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Foreword

This publication, 50 Years of Unlocking SME Competitiveness: Lessons for the Future, is a testimony to the 
International Trade Centre of the past and to that of the future. 
It traces this organization’s beginnings from a four-person unit around a small desk in the offices of the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), to an institution of more than 300 committed individuals of 
diverse backgrounds, focused on ‘trade impact for good’. The evolution of ITC is indeed the evolution of the 
trade landscape. It is a window into the dramatic transformations that the global system has witnessed, yet it 
also yields insight into what remains to be done. 
In 1964, ITC was created with a clear purpose. The press release announcing its establishment referred to 
ITC as a ‘new trade information and trade promotion advisory service’ that would be available to ‘all less 
developed’ countries and, interestingly, to all developed nations as well. 
The press release went on to set out the areas where ITC would focus its energy: establishing a document 
centre, a correspondence answering service and a register of sources of trade information; publishing a 
monthly trade news bulletin; preparing manuals on efficient export promotion services; providing training 
in export promotion; and undertaking studies on development trends. Many of these functions have been 
replaced, thanks to technology or the varying needs of its client base. Yet at its core, ITC remains the pre-
eminent source of information, tools and expertise for trade promotion and development, and a highly 
recognized repository of trade and market intelligence. 
Fifty years later, the ITC mandate has evolved with the changing topography and geography of trade, the 
maturing priorities of its partners and clients, and the shift in the way businesses produce, trade and interact. 
ITC offers a suite of support services specifically focused on helping small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) to increase their competitiveness, achieve their economic potential and internationalize. Our offerings 
engage with the value chain along its full length, encompassing services, e-solutions, environmental solutions, 
quality standards, non-tariff measures, trade facilitation, branding and packaging, export strategies, tools to 
better empower women, youth, and poor communities economically, strengthening trade support institutions, 
public-private dialogues, finance for trade, and … I could fill this page with the forms of innovative and 
relevant interventions that ITC continues to deliver.
This 50th anniversary publication sows the seeds of renewal by reaffirming our mandate, and by helping us 
as an institution to ensure that we continue to mature. In its pages, a clear road map is charted toward further 
growth – to grow in depth, breadth and impact. The millions of SMEs we have assisted over the last 50 years 
are an encouragement to devote our next 50 years to help SMEs become true engines of decent jobs and 
sustainable growth.
My thoughts and gratitude go to all my ITC colleagues, present and former, who devoted their careers to 
helping small and middle-sized businesses become true engines for growth, jobs and development. I extend 
my commendations to the authors of this book, Bernard Hoekman and Friedrich von Kirchbach, who, under 
the stewardship of Anders Aeroe, Director of the Division of Market Development, and with input from a team of 
in-house and external contributors, have created a true commemoration of a great moment in the institution’s 
history, a moment of which we are proud.

Arancha González 
Executive Director, International Trade Centre
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