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What Can the Doha 
Development Agenda Deliver,  

and How Can It Fail?





THE DOHA ROUND:  
VIRTUOUS CIRCLE OR INFINITE LOOP?

David Laborde

In November 2001, while the world was still reeling from the attacks of 
September 11, 143 countries launched the first round of trade negotia-
tions under the aegis of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in Doha. 

While the events of recent months had awoken the United States’ unilateral-
ist instincts, the international community felt that it had to demonstrate its 
unity and its desire to strengthen multilateral approaches. The idea still pre-
vailed that economic development and the fight against poverty were the best 
ways to promote understanding between peoples and nations: if poverty is the 
root of violence, it is essential to fight it. Thus the Doha Round, which should 
have only been the next step in the slow process of trade liberalization initi-
ated in 1947 by the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), auto-
matically carried disproportionate expectations as the “Development Round.”

A World in need of a Development Round?
At the same time, the WTO was a victim of its own success. As the only 
international institution that seemed capable of operating quickly and fairly, 
the institution was expected to address more and more issues. Thus, in addi-
tion to the standard topics— customs duties, subsidies for production or 
exports, technical and health standards, and so on— issues regarding tech-
nology transfer, labor law, competition policy, public procurement, climate 
change, and food security began to pervade the discussion. The WTO was 
starting to become the global governance solution, taking the place of slower 
UN agencies and being expected to deliver global prosperity. Associating the 
Doha Round with development also addressed the expectations of develop-
ing countries who felt that their concerns had been largely ignored up until 
that point. However, the association carried with it some major political 
risks. Only a consistent set of trade- and non-trade-related measures, includ-
ing domestic policy reforms, can truly address major development challenges. 
Removing barriers to trade and exchange is not enough to ensure economic 
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development. But a trade round such as Doha has neither the vocation nor 
the means to improve, or damage, the situation of hundreds of millions of 
poor people on its own— contrary to what the most vocal stakeholders claim. 
Thus it was (or should have been) obvious that these exaggerated expectations 
would end in disappointment. Last but not least, in Doha in November 2001, 
WTO members approved China’s accession to the institution, adding an 
unknown variable to an already complex equation. While the negotiation 
designs were inherited from an era in which global trade was dominated by 
OECD members, China’s addition to the ranks of WTO members showed 
that the global trade pattern and the balance of powers was continuing 
to evolve.

This chapter aims to provide a narrative of the 15 years of the Doha Round 
negotiations and to quantitatively illustrate how these negotiations have tried 
to reach a compromise regarding the market access pillar of the agricultural 
talks.1 While the Doha Round itself involved more than 20 topics (not just 
agriculture) and although agricultural trade makes up less than 10 percent of 
global trade, the issue of agriculture remains key for both developed and devel-
oping countries, particularly regarding the goal of ending poverty and hunger 
worldwide. In addition, while five decades of GATT negotiations liberalized 
the industrial sector, especially for developed countries, agriculture remained 
largely outside the trade policy reform trend for a long time and was included 
in the global trade discipline only starting with the Uruguay Round’s conclu-
sion in 1994. At this time, the use of agricultural distortions around the world 
appeared relatively straightforward. In terms of border protection, applied 
tariffs (including tariff-rate quotas) were equal to 19.2 percent in agriculture 
(Boumellassa, Laborde, and Mitaritonna 2009), with a higher level of protec-
tion in middle-income countries (24.1 percent) compared to the rest of the 
world (17.1 percent in high-income countries, 16.5 percent in least developed 
countries). However, this apparently homogenous level of protection across 
the globe hides two key features. Developed countries displayed an overpro-
tection of agriculture compared to other sectors; in these markets, average 

1 The Doha Round talks on agriculture covered three main aspects, or “pillars,” of agricultural 
protection: border protection, domestic support, and export subsidies. The border protection 
takes the form of customs duties (ad valorem, specific, mixed, or compound), tariff quotas (quo-
tas associated with different levels of customs duties), and sanitary and phytosanitary stan-
dards. Domestic support combines price support measures, subsidies for production, and direct 
payments. These support measures are grouped into different “boxes”— Amber, Blue, and 
Green— based on their harmfulness for trade. The export subsidies range from European Union 
refunds (monetary payments) to some countries’ food aid policies and export credits at subsi-
dized rates. The variety and complexity of agricultural support measures complicate the negoti-
ations and make it difficult to quantify individual efforts.
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industrial tariffs were only about 2.6 percent, seven times lower than agricul-
tural tariffs. This ratio was much smaller for other groups of countries: about 
2.2 for middle-income countries and 1.4 for least developed countries. The 
asymmetry regarding how agriculture was, and still is, considered by devel-
oped economies explains important frictions that have come up repeatedly 
during the Doha negotiations.

The imbalance in tariff protection shows how relative and effective rates 
of agricultural protection have been higher in developed economies than in 
developing economies; however, there is another important element that has 
undermined the performance of farmers in developing countries. Historically, 
key exportable products were significantly taxed by developing-country gov-
ernments, leading to an effective net taxation of this sector. To fully cap-
ture this mechanism, it is useful to look at another indicator focusing on the 
average price distortions farmers face. The World Bank study of agricultural 
protection from 1955 to 2007 led by Kym Anderson (2009) finds that the sit-
uation regarding agricultural protection, on both exports and imports, has 
changed dramatically within the space of a generation. As shown in Figure 2.1, 
net agricultural protection in developing countries was generally negative in 
the early years of the sample. In contrast, in industrial countries, agricultural 
protection was close to 20 percent at the start of the study period and only 
rose from there.

As can also been seen from Figure 2.1, the dynamics of agricultural 
protection in developed and developing countries have been quite differ-
ent. Agricultural protection in developing countries has continued to trend 
upward, albeit with some variations over time. By the end of the sample 
period, net agricultural protection in developing countries averaged around 
7 percent. In contrast, in industrial countries, protection peaked in the late 
1980s and has since fallen by one-third. This decline correlates with the pros-
pect— and the reality— of the Uruguay Round Agreement’s disciplines on 
developed-country agriculture. In developing countries, where the disciplines 
resulting from the Uruguay Round were considerably weaker, the apparent 
underlying trend of agricultural protection increasing as incomes rise appears 
to have continued. The tendency for agricultural protection to rise as coun-
tries develop was historically very strong in industrial countries and seems 
likely to be repeated in today’s developing countries in the absence of effective 
WTO disciplines. As discussed in Anderson and Nelgen (2011), this trend has 
strong behavioral underpinnings, including the decline in the share of urban 
expenditures on food, the increasingly commercial orientation of farmers, and 
farmers’ increasing reliance on purchased inputs. Using the counterfactual 
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protection rates arising from a simple political-economy model sharply 
increases the average tariff equivalents in developing-country agriculture and 
dramatically increases the value of a Doha agreement. However, these strong 
structural trends may have been only partially understood at the beginning 
of the round; and, the issue of binding agricultural support in middle-income 
countries should have been identified earlier.

Of course, agricultural policies are not limited to tariffs and price sup-
port instruments. This has been properly acknowledged during the Uruguay 
Round negotiations, and disciplines on subsidies and other farm support pro-
grams constitute the second pillar of the negotiations. The Uruguay Round 
imposed some disciplines on the most distortive policies, particularly to 
try to prevent the uncooperative and costly subsidies race seen in the 1980s 
between the United States and the EU. Meanwhile, disciplines on subsidies 
and farm support in developing countries were nearly nonexistent under the 
Uruguay Round; however, many of these countries did not have financial 
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FIgURE 2.1 Nominal rate of assistance from border measures in developed and developing 
countries (%)
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means to take advantage of the lack of WTO disciplines on domestic agricul-
tural support.

Here, significant transformations have occurred since 1995, as illus-
trated in Figure 2.2 based on the OECD Producer Support Estimate data-
base (OECD 2016). From 1995 to 2015, policy support to farmers has 
been reduced in developing countries in both real and relative terms (from 
36 percent of developed-country farm receipts to 20 percent); the reverse trend 
has been observed in emerging economies (from 10 percent to 22 percent). 
This inversion of the hierarchy has occurred both in relative and in abso-
lute terms (current US$). In addition, the structure of the support provided 
in developed countries has evolved to accommodate WTO disciplines: the 
use of decoupled payments has increased, particularly in the EU (see Bureau, 
Laborde, and Orden 2013). This evolution can be summarized by a few sta-
tistics. In 1995 farm support in high-income countries represented 88 percent 
of the total support from OECD and major emerging economies (such as 
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FIgURE 2.2 Producer support estimates in developed and developing countries (% and US$ 
millions)
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India); this ratio fell to 40 percent in 2015 for the same sample of coun-
tries. Also, 53 percent of farm support in developed economies was provided 
through price support instruments and therefore linked to border protec-
tion in 1995; price support instruments represented only 32 percent of devel-
oped-country farm support in 2015. Meanwhile, these figures moved from 
40 percent to 72 percent for the emerging countries group. So while developed 
countries have reformed their policies to follow the WTO disciplines, emerg-
ing countries have started to use the policy space they have thanks to higher 
level incomes and budgetary capacity. The distortions in emerging economy 
markets have moved from net taxations to net protection, with increasingly 
large domestic markets leading to an explosion of their market price sup-
port distortions.

This discussion helps us to understand where WTO negotiators stood in 
2001: still caught in the “old” world dominated by developed countries’ pol-
icies, while new challenges were emerging due to the structural evolution of 
the world and the induced rebalancing in economic powers and influences. 
While it may not have been clear at that time, trying to adapt the rules inher-
ited from the Uruguay Round to a changing world and to new expectations of 
a “development” round could lead only to a deadlock. Before entering into the 
intricacies of the Doha Round, it is useful to show its similarities to and dif-
ferences from its predecessor, the Uruguay Round.

Many Similarities with the Uruguay Round
Several overarching principles have guided each round of WTO negotiations. 
First, any agreement reached must be global and inclusive following the “sin-
gle undertaking” principle: “Nothing is agreed until everything is agreed.” 
However, the different topics of negotiation cannot be explicitly linked, as the 
work of the various committees is independent. Thus the negotiations on non-
agricultural market access (NAMA) are unrelated to what is happening in the 
negotiations on agriculture, at least formally. The merit of this approach is 
that a lack of progress in one area does not delay progress in another. However, 
it can also prove dangerous if, after making substantial concessions in several 
areas, some countries never receive any compensation or are unable to balance 
their efforts during the negotiation cycle. The second principle is the unani-
mous acceptance of the final agreement; such consensus is difficult to obtain 
because of the increased number of participants. To solve this problem, there 
must be flexibilities, or “liberalization modalities,” in place to prevent one 
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country from being especially exposed to the movement toward liberalization 
due to its trade specialization. Starting from a single rule that applies to all, 
should there be flexibility for each country that will be managed unilaterally, 
or should exceptional cases be considered one by one through the adoption 
of a discretionary approach involving potential requests and offers? The first 
solution was preferred in the 2008 modalities; as it appears impossible to com-
bine the need for high flexibility for some countries and the need to maintain 
safeguards to ensure that this flexibility is not misused by other countries, the 
second option seems to be more appealing, even if it is not clear whether it can 
be practically implemented among 161 WTO members.2

The third principle states that trade liberalization should harmonize tar-
iff structures and should reduce the largest distortions the most. Thus the 
highest tariffs and the largest subsidies should be cut more sharply. A fourth 
and final principle is that it is acknowledged by all that developing countries, 
especially the least developed countries (LDCs), are authorized to make less 
effort than developed countries to reduce trade-distorting tariffs and subsi-
dies. This is the notion of special and differential treatment (SDT). However, 
the nature of the criterion used to compare the efforts of different countries 
remains unclear. Is it in the ex-ante rules or their consequences? Should coun-
tries be compared to each other or to an “absolute” standard? In addition, 
the last two principles (progressivity of tariff reduction and SDT) may be in 
conflict. As developing countries are typically the most protectionist, they 
should be forced to make the most significant cuts, according to the tariff 
principle; yet, because of their greater economic vulnerability, it is accepted, 
according to the SDT principle, that they put forth less effort than rich 
countries. A last important issue is the lack of clarity about the “graduation” 
between categories— that is, when does a developing country become a devel-
oped country? For instance, the Republic of Korea has started the agricul-
tural negotiations of the Doha Round as a developing country, even though 
its income per capita exceeds many EU countries.3 All of these issues were 
already part of previous negotiations, but several new elements make the pres-
ent task more difficult.

2 This issue is discussed in Chapter 4.
3 Similar issues arise with other “categories” that are required to provide reduced commitments, 

such as the recent or very recent WTO members. How long will China be treated as a “recently” 
acceded WTO member?

the Doha rounD: Virtuous CirCle or infinite loop?  43



Key Differences
The modalities of liberalization should impose a different timing from pre-
vious cycles. For instance, in agriculture, the trend is to diverge from a sim-
ple goal of cutting duties by an average of 36 percent, as under the Marrakesh 
Agreement, to a more binding approach based on formulas.4 This would 
provide enough freedom for individual countries and their technical staff 
to accommodate their own specificities and the most sensitive products. As 
determined quite early in the Doha Round, the modalities will define “formu-
las” for tariff reduction. Once the formula and the mathematical parameters 
are decided, the reduction applied to each tariff line is deduced mechanically. 
For this reason, a degree of flexibility has been introduced, leading to addi-
tional negotiations on a full range of additional parameters (number of sen-
sitive products, tariff cutting rates for sensitive products, and so on). This 
approach has reinforced the technical dimension of the negotiations. Each 
country must now estimate the impact on its own tariffs and the impact on 
those of its partners. In their mercantilist approach, some negotiators want to 
reduce their concessions (reduction of tariffs and subsidies) while still maxi-
mizing the gains for their exporters. In this scenario, defining liberalization 
modalities is a long process; it is not enough to confine the ambassadors in a 
room overnight to obtain the miraculous figure that will unlock the cycle.

The second notable difference between the Doha Round and previ-
ous negotiations is the sheer number of participants. The number of mem-
bers increased from 23 countries during the GATT negotiations in 1947 to 
123 members during the Uruguay Round; this complicates the discussions 
because countries have different economic structures and comparative advan-
tages, potentially conflicting national preferences, and unequal negotiating 
capacities. Thus it will be a challenge to reach a “fair” outcome that is accept-
able to all WTO members. Naturally, groups of convergent interests have 
formed under these conditions: the G10 for protectionist wealthy countries, 
the G20, the G90, and so on. In this way, countries are strengthening their 
political weight and pooling their expertise. The multitude and complexity of 
topics, as well as the parallel workflow, can make the situation unmanageable 
at the country level for many developing countries, leading many to accept the 
need to delegate to a third party on a particular point. However, this delega-
tion does not always go smoothly; even within the European Union, despite 

4 Here we discuss only the tariff reduction formula. Of course, the Uruguay Round negotia-
tors who tackled the agricultural issue for the first time had to struggle with many complex 
issues, such as the tariffication of quantitative measures and the domestic support classification 
and commitments.
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50 years of political and economic integration, member states have not hesi-
tated to publicly announce their disagreement with the positions of the com-
missioner and to weaken the commissioner's position in the negotiations.

Another aspect of the Doha Round’s second difference is that the num-
ber, role, and bargaining power of key players have evolved. Throughout pre-
vious decades, different configurations have taken place within the Quad— a 
group comprised of the United States, the EU, Japan, and Canada. The group 
of the so-called five interested parties (the United States, the EU, Brazil, 
India, and Australia) was instrumental in working out the details of the July 
Framework Agreement of 2004. In 2006 the round was suspended due to 
a mini- ministerial meeting of the G6 (the United States, the EU, Australia, 
Japan, Brazil, and India); attempts at reviving the round took place in the 
spring of 2007, following the meetings of the G4 (the United States, the EU, 
India, and Brazil). However, all these initiatives have not led to significant 
progress, and hope for successful negotiation lies around the current WTO 
table, involving 161 countries. Beyond the numbers, the nature of the coun-
tries involved in the negotiations themselves has changed. The old clashes 
between two advanced economies such as the European Union and the 
United States have been replaced by more complex discussions in which devel-
oping countries play an increasing role. The main dividing lines now seem to 
contrast the rich North with the poor South. But while this portrayal is not 
without merit, it is a naïve approximation of reality. There is not one homog-
enous South but several, with countries that are at different stages of develop-
ment and have very unequal capabilities to participate in international trade. 
The WTO de jure recognizes three categories of countries, each subject to dif-
ferent disciplines according to its ability to support the liberalization process. 
However, between the two extreme groups formed by developed countries 
and LDCs, developing countries form a disparate set; it is here where we find 
China alongside Honduras, and Brazil competing with Cameroon. In the cur-
rent context, all developing countries are subject to the same disciplines, and 
the same privileges should be granted to them.

The question of creating an additional category de jure arises. Should 
major emerging countries be asked to put forth more effort in reducing 
trade-distorting policies since they will be the main winners of the round, or 
should the current cohesion among developing countries be maintained? It 
is likely that any proposal to separate emerging countries would be denied by 
countries like Brazil and Argentina because their developing-country posi-
tion would be weakened. Wealthy countries, meanwhile, frown upon the 
idea of countries hiding behind pictures of poor African farmers in order 
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to penetrate their markets. Finally, small and medium developing countries 
waver between the interest they may have in the constitution of a distinct 
class of “emerging” countries, that would not receive as many preferences as 
they, and the need to have champions among these emerging countries that 
would be able to bend rich countries on subjects important to all develop-
ing countries.

The latest addition to the cycle, and perhaps the most discrete, is the par-
ticipation of China, the world’s foremost largest exporter. While China has 
carefully avoided any conflicting position, the nation’s strategy has been first 
to come closer to the positions of developing countries and then to come 
closer to the positions of developed countries, according to its own interests. 
It is true that as a new member of the WTO, and because of the significant 
efforts made upon its accession, China will only be subjected to a milder ver-
sion of the liberalization rules applied to others. As an exporter, it will fully 
benefit from lower tariff barriers from its trading partners, both developed 
and developing. In the area of industrial goods, both developed countries and 
developing countries fear making concessions that will benefit China. For 
many developing countries, American or European industrial products are not 
direct competitors, while such products from China clearly are. New commit-
ments requested by developed economies regarding domestic support in agri-
culture and the delicate issue of capping overall farm subsidies will be strongly 
opposed by China, where domestic support has grown significantly alongside 
development. China will likely aim to keep significant policy space for these 
issues available in the future, even though its absolute level of agricultural sup-
port could have global implications due to its size (see Chapter 5 for a more 
detailed discussion of this issue).

China has obvious interests, as far as market access and compliance with 
international rules (intellectual property), that it can pursue as a WTO mem-
ber; however, in the short term, China is a major governance challenge for 
an institution that provides unique measures for all developing countries— 
whether the size of China or the size of Gabon. Moreover, when China is 
taken into account, the complexity of delivering global development within 
the WTO is even more acute. A cycle that would improve the situation for 
millions of Chinese workers or Brazilian agricultural workers would reduce 
poverty on the planet significantly, but would this situation be acceptable if 
this same cycle led to no improvement or even a deterioration in the situation 
for other countries, especially some of the least developed ones? And if the 
cycle offers compensation to those neglected countries, should this compensa-
tion come from the main winners, regardless of whether they are poor or rich 
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countries, even though the latter group believes it has already had to sacri-
fice its own interests to promote the growth of emerging countries? From the 
beginning of the negotiations, all of the elements that would lead to 15 years 
of vicissitudes in the cycle were in place. This chapter aims to provide a sum-
mary of this long process and quantifies the different proposals made during 
the negotiations.

From Seattle to Bali: Much Ado about nothing?
This section discusses the different steps leading to the current stalemate in 
the Doha Round, focusing on major events, especially WTO ministerial con-
ferences, and actions by key countries. It is an extended and updated version of 
Laborde (2008).

From Seattle (1999) to Doha (2001): Difficult Beginnings

The origins of the Doha Round, and its expectations, were set a couple of years 
before its official launch. Originally planned to be the Millennium Round, 
the round got a false start in Seattle in December 1999. While the press was 
mainly interested in what was happening in the streets— the “antiglobaliza-
tion” activists besieging the conference center— the real revolution took place 
in the conference room. Developing-country representatives refused to sign 
the declaration that should have launched the cycle, believing that their aspi-
rations were not taken into account. Despite this setback, working groups 
were set up in 2000 to advance the liberalization of services and agriculture, 
two new and complex topics introduced by the Marrakesh Agreement that 
concluded the Uruguay Round in 1994. Agriculture, a politically sensitive sec-
tor in most countries, had escaped trade liberalization for almost 50 years and, 
despite the success of the Uruguay Round in bringing it under trade disci-
plines, it remained protected by a set of complex and opaque measures.

The Declaration of the Fourth Ministerial Conference in Doha in 
November 2001 (WT/MIN(01)/DEC/1, November 20, 2001) aimed to erase 
the memory of Seattle. WTO members were able to agree unanimously on 
a negotiating mandate for the round. Recognizing that trade and develop-
ment were interrelated and that the interests of developing countries could 
not be ignored, the emphasis was put, at least in letter if not in spirit, on the 

“development” dimension. In practice, the round was to continue the nego-
tiations on agriculture and services launched in 2000 and would establish a 
new stage in the liberalization of goods while still respecting the specificities 
of developing countries, especially the most vulnerable, and implementing 
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current WTO agreements. From the point of view of many developing coun-
tries, the Doha negotiations were needed to better balance what they consid-
ered the excessive concessions that industrialized countries received during 
the Uruguay Round. These concessions related not only to new topics (such 
as intellectual property rights and services) but also to the legal room given 
to protect and subsidize industrialized countries’ agriculture, which included 
permission to use export subsidies for agricultural products (such subsidies are 
prohibited for industrial products under the GATT and WTO frameworks).

Therefore, the negotiating package discussed in Doha was named the 
Doha Development Agenda. Overall, the Doha Ministerial Declaration laid 
out an ambitious negotiating program with specific instructions for differ-
ent topics, including agriculture, services, market access for nonagricultural 
products, intellectual property, investment, competition policy, government 
procurement, trade facilitation, WTO rules for regional trade agreements, 
the Dispute Settlement Understanding, environmental issues, and electronic 
commerce. Under these conditions it was hoped that the Doha Round would 
deliver a new package ensuring global cooperation and development. The end 
of the round was scheduled for January 1, 2005; negotiators were optimis-
tic that three years of discussions would be enough, even though it took nine 
years to conclude the Uruguay Round. However, the negotiating arrange-
ments were stopped on March 31, 2003, and an agreement on these terms has 
still not been found.

Hangover in Cancun (2003): A First Wake-Up Call

The fifth WTO Ministerial Conference was held in Cancun, Mexico, in 
September 2003. This meeting needed to assess the situation, validate the 
methods defined earlier in the year, and agree on how to conclude the round. 
Although the question of the modalities was not resolved before Cancun, a 
strong sign preceded the meeting: a consensus text between the European 
Union and the United States on the agricultural issue had appeared during 
the July 2003 Mini Ministerial in Montreal.5 The EU could maintain some 
tariff peaks in agriculture due to limited exemptions (what became the “sensi-
tive products” concept) and could maintain a limited number of export subsi-
dies, while the United States received a new and extended concept for the Blue 
Box, giving them enough policy space to accommodate the innovations of the 

5 Breaching the gap between the US and the EU positions on agriculture was essential to conclude 
the Uruguay Round and was embodied by the Blair House Agreement (1992).
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2002 US Farm Bill. Yet the meeting skidded and agriculture, which should 
have been liberalized, only crystallized tensions.

Developing countries overwhelmingly rejected the document submitted 
to negotiators as a basis for multilateral consensus. This document matched 
almost word for word the text prepared by the European Union and the 
United States at the Montreal meeting. The dynamics of negotiation cycles 
that had prevailed for 50 years (that is, reaching an agreement between the 
members of the quad— the EU, the United States, Canada, and Japan— and 
then foisting the agreement on others) came to an end. Other WTO mem-
bers wanted to have their say, particularly the major emerging countries such 
as India and Brazil, as head of the G20 negotiation groups. African coun-
tries, the G33, grouped in the G90, also took center stage over the cotton issue. 
With the support of NGOs, four LDCs (Benin, Mali, Burkina Faso, and 
Chad) decided to denounce what they saw as a major injustice: the support 
that northern countries— the United States being the first among them— pro-
vide to their cotton producers leads to a depression in world prices, depriving 
millions of farmers in Africa and Asia of an important source of income.

No compromise was reached on the issue of agriculture, and the so-called 
Singapore issues (trade facilitation, transparency in government procurement, 
investment, and competition) that the European Union considered priori-
ties were removed from the negotiating mandate. The agenda was overloaded, 
and developing countries did not want to make commitments on new topics. 
Only the issue of trade facilitation, the source of gains for both exporters and 
importers, survived. The Cancun conference ended in failure, but the issue 
of development, as well as its complexity, was clearly illustrated. Developing 
countries had taken a more active role and compensated for their individ-
ual technical or political weaknesses by building coalitions such as the G20 
(emerging countries that adopted an offensive trade strategy) or G90 (African-
Caribbean-Pacific [ACP] countries that adopted a defensive trade strategy). 
However, while developing countries found it easy to come together to say 
no to proposals they did not want, it proved much more difficult for these 
countries to overcome their inherent differences, develop their own propos-
als, and build consensus among themselves as to what they do want. In addi-
tion, the question of whether northern countries should make sacrifices to 
achieve certain development objectives was evidently posed. For instance, 
were US negotiators prepared to abandon their country’s cotton subsidies in 
order to improve the lives of African farmers, at the risk of the current presi-
dential administration losing congressional support from the southern cotton- 
producing states?
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The consequences of the failure of Cancun were straightforward. The 
weakening of the multilateral sphere led to greater preference for regional 
agreements, initiating a move that is perfectly embodied in mega-trade deals, 
such as the ongoing negotiations of the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement 
(initiated in 2008) or the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership 
between the EU and the United States (started in 2013).6 In the three months 
following Cancun, the United States and the EU launched or updated 
nearly a dozen bilateral negotiations with countries in Latin America or Asia. 
Essentially, rich countries decided that if some developing countries were will-
ing to slow the trade integration process, they would trade only with those 
who showed goodwill. But although such bilateral negotiations go faster, they 
are much more perverse in terms of global governance and inclusiveness. They 
allow the strongest country to impose its will based on its bargaining power, 
while peripheral countries and areas, already marginalized, are put aside. In 
addition, and from a purely economic point of view, bilateral and regional 
agreements create trade diversion (imports, rather than coming from efficient 
countries, come from “preferred” countries).

Hong Kong (2005): A New Start

To avoid the premature death of the WTO, member countries decided to 
come back to the negotiating table. In July 2004 they agreed to a framework 
agreement that incorporated the Doha mandate, highlighted the importance 
of the cotton issue, and relaunched negotiations on the question of modali-
ties. Although the text remained hopelessly vague regarding what liberaliza-
tion efforts would actually entail, a key element began to emerge. To facilitate 
the difficult trade-off between national constraints and the ambition of a mul-
tilateral agreement in agriculture, a degree of flexibility was admitted. This 
flexibility would take the form of lists of sensitive and special products that 
are excepted from the rule that would define liberalization in the sector. In 
April 2005, on the occasion of the Ministerial meeting of WTO members, a 
practical but crucial step took place. A system of guidelines was developed 
to convert specific agricultural tariffs (for example, dollars per ton) to ad 
valorem equivalents (percent on the Cost Insurance Freight [CIF] price). Four 
years after the beginning of the cycle and five years after the start of talks on 

6 On January 23, 2017, President Donald Trump signed a presidential memorandum to withdraw 
the United States from the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement. However, the negotiations 
still continued.
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agriculture, member countries finally agreed on how to measure the starting 
point for negotiations.

The sixth Hong Kong Ministerial Conference, held in December 2005, 
aimed to consolidate the potential progress of the past 18 months and to 
avoid a second Cancun at all costs. The scope of this conference’s ambition 
was much smaller than previous rounds: rather than aiming for sweeping suc-
cess, members instead focused on agreeing on a common declaration to show 
that the engines of the negotiations were restarting. These lowered ambitions 
were due in part to a new shadow cast on the horizon by the US domestic elec-
toral cycle. The US’s Trade Promotion Authority, the legal provision allow-
ing the president to negotiate trade agreements directly without congressional 
approval, was coming to an end in the first half of 2007, and the expected 
victory of the Democrats in the November 2006 midterm elections reduced 
the likelihood that the Bush administration would obtain an extension of its 
negotiating mandate.

Meanwhile, the US strategy had largely changed after Cancun. 
Widespread calls for the United States to reduce its domestic support pro-
grams were unpopular among the American electorate. US negotiators felt 
that the only way to sell such cuts domestically would be to simultaneously 
push for larger tariff cuts from the EU, despite knowing that the EU would 
not accept concessions beyond what the G20 (especially Brazil) was asking. If 
the EU had accepted larger tariff cuts, American negotiators would have been 
able to use that success at home to compensate for any cuts in domestic sup-
port programs; as the EU did not accept these cuts, the United States was able 
to place the blame for the stalemate at the feet of the EU. For US negotiators 
it was absolutely necessary to focus attention on an issue in which the United 
States had little to give (tariffs) and to avoid discussions about the country’s 
highly sensitive domestic support programs, for cotton in particular.

Hong Kong did end on a positive note, however, despite these challenges. 
Several problems saw notable advances, such as the commitment to end 
export subsidies by 2013. In addition, a tight schedule was adopted to com-
plete the round by the end of 2006 and so avoid the pitfalls of the US politi-
cal agenda. With this new schedule the issue of modalities for tariff reduction 
and domestic support discipline would become the priority and would be 
able to be completed by July 2006. Another positive point of the conference 
was that developing countries were unable to overcome their heterogeneity to 
make joint proposals. The cotton issue was beginning to be addressed with 
constructive dialogue between the United States and African countries. The 
case of bananas on the European market— a source of conflict between Latin 
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America on the one hand and the Caribbean and Africa on the other— was 
carefully avoided, despite the fact that it was symptomatic of the problem of 
preference erosion.7 The ACP countries, and more generally the least devel-
oped countries, receive preferential access to the European market. They pay 
hardly any customs duty and thus benefit from preferential margins that allow 
them either to export the products for which they are not competitive or to 
sell on the European market at much higher market prices and to collect the 
associated rents. In this context, any decline in European protection results in 
a reduction in EU domestic prices and, for partners who have a trade prefer-
ence, a financial loss: this process is what is known as preference erosion. This 
shows that the interests of developing countries are conflicted, and it is dif-
ficult to help both the poorest (the LDCs), which include Caribbean and 
African nations, and the more efficient (emerging economies), which include 
Latin American nations, at the same time. Moreover, countries from which no 
effort is asked, such as the LDCs, are still affected by the negotiations.

Despite these positive developments, the negotiations remained stalled. 
On July 24, 2006, the Director-General of the WTO, Pascal Lamy, decided 
to suspend the cycle sine die. The stalemate came from the three main par-
ticipants. The European Union refused to further cut its agricultural tar-
iffs if the United States did not do the same with their domestic support and 
if emerging countries did not accept an ambitious tariff reduction formula 
in the industrial sector. The United States explained that they would not 
make concessions on the issue of farm subsidies as long as the EU continued 
to apply high tariffs and as long as emerging countries would not open their 
markets to imported manufactured goods. The G20, representing the latter 
group of emerging countries, asked for increased agricultural liberalization 
in the North before making any effort on the industrial side. Some devel-
oping countries, led by India, were also upset that their concerns regarding 
their food security agenda (reduced liberalization for “special” products, new 
instruments to handle price variation and import surges through a “special 
safeguard mechanism”) were not properly considered. This latest issue will 
become more and more important in the incoming negotiation phases.

Even as Hong Kong came to a stalemate, exchanges of views continued, 
and during the Davos Forum in January 2007, representatives of the main 

7 The banana issue and the ACP preferences were also a stumbling block for the launch of the 
Doha Round. In November 2001 an agreement was achieved between the ACP, the EC, and 
the Latin America countries where the EU-ACP preferences benefited from a waiver until 
December 31, 2007, while nine LAC MFN (most favored nation) banana suppliers get extended 
tariff-rate quotas (TRQs) access and the promise of further trade regime reform.
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countries reiterated their commitment to conclude the cycle and reach an 
agreement. In early 2007 quiet negotiations began between the so-called 
G4 countries (the United States, the European Union, India, and Brazil) to 
try to reach an agreement on broad modalities; this effort ended in another 
failure at a summit in Potsdam in June 2007, although much of the prog-
ress made in those negotiations was reflected in the chair’s negotiating text of 
August 2007. Active negotiations resumed again in Geneva in the fall of 2007. 
Based on all of these efforts, new technical documents presenting the modali-
ties were proposed in December 2007 and again in April 2008 to pave the way 
to a “mini– ministerial meeting” in Geneva in July 2008. The third revision 
of these modalities were gathered in the so-called July package, while some 
revised versions disseminated in December 2008 and known as Rev.4 were 
the most advanced and detailed materials generated by the round thus far.

The negotiations again failed, however, in part due to a dispute between 
the United States and India regarding safeguard mechanisms in agricul-
ture. This highlighted the important issue of food security in the round, but 
other serious issues were also pending, such as the level of ambition in terms 
of NAMA (nonagricultural market access) concessions that emerging coun-
tries will face. Responding to this failure, Lamy said: “Looking at what is 
on the table now, members believe that the Doha Round is still worth fight-
ing for.” After the mid-2008 failure, the negotiations fell into a coma for sev-
eral years. A new momentum started to emerge with the appointment of the 
sixth Director-General of the WTO, Roberto Azevêdo, in September 2013. 
The subsequent Bali Ministerial was seen as a potential rebirth of the round, 
building on a series of meetings and postconference agreements regarding sev-
eral issues. Given the difficulties in pushing through negotiations on all of the 
Doha Round topics, WTO members decided to refocus their talks on a more 
limited number of issues that seemed to have a better chance of leading to a 
general agreement. On December 7, 2013, after several days of work and the 
usual posturing and drama, members managed to close the ninth Ministerial 
Conference in Bali with an agreement on the WTO’s first comprehensive 
multilateral trade package. Until that point the trade agreements completed 
since the WTO’s creation in 1995 had been mainly regional and plurilateral 
agreements that included some, but not all, WTO members.8

8 Plurilateral agreements involve commitments by a subgroup of WTO countries on specific 
issues. If the disciplines only apply to the signatory parties, the benefits should apply to all 
WTO members thanks to the MFN clause.
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The work in Bali can be divided into three groups of decisions that needed 
to be made. The main group includes the decisions and agreements related 
to the subset of components of the Doha Round (sometimes called the “Bali 
Package”) that were ready for ministers to decide upon at the Bali Ministerial. 
Then there are the decisions about the WTO work program post-Bali; these 
decisions focused on future trade negotiating activities. Finally, there was 
another group of decisions in which the Ministerial Conference took note 
about the regular work of the General Council, issued further Ministerial 
decisions, and gave instructions for future regular work. For instance, the 
adoption of the Decision on the Accession of the Republic of Yemen, an 
LDC, by which Yemen became the 160th member of the WTO, can be noted 
under this third group. These different issues are discussed in detail, in terms 
of both legal framework and implications for developing countries, in Díaz-
Bonilla and Laborde (2015).

The Bali Package can be divided into three topics: (1) trade facilitation, (2) 
agriculture and cotton, and (3) specific issues related to the special treatment 
of developing countries and LDCs under WTO rules. The Agreement on 
Trade Facilitation (ATF) was seen as the major success of the Ministerial and 
was mostly sought by developed countries (they were the “demandeurs,” in 
trade diplomacy jargon), but it can be argued that there are also potential ben-
efits for all categories of developing countries in the reduction of red tape and 
trade costs. The problem with trade facilitation for developing countries and 
LDCs is that building customs machinery takes money and effort, and these 
countries often face more pressing needs. For developing countries, especially 
India, the main achievement of the Ministerial was the establishment of a 

“peace clause” on the topic of agricultural public stockholding for the purpose 
of food security (for more information on this peace clause, see Chapter 9 of 
this book).

An important step included in the Bali Ministerial Declaration was the 
instruction for WTO members to define a post-Bali work program during 
2014. Crucially, a specific component of the Bali Package, the ATF, required 
a final review of the wording and the completion of some legal steps in order 
for the agreement to be sent to WTO members for final approval by their leg-
islatures. Those issues were scheduled to be completed during a meeting of the 
WTO General Council in July 2014.

The Bali outcome was ambiguous. On the one hand, it demonstrated 
that many countries were still ready to commit to the multilateral approach, 
look for an agreement, and make concessions, as the United States showed 
by accommodating India’s request regarding their food security objective. 
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On the other hand, the most significant and difficult aspects of the Doha 
Round, such as market access modalities and commitments on domestic sup-
port, remained unsolved. The July 2014 meeting broke down in disarray when 
India made the implementation of those final legal steps contingent on clar-
ifications regarding the “peace clause” and decided to hold up negotiations 
of the ATF until the text was clarified. From July to November, there was a 
flurry of negotiations to try to work out a compromise, until a final agreement 
on the wording was achieved during the WTO General Council meeting on 
November 27, 2014.

Almost a year after the original Bali Ministerial, WTO members man-
aged to patch up their differences (Azevêdo 2013). This recent agreement 
allows for the implementation of the different decisions that were supposed 
to have been settled at Bali but that were held up by the dispute on public 
food stocks and puts back on track the post-Bali work program. However, the 
twentieth anniversary of the WTO did not bring significant changes despite 
the Director-General’s call to members: “2015 is going to be a big year for 
the WTO. We have important work to do and real deadlines to meet.” The 
July 2015 deadline for the post-Bali work program was missed, leaving open 
the possibility to conclude the Doha Round during the tenth Ministerial 
Conference in Nairobi, Kenya. Countries are still divided about which strat-
egy to use to save the round, assuming it can, or should, be saved. Some players 
consider that the 2008 modalities are still relevant and the main basis for any 
agreements in a near future. Others are calling for “recalibration” and/or “sim-
plification” to achieve a quick and intelligible outcome.

Quantifying the Different Proposals
As discussed, the Doha Round has been characterized by a lengthy pro-
cess, where different and sometimes conflicting points of view have been 
exchanged. Technical proposals regarding the modalities have been elaborated 
and consolidated by the negotiation chairs to sketch a potential outcome for 
the round. These efforts took place mainly between 2001 and 2008, when 
the most advanced texts were proposed. Using these different proposals, and 
based on Bouët and Laborde (2010), we can propose a systematic quantifi-
cation of these proposals to see how the various positions have evolved and 
how the balance between sectors and countries has changed. These quanti-
fication efforts help to summarize the complexities of the proposals using a 
few metrics (average tariffs, global trade changes, real income variations), to 
assess the gaps existing between the expectations of the different players, and 
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to determine why, with so much time devoted to finding a balance between a 
formula approach and the need for flexibility, negotiators are still missing key 
factors needed to reach an agreement (the topic of Chapter 4).9

An Overview of the Main Proposals

The Doha Round was a “broad” cycle, initially including 21 bargaining top-
ics. Regarding market access, the issue of tariffs did not seem to face major 
difficulty, as it was to be negotiated using an easily quantifiable variable and 
as negotiators enjoyed the benefit of experience from eight previous GATT 
rounds. Services or intellectual property promised to be much more sensitive 
topics. Yet after seven years of discussions, tariffs and reduction modalities 
remain a major sticking point, so that the debates on this issue have overshad-
owed other issues. In 2003 two proposals (the Harbinson and Girard propos-
als) were submitted to WTO members.10 The Harbinson proposal focused 
on agriculture and included a tiered formula that was supposed to reflect a 
potential consensus. The Girard proposal, however, focused on industry and 
included a “modified Swiss formula,” under which tariffs were harmonized 
by using a corrective parameter that depended on the initial average (this for-
mula was particularly favored by India, which had especially high tariffs at 
the time).

Just before the Hong Kong Ministerial Conference in December 2005, 
the main negotiating parties submitted their own proposals, which had dif-
ferent versions of the tiered formula for agriculture concerning import tar-
iffs and domestic subsidies and of the Swiss formula for industry with special 
and differential treatment. The United States made the most aggressive pro-
posal, while the G20 proposal included an ambitious liberalization program 
for developed countries and a more limited one for developing countries. The 
EU proposal included a more protectionist approach for developed countries, 
while preserving the main objectives of the Harbinson proposal. During eight 
years of negotiations the various positions have evolved and converged, as rep-
resented by the December 2008 chairs’ proposals. These modalities are dis-
cussed at length in Chapter 4. Market access modalities have reached a high 
level of sophistication, although the general philosophy is simple, with pro-
gressive tariff-cut formulas for both agricultural and nonagricultural goods. 
Much flexibility has been introduced, however, with different degrees of 

9 As discussed in Chapter 3, appreciating these different expectations is a key element to under-
standing the difficulties in finding a cooperative outcome.

10 For a presentation of these proposals, see Bouet and Laborde (2010).
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special and differential treatment and special provisions for tariff escalation, 
tropical products, and long-standing preferences. Under the chairs’ propos-
als, developed countries provide a duty-free, quota-free market access initia-
tive for LDCs, with a 3 percent exemption clause in terms of products. Export 
subsidies should have been phased out by 2013 for developed countries. 
Regarding domestic support, this package includes a harmonizing cut on over-
all trade-distorting support as well as product-specific disciplines.

It is especially important to compare the December 2008 package with 
various proposals that were put on the table either by Harbinson and Girard 
or by the EU, the G20, and the United States. Such a comparison shows 
in which direction the negotiations have gone, and especially whether they 
have evolved toward a specific proposal put forward years ago. Such a com-
parison also helps us evaluate the initial degree of ambition in these pro-
posals. This chapter focuses on the impact both at the world level and on 
developing countries, since development was the initial goal of negotiators. 
Five negotiating proposals are assessed: (1) a combination of the Harbinson 
proposal in agriculture and the Girard proposal in industry, both submit-
ted in 2003 (called the Harbinson and Girard scenario); (2) the G20 pro-
posal submitted in 2005 at the Hong Kong Ministerial (called the G20 
scenario); (3) the proposal submitted by the European Union in 2005 at the 
Hong Kong Ministerial (called the EU scenario); (4) the US proposal at the 
time of the 2005 Hong Kong Ministerial (called the US scenario); and (5) 
the December 2008 package (called the 2008 scenario). Tariff reductions 
are applied at the six-digit level of the Harmonized System on a country-
by- country basis using the MAcMapHS6 version 2 database (Boumellassa, 
Laborde, and Mitaritonna 2009). Differences between bound, applied most 
favored nation (MFN), and preferential tariffs are explicitly taken into 
account. Ad valorem equivalents of specific tariffs are computed based on the 
WTO guidelines for the implementation of tariff cut formulas. All sensitive 
and special products are selected using the political economy criterion of Jean, 
Laborde, and Martin (2008).

The first scenario (Harbinson and Girard) is based on 2003 proposals 
from the WTO chairs: the Harbinson proposal for AMA (agricultural mar-
ket access) (TN/AG/W/1) and the Girard proposal (TN/MA/W/35) for 
NAMA (nonagricultural market access). The AMA tariff reduction includes 
a tiered formula with three bands for developed countries and four bands for 
developing countries. Flexibility is allowed inside each band. For each tar-
iff line, negotiators can choose the cut rate under two constraints: a minimal 
cut rate specific to each band and the simple average cut over all products for 
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each band. The Jean, Laborde, and Martin (2008) criterion is used to define 
the optimal behavior of each country inside each band. Also, 10 percent spe-
cial products for developing countries is assumed, for which the cut rate is 
limited to 5 percent. The NAMA proposal (which supposedly reflects the 
Girard proposal) is based on a Swiss-like formula in which the “Swiss coeffi-
cient” is equal to the simple average base rate times a scale coefficient (equal to 
1 for developed countries and 1.5 for developing countries). For unbound lines, 
the base rate is equal to the MFN rate times 2, with a minimum of 5 percent. 
Countries that have a binding coverage below 35 percent do not reduce 
their tariffs.

The second scenario is the G20 proposal. For agricultural market access, 
the G20 proposal on market access of October 2005 is relied on. This 
includes a tiered formula (four bands for both developed and developing 
countries) with differentiated thresholds and coefficients, and a capping for 
highest tariffs (100 percent for developed countries, 150 percent for devel-
oping countries). Also, 4 percent sensitive products for developed countries 
and 6 percent for developing countries is allowed for, with a 30 percent devia-
tion from the formula cut (45 percent deviation for developing countries). In 
addition, 5 percent special products for developing countries with no cut is 
included. The nonagricultural market access component is based on the 2005 
Argentina, Brazil, and India communication (TN/MA/W/54). It is simi-
lar to the Girard formula but includes a differentiated formula for bound and 
unbound lines. The same scale coefficients are assumed as in the Harbinson 
and Girard scenario, as well as the binding markup to compute the base rate 
on unbound lines. In addition, 5 percent of tariff lines (maximum 5 percent of 
imports) with no cut is considered.

The third scenario represents the European Union’s contribution from 
October 2005. Agricultural market access is described by a tiered formula 
(four bands) similar to that of the G20 proposal but with a lower reduction 
target for developed countries. In addition, the lower band (0– 30 percent) 
allows for flexibility by defining a simple average cut target and lower and 
upper bound tariff reductions. Here the criterion from Jean, Laborde, and 
Martin (2008) is used to define each country’s optimal behavior inside the 
first band. Also, 8 percent sensitive products (50 percent deviation from the 
formula) are authorized for developed countries (one-third additional sen-
sitive products are allowed for developing countries). For nonagricultural 
market access, a Swiss formula is used with coefficient 10 for developed coun-
tries and 15 for developing countries. The base rate of unbound tariff lines is 
equal to the applied MFN rate plus 10 percent. A clause of 5 percent sensitive 
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products (maximum 5 percent of imports) with no cut is implemented. A 
100 percent duty-free, quota-free initiative is granted by developed countries 
to developing countries.

The fourth scenario is the US proposal. It includes stronger tariff reduc-
tion in agriculture with the same formula approach as the G20 proposal 
(Scenario 2) and smaller tariff caps (for example, 75 percent for developed 
countries). Only 1 percent sensitive products are authorized for developed 
countries (1.33 percent for developing countries). The same discipline is 
applied in nonagricultural market access as in the EU proposal (Scenario 3).

Scenarios 2– 4 are based on pre– Hong Kong 2005 Ministerial propos-
als, with elements from the July 2004 package incorporated when needed. 
The fifth scenario (the 2008 scenario) is based on December 2008 modali-
ties. An extensive discussion of this scenario is available in Laborde, Martin, 
and van der Mensbrugghe (2012) as well as in Laborde and Martin (2015; also 
Chapter 4 in this book). The agricultural market access pillar (TN/AG/W/4/
Rev.4) includes a tiered formula with four bands and differentiated coeffi-
cients for developed and developing countries. Taken into account are pro-
visions for sensitive and special products as well as the additional cuts that 
deliver special access for tropical products and reduce tariff escalation. For 
the nonagricultural market access pillar (TN/MA/W/103/Rev.3), a Swiss 
formula with coefficient 8 is applied for developed countries and a menu of 
options including sensitive products combined with a Swiss formula using 
coefficients ranging from 20 to 25. Also considered are the special cases of 
the recently acceded members (RAMs), the small and vulnerable economies 
(SVEs), and the countries with low binding coverage as defined by the doc-
ument TN/MA/W/103/Rev.3. A 97 percent duty-free, quota-free initiative 
is included for OECD countries, as well as for Brazil and India. In all cases, 
developing countries as well as countries with low binding coverage are free 
from any tariff reduction in nonagricultural market access. Always imple-
mented are the consequences of the EU– Turkey customs union for nonag-
ricultural market access for countries with low binding coverage. All export 
subsidies are removed in all scenarios. A tiered formula is used to reduce over-
all trade-distorting support (OTDS) (Scenario 5) or the total aggregate mea-
surement of support (Scenarios 1– 4).

To sum up: in Scenario 1 all countries belong to the same band and the 
reduction rate is 50 percent. For other scenarios the EU is in the last band 
and the reduction rate applied to its support is 80 percent under the G20 pro-
posal and 2008 modalities, 70 percent under the EU proposal, and 83 percent 
under the US proposal. For the United States (second band) the cut rate 
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is 70 percent under the G20 proposal and 2008 modalities and 60 percent 
under the EU and US proposals. Domestic support reductions are applied in 
a dynamic way, as described in Bouët and Laborde (2010), with an additional 
assumption of a 2 percent annual rate of augmentation. The OTDS cap-
ping in the dynamic Computable General Equilibrium model MIRAGE is 
introduced.11

Market Access Implications

This section evaluates these scenarios first in terms of the impact on the pro-
tection applied and faced by each group of countries and second in terms of 
trade and real income. The next section focuses on the potential impact of 
these trade reforms on developing countries.

Table 2.1 shows the impact of these different proposals on protection. The 
latest modalities scenario (the column labeled “2008”) would reduce world 
protection by 26 percent, from 4.5 percent to 3.3 percent. In comparison, the 
US proposal (the column labeled “United States”) would have cut this world 
average by 50 percent, while the EU proposal would have resulted in a reduc-
tion of only 37 percent.12 Given numerous flexibilities, global agricultural 
protection would decrease by 25 percent (that is, by less than industrial pro-
tection) if the December 2008 package were to be implemented, whereas it 
would decrease by 73 percent under the US proposal. Concerning agricultural 
market access, the latest modalities scenario would cut applied protection by 
a little more than one-third for high-income countries (from 17.6 percent to 
11.6 percent) and by less than 3 percent for middle-income countries (from 

11 Under the standard approach, domestic support is computed from base-year levels and con-
verted into an ad valorem equivalent. This approach is unrealistic because of the WTO con-
straint on overall support and because taking into account the growth of production value in 
the agricultural sector will lead to a reduction in the subsidy rate to meet the new WTO com-
mitments. Focusing on agricultural production and exports, the following is evident: (1) US 
agricultural production is directly affected by domestic support reduction (−1.5 percent in agri-
cultural and agribusiness production instead of +0.1 percent). (2) EU agricultural production is 
nearly unaffected by subsidy reduction thanks to the recent Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) 
reform and the large share of Green Box payments in the overall EU domestic support. (3) On 
the other hand, the OTDS limits applied to US farmers will benefit EU producers and exporters. 
Overall, EU production is reduced less when the Doha Development Agenda tariff reduction is 
combined with the OTDS treatment than when it is not combined with the OTDS treatment 
(−1.17 percent versus −1.27 percent). Finally, (4) the situation of Brazil is magnified compared 
to that of the EU. In this case, Brazilian production increases more with the OTDS treatment 
(+4.03 percent to +3.78 percent).

12 The reader may notice a few differences between these figures and those presented in Chapter 4 
by Laborde and Martin or Chapter 6 by Bouët and Laborde. However, these differences are lim-
ited, especially when considering relative changes, and are the consequences of differences in 
the base year for the trade data used for tariff aggregation.
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18.7 percent to 18.2 percent). This should boost developing-country exports 
to developed countries.

Table 2.2 illustrates to what extent foreign market access would be 
improved under each scenario. The latest modalities (2008) scenario would 
improve market access for high-income countries by 25 percent, for middle- 
income countries by 29 percent, and for developing countries by 37 percent. 
In agriculture the gains would be equivalent for the three groups of countries: 
around 25 percent. Therefore, under the Doha Development Agenda, devel-
oping countries would improve their access to foreign markets but would also 
suffer an erosion of preferences, especially in agriculture; the protection faced 
by their agricultural exports would decline by 2.3 percentage points, com-
pared with a 4.5 percentage point decline for high-income countries and a 
4.3 percentage point decline for middle-income countries.

Economic Impacts

The economic impacts of these trade policy and domestic support sce-
narios are simulated using the Modelling International Relationships in 
Applied General Equilibrium (MIRAGE) Computable General Equilibrium 

TABLE 2.1 Impact of five liberalization proposals on applied tariffs (%)

Category Baseline
Harbinson 
and Girard G20 EU

United 
States 2008

All goods

all countries 4.5 3.2 2.8 2.9 2.3 3.3

high-income countries 3.3 1.8 1.5 2.0 1.5 2.1

Middle-income countries 8.6 7.5 7.2 5.7 4.8 7.5

Developing countries 12.2 12.2 12.2 12.2 12.2 12.2

Agricultural market access (AMA)

all countries 17.8 13.4 11.0 12.3 7.6 13.4

high-income countries 17.6 11.9 8.7 10.9 5.2 11.6

Middle-income countries 18.7 17.7 17.5 16.5 14.0 18.2

Developing countries 13.6 13.6 13.6 13.6 13.6 13.6

Nonagricultural market access (NAMA)

all countries 3.6 2.4 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.6

high-income countries 2.3 1.1 1.0 1.4 1.4 1.4

Middle-income countries 7.7 6.6 6.3 4.8 4.8 6.6

Developing countries 12.0 12.0 12.0 12.0 12.0 12.0

Source: Bouët and laborde (2010).
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(CGE) model of the world economy, as explained in Bouët and Laborde 
(2010). Table 2.3 indicates the potential impact of the various scenarios on 
the volume of exports and real income by groups of countries. Also evalu-
ated is the potential impact of full liberalization— complete removal of all 
import duties, export subsidies, and domestic support— as a point of ref-
erence; finally, the unevenness of gains across countries by reporting stan-
dard errors (in US$ billions) of these real income gains is evaluated. Global 
real income would improve by a mere 0.09 percent— about US$70 billion as 
annual gain in 2025— under the 2008 scenario and by 0.24 percent under 
the US scenario.

Overall global exports would increase by 2 percent under the 2008 sce-
nario. This reflects the modest but positive ambition of the current mar-
ket access modalities. Interestingly, the welfare outcome would be close to 
the 2003 starting point. Although the 2008 tiered formula in agriculture 
is more aggressive than that of the Harbinson proposal, its additional flexi-
bilities would more than compensate for the stringent coefficients (agricul-
ture exports would increase by 5.4 percent compared to 5.6 percent in the 
Harbinson and Girard case). This illustrates the dilemma of the negotiations: 

TABLE 2.2 Impact of five liberalization proposals on tariffs faced on exports

Exports Baseline
Harbinson 
and Girard G20 EU

United 
States 2008

All goods

all countries 4.5 3.2 2.8 2.9 2.5 3.3

high-income countries 4.7 3.3 3.0 2.9 2.6 3.5

Middle-income countries 4.2 2.8 2.5 2.7 2.4 3.0

Developing countries 3.0 1.9 1.4 1.3 1.3 1.9

Agricultural market access (AMA)

all countries 17.8 13.4 11.0 12.3 7.6 13.4

high-income countries 17.6 13.2 10.9 12.1 7.4 13.1

Middle-income countries 18.4 13.9 11.3 13.0 7.9 14.1

Developing countries 9.3 8.3 7.0 6.6 6.4 7.0

Nonagricultural market access (NAMA)

all countries 3.6 2.4 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.6

high-income countries 3.8 2.7 2.4 2.3 2.3 2.9

Middle-income countries 3.1 1.9 1.8 1.9 1.9 2.1

Developing countries 2.2 1.2 0.8 0.7 0.7 1.3

Source: Bouët and laborde (2010).
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trying to reach a high degree of ambition with a challenging formula but still 
undermining it with flexibilities to make it politically acceptable.

The modeling assumptions are conservative and do not take into account 
some nontariff barriers, liberalization in services, and some dynamic aspects 
of trade liberalization; nevertheless, these gains are at least positive for the 
majority of countries and equal about 20 percent of the gains from total trade 
liberalization. In addition, they lay the foundation for future liberalization by 
reducing the existing binding overhang— that is, the gap between bound tar-
iffs and applied tariffs. A much more politically challenging approach based 
on the US proposal would lead to gains equaling half of what would result 
from full trade liberalization. These results illustrate how far trade negotia-
tions have evolved, constrained by defensive interests. For example, in terms 
of applied protection, the implementation of the December 2008 package 
would decrease agricultural protection in rich countries by about as much as 
the Harbinson and Girard scenario and even less than the 2005 European 
proposal. The application of the US proposal in this domain would result in a 

TABLE 2.3 Impact of six liberalization proposals on trade and real welfare by 2025

Indicator
Full 

liberalization
Harbinson 
and Girard G20 EU

United 
States 2008

World exports of goods and services

us$ billions 1,934 400 502 527 621 326

Changes (%) 11.6 2.4 3 3.2 3.7 2

World exports of  agriculture and 
 agrifood products

us$ billions 409 47 92 60 152 45

Changes (%) 49 5.6 11 7.2 18.1 5.4

World exports of  manufacturing goods

us$ billions 1,517 350 405 465 466 276

Changes (%) 11.6 2.7 3.1 3.6 3.6 2.1

Real income

us$ billions 384 66 134 126 190 69

Changes (%) 0.49 0.08 0.17 0.16 0.24 0.09

high-income countries (%) 0.51 0.08 0.17 0.19 0.25 0.09

Middle-income countries (%) 0.43 0.1 0.17 0.09 0.22 0.09

Developing  countries (%) −0.67 −0.32 0.29 0.01 −0.27 −0.1

Standard deviation of the real income 
gains

0.98 0.29 0.45 0.35 0.51 0.22

Source: Bouët and laborde (2010); MiraGe model simulations.
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much more ambitious liberalization of world agriculture. Regarding nonagri-
cultural market access, a Doha agreement defined by these modalities would 
result in the liberalization of the economies of middle-income countries by 
about as much as was expected under the Harbinson and Girard and the G20 
scenarios, while the application of the 2005 European proposal would have 
liberalized these sectors much more. Again, defensive interests are respected. 
This selection of the smaller common denominator is translated into the trade 
changes: the highest increases in nonagricultural exports (EU and US pro-
posals, about 3.6 percent) and in agricultural trade (US and G20 proposals, 
between 11 and 19 percent) are avoided, and smaller increases are achieved 
(2.1 percent for manufactured goods and 5.4 percent for agriculture and the 
agrifood sector).

Table 2.4 presents the potential impact of these five trade reforms on 
developing countries’ exports in 2025. The potential impact of these trade 
reforms on exports varies: unlike some middle-income countries, such as Sri 
Lanka and Thailand, that can substantially benefit from new access to foreign 

TABLE 2.4 Impact of five liberalization proposals on developing countries’ exports by 2025

Exports in value (% change)
Harbinson 
and Girard G20 EU

United 
States 2008

india 0.7 1.9 6.6 9.8 1.7

Cambodia, Bangladesh −4.9 −4.2 −1.6 −2.2 −3.5

Mexico −0.1 −0.1 1.8 2.1 0.8

Middle east and north africa 0.3 0.8 1.0 1.3 0.6

nigeria −0.1 −0.2 −0.7 −0.4 −0.1

pakistan 2.4 3.0 10.7 11.5 1.1

rest of oceania and of southeast and east asia 2.5 2.8 4.9 5.3 1.4

former soviet union countries 0.3 0.5 0.3 0.7 0.1

rest of latin america 0.6 1.3 2.1 3.3 0.9

rest of southern africa 0.1 2.2 0.5 2.9 0.3

rest of south asia 1.0 0.7 1.3 −0.5 −0.5

rest of africa south of the sahara −0.5 −0.2 −0.3 −0.2 0.0

selected lDCs of africa south of the sahara −0.9 −1.2 −0.1 −2.0 0.2

south africa 2.2 3.2 4.2 4.5 1.2

sri lanka 5.7 5.8 5.2 5.8 4.8

thailand 4.4 5.2 8.5 9.1 4.5

turkey 0.3 0.4 0.8 1.2 0.5

Source: Bouët and laborde (2010); MiraGe model simulations.
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markets, developing countries, such as those in Africa, do not increase their 
exports substantially. In fact, their exports may even be negatively affected; in 
2025 exports from Cambodia and Bangladesh will be 3.5 percent lower if the 
2008 modalities are implemented. And it could be worse, since all other sce-
narios imply a decrease in exports for developing countries by 2025. Obviously, 
the inclusion of a duty-free, quota-free clause for developing countries in their 
exports to OECD countries (also implemented in the EU scenario) can com-
pensate for these eroded preferences.

Table 2.5 gives the results on real income for the same group of countries 
and confirms that the potential gains for developing countries are meager, if 
not negative. As a result, more is needed to address developing countries’ con-
cerns. Even considering that this modeling exercise underestimates the impact 
of the Doha agreement on developing countries, potential gains are small. 
Indeed, different scenarios imply losses for developing countries, especially 
LDCs, reflecting eroded preferences as a result of a multilateral agreement 

TABLE 2.5 Impact of five liberalization proposals on developing countries’ real welfare by 
2025

Real income (% change)
Harbinson 
and Girard G20 EU

United 
States 2008

india 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.5 0.1

Cambodia, Bangladesh −0.5 −0.4 −0.1 −0.2 −0.3

Mexico 0.0 −0.1 0.0 0.0 −0.1

Middle east and north africa 0.1 0.2 0.0 0.1 0.1

nigeria −0.1 −0.2 −0.5 −0.4 −0.1

pakistan 0.2 0.5 0.7 0.7 0.2

rest of oceania and of southeast and east asia 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.6 0.2

former soviet union countries 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.3 0.1

rest of latin america 0.2 0.3 0.1 0.4 0.2

rest of southern africa 0.2 1.2 0.5 1.6 0.2

rest of south asia −0.2 −0.3 0.0 −0.2 0.0

rest of africa south of the sahara −0.1 0.0 −0.1 0.0 0.1

selected lDCs of africa south of the sahara −0.1 −0.1 0.2 −0.3 0.2

south africa 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.1

sri lanka 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.4

thailand 1.1 1.8 1.2 1.9 0.9

turkey −0.1 −0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0

Source: Bouët and laborde (2010); MiraGe model simulations.
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and rising terms of trade for imported commodities, including food products. 
While these losses are significant in the case of the Harbinson and Girard, 
G20, and US proposals, they are almost nonexistent as far as the EU proposal 
is concerned and are quite small under the December 2008 proposal. It is 
important to remember that the last two scenarios include a duty-free, quota- 
free initiative given by OECD countries to least developed countries, while 
the other scenarios do not. Finally, by reducing the losses of the weakest econ-
omies and limiting the gains of the main winners, the long negotiation process 
has reduced the unevenness of the gains (see the simple standard deviation in 
the last row of Table 2.3). These results illustrate the conflicting triumvirate 
that has led the Doha Round to its dead end: ambition, fairness, and domestic 
political feasibility.

conclusion
Achieving the completion of the Doha Round would have been a nice gift for 
the WTO’s twentieth birthday. However, in 2015, a positive outcome seems 
even more difficult to reach than it did in 2008. Each development designed 
to give a little more flexibility in the hopes of reaching an agreement has in 
fact reduced the effectiveness of liberalization and expected gains, eroding 
the appetite of trading powers to reach an agreement. Of course, we should 
not ignore that the round’s ups and downs are merely a reflection of the dif-
ficulty of articulating the political and technical dimensions of the negoti-
ations; however, the reasons to be pessimistic are accumulating. The global 
framework has significantly changed since 2001, and the mismatch between 
the foundations of the round and the current situation is increasing. First, 
the world trade and the world economy have changed profoundly since 2001. 
WTO members such as Brazil, India, and the recently integrated China have 
emerged as major trading and economic powers. Their share in world mer-
chandise exports jumped from 4.1 percent in 1993 to 7.7 percent in 2003 to 
11.5 percent in 2008. Total developing economies accounted for 43 percent 
of global merchandise trade in 2013 (WTO 2014). The emerging countries, 
gathered into the G20 coalition, have become a major player in the WTO 
negotiations. Thus the negotiations are no longer the reserved domain of the 
European Union and the United States, and the burden of the concessions 
may need to be redistributed.

Second, global agricultural markets have gone through significant turmoil 
since 2001, with episodes of very high prices (2008– 2009 and 2011– 2012) 
reducing the need for export subsidies but fostering other unilateral policies 
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intended to insulate markets and achieve strong price reduction (2015). In 
this context, political pressure to establish more active farm policies has 
emerged. In the United States we have witnessed a trend toward the recou-
pling of farm support since the 2002 Farm Bill; this move was confirmed in 
the 2008 and 2014 Farm Bills, making it increasingly difficult for the United 
States to accept new constraints, especially when looking at the 2008 pro-
posed modalities. Similarly, the development of fiscal capacity in emerging 
countries has allowed them to significantly increase their domestic support; 
at the same time, some of these countries have become leading exporters (for 
example, India) for some commodities, bringing into question their impact 
on world markets and the need for increased disciplines, despite their remain-
ing desire for enough policy space to implement their own development poli-
cies. To illustrate this evolution, even a simple narrative such as the cotton case 
(see Chapter 7 in this book) has become much more complex. The evolution 
of the cotton market has made the scenario for low-income, cotton- producing 
countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America much more complicated than 
the original characterization of small, poor cotton producers pitted against 
subsidized production in the United States. Now domestic and trade policies 
in some large developing countries (for example, stockholding and interven-
tions in China) may have to be considered, leading to a significantly modified 
political economy of the agricultural negotiations in general. Thus, finding 
an agreement on agricultural issues, always a highly complex topic and so 
emblematic of the development dimension of the negotiations, seems as far 
away as ever.

However, it is dangerous to just discard any hope for a successful round, 
even if the negotiation’s ambition has to be reduced. First, it should be remem-
bered that negotiations take time. The Uruguay Round lasted nine years while 
dealing with a reduced number of countries and topics. Fifteen years is a long 
period of time, but it may not be unreasonable, especially during a period that 
has been marked by a rebalancing of nations’ economic sizes and roles at the 
global level and important economic turmoil and financial and economic 
crisis. Even if a WTO agreement could contribute to global stability and 
improved global governance, we may have to accept that countries may want 
more clarity regarding the future and the new world equilibrium before mak-
ing commitments that will bind their border, and in some cases beyond-the-
border, policies for the decade to come.

Second, a nonagreement would be a pretty dangerous solution. Even if 
some NGOs or advocates of unilateralism would welcome the death of the 
WTO, many countries, especially the weakest, would strongly suffer from 
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this failure. If the WTO fails to provide a negotiating space, it will be trans-
formed into an arena of conflict. Major trading powers will compete via the 
Dispute Settlement Unit (DSU), while reaching bilateral or plurilateral agree-
ments, including megadeals that will forget, or be biased against, the smallest 
and most vulnerable countries. Also, each additional agreement will increase 
the complexity of trade policy and will undermine the incentives of the major 
countries to resume the multilateral approach. So beyond the gains of trade 
liberalization, the global public good of a very much alive and healthy global 
trading system is at stake (see Bouët and Laborde 2010).

Third, and on a thoroughly pragmatic level, the round can still bring con-
crete, low-hanging fruits by consolidating many concessions already made. 
While the round may not deliver on the high expectations regarding devel-
opment issues or mercantilist gains, a small success will not mean the end of 
the negotiations but rather a new step on a longer road. Even using conserva-
tive assumptions, quantifications of the round show that it will accomplish 
between one-fourth and one-third of the goal of reaching global free trade 
(see Laborde, Martin, and van der Mensbrugghe 2012). This is a very signifi-
cant achievement, and it may be the upper bound that the different economies 
can digest at this time. Political economy and adjustment costs should not be 
neglected, and any future rounds will have to learn from the difficulties met 
during the first global trade negotiations occurring in a multipolar, twenty- 
first-century world.
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