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Executive Summary



This briefing analyzes the global high-tech trade landscape through the lens of
geoeconomic fragmentation and the operationalization of Artificial Intelligence. The
outlook for 2026 is defined by a shift from "Al hype" to "Al reality," where the industry
has moved from experimental pilots to solving tasks of significant economic
consequence against a backdrop of slowing global growth and a "Multiplex World
Order" driven by pragmatism. While traditional merchandise trade is forecast to slow,
digital services remain a bright spot fueled by "Agentic Al" and the "servicification" of the
global economy.

To navigate this pivot, WITSA calls on governments and industry to move beyond
traditional boundaries to become the strategic architects of a collaborative global order
that bridges the gap between private innovation, national regulation, and multilateral
cooperation. The transition to a concrete "Al reality" offers a transformative vision for
global trade only if we proactively address the physical bottlenecks and deepening
geoeconomic fragmentation that threaten to silo innovation into competing "Sovereign
Tech Fortresses".

Governments should reject protectionist "Sovereign Al" in favor of strategic
interdependence to maintain a unified global intelligence layer. This includes securing a
permanent WTO E-commerce Moratorium at MC14 to prevent a $1.9 trillion GDP
contraction. Policy frameworks should prioritize light-touch regulation and Regulatory
Sandboxes, enforcing existing liability and non-discrimination laws before creating new
mandates. National strategies should integrate Al with energy planning—such as
utilizing Small Modular Reactors and liquid-cooled data centers—and "Digital
Embassies" to prevent a fragmented internet. Finally, leaders ought to champion labor
reskilling and Digital Identity Wallets to enable borderless commerce.

The private sector, on the other hand, must evolve into strategic architects, prioritizing
the deployment of Long-Horizon Agentic Al to manage global logistics. Bridging
technical debt is essential to realize the anticipated $7 trillion GDP increase, supported
by "Just-in-Case" survivalism and proactive resource stewardship. Industry should lead
workforce development and commit to Human-Centric/Explainable Al (XAl) to build
public trust. By investing in "Behind-the-Meter" energy solutions and rebranding data
centers as municipal assets, firms can ensure breakthrough innovation supports "Digital
Peace".

The WITSA Global Al ecosystem Network (GAIN) acts as a global anchor against digital
fragmentation. By scaling decentralized "Al factories" and the WITSA Al Maturity Model,
organizations can transition from ad-hoc exploration to platform-driven operational
excellence, ensuring the benefits of the Agentic Renaissance are shared equitably
worldwide.



1. The Global Landscape: Navigating a Multiplex World Order

The mid-2020s are on track to be the weakest decade for global growth since the
1960s, with international organizations projecting a year of subdued growth (IMF 3.1%,
World Bank 2.6%) and intensifying trade friction. We have moved beyond the era of
American unipolar supremacy into a "Multiplex World Order"—a self-organized, messy
system driven by regional pragmatism and opportunism rather than a single rules-based
ideology.

Transactional Isolationism: The U.S. has pivoted toward a unilateral “America
First” approach, utilizing tariffs and trade investigations (e.g., Section 232 and
301) as negotiating leverage, which has introduced significant volatility into the
global market.

A World Integrating Beyond the U.S.: In response, major powers are deepening
their own ties. Landmark 2025 pacts between Canada and India, the expansion
of the CPTPP, and the growth of BRICS+ demonstrate that globalization is
thriving independently of the American sphere.

The "Servicification" of Trade: While the WTO projects a meager 0.5% growth in
merchandise trade, services exports are growing at ~4.4%. Digitally deliverable
services now represent over 56% of all global services exports.

Surging South-South Trade: Trade between developing nations is outpacing
exports to developed markets as the "Global South" integrates through initiatives
like the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA).

2. High-Tech & Al Outlook: The Year of Al Reality

In 2026, the tech industry is shifting its focus from training models to operational
deployment and infrastructure sovereignty.

The Rise of Long-Horizon Agentic Al: The defining trend is the emergence of
autonomous systems that plan, act, and optimize over weeks or months. These
agents move Al from a simple productivity tool to a strategic actor embedded in
national governance and supply chains.

The $400 Billion ROI Reckoning: After massive infrastructure spending in 2025,
the industry faces an "Al ROI Cliff". To avoid a market correction, these



investments must now deliver tangible revenue through "invisible Al" seamlessly
embedded into existing CRM and ERP business operations.

o Semiconductor Strategic Lockdown: The U.S. maintains tight export controls on
advanced chips (e.g., the Vera Rubin series) to preserve a significant compute
advantage over China.

o Geopolitical Retaliation: In response, China is leveraging "dumping"
strategies—exporting basic Al models to the Global South—while restricting the
critical minerals (e.g., rare earth magnets) essential for Western military and EV
hardware.

3. Geopolitics and the Rise of Sovereign Compute Blocs

Trade is now increasingly dictated by national security rather than economic efficiency.
Access to energy, high-end GPUs, and data centers has become a matter of
"weaponized interdependence".

Nations are now hoarding resources to build "Al fortresses". The U.S. and EU are
locked in a "transatlantic regulatory war," with the U.S. viewing EU mandates as
protectionism. In response, the EU is building the "EuroStack"—an independent cloud
and Al infrastructure designed to shield the continent from external "kill switches". This
environment requires a shift toward strategic interdependence, where localized
investments are balanced with trusted international collaboration to maintain global
competitiveness.

4. The Al Backlash: From Ethics to Enforcement

The "Al backlash" has evolved from philosophical debate into high-stakes economic
confrontation.

o The Era of Mandatory Liability: The "Digital Wild West" has ended. Legal
standards of "Algorithmic negligence" have been adopted, with the EU Al Office
launching its first major enforcement cycles targeting healthcare and recruitment.

o The Copyright Remuneration Shift: \While U.S. courts still litigate "fair use," the
EU and Brazil have mandated licensing frameworks. This has birthed a new
"data brokerage" economy, where tech giants sign multi-billion dollar deals to
access real-time, high-quality human data.



o The Physical Wall: Al energy consumption has exceeded 1,000 TWh globally,
equivalent to the annual electricity use of Japan. This physical limit has led to
data center moratoriums or restrictions in hubs like Virginia and Dublin, turning Al
into a national security issue.

o A New Benchmark for Social License: Microsoft’s "Community-First"
pledge—paying premium utility rates and property taxes while funding public
works—is the new industry standard for maintaining a "social license" to operate.

5. The 2026 Scenario Planning Framework

The future of global trade is defined by two primary axes: Al Integration Depth
(Long-Horizon Agents vs. Fragmented Assistants) and Market Alignment (Collaborative
Standards vs. Protectionist Blocs).

WITSA 2026 Scenario Planning Framework
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Protectionist Blocs Collaborative Standards
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Scenario 1: The Agentic Renaissance (Utopia)

Major powers achieve a "Digital Peace," establishing a functional truce on regulatory
alignment. Long-Horizon Agentic Al becomes ubiquitous, managing end-to-end supply
chains and scientific discovery. The outcome is a $7 trillion (7%) boost to the global



economy. High-tech trade flourishes as the Global South adopts collaborative
standards, and the industry successfully avoids the ROI CIiff.

Scenario 2: Sovereign Superpowers (Fragility)

Technology matures but remains locked within "Sovereign Tech Fortresses".
Protectionist mandates require Al to be trained and hosted entirely within national
borders, imposing massive "duplication taxes" on global firms. This leads to the
"Galapagos Syndrome," where regional ecosystems are highly optimized but
fundamentally uncompetitive on the global stage.

Scenario 3: The Regulated Slow-Path (Stagnation)

A "Digital Truth Crisis" fueled by Al-generated fraud triggers a "Defensive Crouch".
Innovation is throttled by the weight of global compliance and a heavy "Safety Tax". The
ultimate stress test occurs at MC14; if the WTO E-commerce Moratorium expires,
nations impose customs duties on Al code and API calls, triggering a $1.9 trillion global
GDP contraction.

Scenario 4: Fractured and Failing Systems (Chaos)

International trust breaks down completely, leading to the militarization of the digital
economy. A blockade of the Taiwan Strait—producing over 90% of advanced logic
chips—triggers a "Semiconductor Heart Attack" that wipes $10 trillion from the global
GDP. Al is primarily weaponized for "Red Queen" cyber warfare, and the global internet
splinters into hardened, disconnected blocs.

6. Strategic Recommendations: Orchestrating the Agentic Renaissance

As the global high-tech trade landscape enters a period of profound geoeconomic pivot
in 2026, WITSA, the leading global tech voice, calls on governments and industry to
move beyond traditional boundaries to become the strategic architects of a collaborative
global order. To achieve the best possible outcomes for humankind, we must foster a
unified front that bridges the gap between private innovation, national regulation, and
multilateral cooperation.

I. For Governments: Securing the Foundations of Growth

Governments must move beyond reactive "Digital Sovereignty" mandates that risk
fragmenting the global intelligence layer and stifling the growth of the digital economy.

o Abolish Digital Borders at MC14: WITSA urges national governments to
coordinate a global push to make the WTO E-commerce Moratorium permanent



at the March 2026 Ministerial Conference (MC14). Allowing this moratorium to
expire would trigger a "digital stagflation" event, enabling a multiplex of national
digital tariffs on Al code, data corpi, and API calls, leading to a projected global
GDP contraction of $1.9 trillion.

Adopt Light-Touch, Outcome-Based Regulation: To avoid the stagnation of a
"Regulated Slow-Path," policy frameworks should focus on performance-based
metrics rather than prescribing rigid technical processes. A sector-specific
approach—targeting narrow, high-impact Al applications in areas like healthcare
or transportation—ensures risks are managed without creating a "compliance
nightmare" for SMEs.

Prioritize Existing Legal Frameworks: Regulators should first enforce existing
laws regarding liability and non-discrimination before layering on new, costly
mandates. Framing new regulations as a last resort is essential to minimize
compliance costs and prevent stifling innovation.

Champion Regulatory Sandboxes: Governments should implement Regulatory
Sandboxes to test high-impact Al systems in controlled, real-world environments.
This proactive approach demonstrates that "Digital Peace" and breakthrough
innovation are compatible, allowing for safe experimentation before widespread
deployment.

Develop a Sovereign Compute Strategy: Governments should reframe Al
sovereignty as strategic interdependence, rejecting protectionist "Sovereign Al"
mandates that silo data and create costly, ineffective domestic systems. Instead
of pursuing rigid self-sufficiency, a Sovereign Compute Strategy should utilize
public-private partnerships to build localized "Al Factories," ensuring operational
control and "kill-switch" immunity without sacrificing global interoperability.
Policymakers must integrate Al with national energy strategies to fast-track
"Utility-Positive" infrastructure—like liquid-cooled data centers and Small Modular
Reactors (SMRs)—to prevent grid instability and "resource protectionism". By
mandating technical interoperability and utilizing "Digital Embassies,"
governments can avoid vendor lock-in and a fractured "Digital Iron Curtain,"
securing the projected 7% boost to global GDP through open, collaborative trade

Establish a "New Social Contract" for Labor: The rapid shift toward autonomous
systems requires investment in large-scale digital talent development and
reskilling programs. Governments must work with industry to transform potential
job displacement into a workforce prepared for higher-value roles in an agentic
economy.



Standardize Digital Identity Sovereignty: Leaders should champion globally
recognized Digital Identity Wallets (such as the EUDI Wallet) to enable "machine
customers" to act legally across borders. This facilitates the "servicification" of
trade, where digitally deliverable services already account for over 56% of global
services exports.

Il. For Industry: Orchestrating the "Agentic Pivot"

Industry leaders must move beyond experimental pilots to demonstrate that
breakthrough innovation is compatible with "Digital Peace," environmental stewardship,
and a commitment to human dignity. To secure the "Agentic Renaissance," the private
sector must evolve from tech providers into strategic architects of a stable and ethical
global order.

Deploy Long-Horizon Agentic Al: Organizations should prioritize the transition
from simple chatbots to autonomous ecosystems capable of managing complex,
end-to-end global supply chain logistics and financial operations over weeks or
months.

Bridge Legacy Technical Debt: To realize the projected $7 trillion (7%) increase in
global GDP, industry must ensure new Al agents can communicate seamlessly
with older ERP and CRM systems.

Adopt "Just-in-Case" Survivalism: In an era of "fractured coupling," firms should
use Al to run continuous "kill-switch" simulations, allowing them to autonomously
activate "mirrored" suppliers if trade lanes are disrupted.

Proactive Workforce Reskilling: Industry would be well advised to take a
leadership role in workforce development by partnering with governments to
establish a "New Social Contract". This includes investing in large-scale digital
talent programs to ensure employees are prepared for higher-value roles rather
than being displaced by automation.

Commit to Human-Centric Al and Ethical Governance: Companies should ensure
that Al remains a "human-centric" force that prioritizes dignity and equitable
growth. This involves adopting "Responsible Al" (RAI) guardrails to detect and
neutralize embedded biases in lending, recruitment, and healthcare.

Transparency and Explainable Al (XAl): To combat the "trust deficit," industry
must champion Explainable Al (XAl) and provide clear training data summaries.
Implementing machine-readable metadata and watermarking for all synthetic
media is essential for maintaining the integrity of the digital ecosystem.



o Collaborative Regulatory Engagement: Rather than resisting oversight, tech
leaders should show a willingness to work with regulators through Regulatory
Sandboxes and the development of voluntary international standards.

o Develop Interoperable Standards and Multilateral Cooperation: To fight the
"Digital Iron Curtain," industry should be proactive in advocating for interoperable
standards like Digital Identity Wallets that allow technology to flow freely across
borders.

o Lead Proactive Energy and Resource Stewardship: With global Al energy
consumption exceeding 1,000 TWh, industry would be wise to invest in
"Behind-the-Meter" energy solutions, such as Small Modular Reactors (SMRs)
and renewable microgrids. By implementing waste heat reuse and liquid
immersion cooling, firms can rebrand data centers as long-term municipal assets.

7. CONCLUSION: A Vision for Innovative Global Prosperity

The high-tech industry stands at a definitive geoeconomic pivot in 2026, marking the
transition from speculative "Al hype" to a concrete "Al reality" where autonomous
systems now solve tasks of immense economic consequence. This era of
"Long-Horizon Agentic Al" offers a transformative vision for global trade, but its potential
is precariously balanced against deepening geoeconomic fragmentation and severe
physical bottlenecks; most notably an energy crisis where Al consumption rivals that of
major industrialized nations.

We face a stark choice: retreat into the inefficient and costly protectionism of "Sovereign
Tech Fortresses" or embrace a future of shared, innovative prosperity.

A Shared Mandate for Global Architects

To navigate this "Multiplex World Order," the technology industry must move beyond a
defensive posture and proactively lead toward a collaborative global outcome. This
vision requires a bold, multi-stakeholder strategy centered on three non-negotiable
pillars:

o Securing the Social License to Operate: \We must rebrand digital infrastructure as
a "Utility-Positive" municipal asset. By investing in "Behind-the-Meter" energy
solutions, such as Small Modular Reactors (SMRs) and renewable microgrids,
the industry proves it is a partner in national grid modernization rather than a
drain on public resources.



e Rejecting the "Digital Iron Curtain™: We must fight the fragmentation of the global
intelligence layer by rejecting protectionist data localization and "Sovereign Al"
mandates that silo innovation and create ineffective domestic systems. Our goal
is a "digital truce" where interoperable standards and the permanent extension of
the WTO E-commerce Moratorium allow technology to flow freely, preventing a
projected $1.9 trillion contraction of the global economy.

o Fostering Strategic Interdependence: True Al sovereignty is not found in rigid
self-sufficiency but in strategic interdependence—the ability to shape, deploy,
and govern Al through localized investment balanced with trusted global
alliances. By championing "Explainable Al" (XAl) and human-centric standards,
we can build the public trust necessary to preempt the most restrictive and costly
regulations.

A Vision of Unity through WITSA

Together, we have the power to orchestrate this renaissance. WITSA stands as the
leading global voice to harmonize ethical intent with operational action across six
continents. Through the WITSA Global Al ecosystem Network (GAIN) and our
decentralized @Partner Hubs, we are bridging the digital divide and guiding ecosystems
toward platform-driven operational excellence.

The challenges of 2026 are significant, but our collective resolve is stronger. We stand
at the threshold of a new era of "Innovative Global Prosperity" where a self-organized
ecosystem of progress benefits every corner of the globe. By standing together, we fulfill
the promise of the digital age for the betterment of humankind.
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