
A lthough food security has long been recognized as a universal human right, 795 million 
people worldwide remain undernourished. International trade can contribute to reducing 

such food insecurity, but the precise role that international trade policy should play in improving 
food and nutrition security remains the subject of a long-standing and intense debate. 

Many argue that countries must pursue the goal of food self-sufficiency to secure 
local production of agricultural items and 
local populations’ access to food. Food 
self-sufficiency implies import restrictions to 
support local production. Others argue that the 
best way to secure populations’ access to food 
is to remove all barriers to trade. In this line of 
thinking, free trade will more effectively increase 
the global production of agricultural and food 
products and secure the cheapest access to 
these items.

Agriculture, Development, and the Global 
Trading System: 2000–2015 is devoted to the 
complex relationship between the global trading 
system and food security. The contributors focus 
on two important elements of the relationship 
between the trading system and food security: 
(1) the Doha Development Agenda of the World 
Trade Organization (WTO); and (2) whether 
food price volatility can be managed through 
trade instruments. They then offer policy 
recommendations for how the global trading 
system can foster food security in the future.
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FIGURE 1 Food price indexes in US nominal and real values (US$)
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DOHA DEVELOPMENT 
AGENDA
The Doha Round of WTO talks, begun in November 2001, 
included an expanded WTO membership (the number of 
countries involved in the WTO grew from 128 members 
in 1994 to 162 on November 30, 2015) and proposed to 
cover an extensive set of topics (including agriculture, 
industry, services, and intellectual property). Fifteen years 
after the start of these negotiations, the Round is still not 
yet completed. In December 2015, in Nairobi, WTO trade 
ministers agreed to eliminate agricultural export subsidies: 
a modest result as compared to the initial level of ambition. 
Designing an agreement that satisfies so many countries has 
proven to be an almost impossible challenge.

A successful Doha Development Agenda (DDA) could 
lead to several substantial gains for developing and other 
countries, such as increased global production of food and 
industrial goods, resulting in better access to cheaper food 
items and greater consumer welfare. Moreover, a successful 
DDA might lead to better trade infrastructure and more 
efficient customs procedures in developing countries, which 
would ease trade flows and lower the costs of trade. Finally, 
a successful DDA would result in lower tariff protection, 
reduced production-distorting domestic support, and 
elimination of export subsidies. 

PRICE VOLATILITY
Global agricultural markets registered record growth in 
some commodity prices in 2007–2008 (see Figure 1). Many 
different factors contributed to this price surge, which was 
exacerbated by misguided beggar-thy-neighbor trade 
policies meant to address domestic concerns. New export 
restrictions, increased export taxes, and decreased import 
tariffs on agricultural commodities reinforced the initial 

shocks to global agricultural prices.
Many observers are also seeing an increase in food price 

volatility: the variation in food’s price over time. For example, 
Minot (2012) compares price volatility in international 
markets during 1980–2006 with price volatility in 2007–2010 
and finds a significant increase in the price volatility of rice, 
wheat, and maize, as well as of the International Monetary 
Fund Food Price Index.

The trade policy instruments that many countries used in 
response to high international food price levels and volatility 
were not appropriate responses, for several reasons. While 
export taxes/restrictions decrease domestic prices, they 
contribute to higher world prices. Further, trade policies 
should be used for treating trade issues, which food price 
volatility is not. Finally, there are more direct instruments 
(such as investments in food supply and research and 
development) with which to address supply-side problems, 
while safety nets and cash/in-kind transfers can help poor 
households cope with augmented food prices. 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
To improve food security worldwide, international trade should 
be based on true comparative advantage and public and 
private instruments should be available to protect against risks 
and uncertainties at both the economywide level and at the 
household level. With this in mind, the contributors make six 
recommendations organized around three general principles.

The international community must promote a global 
trading system based on efficient and transparent markets 
to guarantee that international trade is based on true 
comparative advantage. 

1. Basic WTO rules should be respected. The WTO offers 
an international public good, particularly through 
the organization’s rules regarding non-discrimination, 
which give countries an equal chance to compete; 
rules regarding national treatment, which ensure that 
commitments to open markets are not negated by 
behind-the-border measures that penalize foreign 
suppliers; rules regarding binding of tariffs (that is, a 
commitment not to increase a tariff beyond an agreed 
level); and rules requiring transparency. The global trading 
system already offers two instruments for protection 
against systemic risk: bound tariffs and the trade dispute 
settlement procedure. 

2. Trade distortions should be eliminated. International 
trade can still enhance food security even in the presence 
of some distortions, but policy-induced distortions at the 
border, or behind-the-border, or both potentially create 
artificial comparative advantage. These distortions lead to 
the waste of environmental and financial resources and an 
over-specialized production pattern that increases the risk 
exposure of the food system and leads to underinvestment 
in agriculture in non-subsidizing countries. 

To achieve these two first targets, it is important that 
the WTO continues to take a proactive role in trade 
liberalization. This would include the following steps:

3. Multilateral trade negotiations should be revamped. 
Two new approaches to trade are possible: the “small 
is beautiful” approach, prioritized by the current WTO 
Director-General, Roberto Azevêdo, which aims at the 
negotiation of smaller trade packages; or the launching of 
a new Round with new rules of negotiation. 

Launching a new Round could take one of three 
possible directions. First, the number of negotiating 
parties could be restricted, as it appears that the 
number of WTO members and the consensus rule are an 
obstacle. Second, the domain of the negotiations could 
be extended, to allow for concessions in new sectors: 

for example, rich countries could accept ambitious 
cuts in agricultural tariffs if trade negotiations include 
services. Such an extension of domain would make more 
deals possible since concessions could be found in new 
sectors. Third, side payments could be implemented to 
compensate countries that do not benefit from the trade 
deal and thus attain their approval. 

4. Regional and bilateral trade negotiations should remain 
a stepping stone toward multilateral outcomes, not a 
substitute or a default choice. Regional trade agreements 
outside the WTO’s multilateral framework have multiplied 
in the last 15 years. All WTO members are currently 
involved in at least one regional trade agreement. 
Such regional agreements may help, but they have 
serious limitations: lack of transparency in negotiations; 
overlapping and non-harmonized rules; and, by definition, 
discriminatory tariffs. Also, these agreements are unlikely 
to address key issues such as domestic subsidies in 
agriculture. Further, because exporters, under regional 
trade agreements, receive access to key markets, their 
incentives to lobby for a more open trade agenda are 
removed, or even reversed, by concerns about preference 
erosion. For all these reasons, the multilateral approach 
remains the best and more inclusive direction for trade 
integration in the long run. A moratorium on major 
regional trade deals would be desirable until multilateral 
talks are redefined and restarted.

To address concerns regarding systemic risk and 
uncertainties, particularly for the poor and vulnerable, 
the global trading system must provide an institutional 
framework for efficient protection against macroeconomic 
and microeconomic risk. As part of its risk-reducing work, 
the WTO needs to address the export restriction issue and 
its impact on price instability and offer a clear and fair legal 
framework for different domestic measures implemented for 
food security. 

5. Export restrictions and taxes should be avoided. Taxing, 
restricting, or even banning exports can be one response 
to high global food prices. Governments that adopt these 
measures lower local food prices and improve the local 
population’s access to food products. However, export 
restrictions and taxes also increase world food prices and 
amplify the initial shock on world markets. 

The WTO today has no discipline on the use of 
export taxes by its members, and quantitative export 
restrictions are permitted to avoid food shortages. Several 
approaches that address this issue can be followed.

First, agreements on the binding of current export 
taxes, and perhaps the banning of new ones, can be 
negotiated on a plurilateral basis (“plurilateral,” in trade 
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negotiations, indicates that a relatively small number of 
parties are involved). Second, the WTO should enforce 
a strong monitoring and notifications process since 
export restrictions impose negative externalities on 
other countries in the rest of the world. Finally, it could 
be desirable to consider a Pigovian tax: when a country 
implements a new export restriction on food products, it 
would have to pay a fee. Among other possible benefits, 
the fees could go to an international fund to help vulnerable 
countries pay their food import bill in time of crisis.

6. Cash transfers should be favored instead of food stocks, 
when possible. Food stocks and cash transfers are 
domestic policies that can reduce risk. Creating food 
reserves has been a common policy response to recent 
global food crises, but the response has been much 
criticized. One criticism is that food reserves have too 
many objectives: emergency aid, helping poor consumers 
in times of food scarcity or in times of high prices, 
providing support to producers in order to keep prices at 
profitable levels, and so on. Another criticism is that they 
are very costly. 

Cash transfers to poor urban and rural households 
based on poverty criteria may be one of the best 
alternative policies. Transfers will help poor households 
cope with higher food prices, allowing prices to remain 
higher and thus spurring local production in the medium 
term. Poverty-based cash transfers can also compensate 
for other negative shocks that poor households, both 
urban and rural, may suffer. 

In addition to these six recommended policies, multilateral 
trade negotiations should be revamped. The WTO should 
officially announce the end of the Doha Development 
Agenda and the launch of new multilateral trade negotiations 
based on new principles. This announcement may make it 
possible to capture recent progress, such as the elimination 
of export subsidies that was announced in Nairobi, and 
officially to update bound tariff schedules; such an update 
could lock in the last decade of unilateral tariff reduction. 

A few of the recommendations mentioned above, such 
as an extended domain of negotiation and the role of side 
payments and the plurilateral approach, should guide new 
multilateral trade negotiations. Food security has to be 
positioned at the center of these negotiations, with a focus 
on the positive role that international trade can play in 
improving food security. This will reshape the content of the 
negotiations to focus more on the elimination of traditional 
distortionary policies (import tariffs and trade-distorting 
domestic support in rich and emerging countries) that hurt 
agricultural and food items; new disciplines on the use of 
export taxes and restrictions; and a strict definition of the role 
that food stocks can play at the national level. 
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