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In November 2001, seven years after the creation of the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) and only two months after the deadly terrorist 
attacks of September 11, 2001, trade ministers gathered in Doha, Qatar, to 

launch a new round of trade negotiations aimed at lowering trade barriers and 
establishing rules for those barriers remaining in place. The Doha Round was 
ambitious, both because it proposed to cover an extensive set of topics (agri-
culture, industry, services, intellectual property, rules, trade facilitation, envi-
ronment, geographical indications, and so on) and because it included an 
expanded WTO membership (the number of countries involved in the WTO 
grew from 128 members at the signing of the Marrakesh Declaration in 1994 
to 162 on November 30, 2015; see Chapter 2). Designing an agreement that 
satisfies so many countries has proven to be an almost impossible challenge, 
particularly since barriers to trade are unequally high among sectors in these 
countries (see Chapter 3).

The Doha Round was semiofficially titled the Doha Development Agenda 
(DDA) and was launched in a special political context. After the events of 
9/11, the international community felt a need for increased multilateral coop-
eration. Policy makers saw global free trade as the solution to poverty and a 
way to fight terrorism. At the time, US President George W. Bush said, “By 
expanding trade, we spread hope and opportunity to the corners of the world, 
and we strike a blow against the terrorists who feed on anger and resentment” 
(G. W. Bush, September 14, 2005). Benjamin Mkapa, then president of the 
United Republic of Tanzania, stated, “It is futile, if not foolhardy, to think 
there is no link between poverty and terrorism” (B. Mpaka, February 23, 
2003). Such statements raised developing countries’ expectations for the Doha 
negotiations. Previous rounds of trade talks, under the aegis of the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), were often frustrating for these 
countries, as most of the agreements were negotiated between developed coun-
tries such as the United States and the European Union. Barriers to trade 
remained high in the agricultural sector, in which many developing countries 
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have a comparative advantage. Not only were tariff barriers much higher in 
agriculture than in industry, but farmers in developed countries also bene-
fited from substantial domestic support, which insulated them from market 
prices, distorted production decisions, and created commodity surpluses that 
depressed world prices. Even after the completion of the ambitious Uruguay 
Round, which brought agriculture under new trade disciplines, developing 
countries still felt largely left out of the discussion. The DDA promised to 
address developing countries’ trade concerns.

Almost from the start, however, the negotiations were characterized by 
deep North– South disagreements. At the Cancun Ministerial Conference in 
September 2003, that tension resulted in developing countries’ rejection of a 
proposal drafted by the European Union and the United States that was widely 
considered as tilted in their favor. The collapse of the Cancun Ministerial gave 
a clear signal that developing countries would be equal partners in any future 
agreement. At the Hong Kong Ministerial Conference in December 2005, 
there was some progress made on the development issue, such as the agreement 
to negotiate the phasing out of export subsidies, to address cotton subsidies in 
an ambitious and expeditious fashion, and to focus on granting duty-free quota- 
free (DFQF) market access to least developed countries (LDCs).

Nevertheless, a subsequent meeting of ministers in 2006 collapsed, 
resulting in a suspension of the talks by the WTO’s Director-General. At a 

“mini-ministerial meeting” in Geneva in July 2008, negotiators again failed to 
reach an agreement. This time the discussions showed an irreconcilable gap 
between key agricultural exporters, led by the United States, and the G33, 
whose concerns were voiced by India over the special safeguard mechanism 
(SSM) in agriculture. The cotton issue also remained a topic of contention 
between developing and developed countries. Unfortunately, little progress 
has been made in the ensuing years. Fifteen years after the Doha Declaration, 
this round of trade negotiations is still not yet complete. The tenth WTO 
Ministerial that took place in Nairobi, Kenya, on December 15– 18, 2015, did 
not change the overall situation, although some advances were made on spe-
cific topics such as administration of tariff-rate quotas and the agreement to 
definitively phase out export subsidies.

The first section of this book points out the potential gains of a successful 
DDA: increased global production of food and industrial goods, resulting in 
better access to cheaper (food) items and greater consumer welfare. Moreover, 
a successful DDA might lead to better trade infrastructure and more effi-
cient customs procedures in developing countries, which would ease trade 
flows and lower the costs of trade. Finally, a successful DDA would result in 
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lower tariff protection, reduced production-distorting domestic support, and 
elimination of export subsidies.1 At a time of reduced worldwide economic 
growth and weakened international cooperation, these achievements would 
be important. However, the first section also illustrates the complexity of the 
international negotiation: more members, more complex trade issues, and 
potentially high political costs— all reasons to be concerned about the chance 
of success for the negotiation of the ambitious full agenda of the Doha Round.

Obviously, the failure of the Doha Round represents a failure of interna-
tional cooperation in trade and development. However, this is not the only 
example of failure in international cooperation in this domain. In 2007– 
2008 global agricultural markets registered record growth in some commod-
ity prices (see Chapter 8). While the main factors behind this evolution have 
been well identified (biofuel policies, energy prices, insufficient investment in 
the agricultural sector, and weather shocks, to name a few), the surge in global 
agricultural prices was exacerbated by misguided trade policies that attempted 
to address domestic concerns through beggar-thy-neighbor policies that 
increased price volatility for others. New export restrictions, increased export 
taxes, and decreased import duties on agricultural commodities reinforced the 
initial shocks to global agricultural prices (see Chapters 11 and 12). These are 
clearly uncooperative policies. The spikes in agricultural commodity prices 
in 2007– 2008, 2010– 2011, and 2012– 2013 led many to ask whether agricul-
ture is in a new paradigm, in which the concern is less over traditional issues 
like market access, export competition, and domestic support and is instead 
focused on export restrictions and food security reserves.

In such a case, is the WTO framework still relevant?2 In this time of 
uncertainty and lack of cooperation in international trade, what is the policy 
space for enhancing development and food security through trade?

We conclude that for international trade to be most effective in improving 
food security worldwide, trade should be based on true comparative advantage 
and public and private instruments should be available to protect against risks 
and uncertainties at the economywide level (climate change, conflicts, disease, 
exchange rate and price variations, and so on) and at the household level (harvest 
failure, injury, unemployment or underemployment, and so forth). With this in 
mind, we provide six recommendations organized around three principles.

1 As noted, the latter goal was at least achieved during the Nairobi meeting in 2015 (see Díaz-
Bonilla and Laborde [2016] for a quantification of this issue).

2 More recently, agricultural prices have fallen and traditional concerns about subsidies and trade 
barriers have been renewed.
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Principle 1

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

In a context in which climate change increases the pressure on the global food 
system, aiming for the optimal use of global resources is an important element 
in achieving sustainable food security in the long run. Such a global trading 
system should require the following:

BASIC WTO RULES SHOULD BE RESPECTED.

Regardless of the outcome of the Doha Round, the WTO remains an active 
international institution, providing benefits to its members in general and to 
developing countries in particular. The WTO offers an international pub-
lic good, particularly through the organization’s rules regarding nondiscrim-
ination, which give countries an equal chance to compete; rules regarding 
national treatment, which ensure that commitments to open markets are not 
negated by behind-the-border measures that penalize foreign suppliers; rules 
regarding binding of tariffs (that is, a commitment not to increase a duty 
beyond an agreed level); and rules requiring transparency. It is true that there 
are many cases in which these principles are violated (including regional trade 
agreements and preferential regimes), but these exemptions are codified and 
give the trading system some flexibility. A world trading system without basic 
rules of the type set out by the WTO would obviously increase global uncer-
tainty, reduce incentives to trade, and encourage trade conflicts. Trade rules 
especially benefit small and poorer countries that would otherwise be vulner-
able to unilateral decisions by larger and more powerful countries. The global 
trading system already offers two instruments for protection against systemic 
risk: bound duties and the trade dispute settlement procedure. Their key roles 
should never be underestimated. Indeed, economic history has clearly shown 
that trade wars arising in the absence of such rules are very costly: disciplining 
retaliations and lowering the bound duties reduces the costs (see Chapter 6) 
and the probability of potential trade wars.

EFFORTS TO REDUCE DISTORTIONS SHOULD BE MAINTAINED.

International trade can still enhance food security even in the presence of 
some distortions, but policy-induced distortions at the border and/or distor-
tions behind-the-border potentially create artificial comparative advantage. 
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These lead to the waste of environmental and financial resources and an over-
specialized production pattern that increases the risk exposure of the food sys-
tem and leads to underinvestment in agriculture in non-subsidizing countries. 
Three recent facts are important to illustrate the ongoing trends and chal-
lenges of agricultural distortions. First, for the past 20 years, rich countries, 
particularly the EU and the United States, have reduced their trade-distorting 
domestic support measures, although they have continued to provide relatively 
high levels of income support. Second, progress was made on tariff liberal-
ization on a multilateral basis during the implementation, until 2004, of the 
Uruguay Round. Further progress was made between 2004 and 2013, partly 
through regional agreements but mainly through unilateral reforms that 
still need to be locked in at a multilateral setting. These are promising policy 
developments that deserve recognition.

Third, and unfortunately, there are also policy developments that raise 
concerns, such as the substantial increase in distorting domestic support in 
emerging economies like China and India (see Chapter 5). These may become 
a major source of inefficiency and conflict in the global trading system. One 
illustration is the cotton sector (see Chapter 7), in which China has recently 
expanded its subsidy policy even while the level of subsidies is declining in the 
United States and remains stable in the EU. China is now facing the delicate 
challenge of reforming its policies. This is clearly evidence of a political econ-
omy problem (see Chapter 4) in which a policy is implemented for the benefit 
of a few while the costs of that policy are either diluted among many or trans-
ferred to foreigners. To avoid undermining the global system, it is important 
to address China’s increased economic power and role in the global market 
through the agreement on appropriate disciplines.

Principle 2

To achieve these two first targets, it is important that the WTO 
keeps a proactive role in trade liberalization dynamics.

Limiting the WTO’s role to managing past achievements and addressing dis-
putes will erode the long-term attractiveness of the institution. In addition, 
alternative approaches (like regional trade agreements) are inferior instru-
ments. However, the WTO negotiation approach has to be adjusted and alter-
native negotiation forums used with parsimony:
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MULTILATERAL TRADE NEGOTIATIONS SHOULD BE REVAMPED.

Many are of the opinion that the DDA is dead.3 Indeed, world trade has 
changed so much since 2001 that it is possible to consider that (1) the initial 
point of departure (substantial cuts in rich countries’ agricultural tariffs ver-
sus more modest cuts in emerging economies’ industrial tariffs) of the Doha 
negotiations is no longer valid, and (2) some negotiation modalities have 
become less relevant. Baldwin (2012) goes so far as to propose a WTO 2.0 and 
emphasizes the increasing role of regional value chains and the importance 
of disciplines on supply-chain trade and foreign investment. Negotiations on 
these disciplines have until now been conducted outside the WTO through 
regional trade agreements and bilateral investment treaties.

In this context, a new basis for negotiation is needed. Two approaches are 
possible: the “small is beautiful” approach, prioritized by the current WTO 
Director-General Roberto Azevêdo and aimed at the negotiation of smaller 
packages, or the launching of a new round with new rules of negotiation.4 
Chapter 3 provides three directions that this latter approach could take.5 First, 
the number of negotiating parties could be restricted, as it appears that the 
number of WTO members and the consensus rule are an obstacle. Either a 
few countries (including key representatives among developing countries) 
could decide for all (which would be difficult to implement), or a few coun-
tries could adopt a trade liberalization package and implement the agreement 
among themselves; this latter is the plurilateral approach already adopted 
by WTO members for some topics.6 Second, the domain of the negotiations 
could be extended; this would make more deals possible since concessions 
could be found in new sectors. For example, rich countries could accept ambi-
tious cuts in agricultural tariffs if trade negotiations include services and/or 
the adoption of disciplines on investment and regional value chains, domains 

3 See Brandi 2015; Stewart 2015; Vyasan 2015; Donnan 2015; New York Times Editorial 
Board 2016.

4 The Bali Package, adopted in December 2013, contains a Agreement on Trade Facilitation 
that includes provisions to expedite the trade of goods and measures to ensure effective coop-
eration between customs authorities on customs compliance issues, with provisions for tech-
nical assistance and capacity-building efforts for LDCs. See a summary of this package in 
The Bali Agreement: An Assessment from the Perspective of Developing Countries (Díaz-Bonilla and 
Laborde 2015).

5 Chapter 3, “Why Is the Doha Development Agenda Failing? And What Can Be Done? A 
Computable General Equilibrium– Game Theoretical Approach,” was published in 2010 in The 
World Economy, but a first version was written in 2004 for a European Commission project.

6 A recent example of this is the Information Technology Agreement; after 17 rounds of negotia-
tions, more than 80 participants gathered at a meeting on July 24, 2015, and agreed to eliminate 
tariffs on a list of 201 products, representing annual trade of over $1.3 trillion per year.
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in which they could benefit from concessions given by emerging economies. 
Third, side payments could be implemented in order to compensate countries 
that do not benefit from the trade deal and thus attain their approval.7

The “Aid for Trade” package, which, according to the WTO, means fur-
ther assistance for developing countries “to increase their capacity to take 
advantage of more open markets,” has been interpreted by some as financial 
compensation for countries that are expected to suffer losses under the agree-
ment.8 Chapter 3 also provides important suggestions about how market 
access negotiations should be conducted with simpler modalities and better 
compromises between efficiency gains and political costs.

REGIONAL AND BILATERAL TRADE NEGOTIATIONS SHOULD REMAIN A STEPPING STONE 

TOWARD MULTILATERAL OUTCOMES, NOT A SUBSTITUTE OR A DEFAULT CHOICE.

Outside the WTO’s multilateral framework, regional trade agreements have 
multiplied in the past 15 years. All WTO members are currently involved 
in at least one RTA, and 281 agreements notified at the WTO are currently 
in force, of which 224 include at least one developing country and 103 are 
South-South agreements. However, these agreements vary a lot in terms of 
scope, ambition, and effective implementation. Therefore their effective-
ness is quite heterogeneous and their relevance as a sustainable policy option 
for developing countries is unclear. A good example is the implementation of 
the Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) negotiated by the European 
Union with six groups of African-Caribbean-Pacific countries; the economic 
gains implied by this agreement are limited and sometimes negative, and 
asymmetry in bargaining power leads to real concerns. Another example of a 
North–South agreement is the Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPP). 
Currently this agreement incorporates 12 participants, including both rich 
countries like the United States and developing countries like Chile, Malaysia, 
Peru, and Viet Nam.9 The TPP is ambitious, targeting not only the elimina-
tion of tariff and nontariff barriers but also the harmonization of trade rules 
on sensitive issues like labor, the environment, competition policy, invest-
ment, and state-owned enterprises as well as increased coherence on regulatory 
issues.10

7 In game theory, cooperative games with side payments are efficient since players can choose the 
deal that maximizes the “size of the cake” and use side payments to compensate losers and “buy” 
the agreement of each player.

8 See Stiglitz and Charlton (2006).
9 On January 23, 2017, President Trump signed a presidential memorandum to withdraw the 

United States from the agreement. However, TPP negotiations continue among other nations.
10 For information on TPP, see USTR (2017).
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While there is a clear lack of ambition in the EPAs, implying that their 
implementation is relatively easy, there is real ambition in the TPP; conse-
quently, the implementation of this agreement is politically more difficult. 
Developing countries can also implement regional agreements among them-
selves; these are usually called South-South regional agreements. For instance, 
in Africa, many regional agreements have been launched, but implementation 
of the majority of them has been delayed or downsized in terms of ambition. 
In June 2015 the African Union officially began negotiations on the establish-
ment of a continentwide free trade zone by 2017. However, the likelihood of 
full implementation of this zone remains questionable, as such an agreement 
would require significant political commitment from signatory countries. 
Similarly, in the early 1990s Latin America showed a remarkable willingness 
to address trade integration through the construction of MERCOSUR; how-
ever, this trade agreement faces many difficulties today.11

In short, regional agreements may help, but they have serious limitations: 
lack of transparency during the negotiation process, overlapping and nonhar-
monized rules (for example, rules of origin), and by definition, discriminatory 
tariffs. Moreover, these agreements are unlikely to address key issues such as 
domestic subsidies in agriculture. More problematic are the political economy 
consequences of some RTAs: because exporters receive access to key markets, 
their incentives to lobby for a more open trade agenda are removed, or even 
reversed, by concerns about preference erosion. Therefore these arrangements 
reduce the counterbalancing force applied by exporters against the influence 
of protectionist interests from import-competing sectors. Thus the multilat-
eral approach remains the best and more inclusive direction for trade integra-
tion in the long run. In this context a moratorium on mega-trade deals would 
be desirable until multilateral talks are redefined and restarted.

Principle 3

To address concerns regarding systemic risk and uncertainties, 
particularly for the poor and vulnerable, the global trading system 
must provide an institutional framework for efficient protection 
against risk at the macroeconomic or microeconomic levels.

The WTO also needs to address the export restriction issue and offer a clear 
and fair legal framework for different domestic measures implemented for 
food security (food reserves).

11 In 2011, Argentina decided to suspend automatic import licenses for 600 items; in 2012 it com-
plicated import procedures from an administrative point of view. In 2012, Paraguay was sus-
pended for one year for offending MERCOSUR’s “democracy clause” (Economist 2012).
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EXPORT RESTRICTIONS AND TAXES SHOULD BE DISCIPLINED AND ELIMINATED.

In case of high global food prices, export restrictions and taxes are an attrac-
tive policy instrument for policy makers in individual exporting countries. By 
taxing, restricting, or even banning exports, governments lower local food 
prices and improve the access of the local population to food products. Export 
taxes may also increase public revenues. However, as shown in Chapters 11 
and 12, the application of export restrictions and taxes also increases world 
food prices and amplifies the initial shock on world markets. Today the WTO 
has no discipline on the use of export taxes by its members, and quantitative 
export restrictions are permitted as a means to avoid food shortages. This is an 
important issue that deserves to be addressed by the institution as soon as pos-
sible. Several directions can be followed.

Bouët and Laborde (2016) argue that the elimination of export taxes is 
politically impossible since too many countries do not currently have the 
proper domestic fiscal base and rely on export taxes to generate public reve-
nues or enforce redistribution goals. Agreements on the binding of current 
export taxes, and perhaps the banning of new ones, can thus be negotiated on 
a plurilateral basis.12 Such clauses on the regulation of export taxes currently 
exist in specific regional trade agreements. Second, a strong monitoring and 
notifications process should be enforced since export restrictions impose nega-
tive externalities on other countries in the rest of the world. Finally, it could be 
desirable to consider a Pigovian tax, meaning that when a country implements 
a new export restriction on food products, it would have to pay a fee. This 
could lead countries to internalize the negative consequences (on trading part-
ners) of an export tax (Bouët and Laborde 2016) and create an international 
fund to help vulnerable countries pay their food import bill in time of crisis.

CASH TRANSFERS SHOULD BE FAVORED INSTEAD OF FOOD STOCKS, WHEN POSSIBLE.

Protection against risk can be achieved by domestic policies, particularly food 
stocks and cash transfers. The constitution of food reserves and food stocks 
has been another common policy response to recent global food crises. These 
policies have also been much criticized because they have too many objec-
tives (emergency aid, helping poor consumers in times of food scarcity or in 
times of high prices, providing support to producers in order to keep prices 
at profitable levels, and so on) and because they are very costly (this is often 
related to the first reason; see Chapters 8 and 9). Cash transfers to urban and 
rural households based on poverty criteria may be one of the best alternative 

12 Agreements on export restrictions on a plurilateral basis can take the form of quotas exempted 
from restrictions and also explicit provisions regarding any new multilateral export tax.
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policies to implement to support food consumption.13 Transfers will help poor 
households cope with higher food prices, allowing prices to remain higher and 
thus spurring local production in the medium term.

The problem comes not from high prices but from low incomes; some 
households do not have enough revenue to buy necessary goods, such as food. 
Consequently, an intervention that raises income levels is the first-best pol-
icy. Poverty-based cash transfers can also compensate for other negative shocks 
that poor households, both urban and rural, may suffer. Income support to 
poor producers may also be considered (see Chapter 8), especially when the 
price rise is associated with a negative production shock affecting smallhold-
ers (for example, in the case of El Niño). However, cash transfers may be diffi-
cult to implement in some poor countries because poor households need to be 
identified and a distribution system needs to be put in place. There is also the 
issue of how to finance those transfers. The international community should 
play a larger role in helping to set up these poverty-based safety nets.

Since 2001, world trade has deeply changed, with powerful new trading 
partners emerging, new forces like the emergence of global value chains shap-
ing world trade, and a new economic environment putting different pressures 
on agricultural prices as well as new farm policies, energy policies, and trade 
policies. Obviously the stalemate in current multilateral discussions reflects 
this drastic modification of the world trade environment and the uncer-
tainties regarding the new balance of responsibilities in the collective effort 
to support a healthy trading system. There is thus the significant need to 
revamp multilateral trade negotiations. We recommend that WTO officially 
announce the end of the Doha Development Agenda and the launch of new 
multilateral trade negotiations based on new principles. With this announce-
ment it may be possible to capture recent progress, such as the elimination 
of export subsidies that was announced in Nairobi, and officially announce 
the updating of bound tariff schedules. This updating could lock in the last 
decade of unilateral tariff reduction.

Concerning new multilateral trade negotiations, there are a few general 
principles that should guide these negotiations, such as an extended domain 
of negotiation and the role of side payments and the plurilateral approach. 
Importantly, food security has to be positioned at the center of these negoti-
ations, with a focus on the positive role that international trade can play in 
improving food security. This will reshape the content of the negotiations to 
focus more on: the elimination of traditional distortionary policies (import 

13 See Ahmed et al. 2009; Hidrobo et al. 2012; Marshall and Hill 2015.

444 Chapter 13



duties and trade-distorting domestic support in rich and emerging countries) 
hurting agricultural and food items; new disciplines on the use of export taxes 
and restrictions; and a strict definition of the role that food stocks can play 
at the national level in ensuring food security and of the associated opera-
tional issues.
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