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Food security and the elimination of restrictions on 
food exports 

PART II: New issues to be considered 
in the WTO negotiating agenda

Chapter 7. A Proposal for the Elimination of Export Restrictions on 
Food Products

By Eduardo Bianchi and Martin Piñeiro

>> Introduction

The episodes of higher and volatile food prices during 2007-2008 and 2011-2012 have 
raised concerns about the role of agricultural export restrictions in further raising inter-
national prices and its impact on the food- insecure population in net food-importing 
developing countries. Although many arguments have been invoked to justify the appli-
cation of export restrictions, mainly food security concerns, it is clear not only from the-
oretical studies but also from historical research, that these measures have a multiplier 
effect on spikes and the volatility of international prices. The negative impacts of these 
beggar-thy-neighbor policies are widespread among countries, although they have 
been more severe in those less developed net food- importing countries, with a large 
share of their population being the urban poor. Moreover, significant damage to trust 
in the world market as a reliable source of food was inflicted during these food crises.

Many factors, such as stronger links between agricultural and energy markets due to 
biofuels, farm productivity growth lagging behind population growth, together with 
increasing food demand and diet changes in developing countries, suggest that food 
prices are likely to continue to experience a small, upward trend, in nominal terms, over 
the next decade, with climate change as a factor which will generate further instability in 
supply and hence, increase volatility.

The WTO agreements include commitments for constraints and reduction in policies lim-
iting agricultural imports, while leaving the use of policies limiting agricultural exports 
vey weakly regulated. Despite the concerns for the recent widespread use of export re-
strictions, no agreement has been reached to discipline them, particularly in the case of 
export taxes, the most popular measure for export restrictions. If there are spikes again 
in the future, having in place a multilaterally agreed regulatory framework will avoid the 
negative effects of export restrictions on food security that were identified during the 
food crisis of 2007-2008 and 2011-2012.
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The paper reviews the types of export restrictions, the main arguments used for justi-
fying their application, the spread of these measures during the recent food crises and 
the present disciplines on export restrictions for food products. We conclude with a con-
crete proposal for achieving a multilaterally acceptable solution to avoid the additional 
problems export restrictions impose on the poor worldwide in the event of future price 
surges.

>> Types of export restrictions

Export restrictions, also called export restraints or export controls, have been broadly 
defined as “measures instituted by exporting countries to supervise export flows” (Goode, 
2003). The WTO Panel Report on United States - Measures Treating Export Restraints as 
Subsidies regarded them as “a border measure that takes the form of a government law 
or regulation which expressly limits the quantity of exports, or places explicit conditions 
on the circumstances under which exports are permitted, or that takes the form of a gov-
ernment-imposed fee or tax on exports of the products, calculated to limit the quantity of 
exports” (WTO, 2001). Export restraint measures comprise restrictions on the quantities 
of exports, which limit the volume of exports, and export taxes, which impose a tax on 
exports.

Quantitative restrictions on exports include: export quotas, export bans (also export 
prohibition or export embargo), non-automatic export licensing (also export permits), 
minimum export price or price reference for exports and export restrictive state-trading 
enterprises. Export taxes are also called export duties, export charges, export tariffs, fees 
or export levies. These taxes can be set either on an ad valorem basis (a percentage of 
the export value) or a per unit basis or specific tax (a monetary amount per unit or weight 
of the exported product), or a mix of the two. Export taxes can be differential, depending 
on the price of the product, a higher tax when the price is high, or depending on the 
degree of value added of the product, i.e., a higher tax on the unprocessed exports and 
a lower rate on processed exports.

OECD (2015) also identifies the following measures: VAT tax rebate reduction or with-
drawal (when the VAT reimbursement is denied in whole or in part), restrictions on cus-
toms clearance points for exports (when the government specifies ports through which 
exports of a good is to be channeled) and qualified exporters list (when the rights to 
export a certain commodity are allocated to specific companies by the government, 
through a process of application and registration).

All these policy instruments can be equally used to get a lower volume of exports. How-
ever, they differ in many respects, for example, in the event of an exogenous shock they 
yield different volumes of exports; they have different distributional effects; different 
levels of transparency and in the administrative burden involved in their implementa-
tion (Anania, 2013). Export taxes and export quotas and licenses have been the most 
commonly used instruments of export restrictions. It is argued that, among the different 
export restrictions, export taxes are the preferred measures because they are transpar-
ent and easy to administer compared to, for instance, export quotas and licenses, which 
require cumbersome administration.

>> Arguments for using export restrictions

Different arguments have been used to justify the imposition of export restrictions, al-
though most of them have received severe criticism in economic terms. 
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 a) The terms of trade argument

The tenet of this argument is that export restrictions can improve the terms of trade of a 
country when the country has market power in a product, i.e., the ability to influence the 
world price of the product. Thus, a large country, by levying an export tax, for example, 
will increase the world price of the taxed product, improving the relative price of a coun-
try’s exports compared to its imports.

The extent of the increase of the world price and the distributional effects will depend 
highly on the elasticity of world demand. If the demand for the product is perfectly in-
elastic, then the incidence of the export tax would be entirely supported by consumers in 
the importing countries, since the world price will increase, while the domestic price will 
be unchanged. When the demand is not perfectly inelastic, the export tax will increase 
the world price of the product, but not by the full extent of the tax, so that part of the 
tax incidence is supported by the domestic producers, since the domestic supply of the 
product will increase while the price in the domestic market will fall.

The terms-of-trade argument is not applicable for countries that lack the market power 
to influence the world price. Since many developing country exports only represent a 
small percentage of world exports of a particular product, they will not see any improve-
ment in their terms of trade.  On the other hand, the existence of an optimal tax, which 
maximizes national social welfare, depends on the degree of market competition and 
market contestability in such a way that, in many market structure configurations, such 
an optimal tax may not exist at all. In addition, export taxes may depress the incentive to 
invest in the production of the taxed product, affecting the long-term supply and result-
ing in higher domestic prices.

As Piermatini (2014) notes, the risk that the trading partners of the tax implementing 
country may retaliate, canceling the desired welfare gains, together with the difficulty 
of setting the appropriate optimal export tax, if it exists, makes the use of export taxes 
(and the remaining export restrictions) a risky policy to improve the terms of trade, since 
national welfare can diminish rather than increase.

 b) The infant industry argument

This argument relies on the belief that primary commodity exporters lag behind ex-
porters of manufacturing products. Thus, countries that specialize in lower value-added 
sectors will have a production structure that results in lower growth rates than those of 
countries specialized in higher value-added sectors. The infant industry argument then, 
states that temporary protection or subsidization of a newly established manufacturing 
industry could enable the development of a comparative advantage in that sector. In 
this context, export restrictions, such as export taxes on primary products, constitute an 
indirect subsidy to higher value-added manufacturing industries or an incentive for the 
development of domestic manufacturing industries with higher value-added exports.

Evidence as well as theoretical arguments suggest that the consequences of export re-
strictions on raw commodities can be adverse. On the one hand, there is a risk of en-
couraging the development of inefficient industries that will depend on government 
subsidies to survive in the market. On the other hand, an export tax on a raw commodity 
implies the redistribution of welfare from primary commodity suppliers to downstream 
processors. This outcome could increase income inequality within a country, since, gen-
erally, primary commodity producers are located in the poorest sector of the popula-
tion. Also, since there are several layers between the raw commodity producers and the 
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processors, a one-to-one pass through from farmers to processors cannot be expected. 
Hence, imperfect competition in the domestic market lowers the cost-saving effect of the 
export restriction on a raw commodity, undermining the effectiveness of this measure as 
an industrial policy. Finally, some studies have identified negative environmental effects 
associated with the use of export restrictions on natural resources, since they may disin-
centivize owners to conserve them and encourage their depletion (Piermnartini, 2014).

 c) Countervailing tariff escalation

Export taxes have been suggested to countervail the effects of tariff escalation in im-
porting countries. Tariff escalation means charging higher import tariffs on processed 
products than on unprocessed products, reducing the competitiveness of processed 
products from abroad. Since developed countries markets are crucial for developing 
countries, tariff escalation in developed countries can block the development of a lo-
cal high value-added industry in developing countries, while at the same time favoring 
processing industries in developed countries. In this way, tariff escalation in developed 
countries disincentivizes diversification of production in developing countries and in-
creases their dependence on unprocessed primary commodities. Tariff escalation is one 
of the major constraints to vertical diversification of agricultural products in developing 
countries. Although food is a major component of developing countries’ exports, they 
are usually comprised of food in the first stage of processing. FAO studies show that 
significant tariff escalation in agricultural products exists in developed countries, mostly 
at the first stage of processing (Table 1). 

Although the importance that developing countries attach to reducing tariff escalation is 
widely recognized, little progress has been made in this area. The structure of escalated 
tariffs in world trade is caused and maintained by the rent-seeking behavior of econom-
ic agents and the resulting political economy of trade policies in developed countries. 
Food-processing industries in developed countries are proponents and beneficiaries of 
escalated tariffs. As agricultural commodity chains, particularly those of high-value crops 
and processed products, become increasingly dominated by a few giant enterprises, 
industry’s incentives and ability to maintain tariff escalation grow stronger. Developing 
countries and consumers in developed countries are the losers from tariff escalation.

The elimination of tariff escalation would be the first-best policy, removing the distor-
tions. However, an export tax on the unprocessed commodity, by reducing its domestic 
price, will encourage the development of the local processing industry, offsetting in this 
way the distortionary effect created by tariff escalation. However, all the problems result-
ing from the use of export taxes as an infant industry policy also hold in this case.  Mainly, 
the export tax on raw commodities will discourage investment in this sector, will reduce 
the income of poor commodity producers and might have negative environmental ef-
fects.
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TABLE 1: Tariff escalation in selected developed countries and selected products

Source: FAO (2003).

Product United States

Average bound tariff MFN (%)

European Union Japan Canada

Rice
Husk

Polished
5.1
5.6

61.9
89.7

1069.2
1003.4

0.0
0.8

0.5
13.5

35.9
128.6

119.0
50.0

0.0
13.2

0.0
0.3

20.0
28.0

40.5
83.6

0.0
0.0

0.0
0.9

42.8
88.7

0.2
1.3

0.0
0.0

Cattle

Live
Frozen meat

Pig & pig meat

Live
Frozen pork

Sheep & sheep meat
Live

Frozen mutton
Poultry

Live
Frozen poultry

Soybean

Seed
Crude oil

Sugar
Raw

Refined

Cocoa
Beans

Chocolate
Coffee

Green
Roasted

Orange
Fresh
Juice

1.0
10.0

10.4
39.5

0.0
8.2

96.3
123.0

0.0
19.1

0.0
4.8

0.0
20.7

0.0
4.8

32.8
42.5

134.7
161.1

224.9
328.1

6.5
8.9

0.0
6.9

0.0
21.1

0.0
21.3

0.0
59.0

0.0
0.0

0.0
9.0

0.0
12.0

0.0
0.4

3.5
11.0

16.7
39.4

24.0
31.0

0.0
1.0

In the context of the WTO, many negotiating proposals have called for eliminating or 
reducing tariff escalation as an explicit goal within the market access pillar of the Doha 
Round of negotiations. There is little consensus, however, about how reductions should 
proceed. Thus no agreement has so far been reached on reducing and eliminating tar-
iff escalation, and the official position of the WTO is that a formula needs to be found. 
Different tariff cutting methods have been proposed, but until now, there has been no 
unanimous support for any one method or modality. For example, one approach is that 
where the tariff on a processed product is higher than the tariff for the product in its 
primary form, the rate of tariff reduction for the processed product shall be equivalent 
to that for the product in its primary form multiplied, at a minimum, by a factor of 1.3. In 
other words, whenever the formula results in positive tariff escalation, a factor of 1.3 will 
be applied to reduce the gap. 
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This rather concrete proposal for reducing tariff escalation was not, however, carried 
forward in the subsequent texts because it was found to be “fraught with technical prob-
lems,” most notably the use of a single multiple factor (Sharma, 2006). This author argues 
that agreements on escalated tariff-cutting formulas must be reached on two key build-
ing blocks. First, a list of processed products and their corresponding primary products 
should be identified for applying the formula, no matter what formula is used. A group 
of 20-25 processed products, about 100 tariff lines, and 150-200 tariff lines for the cor-
responding primary products should be selected for the targeted list. In addition, an 
agreement would be needed on a threshold, or a de minimis level, within which to con-
tain the tariff escalation for the products identified. The de minimis level could be, for ex-
ample, a tariff wedge of 5 percentage points between primary and processed products 
for developed countries and 10 percentage points for developing countries. It would 
then be relatively straightforward to determine the required adjustment factors for tariff 
reduction rates, over and above the formula rates.

 d) The domestic price regulation argument

Export restrictions are frequently applied in the context of rising food prices. Food se-
curity concerns is a popular argument to impose export restrictions aimed at preventing 
domestic food prices from rising or to cap their increase, by eliminating or limiting the 
transmission to domestic prices of increasing world prices. Both high food price lev-
els and volatility have important effects on food security, affecting household incomes 
and purchasing power, converting vulnerable people into poor and hungry people. The 
larger a country’s share of low-income non-rural population, the more severe the con-
sequences on food security. This situation poses strong pressure on governments to in-
tervene, with export restrictions as one of the preferred policy instruments to address 
this problem, as was documented by many studies regarding the recent food crises (Es-
trades, Flores and Lezama, 2017).

Export restrictions will mitigate totally or partially the spillover of the higher world prices 
into the domestic markets, thus protecting local consumers. An export tax, for exam-
ple, will first reduce the domestic price of the taxed product; second, it will lower the 
costs for processing industries, thus furthering a reduction in consumption prices for 
processed goods; and third, by reducing the income from exports in the short term. It 
will also reduce the impact that higher international prices have on the domestic market 
through their adverse effect on consumption.

If the country deciding to restrict its exports has market power at the world level, then 
its policy intervention will affect not only the domestic price but also the international 
price. Restricting exports by a large exporter to limit the transmission to domestic pric-
es, of higher international prices, will make international prices increase further, making 
this intervention a beggar-thy-neighbor type of policy. As Anania (2013) clearly states, 
the more the export restriction is effective in insulating the domestic price from the in-
ternational one, the more it will distort trade. In a globalized market, the price volatility 
induced by a shock, wherever it occurs, will spread over all markets. Export restrictions, 
by perfectly insulating the domestic price from the international one, force all the price 
volatility to be borne by the other countries. An increase in international prices can also 
take place when many small exporters apply such measures.

Additionally, as food exporters intervene to avoid significant increases in domestic pric-
es by restricting exports, food importers may pursue the same goal by lowering import 
barriers or by subsidizing imports. The joint effect of exporting and importing countries 
individually reacting to rising international prices of agricultural products by restricting 
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exports or facilitating imports, will be to significantly reduce the ability of the policy re-
action of each country to deliver the desired effect, since their policies will partially offset 
each other’s. Moreover, both kinds of interventions, by leading to further increases in in-
ternational prices, will trigger a chain reaction as other countries intervene by restricting 
exports or facilitating imports, which makes the international price increase even greater, 
which moves more countries to intervene. This domino effect characterizes a prisoner’s 
dilemma situation, where countries will find themselves far from where they could be in 
terms of protecting domestic consumers. Both importers and exporters will find them-
selves better off if they all jointly decide to restrain themselves from intervening (Anania, 
2013). 

 e) Other arguments

Other frequently used arguments favoring the use of export restrictions include: col-
lecting revenues, large currency depreciation, limiting the over exploitation of domestic 
exhaustible resources and protecting endangered species of fauna and flora. Export tax-
es were historically used to collect revenues, since for many developing countries with 
a low tax base, primary commodity exports constituted an easily exploitable taxable 
resource. However, currently few countries collect public revenue from export taxes and 
none of them collects more than 5% of public revenue from it (Prichard, Cobham and 
Goodall, 2015).

>> Export restrictions and food security in recent food crises

During the most recent crises in food prices in 2007-2008 and 2011-2012, international 
prices of different agricultural products showed significant fluctuations and rose above 
the relatively low levels registered in previous decades. In this context, as reported by 
various studies (for example, Piñeiro et al., 2010), many countries applied export restric-
tions to isolate domestic prices from the levels and fluctuations of international pric-
es, while many other countries reduced the import tariffs levied on these products. The 
causes behind the price spikes and volatility were diverse, as claimed by many studies: 
rising energy prices, weather-related events in key exporting countries, low stocks, in-
creased demand for agricultural products used in the production of biofuels, increased 
food demand in developing countries due to rising per capita incomes and urbanization 
and shifting diets towards more meat consumption.

Independently of the factors causing the spikes and fluctuations of agricultural product 
prices, several authors suggest that export restrictions, together with other price insulat-
ing policies, contributed to exacerbating these behaviors of food prices. For example, 
according to Anderson, Ivanic and Martin (2013), price insulating policies applied by 
exporters as well as importers increased the world price of rice by 52%, wheat and maize 
by 18% and edible oils by 31%. Reviewing various reports, Estrades, Flores and Lezama 
(2017) find that most of them show evidence that during both episodes of price booms, 
changes in border measures had an impact on world prices. In this sense, there is wide 
agreement in the literature about the recent food crisis regarding the multiplier effect of 
trade policies on food prices.

Estrades, Flores and Lezama (2017) claim to have developed the only comprehensive 
database of all export restrictions applied worldwide in the case of agricultural products, 
focusing on the 10-year period 2005-2014 from different official sources and research 
institutions. The analysis of the data collected by these authors shows that:
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Of the 692 agricultural products as defined at the 6-digit HS 2002 classification, 504 
had some kind of export restriction in 2006-2012, i.e., 73% of all agricultural prod-
ucts was affected by export restrictions during those years. This percentage jumps to 
77% when we consider the period 2005-2014.

Between 2005 and 2014, 36 countries imposed export restrictions. Most countries 
imposing measures were developing countries. Anania (2013) reports that export 
taxes were used by 39 countries in the 1995-2002 period and by 65 countries in the 
2003-2009 period.

The agricultural products that were mostly affected by export restrictions in 2005-
2014 were cereals (20% of total export restrictions applied during this period), fol-
lowed by vegetables (10%), fats and oils (10%) and dairy (8%).

Regarding the types of export restrictions, export bans represented 35% of total 
measures introduced, 36% of agricultural products affected and an average of 2.5 
years in force. Export taxes represented 23% of total measures introduced, 29% of 
agricultural products affected and an average of 3.5 years in force. Export quotas, 
reference and minimum prices and non-automatic licenses were also applied during 
this period, but to a lower degree, affecting fewer agricultural products.

The most frequent justifications given by governments for imposing export restric-
tions were “to guarantee domestic supply”, “for food security purposes” and “to sta-
bilize or control domestic prices”, all of which could be considered as food security 
concerns. In most cases, however, no justification was given. In the case of the short-
er-term measures (less than 6 months in place) the most common justification was 
to increase public revenues for food security purposes, whereas the infant industry 
argument was more frequently used to justify longer-term measures.

The study also shows that both big exporters and big importers applied trade poli-
cies more actively to reduce exports or increase imports.

The study also finds a positive effect of export taxes as well as other export restric-
tions on world prices. The results suggest that even without market power, some 
countries did affect international prices with the application of export restrictions.

a) 

b) 

c) 

d) 

e) 

f) 

g) 

>> Disciplines on export restrictions for food products

The arguments presented in the previous sections make it extremely important to ad-
dress the issue of how to discipline export restrictions at the multilateral level, particu-
larly if prices spike and volatility is expected over the next decades. It is recognized that 
the only solution to the prisoner’s dilemma trap generated by interventions of both food 
exporting and importing countries, is for countries not to resort to individual decisions, 
but to look instead for multilaterally agreed joint strategic action. According to Anania 
(2013), this outcome can be achieved through a formal cooperation mechanism, with 
well-defined rules and binding commitments, such as in a WTO agreement, or through 
a gradual learning process by all sides through “repeated games”. It seems clear that the 
non-cooperative option is very costly for all participants and that a multilateral agree-
ment looks to be the most promising alternative.
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Quantitative export restrictions are regulated in the WTO, although these rules are not 
usually enforced. Exports restrictions in general are included in provisions in the GATT 
1994 (Article XI) and, concerning agricultural products, in the Agreement on Agriculture 
(Article 12, Part IV). Article XI of GATT establishes that quantitative measures, such as 
export bans, quotas or licenses shall not be applied, except temporary measures “ap-
plied to prevent or relieve critical shortages of foodstuffs or other products essential to the 
exporting contracting party.” The Agreement on Agriculture extends these exceptions 
by stating that countries imposing these measures shall notify the WTO and affected 
importing countries.

 Thus, despite the distortions that export taxes have on world markets, they are not reg-
ulated in the context of the WTO agreements. In this sense, a country can always decide 
to restrict its exports using export taxes, even at levels to make exports economically 
unviable, having the same effect on quantities as an export ban. On the other hand, the 
text used in Article XI of GATT 1994 has been considered too vague for enforcement. 
The meaning of terms such as “temporarily”, “prevent”, “relieve” or “critical shortage” re-
mains open to a wide range of equally legitimate legally sound interpretations, as Ana-
nia (2013) points out. 

Consequently, the WTO law on export restrictions is considered to be an area of evident 
“under-regulation” or “regulatory-deficiency”, as it neither properly defines the circum-
stances under which quantitative restrictions can be used, nor regulates export taxes. 
This implies a clear asymmetry with policies that limit agricultural products imports. It 
is interesting to note that by reducing border protection of domestic markets (market 
access) and reducing direct and indirect forms of export subsidization, the WTO regula-
tions make international prices increase. If the WTO were to effectively regulate export 
restrictions, this would make prices in international markets decline.

Some authors have hypothesized that the lack of any mention of export taxes within 
the WTO framework was an intentionally reserved area of “policy space”. Anania (2013) 
explains the under-regulation of export restrictions at the Uruguay Round with the ar-
gument that when these negotiations were launched, agricultural prices were low and 
stocks were high, so prices were not a source of concern at that time. 

In the last few years, these two facts have changed and several countries have placed the 
focus on export restrictions, partly because import tariffs have effectively been reduced 
and food prices rose sharply in the mid-2000s. G20 Summits in 2011 and 2012 proposed 
to eliminate export restrictions and extraordinary taxes on food purchased for non-com-
mercial humanitarian purposes, mainly by the World Food Program, but these decisions 
were not discussed at the WTO and represent a small proportion of food exports. 

In spite of this lack of progress, disciplines on export restrictions have moved ahead on 
two cases: on new countries joining the WTO and in regional trade agreements (RTAs). In 
the first case, WTO members forced acceding countries to accept significant limitations 
on their ability to restrict exports. Several countries that acceded to the WTO after the 
conclusion of the Uruguay Round had to accept obligations which go beyond existing 
WTO rules in this area, a sort of “WTO-plus” commitments. These obligations include 
the elimination for certain products of existing export restrictions different from export 
taxes, such as minimum export prices, but also the elimination of existing export taxes 
for certain products or the introduction of binding levels.

In the second case, RTAs often include limitations on the use of export restrictions which 
are more severe than those multilaterally agreed in the WTO.  In a review of provisions on 
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export restrictions included in 93 RTAs, Korinek and Bartos (2012) find that 16% include 
rules that are stricter than the WTO provisions regarding quantitative export restrictions. 
However, more than 70% include disciplines on export taxes, which are not included 
explicitly in the WTO. Regarding agricultural products, some regional trade agreements 
include products for which countries may impose export restrictions (quantitative or tax-
es), in some cases within a specific period of time. Most trade agreements allow exemp-
tions to export restrictions when there are shortages in foodstuffs. The authors find that, 
in general, provisions on export restrictions in these agreements increase transparency 
among members, as they usually establish a way of communicating new restrictions, 
often in advance, thus improving predictability as well. 

Despite the progress in the protocols of accessions within the WTO and in some RTAs, 
no advancement has taken place at the multilateral level. There have been proposals 
for the elimination of all export restrictions on agricultural products and the binding 
at zero of all export tariffs, with a flexibility clause for LDCs. Other suggestions implied 
symmetric obligations for export restrictions to those existing for import restrictions, for 
example, tariffing all export restrictions, replacing them with export taxes and binding 
all export taxes, including those introduced in the future. For products subject to export 
taxes, it was suggested that quotas be established in which a certain amount of exports 
will be exempt from the export tax, plus disciplines for short-term, temporary emergency 
measures necessary before export taxes were introduced. The abolition of export taxes 
and the prohibition of the use of export taxes for restricting exports were also proposed. 

Nevertheless, the Ministerial Declaration which launched the Doha Development Agen-
da Round did not explicitly mention export restrictions when the mandate of the ne-
gotiations on agriculture was designed. As Anania (2013) states, not much happened 
neither in the Doha Round negotiations or in the debate on imposing stricter discipline 
on export restrictions after the food crises of 2007-2008 and 2011-2012. Although these 
events forced the international community to pay greater attention to food insecurity 
concerns, no tangible results have been obtained with respect to modifying existing 
WTO obligations on the use of export restrictions and taxes, instruments which have 
proved to significantly amplify food price increases in world markets.

>> Conclusion: A multilateral agreement on export restrictions and im-
port tariff escalation

As discussed in the previous sections, there are very good reasons to avoid, in case of 
future events of spikes in food prices and volatility, the additional upward pressure mo-
tivated by export restrictions and import policies reactions.

Stricter disciplines on export restricting policies will restore the confidence in 
international trade to deliver food security. 
The existence of rules will increase predictability, leading to less uncertainty in 
investment decisions in agriculture. 
A credible coordination of the responses by countries is needed to avoid falling 
into a prisoner’s dilemma trap, with all countries losing in the process. 
A “consistency approach” is needed for equalizing rules within the WTO, since 
countries that had acceded to the WTO after the Uruguay Round have stronger 
rules than those that apply to the rest of the WTO members.
The recognition that stricter disciplines are already in force in the framework of 
RTAs. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4.

5. 
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Several possible options for a WTO agreement on export restrictions have been dis-
cussed, containing different levels of aspiration in terms of their capacity to limit the 
policy space currently available to exporting countries. These options include, for ex-
ample, improving the enforceability of existing disciplines; limiting the effects of export 
restrictions rather than imposing disciplines on them; and prohibiting the use of export 
restrictions, other than export taxes, on exports directed towards poor net food import-
ing countries. 

A proposal for the unilateral abolition of export restrictions does not seem a politically 
feasible option for a WTO agreement. Exporters should not be willing to give up their 
ability to limit their exports without obtaining anything in exchange. We think that the 
interest of food exporting countries to negotiate the elimination of export restrictions 
on food products, can be stimulated if it is associated with the abolition of import tariff 
escalation on food products. The necessity to jointly address tariff escalation and export 
restrictions has already been proposed by Cairns Group (2000), but no progress has 
been made on this option.

The elimination of import tariff escalation will contribute to encouraging the capacity 
of food exporting countries to develop processing industries and high value-added 
products, while removing one of the motivations to apply export restrictions. Modalities 
should be designed, together with flexibilities aimed at LDCs included in a Special and 
Differential Treatment, to get an agreement that will ensure a fair and market-oriented 
trading system for food products.

Countries can resort to other less distorting policies than trade measures to protect the 
vulnerable part of their population from extraordinary spikes in food prices and volatility. 
Food price stability in a globalized world is a global public good that requires a cooper-
ative approach through a multilateral agreement.
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