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1. Introduction: Key themes in gender and
e­commerce
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A joint agency of the UN & WTO dedicated to MSME internationalization1

We need a global
trade order that
corresponds to
feminist visions of
economic and gender
justice
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A gender consensus across institutions
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Set up in partnership with the World Economic Forum and the e­World Trade Platform,
in December 2017
For instance, UNCTAD and WTO have adopted different positions on domestic digital
industry protection in developing countries. See
http://www.twn.my/title2/twe/2016/pdf/625.pdf

2

3

Key institutions that
have had differing
views on the pathways
to free and fair world
trade seem to be in
agreement that the
opportunity for
women’s
entrepreneurial
freedom is finally here
with the digital
revolution
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2. Beyond the rhetoric: Disappearing
marketplaces and expelled women

Big Tech takes all

3

e­World Trade Platform is a private sector­led initiative set up by Jack Ma, founder and
chairman of the Alibaba group, to incubate eTrade rules for cross border electronic
trade development.
As of 2015, the 17 digital companies in the top 100 global TNCs ranked by
consolidated balance sheet totals accounted for over a quarter of the total market
capitalization of the companies on the list.
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Debates at the WTO
on digital trade as a
route to women’s
empowerment are
based on the model of
unbridled
hyperglobalization
critiqued by feminists
for its pernicious
effects on women in
the global south
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In the global
e­commerce
marketplace controlled
by platform
monopolies, the
interests of MSMEs
dominated by women
are highly likely to be
compromised
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Gendered outcomes of new trade agreements

The majority of
women­led enterprises
are small size
businesses with low
output levels, limited
growth potential, thin
price margins and very
little capacity to bear
inventory and
customer service
overheads. This
leaves them at a
distinct disadvantage
in the platform
marketplace
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An international not­for­profit organization working on small farmers’ issues.
See www.grain.org for more details.

6

End­to­end
monopolization of
cross­border
agricultural supply
chains is likely to
decimate locally
bounded agricultural
economies

www.grain.org
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Erasure of women’s right to participate in market
exchange

Local knowledge
systems are also
codified and
appropriated by
platforms, in what may
be seen as new
‘economies of
intelligence’, whereby
women’s traditional
practices become part
of the AI­powered
business model,
leading to a
corporatization of the
commons



8

(a) Reboot competition law for the digital economy

3. How to reclaim policy space for gender­
responsive e­commerce

The promise of the
digital revolution
cannot accrue to
women unless
developing countries
understand how to
protect the unique
knowledge interests
arising from digital
intelligence
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(b) Upgrade labour laws to include platform models

(c) Implement a taxation regime for the digital economy

(d) Evolve a data governance framework to protect
privacy and economic rights

De minimis threshold refers to a valuation ceiling for imports below which no duty or
tax is charged, and the clearance procedures are minimal.
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Countries of the global
south must reclaim
policy space for
gender­responsive
e­commerce
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(e) Invest in digital public goods

(f) Ensure that digital policies are in sync with gender
policy frameworks

(g) Preserve policy space for governance of digital trade

In the digital paradigm,
gender­responsive
economic and social
policy outcomes are
predicated upon policy
choices about
connectivity, platform
and data
infrastructures
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4. Road ahead for global negotiations on digital
trade

A closer investigation
about the gender
consensus on
e­commerce reveals
that the seemingly
perfect agreement
across institutions and
actors may well be a
perverse confluence of
interests that does
little for the majority of
women in the world
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Developing countries
need to find a way to
come together to hold
firmly to the “right to
regulate” digital trade,
rejecting the dominant
policy rhetoric on the
gender and
e­commerce
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