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Overview  
Digital commerce has transformed the global economy, allowing consumers to 
purchase goods and access digital services from virtually anywhere. Businesses, 
from small start-ups to multinational technology firms, are increasingly reliant 
on digital trade platforms to expand into new markets and compete on a global 
scale. As digital trade has grown, governments are reevaluating the rules 
governing it, seeking to balance economic growth and innovation with concerns 
about tax revenue and domestic protection. Recent developments, including the 
expiration of the World Trade Organization (WTO)'s moratorium on customs 
duties for electronic transmissions, the elimination of the United States' de 
minimis import exemption, and disputes over digital services taxes (DSTs), have 
placed digital trade at the center of broader debates over tariffs and 
international commerce. This Basic provides an overview of the key trade 
policies shaping today's digital economy and influencing the future of 
cross-border digital commerce. 

Duty or No Duty? The Debate Over E-Commerce Tariffs 
at the WTO 
What do smartwatches, rugs, auto parts, and a new summer wardrobe all have 
in common? Many of these products, made overseas and sold online to 
American consumers, are imported through cross-border e-commerce and may 
be subject to customs duties and other import tariffs. E-commerce tariffs are 
taxes on goods purchased online from foreign countries and shipped to the 
United States. Companies often pay them on imported inputs, and everyday 
consumers pay them on direct-to-consumer shipments. Supporters of tariffs 
argue they can protect domestic industries, generate government revenue, and 
address perceived unfair trade practices. However, these tariffs can also disrupt 
global supply chains, reduce businesses’ profit margins, and raise prices for 
American shoppers.  
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Key Statistics: 
 

●​ The WTO estimates that 
digital service exports 
totaled $4.8 trillion in 2024, 
almost double 2017 export 
totals. European and North 
American firms exported 
nearly 70 percent of that 
total. 

●​ As of September 2025, the 
European Union (EU) 
accounts for 353 million 
online shoppers, 51 percent 
of which are cross-border 
buyers. 

 

The Moratorium on Customs Duties on Electronic Transmissions, more widely known as the e-commerce moratorium, was 
established by the WTO in 1988. This agreement ensured digital trade could flow freely across borders without customs 
duties. Since 1988, rapid technological advancement has dramatically transformed the digital trade landscape. The 
moratorium was renewed every two years until March 30, 2026, when, after significant debate, the WTO Ministerial 
Conference allowed it to expire. While some countries preferred individual e-commerce trade policies that align with their 
economic and innovation priorities rather than a sweeping moratorium, the expiration has created uncertainty for businesses 
as countries consider whether and how to impose customs duties on electronic transmissions. 

 
Many businesses and high-income, high-producing nations favor reinstating the moratorium. Supporters argue that duty-free 
digital trade has supported the growth of the modern global digital economy and provided businesses with greater certainty, 
lowered cross-border delivery costs, and reduced time and money spent ensuring compliance with different countries’ 
different digital trade rules. Many in favor further note that customs duties on electronic transmissions are expected to 
generate relatively limited government revenue compared to broader consumption taxes, such as value-added taxes (VAT), 
which they argue can raise revenue with fewer distortions to trade. 
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Countries that opposed extending the WTO e-commerce moratorium argued that it limited governments' policy flexibility as 
the digital economy continues to grow and evolve. Some countries with developing economies posited that their governments 
should retain the option to impose customs duties on e-commerce if doing so aligns with their fiscal priorities. They also 
argued that the moratorium's language left important questions unanswered, including how "electronic transmissions" 
should be defined and which types of digital products and services are covered. Some governments also raised concerns that 
the moratorium disproportionately benefited large multinational technology companies while limiting opportunities to 
support domestic industries and innovation. 

The De Minimis Suspension 

Recent changes to U.S. tariff policy, including the suspension of the de minimis exemption, have significantly changed the 
landscape for cross-border e-commerce. The de minimis exemption allowed imports valued at less than $800 to enter the 
United States without duties and with streamlined customs procedures, reducing costs and administrative burdens for 
businesses. Many credited the policy for lowering costs for e-commerce platforms, small businesses, and consumers. With the 
elimination of the exemption, all imports, regardless of value, are now subject to applicable duties. As a result, businesses that 
rely on low-value direct-to-consumer shipments could incur higher import costs, additional–and potentially costly– 
compliance requirements, and longer customs processing times. All of these changes could potentially affect pricing, disrupt 
supply chains, and reduce market access. While the policy has drawn criticism from some businesses and trade associations, 
the U.S. is not alone in this policy shift. Some governments are also reassessing low-value import exemptions and relying on 
customs duties, VAT, or goods and services taxes (GST) to increase revenue from cross-border commerce.  

Digital Service Taxes and Retaliatory Tariffs 
DSTs are taxes placed on revenues generated by large digital companies that provide services such as online advertising, 
digital marketplaces, social media platforms, and streaming services. Unlike traditional corporate income taxes, which are 
generally based on where a company has a physical presence, DSTs are designed to tax revenue earned from users within a 
country's borders, even if the company has little or no physical operations there. For example, if a company like Google or 
Meta earns advertising revenue from Country X’s users, Country X may tax that digital revenue under a DST even if all of the 
company's operations are based outside of Country X. Many governments claim that these taxes ensure that multinational 
technology companies fairly contribute to where economic value is created. However, the United States has consistently 
maintained that many DSTs disproportionately target large U.S.-based technology companies, raising concerns that they 
unlawfully discriminate against U.S. businesses and create barriers to digital trade. 
 
American companies and policymakers have expressed concern that the growing adoption of DSTs could lead to overlapping 
tax obligations for businesses, increase the cost of providing digital services abroad, and create a patchwork of 
country-specific policies that slows cross-border commerce. The issue has become increasingly intertwined with broader 
trade policy. In June 2026, after the European Union decided to impose duties on small-dollar e-commerce imports, President 
Trump announced that any country implementing a DST on American companies would face a 100 percent tariff on EU 
exports to the United States. He stated that these tariffs would supersede existing trade agreements, framing the measure as a 
reciprocal response to what the administration considers discriminatory treatment of American digital companies. This 
threat is complicated by the Supreme Court’s ruling that the International Emergency Economic Powers Act (IEEPA) did not 
lawfully authorize the Trump administration’s “Liberation Day” global tariffs; the legal basis for any future DST-related 
retaliatory tariffs could depend on the statutory authority invoked and may be subject to legal challenge. 

Look Ahead 
The expiration of the WTO e-commerce moratorium, the United States' elimination of the de minimis exemption, and evolving 
DST and tariff policies illustrate a broader shift in how governments are approaching digital trade. Rather than pursuing a 
single global framework through the WTO, countries are increasingly adopting policies that reflect their own economic 
priorities. As a result, businesses engaged in cross-border e-commerce are likely to encounter a more fragmented regulatory 
environment, with differing approaches to tariffs, customs procedures, and digital governance. Looking ahead, policymakers, 
businesses, and trading partners will continue to balance the goals of promoting digital innovation and market access with 
concerns over revenue collection and fair competition. How these competing priorities are reconciled will help shape the 
future of global digital commerce. 
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Link to Additional Resources 

●​ Bloomberg: Trump Vows 100% Tariff on Europe Over Digital Services Taxes 

●​ Business Software Alliance: 90+ Industry Groups from 32 Countries Urge WTO to Adopt Permanent E-Commerce 

Moratorium 

●​ CNBC: Trump threatens 100% tariffs on countries putting ‘Digital Services Tax on American Companies 

●​ DHL: The End of the U.S. De Minimis Rule: What Your Business Needs to Know 

●​ eBay: Second-hand Goods in Global Trade 

●​ European Commission: EU introduces customs duties on low-value e-commerce packages 

●​ Forbes:  The WTO E-Commerce Tariff Fight Rears Its Head Again 

●​ International Chamber of Commerce: WTO e-commerce Moratorium 

●​ Los Angeles Times: U.S. pushes WTO to make the e-commerce tariff moratorium permanent 

●​ The New York Times: Trump Tariff Tracker 

●​ Peterson Institute for International Economics: Why is the WTO agreement on ecommerce important? 
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https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2026-06-26/trump-vows-100-tariff-on-countries-over-digital-services-taxes
https://www.bsa.org/news-events/news/90-industry-groups-from-32-countries-urge-wto-to-adopt-permanent-e-commerce-moratorium
https://www.bsa.org/news-events/news/90-industry-groups-from-32-countries-urge-wto-to-adopt-permanent-e-commerce-moratorium
https://www.cnbc.com/2026/06/26/trump-tariff-trade-tech-tax.html
https://www.dhl.com/discover/en-us/global-logistics-advice/logistics-insights/the-end-of-de-minimis-exemption-meaning-for-your-business
https://www.ebaymainstreet.com/sites/default/files/2026-07/Second-hand%20Goods%20in%20Global%20Trade%20%E2%80%93%20Letter.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_25_3045
https://www.forbes.com/sites/taxnotes/2026/03/16/the-wto-e-commerce-tariff-fight-rears-its-head-again/
https://iccwbo.org/global-insights/trade/multilateral-trade-wto/wto-e-commerce-moratorium/
https://www.latimes.com/business/story/2026-03-17/u-s-pushes-wto-to-make-e-commerce-tariff-moratorium-permanent
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2026/business/economy/trump-tariff-tracker.html
https://www.piie.com/blogs/realtime-economics/2026/why-wto-agreement-ecommerce-important
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