
[  9  ]  WTO Ministerial Conference in Buenos Aires

>> The International Context

In recent years, the international trade context has seen, as a consequence of political 
changes, social unrest and violence, increased uncertainty and instability. Two main 
trends, one economic and one political, have affected the economic and political envi-
ronment in which the evolution of the global trading system has been taking place.

On the economic side, global economic growth and trade have been sluggish for much 
of the past decade, especially in the developed world. However, over the last two years, 
a significant recovery has taken place - the most recent projections by the IMF indicate 
that in 2017, global GDP will grow at 3.5% and global trade will grow at 4.0%. Thus, it 
is possible to conclude that the global economy is no longer the major factor driving 
uncertainty and instability in the trading system. 

On the other hand, political instability has greatly increased in recent years. Important 
political movements in a number of developed countries, such as USA and Britain, have 
sprung up expressing widespread dissatisfaction with the effects of globalization, trade, 
and technological innovation on employment and income distribution. The success of 
these movements has raised doubts about the effectiveness of the rules and legal ar-
rangements that regulate trade and the institutions that generate these rules and over-
see their implementation and compliance. As a consequence, the existence of these 
movements has also been brought into question.

These political shifts have made it particularly important for middle-income countries 
to actively participate in trade deliberations in general and support the WTO multilat-
eral rules in particular, for it is within the domain of these multilateral rules that these 
countries can be protected from the unilateral decisions of larger countries and can find 
space for negotiation.

>> Some major trends in food demand and international trade

Over the last two decades, four major trends in food demand and agricultural trade 
have developed which typify the international environment in which net food-exporting 
countries will have to function:

   a) Global food trade and expected prices. As shown in Figure 1, agricultural trade 
has increased quite rapidly since the launch of the Doha Round in 2001; by 2015, ag-
ricultural trade had increased by almost 200 percent. This stunning growth is the result 
of significant increases in food demand from developing countries, stemming from sev-
eral trends: demographic growth (mainly in Africa), rapid urbanization, and exploding 
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FIGURE 1: Global agricultural exports, in US$ billions
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Source: WTO database, 2017
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1 OECD-FAO Agricultural Outlook 2016-2025.

   b) Agricultural trade: More players from the South. As populations and food demand 
grow, so, too, will the need for food imports to the developing world, as many develop-
ing countries will not be able to fulfill their domestic demand with their own domestic 
production. Between 1995 and 2015, the share of produced calories crossing an interna-
tional border increased from 16.1 percent to 19.1 percent (Deason and Laborde, 2015), 
and much of this expansion in food trade has come from developing countries them-
selves (see Figure 2). This growing disequilibrium between where food is consumed in 
relation to where it is produced, will occur in all continents but will be especially signif-
icant in Asia, the Middle East, and some parts of Africa. Expanded need for imports will 
amplify trade opportunities for exporting countries, which will have to develop sound 
trade strategies and be active in multilateral and regional trade agreements in order 
to represent their interests and needs. This will require improving market access in all 
countries, as well as improving trade liberalization agreements in relation to domestic 
support measures.

middle-income populations (mainly in Asia) that tend to demand both more and higher 
quality food.  Given the world’s growingly scarce agricultural resources, the pressures of 
this increased food demand have also resulted in higher food prices. 

Although food prices and trade decreased during the recent global economic crisis, ex-
perts predict that high food demand, mainly from Asia, will sustain agricultural prices at 
present levels. Recent projections by FAO and OECD1  sustain this view and confirm that 
food demand and market opportunities will expand.
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FIGURE 2: Destination of exports from developing countries, US$ billions

Source: UNCTAD database, 2016
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   c) Food trade concentrated in a few large net importers and net exporters. In recent 
years, global agricultural trade has been largely concentrated in a relatively small num-
ber of countries. The situation is even more apparent in terms of net importing and ex-
porting countries or sub-regions (see Figures 3 and 4). On the one hand, a few importing 
countries, mainly in Asia (Japan, China, Middle East, and Korea), represent almost 50 
percent of net food imports. On the other hand, a small number of mainly developing 
countries (MERCOSUR and Oceania, plus Ukraine and a few Asian countries north of 
Oceania) represent about 56 percent of net food exports. This large concentration of net 
exports and net imports in a few countries could create, because of the large influence 
that any one of them could exercise on the global market, instability in international pric-
es and/or trade patterns.  It would seem that special agreements between these large 
players would result in a more stable and balanced trade environment. 

Again (see figure 2), it is important to note that a very large proportion of food trade 
now occurs between developing countries. Thus the interests, positions, and alliances 
in multilateral trade negotiations will need to change. Developing countries should be 
especially alert during the next WTO XI Ministerial Conference (MC) to take advantage 
of new opportunities.
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FIGURE 3: Net Food Exporters (2015), shares in US$

Source: Authors with UN Comtrade data
* Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay
** Netherlands, Spain, France, Poland, Denmark
*** Thailand, Indonesia, India, Malaysia
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FIGURE 4: Net Food Importers (2015), shares in US$

Source: Authors with UN Comtrade data
* Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Iran, United Arab Emirates, Kuwait
** Including Hong Kong and Taipei
*** United Kingdom, Germany, Italy, Sweden, Finland
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   d) Environmental concerns and their relation to trade. Environmental concerns have 
grown exponentially in recent years and are starting to play a large role in agricultural 
trade matters. After the Paris agreement (COP21), greenhouse gas emissions in general 
and the carbon footprint in particular have emerged as major concerns affecting agri-
cultural production. Some countries (for example, the European Union) have initiated a 
process that could eventually create environmental standards that would restrict food 
imports. Similarly, recent G20 meetings have incorporated environmental concerns as a 
major agenda item. While these concerns are legitimate, in order to include them in WTO 
trade negotiations, many issues remain to be discussed and agreed upon. For example, 
different products and processes have different carbon footprints and thus should be 
measured in terms of greenhouse gas emissions and carbon sequestration. Since global 
food security will require increased food production, products and processes with low 
carbon footprints should be encouraged by giving them better market access.

>> The new trade environment and main themes on the table 
of the WTO XI Ministerial Conference in Buenos Aires

Agricultural trade environment 

The four trends described above define the world’s rapidly changing agricultural and 
trade environment. Both new actors (mainly from developing countries) and new issues 
need to be incorporated into trade negotiations, while taking into account the complex 
and uncertain global economic and political environment.

It is probably safe to say that in this difficult trade environment, we should not expect 
great progress in the XI WTO Ministerial Conference (XIMC). However, the Ministeri-
al is indeed an extraordinary opportunity to make strong commitments to the overall 
multilateral rules and disciplines that have already been laboriously agreed upon. Fur-
thermore, it is an opportunity to support and reaffirm the need for the institutional ar-
rangements that have been created for the development and implementation of global 
trade rules. Developing countries have a major role to play in this new environment, both 
individually and collectively, and should focus on optimizing their new common interests 
and new opportunities for working together.

Expectations and main agenda items

As we enter the final months leading up to the XIMC, it is important to be aware of all the 
topics that are still on the table, even though it is not realistic to think that all of them will 
be resolved in Buenos Aires this coming December. 

Some of the ongoing and emerging issues in agricultural trade negotiations related to 
the Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) and developing countries include market access, 
export restrictions, special safeguard mechanisms, export competition, domestic sup-
port, public stockholding, cotton, and environmental issues.

In the market access pillar, complex market access barriers, tariff escalation, and tariff 
peaks have played the most relevant role in the previous negotiations (Laborde, 2014 
and Laborde and Martin, 2011). These factors will continue to play a role in the current 
Ministerial, given the difficulties faced in finding common ground. One idea that has been 
proposed by Paraguay and Peru is to deal with the problems of market access in two 
stages: 1) convert all barriers in the agricultural sector to ad valorem values and 2) during 
in the XIIMC, discuss tariff reductions, including tariff escalation, tariff peaks, and the gap 
between the maximum tariff limits allowed under the WTO and actual applied tariffs.
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Many countries responded to the food price increases of 2007, 2010, and 2012-2013 by 
imposing food export restrictions. These restrictions increased the volatility of interna-
tional prices by restricting supply and creating panic in food-importing countries (Martin 
and Anderson, 2011). In 2011, the G20 agreed not to impose export restrictions on the 
World Food Program (WFP)’s food aid; however, this allowance has not been expanded 
to include the WTO (Díaz Bonilla and Hepburn 2016). In 2017, Singapore introduced the 
idea of improving transparency in agricultural export restrictions under the WTO. 

The Special Safeguard Mechanism (SSM) has been extensively discussed during previ-
ous Ministerials (Hertel, Martin and Leister, 2010) and will play a role in the upcoming 
Ministerial as well. A small group of agricultural exporting countries and Russia each pre-
sented a submission asking for the elimination of the SSM, based on the argument that 
SSM can be used as trade protection; however, other countries do not want to eliminate 
the SSM, arguing that the measure is needed to insulate producers from international 
price fluctuations and sudden import increases.

The most significant outcome of the Nairobi Ministerial Meeting was the agreement on 
export competition (Díaz Bonilla and Hepburn, 2016) covering export subsidies, export 
credits, food aid, and state-trading enterprises (STEs) exporting agricultural products. 
There are still concerns about countries’ obligation to export subsidy reductions, the lev-
el of the maximum repayment period for export credits, and the agreement of only “best 
efforts” from STEs in following the new rules on export subsidies, as well as the need to 
find a solution to the problem of STEs receiving financing at below-market rates. 

Domestic support also remains an important topic, as it creates market distortions, giv-
ing wrong signals to producers and thereby helping to create inefficiencies and give 
production incentives to non-competitive countries or producers (Brink, 2014; ICTSD, 
2017). Domestic support can also create false competitiveness in the countries that use 
these policies, allowing them to compete in the domestic markets of other countries The 
first topic under this pillar is the level of domestic support allowed; some countries are 
pushing for an overall limit on agricultural domestic support, measured as a percentage 
of the current value of production or as a percentage of the value of production from 
a fixed period. This group is also discussing the definition of Overall Trade Distorting 
Support (OTDS) to be used - AMS, de minimis, Blue Box, and Article 6.2 - and the need 
to include a cap per product to avoid concentration of support on a small number of 
commodities. Another group of countries is requesting the total elimination of current 
entitlements – Amber Box – as a necessary condition for any other reform to be accom-
plished. 

In addition, there has been increasing concern about the classification of specific domes-
tic support programs under the different boxes. For example, input subsidies have been 
reported under the Green Box by some countries and under the Amber Box by others; 
the need to coordinate and improve the timing and consistency of countries’ WTO noti-
fications will be worth discussing in the next MC.

Public stockholding for food security reasons may serve to offset the effects of domestic 
food shortages, but concerns arise when these policies also provide market support to 
countries’ agricultural producers. In fact, the issue of public ownership of stocks was 
raised at both the Bali and the Nairobi Ministerial trade meetings and remains an issue 
in the WTO (Díaz-Bonilla, 2014; Matthews, 2014; Glauber, 2016). There are two different 
positions under the WTO negotiations regarding public stockholding. The first (repre-
sented by some developing countries, especially India) thinks that developing coun-
tries should be exempt from having to count food purchased at minimum prices toward 
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their OTDS limit, while the second (represented by food-exporting countries) argues 
that countries that buy food for food security purposes under these programs should im-
prove the transparency of those purchases. The latter group also emphasizes that when 
food stocks are released into international markets, they can cause trade distortions and 
cause food insecurity in other countries.

Because of its great economic significance in many developing countries, cotton has 
been suggested as one commodity that should receive different treatment in WTO ne-
gotiations. A group of cotton-producing countries in West Africa, along with proposals 
from EU-Brazil, has called for an ambitious treatment of trade-distorting support in the 
cotton sector. 

Another change that we are seeing prior to the XIMC is the desire by some countries to 
link topics under the AoA, for example, linking the discussion of public stockholdings 
with that of domestic support2 or linking the discussion of SSM with access market con-
cessions.3 In addition, while environmental concerns have not been explicitly taken up in 
the WTO negotiations to date, they will probably be dealt with, at least on the margins, 
at the next MC.

Finally, fisheries, e-commerce, services, and investment facilitation will be discussed at 
the XIMC; however, as they are not covered under the AoA, those topics are not included 
in this book.

>> Content and objectives of this book

This book focuses on presenting some of the main themes that are pending in the WTO 
negotiations, with an emphasis on the views and perspectives of the Southern Cone 
countries. These countries’ interests and perspectives are influenced by the importance 
of agriculture in their economies and by the important role they play as the largest net 
food exporters.

The book has three Parts in addition to this introduction. The first Part presents the main 
issues included in the three main Pillars of the Agreement on Agriculture which are still 
unresolved and that are of special interest for the Southern Cone countries. The second 
Part presents two themes that, although having been discussed, have not been seriously 
considered in the WTO deliberations to date – the elimination of export restrictions in 
food products and the incorporation of environmental disciplines in the WTO agenda. 
Finally, the third Part presents some conclusions, suggestions, and recommendations.
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