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Abstract

The World Trade Organization (WTO) currently has 164 members, which is 84.9%
of the total number of United Nations (UN) member states and 84.5% of the total number
of World Health Organization (WHO) member states. These numbers indicate that the
WTO members have taken on additional obligations beyond ‘trade liberalization,” such
as safeguarding basic human rights and maintaining public health. In this regard, the paper
raises a highly meaningful question: whether the extent of trade liberalization has a
negative impact on the ability of WTO members (sovereign states and separate customs

territories) to effectively govern the COVID-19 pandemic within their territories?

By assessing the level of trade liberalization through the actual treaty ‘obligations’
undertaken by WTO members, this paper found that the more obligations a member
undertakes, the less effective its governance tends to be in responding to sudden public
health crises such as COVID-19. In other words, an excessively high degree of trade
liberalization does have adverse impacts on the health security of many WTO members.
This paper also suggests that trade liberalization should be categorized in more detail to
explain under what conditions trade openness may weaken the ability of WTO members

to govern pandemics and respond to public health crises.

Keywords: Trade Liberalization, Undertaking of Obligation, Performance of Pandemic
Governance, Members of the WTO, COVID-19
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