRM) provides periodic assessments of members’ trade
policies, offering insights into how health considerations are integrated. Analysts can use TPRM reports to
benchmark national performance and identify gaps in policy coherence.

The WHO's Global Benchmarking Tool for national regulatory authorities evaluates the maturity of
health-product regulation. The tool assists governments in aligning their regulatory capacity with
international trade standards, thereby reducing the likelihood of trade disputes.

The Codex Alimentarius is a collection of internationally recognised food standards, guidelines, and codes
of practice. Compliance with Codex standards can support WTO SPS compliance and protect public health
by ensuring food safety and nutritional quality.

The International Trade Centre (ITC) offers market-analysis tools that help health ministries assess the
import demand for essential medicines and medical devices, informing decisions on tariff structures and
trade facilitation measures.

The World Bank’s Trade-Related Technical Assistance programme provides funding and expertise for
developing countries to improve trade-related health infrastructure, such as laboratory capacity for disease
surveillance at ports of entry.
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Key Vocabulary Summary (Select Terms)

Tariff — tax on imports; can affect price and consumption. Non-tariff barrier — trade restriction that is not a
customs duty. SPS - sanitary and phytosanitary measures protecting health. TBT — technical barrier to trade;
standards that may impede trade. TRIPS — WTO agreement governing intellectual property rights.
Compulsory licence — government-authorized use of a patent without consent. Health impact assessment —
systematic evaluation of health effects of policies. Policy coherence — alignment of trade, health, and other
policy objectives. Precautionary principle — preventive action in the face of scientific uncertainty.
Most-favoured-nation — principle of non-discriminatory trade treatment. National treatment — requirement
to treat imported goods no less favourably than domestic goods. Free-trade agreement — pact reducing
tariffs and other barriers. Rules of origin — criteria determining the national source of a product. Parallel
importation — resale of a product purchased in a low-price market. Health technology assessment —
evaluation of medical technologies for decision-making. Antimicrobial resistance — resistance of microbes to
antimicrobial agents. Nutrition transition — shift toward diets high in processed foods and sugars. Health
equity — fair access to health resources for all groups.

By mastering these terms, professionals in the field of international trade and public health can navigate the
complex interface between economic policy and health outcomes. The ability to interpret, apply, and
communicate these concepts is essential for designing trade strategies that protect and promote
population health while respecting international trade obligations.
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