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Abstract 

In 2007, a prolonged period of high and volatile prices in international agricultural commodity 

markets began what came to be known as the global food price crisis. The effects of the crisis 

were material and immediate; they included widespread riots and a sharp rise in hunger. The 

multilateral system responded swiftly, provoking a transformation of the global food security 

agenda and its institutions. Yet one organization whose rules were central to the crisis—the 

World Trade Organization (WTO)—hardly responded at all. The WTO was widely seen as an 

effective institution, enjoying strong support from its membership, who were the same 

governments initiating transformative change in other governance institutions. Why, then, did the 

WTO fail to respond? Could it have done better? 

This thesis looks for answers in the strained history of international trade and global food 

security and the role of the WTO in governing their relationship in the period 1995-2015. The 

WTO’s role has been controversial since the organization was founded. This thesis argues that 

both sides of the controversy make important points: although global food security depends on 

trade, trade is poorly served by the WTO Agreement on Agriculture.  

Using evidence drawn from documentary analysis, history, ethnographic observations and 59 in-

depth expert interviews, the thesis is an interdisciplinary study that introduces and applies a 

novel analytical framework called resilient global food security. The framework builds on 

existing definitions of food security with the addition of three new dimensions: consonance of 

policy across scales; democratic accountability beyond borders; and capacity for adaptive 

governance and reflexive learning. 

The thesis finds that the WTO has failed to support resilient global food security, but argues the 

failure is neither inevitable nor definitive. To change, WTO members will need to redefine the 

role of trade agreements in the global governance of food security. 

 



iv 

 

Lay Summary 

International trade matters to global food security yet the World Trade Organization (WTO) 

Agreement on Agriculture that governs that trade is inadequate. Observers considered the WTO 

be an effective multilateral organization at its founding. Yet despite an apparently strong 

commitment to trade liberalization, the membership has been unable to agree on new rules in 

most sectors. This thesis provides an analysis of why in the case of agriculture, defining and 

applying a novel framework called resilient global food security to make the assessment. The 

thesis assesses 20 years of WTO agriculture negotiations (1995-2015), using the 2007-2008 

global food price crisis as a point of comparison between the WTO’s negotiating paralysis and 

the actions undertaken by other multilateral organizations to strengthen food security at the time. 

The data shows little evidence that the WTO is contributing to resilient global food security, yet 

also that this failure is neither inevitable nor definitive. 
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Chapter 1: International Trade, Global Food Security, and the WTO 

It really boils down to this: that all life is interrelated. We are all caught in an inescapable 
network of mutuality, tied into a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, 
affects all indirectly. We are made to live together because of the interrelated structure of 
reality. Did you ever stop to think that you can’t leave for your job in the morning 
without being dependent on most of the world? You get up in the morning and go to the 
bathroom and reach over for the sponge, and that’s handed to you by a Pacific islander. 
You reach for a bar of soap, and that’s given to you at the hands of a Frenchman. And 
then you go into the kitchen to drink your coffee for the morning, and that’s poured into 
your cup by a South American. And maybe you want tea: that’s poured into your cup by 
a Chinese. Or maybe you’re desirous of having cocoa for breakfast, and that’s poured 
into your cup by a West African. And then you reach over for your toast, and that’s given 
to you at the hands of an English-speaking farmer, not to mention the baker. And before 
you finish eating breakfast in the morning, you’ve depended on more than half the world. 
This is the way our universe is structured, this is its interrelated quality. We aren’t going 
to have peace on Earth until we recognize this basic fact of the interrelated structure of all 
reality. 

—Martin Luther King, Jr., “A Christmas Sermon on Peace,” 1967 

1.1 Introduction 

The words of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Christmas Sermon” evoke the global exchanges that 

were already shaping North American lives in ways so mundane as to be largely invisible half a 

century ago. The interconnectedness King described has not lessened in the decades since he 

delivered his sermon. On the contrary, all around the world today people are buying and selling 

food, dependent on complex value chains that link distant places as never before, whether they 

live in Vancouver or Vientiane, in Oaxaca or Ouagadougou (FAO, 2015). An estimated one in 

seven people on the planet relies on international trade for their staple grain supply, and scientists 

who study the evolving geography and demographics of food production and consumption 

estimate that this dependence might grow to include as many as one in two people, globally, by 

2050 (Fader et al., 2013). Estimates based on a calorie measure suggest approximately 25 

percent of global food production crosses an international border, a total that has been on a clear 

upward trend since the 1990s (D’Odorico et al., 2014; see also Figure 2 in Chapter 2, Section  7). 

Trade has become a normal part of food security worldwide—necessary, if far from sufficient. 
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Trade, of course, is not the whole food supply story; humans need to eat a variety of foods to 

thrive, and many of those foods are not widely traded. Estimates based on nutritional measures 

that include more than calories show a lower percentage of traded foods in global food 

consumption because food commodity trade is concentrated in calorie-dense foods such as palm 

oil, wheat and sugar. Nonetheless, food trade is important and growing. The drivers of this 

internationalization of food supplies include both populations who are enjoying a rise in income 

(for example, in China and Malaysia) and those who are facing acute food shortages, as is the 

case in some regions of Africa south of the Sahara where food systems have been disrupted by 

climate change and civil war (FAO et al., 2019). 

Governments negotiate trade rules under the auspices of the World Trade Organization (WTO), 

which is a multilateral organization founded in 1995. The current framework for those 

negotiations is the existing WTO Agreement on Agriculture, and the Doha Agenda to revise that 

agreement. The Doha Agenda was adopted by WTO members as a framework for the 

negotiations in 2001. Most governments have embraced multilateral trade rules for agriculture 

and continue to accept the WTO as the appropriate forum in which to hold those negotiations. 

Yet food production and prices are politically sensitive issues, and as the importance of traded 

foods in countries’ national food supply has grown, so has the controversy surrounding 

multilateral trade negotiations for food and agriculture. Many civil society organizations and 

farmer and peasant associations are highly critical of the WTO rules for agriculture. 

Despite these protests, it is rare to find a multilateral declaration or commitment that addresses 

food security and trade, written since 2001, that does not call for a “timely and comprehensive 

completion of the Doha Round.” These calls have been in vain. The Doha Agenda remains 

unfinished. The controversies are not new. Arguments over what role trade should have in food 

security policy, and where that role should be decided, have simmered since the Agreement on 

Agriculture was first proposed at the Ministerial Conference in Punta del Este. That was the 

conference that launched the Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 

(GATT) in 1986, which culminated in the creation of the WTO in 1995.1  

 

1 The GATT became one of the agreements housed at the WTO when the WTO was founded.  
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The controversies have a long history, but they have also hardened in the period analyzed in this 

thesis, 1995-2015. Climate change is changing patterns of food production and increasing the 

pressure on land use policies. The drivers shaping what can grow, where, and how are 

intensifying and accelerating due to changes in bio-physical potential as well as the public policy 

choices that all levels of government are making, at the municipal, provincial, national and 

multilateral level. Those drivers are affected by national borders but also spill over into 

international space. Governments’ failure to find consensus on how to govern the growing 

volume of international food trade in an increasingly constrained world is undermining food 

security. 

The implications of the failure of the WTO membership to agree to reforms of agricultural trade 

rules came sharply into focus in 2007-2008, when food commodity and fertilizer prices in 

international markets underwent a period of sharp upward spikes and heightened volatility. The 

instability and high prices persisted through 2013 and have still not entirely ended. More than 30 

countries experienced violent protests in 2007-2008. In Haiti, those protests overthrew the 

government. National governments responded to the crisis with changes to domestic food 

policies and with concerted actions at the multilateral level. Governments and experts discussed 

the weaknesses in the WTO agriculture trade rules that had exacerbated the price spikes. A 

number of intergovernmental organizations, including the G7, the G20, and the UN Secretary 

General’s office, coordinated responses to the food price crisis. These organizations released 

calls for action that included specific recommendations to amend the WTO’s agricultural trade 

rules. Yet at the WTO itself, the member governments were unable to come to agreement on any 

of the proposed reforms. 

The food price crisis created a relatively rare moment of international consensus. In 2009, at 

L’Aquila, Italy, G7 governments launched an initiative to significantly increase public funding 

for agriculture through their official overseas aid programs. In 2010, the reformed UN 

Committee on World Food Security was launched with a new mandate and a new governance 

structure, creating a formal place for civil society organizations in agenda-setting and 

negotiations. In September 2015, the world’s governments adopted the UN 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development, an agenda composed of 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs). 

The second goal—SDG 2—is a complex goal on food security that includes the eradication of 
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extreme hunger, improved nutritional outcomes for all, a doubling of small-scale producer 

productivity, and actions to reduce the environmental harm caused by food systems, including a 

curb on agriculture-related losses of biological diversity (UN General Assembly, 2015). This 

activity is in sharp contrast with the negotiating paralysis that has beset the WTO, where the 

members continued to fail to either finalize or abandon the Doha Agenda. They were unable to 

respond to the new context created by the food price crisis and unable to deal with the evidence 

that trade rules had played a part in exacerbating volatile food prices. 

The WTO’s paralysis is a puzzle. Whatever else they say about the organization, both WTO 

champions and critics consider that the organization is powerful. At its founding, the 

governments contrasted the WTO with its predecessor, the General Agreement on Tariffs and 

Trade (GATT). Governments deliberately sought to give the new organization powers the GATT 

had not enjoyed, including a formal secretariat. Also, crucially, the members established a 

dispute settlement body with the authority to impose trade sanctions on members that fail to meet 

their obligations under the WTO treaties. Yet despite its mandate to provide the membership 

with a permanent trade-negotiating forum, the WTO has only successfully changed one aspect of 

its rules for agriculture since it opened its doors in 1995. The change, moreover, was modest: 

WTO members agreed a final implementation date for the phase out of all agricultural export 

subsidies. The agreement came 20 years after the Agreement on Agriculture was adopted, at the 

10th WTO Ministerial Conference in Nairobi in 2015 (WTO, 2015).2  

The following chapters investigate the curious case of a powerful institution that failed to do its 

part, even in a crisis that saw its multilateral counterparts rising to the occasion. What does the 

WTO’s behaviour suggest about its possible contribution to the evolving global governance of 

food security? Given the WTO’s role in that governance is controversial, how should this failure 

be understood for the future? The WTO’s behaviour also raises the question of what it means to 

be a strong institution today, given the challenges confronting the policy-makers responsible for 

the protection of food security and operating in a context of climate change and biodiversity loss. 

 

2 The terms of the agreement were for developed countries to remove export subsidies immediately, with a handful 
of exceptions for which individual WTO members were granted more time. Developing countries committed to end 
all export subsidies by 2018, again with a longer timeframe for a few exceptions. 
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The inquiry took me over old ground and new. Trade and food security have a long-standing 

relationship. Much has been written about the agriculture negotiations at the WTO, too. Yet 

while that writing remains important, food security policy has evolved rapidly in the last decade. 

Notably, the rise of food system studies and other interdisciplinary work has linked food security 

to other areas of global study, including climate change and public finance. New definitions of 

resilient food security are emerging that have implications for the role of international trade. Yet 

these new definitions are not reflected in the trade and food security literature, nor are they much 

in evidence at the agriculture negotiations at the WTO, giving rise to new questions. 

1.2 Global Trade and Food Security 

Trade itself is neither an inherent threat to nor a panacea for improved food security and 
nutrition, but it poses challenges and risks that need to be considered in policy decision-
making. General and unqualified assertions about trade “hurting” or “helping” food 
security should be considered with caution, and the nature of the variables and links 
behind these assertions must be scrutinized carefully (FAO, 2015. p. 17). 

The quotation above is from the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 

(FAO)’s biannual State of Agricultural Commodity Markets report. The report is focused on 

trade and food security and the vexing disagreements that roil over whether trade should be 

further liberalized or further constrained. The report’s sub-heading is: “Trade and Food Security: 

achieving a better balance between national priorities and the collective good.” The report 

expands on the relationship between trade and food security, explaining that conflicts over 

whether a country should pursue “more” or “less” agricultural trade often rely on unhelpful 

simplifications. 

The United Nations defined food security at the 1996 World Food Summit: 

Food security, at the individual, household, national, regional and global levels [is 
achieved] when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, 
safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and 
healthy life (FAO, 1996). 

This definition was slight modified in the FAO report, The State of Food Insecurity in the World 

2001, with the addition of the word “social,” creating what is today the most widely used 

definition: 
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Food security [is] a situation that exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social 
and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs 
and food preferences for an active and healthy life (FAO, 2001). 

For decades, governments have made commitments to eradicate hunger at international 

conferences. Ending hunger was one of the ambitions written into FAO’s constitution at its 

founding in Québec City (FAO, 2017; Shaw, 2007). The FAO was the first UN specialized 

agency to be established, formed in the same year as the United Nations, in 1945. In 1966, 

governments adopted the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; 

Article 11.2 of that covenant establishes an explicit right to food (UN General Assembly, 1966). 

In 1974, at the World Food Conference, the U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger vowed to 

end child hunger in a decade. In 2000, the UN adopted eight Millennium Development Goals, 

the first of which was to halve extreme poverty and hunger by 2015. 

Yet here we are: before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020, an estimated 690 

million people were living with chronic food insecurity (FAO et al., 2020). Enormous progress 

has been made since the early 1960s, when one in three people was estimated to lack access to 

adequate food, but there is still a long way to go. It is too early to know the extent of the harm 

caused by the pandemic, but the effects of the global lock-down were quickly seen to increase 

food insecurity. More worrying, global food insecurity had been rising for several years before 

COVID-19 struck. The annual UN report on food insecurity (known by its acronym, SOFI) 

declared that climate change, conflicts, wars, and economic recession were to blame (FAO et al., 

2019). 

Every country in the world produces food. Most trade food, too. Relatively few countries sell 

more food abroad than they consume or store at home; that is to say, relatively few are net food 

exporters. Even fewer countries are large food exporters. Food imports, on the other hand, are 

more evenly distributed. Figure 1, below, illustrates this distribution for the years 2015-2017, 

again using the FAOSTAT database. Net food exporters are coloured in red: the darker the 

shade, the more they export relative to their production for the domestic market. Net food 

importers are coloured in blue. The countries in the darkest shade of blue are the countries that 

are most dependent on imports.  
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Countries in pale pink and light purple are those where the balance of domestic and imported 

food in the overall calorie availability is within 20 percent of the total, whether net-importer 

(light purple) or net-exporter (pale pink). Considered at the regional level, Asia is a net food-

importing region overall, although it is a net exporter of rice; Latin America is a net-exporting 

region of most food commodities, but a net importer of wheat and (just barely) of dairy; while 

Africa is a net importer of both cereals and higher value commodities (FAO, 2015, Table 5, p. 6). 

Note that the map in Figure 1 displays import dependency as measured in calories; cereals, 

vegetable oils and sugar are all especially calorie-dense, exaggerating their importance in the 

total production figures. Some countries, particularly a number of African countries, get a 

significant share of their nutrition from other foods, including tubers and pulses; this production 

is downplayed in calorie counts. 

Figure 1: World map of cereal import dependency ratio, 2015-2017 

 

(Map created by Zia Mehrabi with FAOSTAT data, 2021)3 

 

3 Countries in white are countries for which data is not available.  
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Both food trade imports and exports are growing. This trend is expected to continue (Fader et al., 

2013; FAO, 2015). According to FAO’s 2015-2016 State of Agricultural Commodities Report, 

which focused on trade and food security, “Global trade in food has grown almost threefold in 

value terms over the past decade, and rates of growth are projected to continue to rise, with some 

regions becoming increasing net exporters and others increasing net importers” (FAO, 2015, p. 

1). The broad global trend in food trade from 1965-2005 shows that, “the population living in net 

importing countries has more than doubled from the 2.4 billion in 1965 to 5.1 billion in 2005. 

However, a large majority of this population lives in countries where net imports are relatively 

low (i.e. less than 500 kcal per capita per day)” (Porkka et al., 2013, p. 4). 

The global aggregate figures mask complexity. For example, Canada consumes approximately 

0.5 percent of the world’s food production, and produces 1.5 percent of the global food supply. 

In other words, Canada’s exports dwarf its domestic demand. Yet, by value, Canada is also the 

world’s sixth-largest food importer: Canadians consume 2.9 percent of world imports 

(Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, 2017). U.S. agricultural exports have grown in value from 

$46.1 billion in 1994 to $136.7 billion in 2019. In the same period, total agricultural imports 

more than tripled in value, to reach $129 billion in 2019 (ERS, 2020). 

Although the world’s poorest countries are also big importers and exporters of food, the 

predominant pattern has been for them to export unprocessed agricultural commodities to world 

markets, and to import relatively low value cereals. Cereal imports have less commercial value 

than many other traded foods, such as horticulture and seafood, but they play an essential part in 

the national food security of many regions, particularly the Middle East and North Africa. Table 

1 shows the import share of maize, rice and wheat in the domestic food supply of different 

regions in Africa, using the data (and classification of sub-regions) provided in the FAOSTAT 

food balance database. The numbers show that cereal imports (measured by volume) between 

2003-2013 accounted for half of total domestic cereal supply in Northern and Middle Africa, just 

under 40 percent in West Africa and roughly 23 percent each for Eastern and Southern Africa. 
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Table 1: Share of imports in Africa’s domestic food supply by region 2003-2013 

Region Crop 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 
East Africa       
 maize 8.14% 4.90% 4.73% 14.02% 5.35% 3.83% 

 rice 26.67% 27.57% 27.32% 22.31% 23.86% 32.44% 
 wheat 70.07% 65.50% 54.52% 70.14% 77.20% 55.13% 
 Total 23.26% 19.42% 18.98% 28.98% 24.85% 19.71% 

Middle Africa       
 maize 15.91% 13.17% 8.91% 10.58% 9.09% 24.73% 

 rice 57.51% 87.71% 89.78% 82.95% 86.62% 85.30% 
 wheat 107.94% 106.88% 88.02% 101.43% 103.70% 103.60% 
 Total 49.47% 53.10% 46.94% 48.70% 49.30% 58.14% 

Northern Africa       
 maize 52.22% 60.36% 61.71% 55.87% 63.66% 59.54% 

 rice 3.10% 4.55% 7.20% 4.08% 6.36% 5.02% 
 wheat 46.78% 55.12% 57.72% 54.11% 60.66% 51.93% 
 Total 44.99% 53.45% 51.52% 58.31% 58.31% 51.36% 

Southern Africa       
 maize 9.56% 4.64% 15.50% 6.00% 5.56% 6.27% 

 rice 107.74% 103.05% 122.79% 91.04% 105.14% 140.35% 
 wheat 34.55% 47.03% 42.08% 47.50% 61.68% 51.58% 
 Total 21.18% 19.68% 27.85% 21.13% 24.80% 24.95% 

Western Africa       
 maize 3.21% 3.41% 2.68% 2.33% 1.54% 1.80% 

 rice 60.70% 54.25% 50.62% 54.19% 48.22% 51.80% 
 wheat 99.49% 101.98% 99.96% 102.51% 98.35% 103.51% 
 Total 42.33% 42.86% 38.89% 36.92% 36.60% 37.34% 

Source: FAOSTAT, 2019. 

Even Latin America, a region that produces a large surplus of agricultural commodities, relies on 

imports. The data in Table 2 shows that each of the three sub-regions of Latin America assessed 

by FAO—the Caribbean, Central America and South America—has a high share of imports in 

their total cereal supply. South America, now the largest net food-exporting region in the world, 

imported more than half (55 percent) of the wheat it consumed in 2003–2013. 
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Table 2: Import share in domestic cereal supply: Latin America  

Region Crop 2003 2008 2013 
Caribbean     
 maize 70.47% 79.86% 73.82% 

 rice 49.61% 56.30% 47.62% 
 wheat 103.44% 104.38% 104.81% 

Central America    
 maize 25.34% 30.93% 25.95% 

 rice 55.81% 62.77% 61.09% 
 wheat 78.11% 74.51% 81.70% 

South America    
 maize 11.14% 11.37% 12.87% 

 rice 10.13% 6.87% 10.90% 
 wheat 52.30% 54.82% 54.97% 

Source: FAOSTAT, 2019. 

Food and trade are interconnected in (at least) five important ways. First, the slow but steady 

reduction in the number of people living in absolute poverty around the world over the past 

quarter century means a growing number of consumers enjoy an income large enough to allow a 

more varied diet, and to reduce their reliance on basic grains for calorie intake4 (The World 

Bank, 2020). The new diet is likely to include more highly processed foods, carbonated sugar 

drinks, animal-sourced foods and, possibly, more horticultural products than the traditional diet. 

Trade affects the composition, quality, nutritional value and the relative prices of the food 

available in local markets (Clark et al., 2013; Hawkes et al., 2009). The dietary shift has had 

mixed effects on nutritional outcomes (HLPE, 2017b). 

Second, the human population continues to grow in some regions due to both new births and 

rising life expectancy. Much of this population growth is in parts of the world, such as conflict-

afflicted areas of Africa south of the Sahara, that already face food scarcity and where food 

 

4 The decline in poverty halted and reversed in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the lockdowns 
implemented to halt the spread of the disease, according to the World Bank’s biannual report on poverty trends, 
Poverty and Shared Prosperity 2020: Reversals of Fortune, published in October 2020. 
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production is stagnant or even falling. This has increased dependence on food imports in these 

regions (FAO et al., 2020). In 2017, the African Development Bank estimated the cost of 

Africa’s food imports would rise from USD 35 billion to USD 110 billion by 2025 (Shaban, 

2017). 

Third, many millions of people—refugees and migrants—are on the move due to conflict, 

natural disasters and an increase in the frequency of extreme weather events. This movement has 

disrupted the existing boundaries on food production and distribution systems. 

Fourth, the food security of the hundreds of millions of small-scale producers and farm 

workers—and their households—who grow crops for export is tied up in international trade 

(Burnett & Murphy, 2014; ILO, 2013). The size of profits farm households can expect, and of 

incomes that farm workers can receive, is closely linked to the size and competitiveness of the 

markets in which farmers buy and sell (Traoré, 2017; Wiggins & Keats, 2014). The majority of 

small-scale food producers in the world are also net buyers of food. For these producers, 

household income is an essential element of household food security (de Janvry & Sadoulet, 

2010). 

Fifth, trade has important effects on environmental outcomes, both locally and globally. Trade 

influences the location where food is grown and consumed, and the methods used in that 

production and distribution. It is a determinant of the ecological effects of food production, 

processing and transportation (Clapp, 2017a; Lang & Barling, 2012; Rayner & Lang, 2013). 

For governments, the importance and complexity of the relationships between trade and food 

security create significant policy challenges, including how to balance import and export 

interests in agriculture. There are no quick fixes and few medium-term alternatives. To protect 

global food security, at least some amount of food will continue to be traded across national 

borders in much of the world. Borders are not neatly co-extensive with “foodsheds,” a concept 

food scholar Arthur Getz uses to refer to “the area defined by a structure of supply” (Getz, 1991; 

Kloppenburg et al., 1996). Nor are national borders neat proxies for the delimitation of food 

cultures or agricultural ecologies. Instead, many food cultures transcend national borders, as do 

the climactic conditions that determine yields and crop varieties. 
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Nevertheless, national borders are important for the protection of food security, not least as a 

bounded space for the creation and implementation of regulation and law. Nations are a vital 

political arena, too, in part because they provide space where citizens can express their views on 

multilateral policy. The art of balancing national political accountability and accountability 

across borders is a challenge at the heart of resilient global food security. 

1.3 The World Trade Organization and Food Security 

As touched upon above, the extent and growth of internationally traded foods in food systems 

has attracted controversy. There are, to quote political economist Jennifer Clapp, “disputed 

narratives” in the explanations of the role of international trade in food security (Clapp, 2015b; 

FAO, 2015). These narratives offer starkly contradictory views of international trade’s risks and 

benefits. (They are explored in more depth in Chapter 2). In all the narratives, whether cast in a 

positive light or not, the WTO looms large in the story. Its rules are fundamental to the 

international markets in which food commodities are exchanged. WTO rules shape not just the 

terms of exchange, but also influence the direction and magnitude of foreign investment (private 

and public), with powerful direct and indirect effects on employment, diets, and public health. 

The WTO is the multilateral organization dedicated to negotiating trade agreements. In the words 

used by the WTO itself on its website, “Essentially, the WTO is a place where member 

governments go, to try to sort out the trade problems they face with each other,” (WTO, n.d.4). 

The WTO’ dispute settlement body is unique in the multilateral system and provides an 

unusually powerful means for members to hold one another accountable. This mechanism gave 

the organization the appearance of strength. However, the WTO’s mandate to provide a 

permanent trade negotiating forum has not been fulfilled, despite the steady and serious attention 

WTO members pay to the organization. That attention includes the occasional engagement at 

heads of state level, and conferences every two years attended by the membership’s ministers of 

trade and commerce.  

International trade can be understood as a set of relationships. Relationships rely on trust as well 

as rules to work. International relationships, such as trade, occupy a space in which no single 

authority holds sway, which complicates rule making. Political scientist John Ruggie described 

this space as an “anarchy” (Ruggie, 1993). The twentieth century answer to ordering this anarchy 
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is multilateralism: a system of intergovernmental organizations, open to all sovereign states. The 

result—multilateral rules negotiated among states in an intergovernmental forum—is an 

important if imperfect response to meet the need for trust and rules while limiting the occasion 

for coercion (Mazower, 2012). In the first half of the twentieth century, the model resulted in a 

number of failures (the International Labour Organization, founded in 1919, was a notable 

exception). But from 1945, a more robust multilateral system emerged—the United Nations, or 

UN. 

Trade was only slowly integrated into this system. For almost 50 years, from 1947 to 1995, there 

was no formal UN institution dedicated to global trade. Instead, there was a treaty, the General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), which was periodically updated and expanded through 

what were called negotiating rounds. In 1964, the first UN Conference on Trade and 

Development (UNCTAD) was held. UNCTAD became a permanent part of the UN system, 

hosting a conference every four years. But UNCTAD’s mandate is more specific than 

multilateral trade and has remained closely tied to the economic development of the global 

South. Its organizational focus is on lessening the systemic marginalization of the global South 

in international markets. 

The Uruguay Round marked a new departure. At the round’s conclusion in April 1994, at a 

conference in Marrakech where 123 parties to the GATT had gathered, governments adopted the 

agreement that created the WTO, thereby establishing a permanent trade organization. The WTO 

opened its doors on 1 January 1995. Accession to the WTO is a slow and often arduous process 

but by July 2016, there were 164 members (most are national governments, but the European 

Union is also a member in its own right). The WTO houses the most recent iteration of the 

GATT (signed in 1994), as well as separate treaties in areas of trade law including agriculture, 

services, intellectual property rights, and public procurement. 

International trade is also governed by 303 regional trade agreements (WTO, n.d.3).5 Some of 

these agreements govern significant volumes of agricultural commodity trade, including the 

 

5 WTO members are asked to notify regional and bilateral agreements to the organization. The WTO calculates the 
number of agreements based on the notifications. 
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Canada-US-Mexico Agreement (known as CUSMA in Canada), which replaced the North 

American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 2020; the Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTTP); and Mercosur (Southern Common Market) of 

South American countries. In addition, hundreds of bilateral trade agreements are currently in 

force. But at the heart of the inter-governmental rules and agreements sits the WTO. WTO 

members are obliged to respect WTO rules and norms when they sign separate agreements with 

one or a few trading partners.6 

The business of the WTO, I have heard many delegates repeat, is business. They mean that at the 

WTO, the membership is focused on commerce, not the larger, normative agenda that is more 

common in UN organizations, many of which have a clearly defined “social purpose” (such as 

UNCTAD’s mission to end the marginalization of developing countries in international markets, 

or UN Women’s commitment to gender equity). At the same time, advocates of trade 

liberalization do claim a social agenda for the WTO. In particular, they like to stress that trade 

agreements are a way to keep the peace among nations. They present trade agreements as a 

bulwark against the kind of inward policies that exacerbated the effects of the Great Depression 

of the 1930s, when the unilateral imposition of high tariffs blocked trade and impeded economic 

recovery (Irwin, 2009). The neoliberal views that were dominant at the founding of the WTO in 

1995 also made larger social claims for free trade. Their proponents argued (as had 18th century 

philosophers before them) that apparently self-interested activities, such as commerce, could 

collectively provide improved human welfare outcomes for all; what is more, they could do so 

more effectively than any state intervention (Rothschild,2013; Skidelsky, 2018).  

The more particular question of international trade’s normative contribution to food security is 

more ambiguous. The WTO members did acknowledge the importance of food security in the 

Agreement on Agriculture. Article 20 of the agreement specifically refers to food security as “a 

non-trade concern,” and as grounds for state actions that are otherwise disciplined (WTO, 1994). 

Yet the importance of trade in the distribution of food worldwide belies the term “non-trade 

 

6 In addition to inter-governmental treaties, private voluntary standards also regulate the international movement of 
goods and services. In food and agriculture, these standards are overseen by organizations such as GlobalGAP (GAP 
stands for good agricultural practices), the Fairtrade Labelling Organization International (known as FLO), and the 
Marine Stewardship Council. 
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concern,” as does the size of the sub-discipline of trade and food security as an area of academic 

study and public policy analysis. The resulting literature includes contributions from economists, 

lawyers, political scientists, sociologists, anthropologists; and by the staff of dozens of 

intergovernmental research organizations (K. Anderson & Martin, 2005; Clapp, 2006; Diaz-

Bonilla, 2013; Diaz-Bonilla et al., 2006; Ford & Conforti, 2007; Häberli, 2012; F. Smith, 2009; 

Fakhri, 2015; Orford, 2015; Wilkinson, 2012; Weiss & Wilkinson, 2014). The literature is rich, 

varied, and often contradictory, reflecting the contested narratives on trade and food security. 

Nonetheless one broad point of agreement stands out: WTO agriculture rules are inadequate for 

food security.  

1.4 WTO Out of Agriculture? 

The Uruguay Round of the GATT that culminated in the founding of the WTO presented a set of 

treaties with a strong neoliberal economic vision of globally integrated markets supported by 

international trade and investment (Bhagwati, 2004; Croley & Jackson, 1996; Josling & 

Tangermann, 1999). Critics of the WTO and this economic vision claimed the organization 

locked in U.S. hegemony over global politics (Bello, 2009; Jawara & Kwa, 2004) and 

mischaracterized the role of the state in the economy and economic regulation (A. Lang, 2011; 

Skidelsky, 2018). Food system scholars criticized the Agreement on Agriculture for destroying 

member states’ food sovereignty (Bello, 2009; A. Lang, 2011; Plant, 2010; Rosset, 2006). 

This strong economic ideology led people to question the fitness of the WTO as an institution to 

govern agricultural trade. From a food security perspective, drawbacks to the WTO’s regulatory 

authority included the decision of WTO members to limit the organization’s interaction with 

other multilateral organizations and the lack of any formal standing for non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs). The resulting insularity is a constraint on the WTO’s ability to address 

the complexity of food security. As non-governmental entities, commercial enterprises and their 

associations also have no formal relationship with the WTO. Yet they are typically favoured 

stakeholders in both national trade-policy consultative mechanisms (where these exist) and in 

WTO. The interests of these commercial enterprises in agricultural trade rarely extends to food 

security. 
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Food sovereignty activists and the social movements that embrace food sovereignty have been 

most vocal in their objections to the WTO’s role in the global governance of food security. 

(Chapter 2 discusses this movement and their objections to the WTO). Food sovereignty activists 

maintain that food policy should be governed by domestic politics and not be subject to 

multilateral law—in particular not multilateral trade law (Rosset, 2006; Wittman et al., 2010b). 

The lack of attention to food security in the text of the Agreement on Agriculture is another 

cause for concern. Economists at the FAO worried because the agreement was expected to raise 

agricultural commodity prices in international markets; such a rise in prices would hurt poorer 

net-food importing countries (Greenfield et al., 1996). The last-minute adoption of a ministerial 

decision for these countries at the Marrakech Ministerial in 1994 created a provision for low-

income net food-importing countries to apply to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) if higher 

international prices made staple food imports unaffordable (GATT, 1994). But while this seemed 

to at least acknowledge a potential problem, the Decision on Measures Concerning the Possible 

Negative Effects of the Reform Programme on Least-Developed and Net Food-Importing 

Developing Countries was of little practical use. 

The failure of the Agreement on Agriculture to address long-standing trade policies that 

undermined economic growth in the global South also caused concern. Examples included tariff 

peaks on commodities that developing countries produced more cheaply than industrialized 

countries (such as peanuts and sugar) and higher tariffs on processed commodities (tariff 

escalation), which discouraged developing countries from adding value to their raw commodities 

before export. 

Yet, notwithstanding these criticisms and concerns, the fact remains that the WTO Agreement on 

Agriculture is influential in the global governance of food security. The last paragraph of the 

chapeau to the agreement formally recognizes food security as one of several “non-trade 

concerns:” 

Noting that commitments under the reform program should be made in an equitable way 
among all Members, having regard to non-trade concerns, including food security 
[emphasis added] and the need to protect the environment; having regard to the 
agreement that special and differential treatment for developing countries is an integral 
element of the negotiations, and taking into account the possible negative effects of the 
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implementation of the reform program on least-developed and net food-importing 
developing countries (WTO, 1994). 

This formal designation of food security as a non-trade concern seems to reinforce the view that 

the Agreement on Agriculture is not a food security agreement. At the same time, the wording of 

the chapeau gives food security legal weight at the WTO. The text establishes the legitimacy of 

food security as a prior concern—a concern that governments may have to place above their 

commitment to freer trade. 

1.5 An Embedded Perspective 

Having first established some of the dimensions of the relationship between international trade 

and global food security and then considered the problematic but undeniable role of the WTO in 

the governance of that relationship, a third element informs the questions in this thesis: my 

experience as a long-time observer and interlocutor in policy debates on the WTO, international 

trade and food security. 

For 16 years, from 1997-2013, I was a trade, food, and agriculture policy analyst, working on 

global trade and food security. I met regularly with trade officials and agriculture experts, in 

Geneva and the national capitals of a dozen or more countries. In addition, from 2013-2017, I 

was one of 15 members of the UN Committee on World Food Security’s High Level Panel of 

Experts, contributing to a half-dozen reports on global food security and nutrition. That 

experience shapes the research and analysis presented here profoundly. (Its bearing on the thesis 

is discussed in more detail in Chapter 3, Section  2.) 

Four observations stood out from those years. First, government negotiators, trade ministers, the 

WTO secretariat, and most trade journalists, defined success at the WTO as reaching new 

agreements that reduced tariffs and other barriers to trade. This assumption was clear in the 

language used by commentators and the governments themselves. Yet, this definition of success 

was not consonant with domestic agricultural policies, which in most industrialized countries 

continued to rely on a variety of tools that were designed to protect producer incomes, and which 

often—in practice if not necessarily by stated intent—subsidized production that was eventually 

exported at prices below the cost of production (FAO, 2006b; Morrison & Mermigkas, 2014; 

Murphy & Hansen-Kuhn, 2019). It seemed the only reason governments would admit for 
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wanting to be part of the WTO was to negotiate tariff reductions and expand export markets. 

Similarly, policy commentary on the WTO focused largely on the political compromises and 

economic conditions needed to achieve agreement on tariff reductions, which remained the 

fundamental objective of negotiations. Commentators paid little attention to whether and how the 

WTO rules contributed to risk management in international markets, or to the possibility that the 

WTO might be useful as a forum for dialogue, exchange and reflexive learning among members, 

and not necessarily—or not solely—as a forum dedicated to perpetual negotiations. 

Second, the formal rules and the culture of trade negotiations (inherited from the GATT) 

encouraged WTO members to isolate trade negotiations from other intergovernmental processes. 

UN processes especially were held at a distance. In 1992, a few years before the WTO held its 

first meetings, several multilateral environmental agreements, including the UN Framework 

Convention on Climate Change and the UN Convention on Biological Diversity were signed, at 

the UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro. In 1996, governments 

met in Rome at the World Food Summit. There was little discussion of trade in these 

negotiations, just as there had been little discussion of food security or the environment at the 

WTO. Although it is the norm among UN agencies and organizations, UN secretariat staff are 

not granted automatic access to observe WTO meetings. When trade arises as a topic in 

multilateral debates in the UN system, there appear to always be a few governments on hand to 

shut debate down, referring all mention of trade back to the WTO. No other government 

complains. 

This determined effort to limit the WTO’s contact with other multilateral organizations 

undermined the WTO’s legitimacy with the broader public. The authority to use trade sanctions 

to back the findings of the WTO adjudicators, coupled with governments’ refusal to allow trade 

to be debated within multilateral organizations and processes other than the WTO, invited public 

criticism. The decision by WTO members to keep the organization isolated was reciprocated by 

the many civil society organizations that declared the WTO was not a legitimate forum for 

decisions that overrule domestic policies. One of the most consistently used tactics to raise 

public feeling against the WTO has been to cite the findings of WTO dispute panels; for 

example, the ruling against the U.S. ban on tuna caught without the use of dolphin excluder 

devices, or the ruling against the EU’s rejection of imports of beef raised with growth hormones. 
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The loudest and most determined rejection of the WTO came from the food sovereignty 

movement, particularly from La Via Campesina, whose slogan is: “WTO out of agriculture!” (La 

Vía Campesina is introduced more fully in Chapter 2). 

Third, the unequal power among WTO members, including in members’ capacity to engage in 

WTO processes, was apparent from the beginning. Industrialized country governments and 

philanthropic organizations sought to make amends for this inequality, setting up capacity-

building programs for developing country diplomats and establishing support organizations such 

as the Advisory Centre on WTO Law, which provides advice to developing and least developed 

countries on cases brought to the WTO Dispute Settlement Body. These initiatives are important 

but insufficient. Although the formal decision-making rules give each member one vote and a 

veto, in practice the objections of smaller countries can be (and are) overruled. In addition, trade 

is often unequal among members, which further skews power. Some members depend on just 

one or two major export markets or importers, muting their participation in a forum that focuses 

as intensively as the WTO does on the market access dimension of trade relationships. 

In practice, a few countries and regions (such as China, the United States, the European Union, 

Brazil, India, South Africa) serve as trade hubs, dominating trade in their respective regions (of 

course, some hubs, such as China, have global reach). Over the last 20 years, developing 

countries as a group are trading more, and more of that trade is with one another rather than with 

an industrialized country, which has eroded the previous global dominance of the EU and the 

United States to some extent (Daviron & Douillet, 2013). New coalitions of developing countries 

have emerged at the WTO, such as the G-33 and G-20 for agriculture (these groups are 

introduced in Chapter 3, Section 3.3). This growing complexity has been overlooked in much of 

the commentary and is not always well incorporated in the scholarship, much of which continues 

to use a binary categorization of developed and developing countries or ignores inequalities 

among WTO members altogether. 

Fourth, the rejection of the WTO as a forum for the governance of food and agriculture by many 

social movements and civil society organizations left unanswered the question: “Where else 

should trade and food governance be negotiated multilaterally?” Food security is complex, and 

interacts with many areas of trade, not just those covered by the Agreement on Agriculture. 
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Rules for trade in services, intellectual property rights, industrial goods, investment, competition, 

and government procurement all matter, too—as do trade rules on environmental standards, 

electronic commerce, and technology transfer. This complicates a strategy of non-engagement 

with the WTO because there is no other multilateral space where trade is linked to so many 

policy areas. 

In summary, the four observations are: the WTO indicator of success appears to be at odds with 

the policies pursued by the members; the decision to isolate the WTO from the UN and, more 

broadly, to isolate trade policy from other areas of multilateral negotiation created public 

mistrust in the WTO and incoherence in multilateral commitments; the highly unequal power 

dynamics among WTO members were either ignored, over-simplified, or treated as static when 

in fact those power dynamics have been in rapid flux; and, the decision by a large number of 

civil society organizations to reject the WTO has left unanswered the question of where else 

states would negotiate the global dimensions of trade and food security if not at the WTO. 

Another question that emerges from these observations is to what extent the WTO’s weakness is 

in fact a problem. Does this weakness instead create a space that WTO members could use to try 

a more open-ended and experimental approach to trade rules? Underlying that question is the 

challenge taken up in this thesis: scholarship on the WTO tends to start by taking either a broadly 

positive or negative view of international trade in food security as a given. This means two 

considerations are rarely addressed in this literature: First, 80 percent of humanity lives in a 

country that has a net food deficit, but that deficit is often small (Porkka et al., 2013; see also 

Figure 1, above). Almost every country needs to trade food, while domestic food systems 

continue to provide most of the food most people eat (Graeub et al., 2016). This means that 

access to international markets and resilient domestic food systems are national priorities for 

governments committed to food security. Second, international agricultural commodity markets 

are dominated by trading companies, processors, and seed and chemical firms that enjoy 

oligopolistic power. The WTO negotiators (and most trade and agriculture economists) have 

ignored this market distortion. The failure of multilateral trade rules to discipline concentrated 

market power in the private sector while pressing for the elimination of state marketing 

enterprises has exacerbated an unequal distribution of the gains from trade liberalization. 
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With these observations and questions in mind, I turned to the food security literature and to the 

scholarship on resilience and adaptive capacity to build the novel framework of resilient global 

food security. I use the framework to answer my research question: What capacity does the WTO 

demonstrate for making a positive contribution to the regulation of international trade that 

supports resilient food security outcomes? 

1.6 Outline 

This chapter gives an overview of the themes and questions in the thesis. Chapter 2 provides an 

analysis of the controversies surrounding international trade and food security. It begins with a 

history of the term food security and its evolution to today, when the most recent scholarship 

embeds food security within food systems. The chapter explains the differences between 

definitions of food security in the free trade and food sovereignty scholarship respectively, and 

how those differences have led to opposing proposals for how to regulate international 

agricultural trade at the multilateral level. The chapter discusses the contributions of both schools 

of thought, and their blind spots. This leads to the elaboration of the novel concept of resilient 

global food security, with three constituent principles: policy consonance across scales, 

democratic accountability, and adaptive governance. These principles define a framework that I 

apply in subsequent chapters to assess the recent history of the WTO negotiations on agriculture, 

and to answer the research question. 

Noting the gaps in the literature reviewed above—in particular the tendency to over-estimate the 

WTO’s effectiveness while underestimating the importance of trade for food security—the 

resilient global food security framework has the multilateral dimensions of food security at its 

core. A question that emerges from the food sovereignty critique of free trade is: How can we 

manage the space where sovereignty is contested, where Ruggie’s “anarchy” is the default 

setting? (Ruggie, 1993; Mazower, 2012). Learning from investigations of adaptive multilateral 

governance (for example, see Cooney & Lang, 2007), and taking up the challenge of the food 

sovereignty movement to protect the voice of food producers and food workers in decisions 

about food production and distribution, what can the recent history of the WTO agricultural 

negotiations teach us? What is revealed by the WTO’s responses to the food price crisis and the 

wider reform of the global food security agenda? 
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Chapter 3 explains the thesis methodology. Chapters 4, 5 and 6 are based on in-depth expert 

interviews, document analysis, and a history of the WTO agriculture negotiations from the 

adoption of the WTO Agreement on Agriculture in 1995 to 2008 (in Chapter 4); the food price 

crisis of 2007-2008 and its aftermath from a global food security perspective (in Chapter 5); and 

the WTO agriculture negotiations from 2008-2015 (in Chapter 6). In all three chapters, the 

evidence is evaluated with the resilient global food security framework. The conclusion offers a 

summary with final thoughts and observations. 

A note on language. The terms “developed” and “developing” to describe countries’ relative 

economic standing have been challenged for decades (Amin, 1990; World Commission on 

Environment and Development, 1987; Sachs, 1997). The terms impose a static status on 

industrialized countries, which is clearly false, and suggest a teleological progression that all 

countries naturally follow, akin to Rostow’s “stages of development” (Rostow, 1960). This 

assumption is belied by the extent to which the wealth of industrialized countries depends on the 

continued exploitation of the resources and knowledge of the rest of the world (see, for example, 

Samir Amin’s analysis in his 1990 book, Delinking). 

The terms “developed” and “developing” also imply that all countries aspire to industrialization, 

which is ever-less appropriate in an era now widely known as the Anthropocene for the extent of 

the damage humanity has caused to earth systems such as the ozone layer and climate. Were 

other countries to follow the model of pollution and resource depletion set by industrialized 

countries, the planet’s systems as we know them would fail (Rockström et al., 2009; IPCC, 

2014). 

The terms global North and global South, which began to be used more widely from the 1980s, 

especially among civil society organizations, also have limitations. They do not capture the 

situation of “emerging” economies, such as China or India, or energy-rich powers such as Russia 

and Saudi Arabia. The terms also elide the power dynamics within the global South, where a few 

large economies play an outsized role in their region (such as South Africa and Brazil) yet 

continue to be disadvantaged in numerous ways compared to industrialized countries. 

Agriculture is a particular subset of the nomenclature problem. The biggest producers and 

exporters of temperate agricultural commodities for the last two centuries include countries in 
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both North and South America, the European Union, and parts of what was formerly the Union 

of Soviet Socialist Republics (including Russia and some countries in West and Central Asia). 

India, Thailand, and Viet Nam are dominant rice exporters. The largest rice producers are China 

and India. In fact, China and India are set to become the world’s first and second largest food 

producers respectively (by value) by 2030 (FAOSTAT, 2021). 

There is no neat solution to this language problem. The WTO lexicon, however, is clear. The 

organization uses three categories for the membership: developed, developing and least 

developed countries (LDCs). Developing countries are self-designated (there are no independent 

criteria). As a result, some countries are categorized as developed in one WTO agreement and 

developing in another. LDCs are designated according to criteria managed by UNCTAD based 

on income, human assets, and economic and environmental vulnerability (UNCTAD, 2020, p. 

10). I use the WTO terms in the thesis because they are the clearest way to categorize which 

rules apply to which countries. The terms also capture how the WTO members describe 

themselves and each other. Use of these terms should not be considered acceptance of the terms’ 

implicit assumptions about what economic development means. The politics and negotiating 

paralysis analyzed in this thesis underline the urgency of finding new ways to conceptualize 

unequal economic relationships among countries, so that new multilateral agreements do not 

lock in either false dichotomies or false futures. 
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Chapter 2: Resilient Global Food Security: A Conceptual Framework 

There is no positive provision in the WTO Agreement on Agriculture for food security. On the 

contrary, the agreement explicitly designates food security as a “non-trade concern.” This 

suggests WTO members view food security as a reason governments might seek an exemption 

from the rules; further, that they do not consider the trade rules are in themselves a way to 

protect food security. The designation of “non-trade concern” creates a clear separation between 

food security policy and trade policy.  

At the same time, the notional separation is challenged by the (many) development economists 

who argue that it is through trade liberalization that food security will be reached. This relies on 

a definition of food security, prevalent in neoclassical economics (and discussed in more detail in 

section 2 below) that lasting food security requires robust economic growth, strong non-

agricultural sectors, open markets, and a government that can afford to offer social protection 

programs (World Bank, 1986; World Bank, 2007; Anderson & Martin, 2005; Josling, 2011).7 

The agricultural economist Peter Timmer called this food security in a “world without 

agriculture,” by which he meant a world in which just 1 or 2 percent of the population earns their 

living from food production, where food costs 10 percent or less of the average income, and food 

imports are not an important burden on the national foreign currency reserves (Timmer, 2009). It 

describes most OECD countries today. 

The food sovereignty movement has a different understanding of food security. Section 2.3 

below reviews the evolution of the food sovereignty movement and its views of both food 

security and trade. Food sovereignty activists and scholars are critical of the term food security 

because trade policy experts use it to justify a policy of trade liberalization, and because the trade 

economists’ analysis does not address questions of power and agency (Patel, 2009; Holt-

 

7 Neoclassical here refers to a clear scholarly tradition that believes markets are the best intermediary of supply and 
demand and that views government interventions in the market as likely to diminish social welfare. Peter Timmer 
discusses this view and its assumptions in his book, Food security and scarcity: Why ending hunger is so hard 
(Timmer, 2015). I also use the term neoliberal in the thesis. “Neoliberal” refers to a political project that is informed 
by neoclassical economic assumptions—I understand neoliberalism as the political pursuit of neoclassical economic 
goals, including a political project to disempower the state’s oversight and regulatory role in the economy. See also 
Plant (2010) and A. Lang (2011). 
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Gimenez & Shattuck, 2011; Jarosz, 2014; Clapp, 2017a). Food sovereignty emphasises local and 

national control of food production and distribution, with (at most) a marginal role for trade 

(Clapp, 2014b). 

Much can be learned by analysing these contrasting views of food security and trade and 

understanding their differences. The gaps and the issues neither side articulates also teach us a 

great deal. The concept of resilient global food security developed in this chapter is informed by 

all three of these elements: lessons from trade, lessons from food sovereignty, and lessons from 

looking at the questions neither perspective addresses satisfactorily. 

Neither the neoclassical perspective enshrined in the WTO’s rules, nor the counterarguments and 

additions brought by the food sovereignty movement do justice to the complex interdependence 

of trade and food security. We need a new framework for global food security. This chapter 

introduces this new framework and explores how it fits in the larger body of scholarship on food 

security and trade. I define the principles of resilient global food security and its relevance to an 

analysis of international trade and the role of the WTO. 

2.1 The Evolving Concept of Food Security 

Every man, woman and child has the inalienable right to be free from hunger and 
malnutrition in order to develop fully and maintain their physical and mental faculties. 
Society today already possesses sufficient resources, organizational ability, and 
technology, providing the competence to achieve this objective. Accordingly, the 
eradication of hunger is a common objective of all the countries of the international 
community, especially of the developed countries and others in a position to help (FAO, 
1974a, Article 1). 

The multilateral commitment to end hunger is as old as the United Nations. It was written into 

the founding document of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 

that was signed in Québec City in 1945. The commitment gained new reach and legal weight in 

1966 with the adoption of the UN Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which 

explicitly committed signatory governments to protect and promote the right to food. 

In the early 1970s, several years of sharp price increases in international commodity markets 

triggered high food price inflation in many countries. Amid wider fears about resource scarcity, 

FAO convened the World Food Conference (WFC) in Rome in 1974. The high and volatile 

prices were triggered by unexpectedly large import demands from the Soviet Union, a country 
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that was more usually a surplus grain producer (Morgan, 1979). The Soviet Union’s unexpected 

demand for wheat imports came at a moment when international supplies were short due to poor 

harvests in the two then-dominant exporters, Canada, and the United States (Joerin & Joerin, 

2013). The effect on prices was global (Timmer, 2010). 

The World Food Conference was prompted by a period of global food shortages and high prices. 

Article 1 of the Universal Declaration adopted at the conference (cited above) suggests 

governments were confident they had the means to end scarcity. Perhaps buoyed by the Green 

Revolution successes in raising yields of the 1960s, governments in Rome declared that society 

“already possesses sufficient resources, organizational ability and technology…to achieve this 

objective.” The challenge they saw was to protect food supply into the future; their response was 

to redouble their investments in agricultural productivity. 

It was at the World Food Conference that governments first used the term “food security.” They 

discussed an International Undertaking on World Food Security (FAO, 1974b)8 that focused on 

food production, as well as stocks and early warning systems to limit humanitarian disasters 

when crops failed. Article I. 2 of the International Undertaking proclaims: 

Recognizing that food security needs to be tackled from several sides, especially through 
strengthening the food production base of developing countries, appropriate national 
stock policies, food aid programmes, and other measures including long-term trade 
agreements, [emphasis added] governments undertake to adopt national and international 
measures to ensure an accelerated growth of food production, as appropriate, and in 
particular to assist the developing countries which are highly vulnerable to crop 
fluctuations and where there are increasing consumption requirements (FAO, 1974b). 

The document emphasized the link of food security to sufficient food production in Article 12 

(FAO, 1974a). At the time, national food security was measured in national averages. In other 

words, food security was gauged by dividing the total calories available by the population to 

arrive at a figure for per capita availability. The negotiations did not touch on how the calories 

were distributed, nor how to measure nutrition more finely (Maxwell, 1996). 

 

8 Note that the reference to “long-term” trade agreements is evocative of the commodity agreements that were 
relatively common in the 1960s and into the 1970s that attempted to balance the interests of importers and exporters 
of different commodities through political negotiation and managed markets. 
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This first definition of food security had the virtue of simplicity; unfortunately, it was also 

inadequate. Adequate supply is critical to food security, but it is not sufficient. It does not 

address the obvious question of who has access to the supply, and how. In his pioneering 1981 

essay, “Poverty and Famines,” the economist Amartya Sen brought this dimension of food 

security to the fore by writing about famines that occurred even when the per capita food supply 

was adequate (Sen, 1981). Sen wrote about the Bengal famine of 1943, in which several million 

people died when an increase in the purchasing power of one part of the population allowed them 

to increase their consumption. Sen called it a “boom famine”: when some sectors started to eat 

more, the increased consumption pushed food prices higher for all, and out of the reach of those 

whose incomes had not changed (p. 75). The colonial British government refused to act, 

claiming there was enough food in the market overall. The British were unwilling to protect 

those whose poverty made them vulnerable. Sen called this “Malthusian optimism”: the mistaken 

conviction that if there is a sufficient supply, there is no hunger problem (Drèze & Sen, 1991). 

Sen’s analysis of hunger amidst plenty was a powerful challenge to the technical optimism of the 

1970s and its focus on increased food production. 

Sen was interested in the role of social systems in food security, and in people’s access to food, 

over and above the physical adequacy of the supply. He proposed a food security framework 

based on what he called entitlements. Sen used entitlements to describe the ways that people 

obtain food: some obtain it directly through production for consumption; some earn wages to buy 

food; and some receive transfers (dependents within a household, for instance, or recipients of 

government safety net benefits). Writing with economist Jean Drèze, Sen wrote a two-volume 

series of case studies illustrating the varied ways in which “public action” (whether community- 

or government-led) could protect food security. 

Sen and Drèze did not just document public action, they also made policy recommendations 

based on their evidence. Their proposals have included programs that guarantee work to the rural 

poor, and public pensions for widows in India, to counter the neglect they suffer as household 

dependents who lack both social status in traditional Hindu culture and economic power (Drèze, 

2017; Drèze & Sen, 1989; 1991; 2013; Sen, 1981). (The Indian government has since 

implemented both policies). 
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Sen made three vital contributions to food security policy. First, he proved the importance of 

access as a dimension of food security. Second, he showed the history of market failures with 

regard to food security, and the essential role that public action plays (whether the actors are in 

the household, community, or government). He amplified that work significantly with Jean 

Drèze. Third, Sen’s entitlement framework broadened the scope of food security scholarship—

and public policy for food security—to include wages and purchasing power, income 

distribution, exchange rates, social safety nets, land tenure rights, gender and intra-household 

relationships, access to productive resources, and much else besides. He placed food security in 

relationship with other dimensions of economic, cultural, and political life, and he is credited 

with being instrumental in a broad food security policy shift in the 1980s away from food 

production alone to a focus that was broader in its economic scope. 

This broadening of food security policy, and shift away from agriculture, was reflected in 

national government policy choices in developed countries in the 1980s, and the development 

economics of structural adjustment implemented by the World Bank and International Monetary 

Fund. This economic turn towards neoliberalism was associated with a reduced role for the state 

in the economy and a focus on market-led growth (Plant, 2010; Skidelsky, 2018). Governments 

reduced their spending on agriculture, although hunger, famines, and nutrition (the consumer 

side of food security) continued to be prominent areas of public policy (World Bank, 2007). 

The UN held the first International Conference on Nutrition in 1992. In the conference’s final 

declaration, governments said: “We recognize that globally there is enough food for all and... 

pledge to act in solidarity to ensure that freedom from hunger becomes a reality” (World 

Declaration on Nutrition, 1992). Four years later, in 1996, governments held the UN World 

Summit on Food Security in Rome. They adopted a definition of food security that is still the 

most widely used today: 

Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to 
sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an 
active and healthy life (FAO, 1996). 

The World Summit on Food Security was an important event for multilateral engagement on 

food security. It encouraged governments to renew work on the Right to Food, and led, in 2004, 

to a negotiated document entitled: “Voluntary Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization 
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of the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of National Food Security” (FAO, 2004). It was 

also in this period that a four-pillar framework to define food security came into common use in 

public policy analysis (FAO, 2006; Simon, 2012). The four pillars are availability, access, 

utilization, and stability. 

Looking back, it is possible to see how these different pillars have been given varying levels of 

prominence in the global food security agenda at various times. Because food availability 

exceeded the calorie requirements of the human population at the global level for decades, food 

availability tended to be downplayed in food security policies (FAO, 2017). In this period of 

relative over-supply of cereals and low prices on international markets (from the 1980s into the 

2000s) food availability moved to the periphery of global food policy discourse. In this period, 

the pillar of food access attracted more attention. 

The focus on food access accorded with neoliberal economic ideas. Neoliberalism defines food 

security as individuals having the purchasing power to buy food in a market, relying on the 

market to solve the question of availability and paying little attention to the issues of food culture 

or nutritional outcomes (Jarosz, 2014). Without denying the central importance of food access, 

this narrow definition of food security ignored several the entitlements that Sen had outlined in 

his much fuller consideration of people’s access to food (including self-provisioning and intra-

household distribution). Moreover, the assumption that reducing poverty would automatically 

improve food security is not borne out empirically; food insecurity and poverty are linked but 

they are not measuring the same things. International financial institutions’ neglect of rural 

economies and agricultural investment in this period, buoyed by the assumption that other, more 

remunerative sectors would achieve greater poverty reduction, came in the end to be repudiated 

by the institutions themselves (World Bank, 2007). 

Conceptions of food access have evolved since this period, especially since the 2007-2008 

international food price crisis. One of the critical areas of social policy that developed after the 

crisis was a significant expansion of social safety nets and social protection programs in 

developing countries; the programs are used to protect people’s access to food, among other 

purposes (Ferguson, 2015; Wouterse & Taffesse, 2018). The more complex social protection 

programs aim to stabilize household income while promoting other human development goals, 
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such as education and nutrition. School feeding programs and guaranteed rural income and 

employment through procurement contracts and public works are among the programs that have 

had significant success in reducing levels of hunger and malnutrition (Drèze, 2006; Wittman & 

Blesh, 2015; Chakroborty & Jayaraman, 2016). 

The third pillar of the framework is utilization, or adequacy. Utilization captures the dimension 

of food security that is concerned with the benefit people get from the food they eat. Utilization 

is about nutrition, food quality, and food safety. It encompasses the question of how to ensure 

people have the facilities they need to store and prepare food safely, and the importance of 

sanitation. People who suffer from chronic illnesses such as diarrhea are liable to suffer from 

malnutrition even if their diet is varied and fresh. Utilization also includes the importance of 

meeting micronutrient needs to ensure healthy physical and mental development, setting a higher 

bar to food security than meeting daily caloric needs (HLPE, 2017b). Malnutrition is now 

commonly understood to have three components: undernutrition; micronutrient deficiencies; and, 

over-nutrition, referring to the problem of excessive calorie consumption, linked to obesity and 

excess weight (HLPE, 2014b; Pinstrup-Andersen, 2007). Nutrition as a pillar of food security 

brings together work on the importance of nutrients (studies of child stunting, anemia, vitamin 

deficiencies, etc.) with work on the broader environment associated with food security, including 

adequate sanitation, clean drinking water, and healthcare (Labonté & Schrecker, 2007). 

Stability is the fourth pillar in the framework. Stability is often positioned as a cross-cutting 

dimension in diagrams of the four pillars; it supports the other three pillars. Although it may 

seem obvious, the concept of stability is profound. It brings with it a host of complexities that are 

crucial to understanding food security. Stability brings the dimension of time, for instance, 

reflected in the 1996 definition use of the phrase: “at all times.” Where hunger is a passing 

physical need, food security means having the ability to sate hunger here and now, but also 

tomorrow, next month and next year. Stability also addresses the psychological dimension of 

food security; people who have experienced food deprivation have a more conservative 

assessment of their food security than people who have never known want (Maxwell, 1996). In 

other words, once lost, food security is not easily regained. Stability suggests complementary 

concepts such as trust and risk (Murphy, 2015). It invites examinations of the interactions of 

food systems with other systems, from international trade and investment to hydrological and 
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meteorological cycles. Stability invites a consideration of ecological limits and planetary 

boundaries (Rockström et al., 2009). 

The environmental challenges confronting food security are significant. Food systems place 

significant stresses on the earth’s systems, especially the food systems that have become 

entrenched in industrial societies, but also some small-holder systems around the world (B. 

Campbell et al., 2017; FAO, 2011; IPCC, 2014). At the same time, food systems are highly 

vulnerable to the planetary threats confronting humanity, including climate change and 

biological diversity loss. Research on networked risks (Head & Alford, 2015; Levin et al., 2012) 

includes analysis of the specific concerns those risks raise for food security (Mehrabi & 

Ramankutty, 2018; Vermeulen et al., 2013). The risks are not just production losses due to 

extreme weather events and the like. Distribution shocks are also a threat, including in global 

supply chains. For example, global shipping routes are concentrated at certain choke points, 

which creates a significant risk of a price shock to traded food should one or more choke points 

be disrupted (Bailey & Wellesley, 2017). 

One of the contested issues between free trade and food sovereignty trade is whether the 

inclusion of agriculture in the WTO stabilizes or destabilizes food security. The discussion of 

stability, and risk, trust and rules, brings us back to the contested narratives of food security and 

international trade. We turn first to free trade and food security, before turning to food 

sovereignty in section 2.2, and then a joint analysis in sections 2.3 and 2.4. 

2.2 Free trade, the WTO and food security 

Trade has been part of human civilizations for millennia. The exchange of goods has been a way 

to share lessons, a way to build wealth, and a reward for the curious since the time of written 

records. Economists consider trade is a good thing. Even Dani Rodrik, a highly cited 

globalization sceptic, argues that international trade is a rare idea that almost all economists 

agree on (Rodrik, 2015a). One way to think about markets is to see them as collating and 

processing signals, with each signal sent by a market participant. Increasing the number of 

participants increases the number of signals, or data points, which results in a better-informed 

market. The more information is available to the market, the more closely prices will reflect both 

producer and consumer interests, which in turn will increase efficiency. Economic efficiency is 
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an ambitious concept, defined as the point at which everything in the market is produced and 

consumed such that any change will reduce overall welfare. International trade is a way to 

increase the size of the market on a large scale. 

A second reason to enlarge markets is to increase competition and redistribute the wealth and 

ideas that competition brings. Expanding the size of a market is a way to counter the tendency 

for economic power in closed economies to concentrate. This redistributive potential of open 

markets appealed to Adam Smith, who wrote critically about the land-owning (rentier) class, 

whose livelihoods depended on extracting wealth from hereditary holdings and other people’s 

labour, rather than from making a productive contribution of their own (A. Smith, 1982; Murphy, 

2016). It remains appealing today. Philosopher Nancy Fraser reminds us of the power of 

emancipation as a third element in tension with Polanyi’s “double wave” of markets and 

solidarity (N. Fraser, 2013; Polanyi, 1944). Fraser is referring to the emancipation that comes 

with economic independence and the ability to shape a life freed from dependence on caste, 

gender, or other socially defined relationships. This individual benefit may be at odds with 

community solidarity.  

Neo-classical theories of international trade encourage countries to specialize their production, 

building on the idea of comparative advantage, first articulated more than 200 years ago by 

David Ricardo (Ricardo, 2004; Krugman, 1996). Comparative advantage, of course, is the idea 

that individuals, groups, or countries gain from focusing their productive resources on what they 

do best. Crucially, even if a country is not the most efficient producer of any good in the 

international market, the theory posits that all countries can benefit from trade if they focus on 

the products they produce most efficiently and buy the rest from others. 

The export of food commodities can also be an important source of foreign exchange earnings 

and employment in the national economy. Exports of agricultural commodities have 

demonstrated cross-benefits with the wider agricultural economy in developing countries. For 

example, farmers who grow export crops may find easier access to credit and extension services 

(Burnett & Murphy, 2014; Memedovic & Shepherd, 2009). Studies have shown cotton farms in 

West Africa enjoy higher levels of food productivity and better on-farm food security outcomes 

than non-cotton producing farms (Traoré, 2017). The same is true for farmers who integrate palm 
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oil trees on their holdings in parts of Indonesia. Economists Ashok Kotwal and Mukesh Eswaran 

show that selling agricultural commodities abroad can increase the capital available domestically 

for investment in broader economic development (Eswaran & Kotwal, 1994). 

So far, so good. Yet trading food stuffs has important costs, too. There are many examples of 

unsustainable land, forest, water, and fishery use driven by trade (HLPE, 2014c; 2015; 2017c). 

Demand for timber, soy, palm oil and other crops have driven terrifying rates of deforestation, 

and neither voluntary nor regulatory efforts to control the problem have yet met with lasting 

success (Clapp & Dauvergne, 2005; Dauvergne, 2008; Jayathilake et al., 2021). 

Moreover, trade agreements work two ways. Imports have at times disrupted and, in some cases, 

destroyed domestic agricultural sectors (Morrison & Mermigkas, 2014). For example, many 

countries in Africa have seen their domestic chicken industry undermined by the imports of dark 

chicken meat from wealthier countries that prize breast meat and discard the rest. In Cameroon 

the issue became so highly charged that, following riots in the capital city, the government 

banned the import of chicken meat altogether in defiance of its WTO obligations (Buse, 2007; 

Ward, 2017). In trade and investment negotiations between South Africa and the European 

Union, chicken imports were one of the toughest issues to resolve (Buse, 2007; Goodison, 2015; 

Ward, 2017). The harm done to the domestic chicken producers affected grain farmers, too, who 

lost an important market for their feed crops when domestic production was curtailed (Hanlon & 

Smart, 2014; HLPE, 2016). In another example, the liberalization of dairy imports was 

catastrophic for domestic dairy industries in Jamaica and Brazil (FAO, 2006b; Oxfam 

International, 2002; Weis, 2004). The production of agricultural commodities for export can also 

disrupt domestic food production, diverting land and water from the production of staple foods 

that are not (or hardly) traded, such as millet and cassava (Sachs & Santarius, 2007). 

These are issues that affect trade in food and agriculture commodities as a whole. There are also 

concerns with dependence on trade imports for food security. Many of the world’s poorest 

countries rely on cereal imports for 10-15 percent (or more) of their food supply. Although the 

dependence may not seem that high, the imports are not an optional purchase for the country—

the imported cereals make the difference between food security and famine. Yet here again, the 

role that trade plays is confusing. On the one hand, the food imports are invaluable. Climate 
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change makes it probable that international cereal trade will continue to grow significantly in the 

coming decades (Fader, et al., 2013; Hertel, 2016). On the other hand, countries know that 

international markets can be unreliable, particularly in a crisis. International food supplies can 

dry up. This is what happened in the food price crisis of 2007-2008, and again in 2012 (see 

Chapter 5). No government wants to depend on another country’s generosity when supplies are 

scarce, or when a calamity disrupts distribution. 

One of the core purposes of multilateral trade agreements is to support a predictable and 

transparent trading system. This was an important justification for the inclusion of an Agreement 

on Agriculture in the Uruguay Round. Proponents of the agreement wanted to end the exempt 

status agriculture had enjoyed under the GATT. Developing countries wanted to lower the tariffs 

that faced their agricultural commodity exports, especially the tariffs on processed commodities. 

They also wanted to ban the export subsidies that encouraged the dumping of agricultural 

commodities in their local markets. Negotiators also wanted to stop the United States and EU 

from using international markets as a surplus disposal mechanism. This is what led to the 

inclusion of domestic support limits in the WTO rules; exporters that did not subsidize their 

production hoped the limits would curtail over-production of subsidized crops that ended up in 

export markets. Yet this trade negotiation during the Uruguay Round did not deal directly with 

food insecurity. At that time, negotiators mostly considered food security to be a domestic 

problem that would resolve itself if other, larger, issues could be solved (interviews N20, 2016; 

N53, 2016; N32, 2016). (This history is analyzed further in Chapter 4.) 

Thus, the Agreement on Agriculture was expected to lead to higher prices for agricultural 

commodities in international markets, in part by curbing the subsidies that underwrote surplus 

disposal (Greenfield et al., 1996; Diaz-Bonilla et al., 2006). In turn, higher commodity prices 

were expected to end the economic stagnation in rural areas that low international commodity 

prices had created. Higher prices and increased investment would support poverty reduction and 

thereby improve food security. 

This is why, perhaps surprisingly, many development economists argue that higher commodity 

prices, especially higher farmgate prices, are desirable for food security in the medium and long-

term. Many of the world’s poorest economies depend on the income they earn from commodity 
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sales. Higher prices mean a higher tax base, and attract investors, too. Higher prices create a 

virtuous circle that eventually benefits both consumers and producers. 

Although higher food prices create a short-term food security problem by reducing access for 

poorer communities, transition payments such as income support or employment guarantee 

programs can ease the pain. Higher food prices raise rural wages and reduce the need for social 

protection in the medium-term (Wiggins & Keats, 2014; ILO 2013; Hertel, 2016). Development 

economists see the transition costs as justified by the expected long-term benefits: agricultural 

growth has a strong empirical record—some argue a better record than any other sector—for 

driving inclusive and poverty-reducing economic growth (Mellor, 1995; Lipton, 1977). 

One putative disadvantage of higher international commodity prices is that they raise the cost of 

food imports, which especially in low-income net-food importing countries would harm poorer 

consumers. But even at this national level, many agricultural economists agreed that the longer-

term benefits of higher production, incentivized by higher prices, would be beneficial in reducing 

the existing large agricultural productivity gaps between developed and most developing 

countries (Dawe & Timmer, 2012; Timmer, 2015). Neoclassical economic theory assumes that 

comparative advantage will allocate intensive agricultural production to the regions best suited to 

it, while other regions focus on other sectors and rely on imports to meet their domestic food 

demand (Anderson et al., 2005). 

Food security experts who favour the liberalization of agricultural trade also consistently call for 

governments to provide social protection measures to ease the cost of transition on poor 

consumers. Governments heeded this call when they adopted the Decision on Measures 

Concerning the Possible Negative Effects of the Reform Programme on Least-Developed and 

Net Food-Importing Developing Countries in the last moments of the Uruguay Round 

negotiations (GATT, 1994). Governments recognized that if the Agreement on Agriculture were 

successful in raising international food commodity prices, that outcome would present a short-

term threat to net food-importing countries. To mitigate this threat, they committed support for 

emergency funds, housed at the IMF, that affected countries could request if the situation 

warranted. 
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More recently, agricultural economist and trade advisor Tim Josling called for a global food 

stamp program to create a global safety net alongside the globalizing food market (Josling, 

2011). Here, although his food stamp program was novel, Josling nevertheless shared the basic 

assumption of trade liberalizers that food insecurity is a transitory problem that wider economic 

development will eventually solve. As the problem is passing, and too important to ignore, 

exceptional measures on a temporary basis are the answer—in this case, a public safety net that 

protects vulnerable populations from harm. 

Josling and other likeminded economists, such as Kym Anderson, Will Martin, and Stefan 

Tangermann, who support globally integrated food commodity markets within an open trade 

model, criticized the Agreement on Agriculture and the Doha Agenda for not going far enough to 

liberalize agricultural trade. In their view, the lack of ambition on tariff and subsidy reduction 

(especially from developed countries) limited the potential gains from trade and deprived 

developing countries of important opportunities for economic growth (Anderson & Martin, 2005; 

Hertel et al., 2009). Their analysis is based on a dynamic view of trade reforms that situates 

agriculture in the wider economy and points to its association with low profitability, low labour 

productivity and low returns on investment. Foreign trade is a way to attract foreign investment 

and find higher-paying markets than the domestic consumer base in a poorer country can 

support, creating a basis to increase returns and establish a virtuous circle in the wider economy 

by increasing the available capital in the domestic economy (Eswaran & Kotwal, 1994). 

Agricultural economists also argue that free trade is important for food security because of its 

role in reducing food price shocks. This comes back to the food security pillar of stability. 

Historically, local food supply and demand shocks were the most common cause of sharp price 

increases and price volatility. International shocks were less frequent, even if they were far more 

dramatic in their effects (Timmer, 2010). As markets have become more integrated across 

national borders since the 1990s, the incidence of external price shocks originating from outside 

a country’s border have (not surprisingly) increased (Josling & Tangermann, 1999; Valdés & 

Foster, 2012). Nonetheless, the broad claim that larger markets are more stable has merit, 

empirically, although some would argue that diversification is more important for resilience 

(HLPE, 2011). 
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It is also important to note that these economists not only believe that markets are the best way to 

ensure economic growth, and food security with it, but also that government interference in 

markets increases hunger. While they acknowledge that governments may need to create safety 

nets, these interventions are directed strictly at consumers. In their view, government 

interference reduces efficiency, and thus human welfare. They do not claim that markets are 

perfect. Rather, their view is that markets consistently outperform governments—i.e., that 

markets are less likely to be wrong than governments are. They view globalization as a way to 

expand the benefits of markets. This is the view that is dominant in WTO negotiations. 

To be sure, some economists—those in the tradition of Albert Hirschman, for example—are 

deeply sceptical of globalization and the benefits of free trade codified in international trade 

agreements. Hirschman, a post-war development economist, emphasised empirical experience 

and experiment over grand theory and believed development required heterodox policies 

(Adelman, 2013; Hirschman, 1977; 1998). Hirschman’s intellectual reflex to avoid policy based 

on universal grand theories was sharpened by his personal experiences of politics and war in 

Europe 1930-1940, and further honed in his post-war career as an advisor to developing country 

governments on macroeconomic policy (Adelman, 2013). 

Dani Rodrik is an economist in this Hirschmanian tradition. A vocal critic of globalization, 

Rodrik is interested in the discrepancies between globalization theory and practice, and in the 

dilemmas that globalization creates for governance and democracy (Rodrik, 2011). He writes 

about the heterodox means by which countries have managed economic growth and 

development, including the management of international trade, in ways that defy globalization 

theory (Rodrik, 2015a). More broadly, Rodrik criticizes any school that attempts a universal 

theory of economics. Similarly, development economist Ha Joon Chang writes about the history 

of agricultural development, contrasting the experiences of Europe and North America, which 

involved significant state funding and policy engagement, with the prescriptions of structural 

adjustment policy imposed on many developing countries from the 1980s, which required that 

state support to economic sectors such as agriculture be minimized. Chang argues free trade was 

not the basis of industrialized countries’ transition to less dependence on agriculture, and that 

developing countries will not thrive unless their states, too, can play an active role in the 

economy (Chang, 2009). 
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Another scholar whose work evokes Hirschman is Ilene Grabel. Her work is focused on 

international financial systems. In a piece on the architecture of international finance, Grabel 

proposes four principles to guide a pragmatic and adaptive view of economic policies (2016, p. 

397). Those principles are: 

i) Viability: The principle that an economic innovation should not be dismissed because it 

appears unlikely to succeed or thrive, perhaps because vested interests are arrayed against the 

idea, or because it is difficult to change multilateral policy agendas. Grabel points out that many 

innovations find ways to adjust and survive, against the odds. Other ideas may prove to be short-

lived and yet still prove valuable. 

ii) Sufficiency: The principle that it is enough if a policy makes a positive difference, even if it 

only offers a partial solution to a larger problem. 

iii) Scalability: The principle that a policy does not need to be scalable or universally applicable 

to be useful. Some policies are specific to their environment and work well there, but only there. 

iv) Significance: The principle that policies do not need to solve big problems to matter. If they 

work well where they are used, that can be enough. 

While Grabel studies finance, not trade, her insights are pertinent to trade policy. Her advice to 

governments seeking economic growth through globalized trade would be to temper their 

commitment to a particular economic theory with pragmatism. Trade rules are forged in political 

compromise and necessarily rely on imperfect information. In contrast to the neo-classical 

economists, who regret the necessity for political compromise on economic ideals, Grabel 

suggests the compromises and variations born of political negotiations are normal and even 

desirable. (I return to Grabel’s principles in elaborating the concept of resilient global food 

security below, in section 2.6). 

Neo-classical economists assume that markets are best served with the least amount of 

regulation. These assumptions informed late twenty-first century globalization, and the Uruguay 

Round Agreements. Their merits, however, have been challenged by economists who consider 

them incomplete, and insufficiently attentive to politics, and to market failures and distortions. 

The critical economists (Rodrik, Chang, Grabel, for instance) have provided important insights 

into why free trade has not provided the conditions for lasting food security. 
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2.3 Food Sovereignty: A critique of free trade for food security 

An even sharper rejection of free trade and its role in protecting food security comes from the 

food sovereignty movement, and the scholarship of an interdisciplinary group of food 

sovereignty scholars from anthropology, rural sociology, human geography, political economy, 

and law among others. Food sovereignty is the opposing side to free trade in the “disputed 

narratives” on trade and food security (FAO, 2015). 

Food sovereignty is both a political idea and a political movement. It is most closely associated 

with the international peasant rights organization La Via Campesina, which first met in 

Managua, in 1992. While the term food sovereignty has earlier antecedents (Edelman, 2014), La 

Via Campesina brought the concept into international food security debates and gave it a clear 

definition. Initially, La Via Campesina defined food sovereignty as, “the right of each nation to 

maintain and develop its own capacity to produce its basic foods, respecting cultural and 

productive diversity,” and, also, “the right to produce our own food in our own territory.” 

Subsequently, the organization added people’s right to define their agricultural and food policies 

(Desmarais, 2007, p. 34). 

Trade was part of La Via Campesina’s agenda from the start. Representatives of eight national 

and regional farmers’ organizations from Europe, Central America, North America, and the 

Caribbean founded La Via Campesina at the Managua meeting. They adopted a document called 

the Managua Declaration, which called for international trade to be governed by “justice and 

cooperation” (La Via Campesina, 1992). The Managua Declaration continued, “Trade and 

international exchange should have as their fundamental goal, justice and co-operation rather 

than competition and the survival of the fittest.” La Via Campesina demanded that farmers be 

“guaranteed sufficient income to cover at a minimum our costs of production.” They rejected 

“policies which promote low prices, liberalized markets, the export of surpluses, dumping and 

export subsidies.” La Via Campesina rejected the proposed Uruguay Round Agreement on 

Agriculture and demanded that farmers be allowed to participate directly in the GATT 

negotiations (La Via Campesina, 1992). 

“We note,” said the declaration, “that the GATT affects farmers in poor countries and as well 

impoverishes farmers in rich countries to the benefit of monopolies and transnational 
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corporations.” This insistence that farmers in rich and poor countries alike are hurt by trade 

liberalization is a cornerstone of food sovereignty. With it came an explicit rejection of the 

North/South, developed/developing country politics that tends to dominate multilateral 

negotiations, international development cooperation more broadly, and the politics of civil 

society organizing internationally, too. 

Farmer discontent with the market conditions they faced in the 1980s was widespread, although 

specific circumstances varied enormously across regions. There were land conflicts and guerilla 

uprisings in parts of the Philippines and Central America. In the U.S. Midwest, the farm 

economy was facing a record number of bankruptcies created by unsustainable debt, high interest 

rates and falling commodity prices. In many African countries, the lopsided response of both 

private and public creditors to the debts African governments had accumulated in the 1970s had 

created a grotesque situation of resource and capital extraction from a continent still reeling from 

colonial conquest, with devastating consequences for public services from education to health 

care (Mihevic, 1995; Cornia et al., 1987; Mkandawire & Soludo, 2003). If the relaxation of an 

overweening state was welcomed by farmers in countries such as Tanzania (something I 

witnessed in meetings on trade with farmers’ organizations in the 1990s), the neglect of rural 

communities and agriculture continued to be a drag on economic well-being (Chambers, 1983; 

Lipton, 1993). 

Much of the impetus for protests against the Uruguay Round negotiations came from these 

domestic political fights. For example, in Europe, the European Commission proposed changes 

to the Common Agricultural Policy to curb over-production and cut costs as part of a larger 

strategy of reform. Signing the Agreement on Agriculture was one part of the policy shift 

(Koning, 2017). The U.S. government also moved away from price support policies attached to 

largely ineffectual production limits towards a further expansion of export markets (DiGiacomo, 

1998; Orden et al., 1999). 

There was a common thread to these various struggles: many farmers’ organizations rejected the 

Uruguay Round Agreement on Agriculture. They lost that fight, of course: the Agreement on 

Agriculture came into force in 1995. But that defeat hardened their opposition to the WTO. La 

Via Campesina’s membership continued to grow, and the organization continued to issue joint 
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declarations denouncing free trade agreements. For instance, at their meeting in Tlaxcala, 

Mexico in 1996, La Via Campesina declared: 

We are united in our rejection of the economic and political conditions which destroy our 
livelihoods, our communities, our cultures, and our natural environment. We are 
determined to create a rural economy which is based on respect for ourselves and the 
earth, on food sovereignty, and on fair trade (La Via Campesina, 1996, Annex XI). 

By 1999, this commitment to “create a rural economy which is based on…fair trade” had shifted 

to a stronger condemnation of free trade agreements. In its 1999 Isarn Declaration, La Via 

Campesina members blamed “The Free Trade Model” for destroying jobs, diversity, culture and 

the environment and declared: “Food trade is not solving the ever-increasing problem of hunger. 

We defend the right to produce food and not the right to be able to buy cheap food” (La Via 

Campesina, 1999a). 

Later that year, at the WTO’s third Ministerial Conference in Seattle, La Via Campesina adopted 

its now famous slogan: “WTO out of agriculture!” La Via Campesina’s Seattle Declaration set 

the ambition for trade policy: “To create genuine international democratic mechanisms to 

regulate food trade while respecting food sovereignty in each country” (La Via Campesina, 

1999b). Today, La Via Campesina still refuses any formal invitation to engage with the WTO or 

to recognize the organization’s legitimacy. Instead, the members are present at every Ministerial 

Conference, as protesters in the street, organizing teach-ins and mobilizing events. 

La Via Campesina did not reject international trade outright. Michael Windfuhr and Jennie 

Jonsén, both members of FIAN international, a non-governmental human rights organization that 

has worked with La Via Campesina since the early 1990s, made this point in a publication in 

2005, writing: “[the] food sovereignty framework is a counter proposal to the neoliberal 

macroeconomic policy framework. It is not directed against trade per se but is based on the 

reality that current international trade practices and trade rules are not working in favour of 

smallholder farmers” (Windfuhr & Jonsén, 2005, p. 32). This willingness to accept trade while 

rejecting neoliberalism is a hallmark of La Via Campesina’s political position. So, in 2013, for 

instance, the Nyéléni newsletter (“The voice of the international movement for Food 

Sovereignty”), published an article that proclaimed, “Food sovereignty…advocates trade and 

investment that serve the collective aspirations of society” (Manu, 2014). Nettie Wiebe—a farm 
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leader who has served in leadership roles in Canada’s National Farmers’ Union and La Via 

Campesina’s international organization—put it this way in our interview: “Exchange could be 

nurturing if we see the ecological limits, understand complexity, and managed trade from that 

basis” (interview with Nettie Wiebe, 2016; cited with permission). Wiebe explained that it was 

not the sale of food across borders that was at the heart of La Via Campesina’s rejection of the 

WTO. Rather, it was the failure of those rules to accommodate “limits” and “complexity.” It is 

precisely the elements of limits and complexity—downplayed in the WTO rules—that the 

framework of resilient global food security addresses. 

There is a tension between the strong position against free trade that La Via Campesina takes in 

public, and the nuances that members express in more intimate settings. This is not surprising; 

after all, the membership is global. La Via Campesina members live and work in very different 

contexts. Some members of the La Via Campesina network have a more open-ended view of 

trade, rejecting the WTO and its rules but not trade integration across regions. For example, two 

La Via Campesina members in Africa—ROPPA (the Association of West African Peasant 

Associations, known by its French acronym) and the East Africa Farmers Federation (EAFF)—

say their farmers want more open borders and improved conditions for international trade—but 

within their regions first. They criticize global markets because they are dominated by 

oligopolistic commodity traders, food companies and food retailers. They also campaign against 

food imports dumped at below cost of production prices. But they do not reject the possibility of 

exporting. Part of the reason for this is that they do engage in trade, but much of that trade is 

“informal”—that is to say, it is trade that is not captured in official statistics. Their demands 

include a regularization of cross-border trade to reduce the scope for corruption and trade rules 

that protect local markets for local producers and their intermediaries (Hanlon & Smart, 2014). 

In summary, La Via Campesina members insist on accountability to local and national 

constituencies for food and agriculture policy and assert the central role of democracy. They 

want trade rules to be decided in organizations where farmers and food workers have a say. They 

deny the WTO has a legitimate role in the governance of food and agriculture, but their issue is 

with free trade agreements and the decision to empower a multilateral trade organization over 

national governments, not with trade itself. 
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This distinction has largely been overlooked in the academic literature on food sovereignty 

(Burnett & Murphy, 2014). With regard to where food systems should be controlled, food 

sovereignty scholars have focused on the role of municipal and sub-national governments, on the 

relationship of those sub-national units to the national government, and on national food 

sovereignty policies, such as constitutional commitments to food sovereignty, and government 

procurement in the service of food sovereignty objectives (Desmarais & Wittman, 2014; 

Desmarais et al., 2017; Lambek et al., 2014; Schiavoni, 2015; Trauger, 2014; Wittman & Blesh, 

2015). 

There is also a widely cited group of food sovereignty scholars who hold strongly negative views 

of the WTO in particular and international trade agreements in general, echoing La Via 

Campesina’s critical political declarations (Andrée et al., 2014; Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011; 

Rosset, 2003). One of the claims made in this body of work is that international trade 

agreements, and in particular the Agreement on Agriculture, exacerbate political and economic 

inequalities (Fairbairn, 2010; Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2011; Rosset, 2006). For example, 

environmental studies scholar Madeleine Fairbairn writes: 

The globalization project is the foundation of the emerging “corporate food regime,” 
which aims at the removal of social and political barriers to the free flow of capital in 
food and agriculture and is institutionalized through international agreements such as the 
WTO’s Agreement on Agriculture (Fairbairn, 2010, p. 18). 

Fairbairn invokes the “corporate food regime” in her article. She claims that the point of the 

WTO Agreement on Agriculture—as part of the broader project of globalization—is to 

institutionalize the power of global capitalism. 

The corporate food regime is a concept introduced by sociologists Philip McMichael and Harriet 

Friedman. They first developed a theory of global food regimes to describe the global economic 

power relationships underlying food trade in the 1980s. McMichael has since continued to 

elaborate on the corporate food regime theory (Friedmann & McMichael, 1989; McMichael, 

2009b; McMichael & Schneider, 2011). Articulating a view that is widely echoed in the food 

sovereignty scholarship, McMichael describes international trade as a means for transnational 

agri-food companies to assert their dominance in local food markets across the world. In this 

process, local producers are squeezed out of their local markets. In McMichael’s view, the WTO 
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Agreement on Agriculture legitimizes the establishment and maintenance of this hegemony 

(McMichael, 2009a). 

McMichael offers a powerful analysis of the regulatory and political failures that have allowed 

oligopolies and other abuses of market power to flourish in food systems (see also Clapp, 2014a; 

Murphy, 2008; Murphy et al., 2012). He leaves unaddressed, however, the question of how else 

trade in food commodities might be regulated. For farmers and farm workers operating in 

international supply chains, the scholarly condemnation of the power relations evident in existing 

international trade agreements leaves unanswered the question of where else and how they 

should hope to see an improved legal framework for their businesses and livelihoods (Burnett & 

Murphy, 2014). 

Perhaps the most important dimension of national sovereignty is the central role of national 

borders in delineating the reach of citizenship and accountability. Food sovereignty emphasizes 

the importance of democratic processes to shape food systems, processes that engage farmers 

specifically, but also other actors in the food system, including consumers and food workers 

(Murphy, 2005). In contrast, scholars have pointed to the often apolitical use of food security, 

arguing that food security frameworks too often lack a power analysis and ignore the role of 

agency in shaping food system outcomes (Jarosz, 2014; Patel, 2009b). 

A second feature of food politics anchored in the nation state is that it satisfies food 

sovereignty’s emphasis on place. Phil McMichael calls this “food from somewhere”, evoking a 

counterpoint to the “food from nowhere” he says characterizes the corporate food regime. “Food 

from nowhere” gained political currency when French farm leader, José Bové, used the term in 

speeches and campaigns against industrial food systems and free trade agreements (Bové et al., 

2001; H. Campbell, 2009). Food sovereignty advocates have proposed several institutional 

mechanisms as alternatives to the integration of food and agricultural products into long-distance 

commodity markets in which food is undifferentiated by place of origin. These institutional 

mechanisms put a premium on local production. They include community supported agriculture, 

farmers markets, community food hubs, and local sourcing requirements in procurement 

contracts, such as food purchases for schools, hospitals, and prisons (De Schutter, 2014; 

Desmarais et al., 2017). These mechanisms challenge the economics of free trade. 
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2.4 Practical Mergers, Sufficient Policies and the External Dimensions of Sovereignty 

These institutional proposals have enriched food sovereignty theory with alternative examples of 

markets and exchange. Some scholars have taken an empirical approach to the call in the Nyéléni 

Declaration for, “trade and investment that serve the collective aspirations of society” (Nyéléni, 

2007). For example, in his doctoral work Chris Hergesheimer built a framework he called a 

“practical merger” between fair trade and food sovereignty, using the principles of food 

sovereignty elaborated in Nyéléni and the market-based development thinking that underlines 

fair trade (Hergesheimer, 2017). Political economist Kim Burnett compares fair trade and food 

sovereignty as social movements. Her interviews and analysis suggest that the ideological 

assertions about fair trade expressed in the food sovereignty movement were somewhat 

simplified in the work of food sovereignty scholars. Burnett’s research shows that the lived 

experience of many farmers and farm workers producing goods for trade were more complex 

than was captured in the declarative condemnations of trade by some leaders of the food 

sovereignty movement. Hundreds of millions of rural people around the world make a living 

producing and processing agricultural commodities for international markets, and many farmers 

and farm workers have a pragmatic view of international markets. They accept the importance of 

these markets and focus their demands on fairer terms of exchange, without necessarily 

supporting, or even desiring, disengagement from trade altogether (Murphy, 2010b; Burnett, 

2017). 

Another example of research in this vein comes from anthropologist Andrew Ofstehage and his 

research into quinoa markets in upland Bolivia (Ofstehage, 2012). Ofstehage argues the 

emergence of a large international market for quinoa has improved local market conditions for 

small-scale quinoa growers, albeit indirectly. He credits the creation of a national farmers’ 

cooperative for quinoa exports with having had the secondary effect of improving the services 

offered by the traditional small-scale buyers. These buyers go from village to village to buy 

quinoa directly from farmers. They tend to offer lower prices but have important advantages for 

small-scale producers including their ability to pay immediately on delivery. Although relatively 

few small-scale producers avail themselves of the national cooperative because of the entry 

costs, including higher quality standards and slower payments, Ofstehage found the competition 
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pushed local traders to improve the services they offered the farmers who remained in traditional 

markets. 

This empirical work echoes the principles of Ilene Grabel and her call to forgo totalizing analysis 

and solutions in favour of policy experiments that adopt different scales of intervention. 

Hergesheimer, Burnett and Ofstehage all consider how international markets are co-existing with 

local markets, and not necessarily crowding them out. Their findings point to a role for 

regulation and policy that supports market diversification that includes international trade. 

This still leaves unanswered the food sovereignty movement’s demand that the political agency 

of food system workers and producers be protected in economic policy-making, although not 

through the WTO. Here the work of agrarian studies scholar Christina Schiavoni offers a helpful 

point of departure. Schiavoni gives clarity to the term “sovereignty” and helps us understand its 

nuances—and its limitations. Schiavoni argues that the term sovereignty has two distinct uses, 

although the difference is rarely made explicit (Schiavoni, 2015). The first use is external, 

referring to one nation’s sovereignty in relation to other sovereign nations, or in relation to an 

extra-territorial entity, such as a foreign company or intergovernmental organization. Schiavoni 

moves quickly past the external issues to focus on the second use: internal sovereignty, and the 

question of where final authority lies within the state. In her study of the politics of Venezuela, 

she points to the paradox that the term sovereign implies a “single, absolute” authority, yet “(b)y 

its very definition, food sovereignty runs contrary to the idea of there being any singular, 

absolute authority when it comes to control over the food system” (Schiavoni, 2015, p. 467-468). 

She writes, “The adoption of food sovereignty into state policy, then, calls for a redefining of the 

terms of engagement between state and society.” She grounds her research in a compelling 

analysis of the food councils created across Venezuela under the administration of President 

Chavez. 

Schiavoni’s analysis of internal sovereignty is rich and important. But her writing does not do 

justice to the first use of the term she mentions—external sovereignty and decision-making 

authority in the world beyond national borders. She writes: 

It would seem that the external dimensions of sovereignty are far easier to grapple with 
conceptually than the internal dimensions when applied to food sovereignty. For instance, 
the idea of external sovereignty readily translates over to food sovereignty in the 
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assertion that a country’s domestic food production and distribution capacities should not 
be undermined by the WTO, World Bank, multinational corporations, etc. (Schiavoni, 
2015, p. 467). 

Schiavoni’s dismissal of the “WTO, World Bank, multinational corporations” as an 

undifferentiated “external” category raises questions. What is the WTO in this statement exactly? 

Is its legitimacy to intervene in domestic agriculture policy on a par with that of a multinational 

company? Surely not. When the WTO decides rules and adopts agreements, those decisions are a 

negotiated outcome among 164 members, all of them sovereign and most of them nations (the 

exception is the EU, which acts on behalf of all its member states). The WTO does not have the 

authority to act independently of its membership. It is an intergovernmental organization, bound 

by a one-country-one vote model of decision-making, even if the power dynamics between 

member states are uneven (as outlined above and discussed in more detail in the coming 

chapters). 

In other words, external sovereignty is not simply “not internal”; it is very much bound up in 

national sovereignty. Instead of assuming a bifurcation, Schiavoni’s analysis of internal food 

sovereignty could be taken as a challenge to reimagine what sovereignty beyond borders means, 

including what sovereignty looks like with regard to the negotiation and enforcement of 

international trade rules. Multilateral organizations can be understood as one more layer in 

Schiavoni’s compelling analysis of the complexity of state authority, and an important part of her 

call for a redefinition “of the terms of engagement between state and society.” 

2.5 Reconciling Food Sovereignty and Trade 

The differences between free trade and food sovereignty trade hardened in the first 20 years of 

the WTO’s existence (1995-2015), including over whether more or less integration into 

globalized markets was desirable and where the rules that govern food trade should be decided. 

The differences have several dimensions, including definitions of food security, and the role each 

side thinks is appropriate for the state to play in the economy. Both sides of the debate agree that 

food security is important, but they define food security differently (Clapp, 2015a). 

Free trade theory views food security as embedded in economic growth, comparative advantage, 

international competition, and lower consumer food prices (K. Anderson et al., 2013; Hoekman, 
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2004; Martin & Laborde, 2018). In the simplest formulation of this view, food security is 

wrapped in economic prosperity. The goal is to reduce the share of agriculture in a country’s 

overall employment, an argument articulated by agricultural economist Peter Timmer in his 

essay entitled, “A World Without Agriculture” (Timmer, 2009). Timmer makes the paradoxical 

observation that food security is inversely corelated to the share of agriculture in a country’s 

GDP. Free trade theory acknowledges that trade liberalization will create winners and losers. The 

assumption is that the market will reward the most efficient producers, and the state is called 

upon to redistribute the gains to help the less efficient producers. The state is expected to stay out 

of the market, but to be active in offering social protection programs—even as trade 

liberalization may reduce public revenues by cutting tariffs and licensing fees. 

Understandably, Timmer’s vision does not appeal to those whose livelihoods depend on food 

production. Food sovereignty directly challenges a definition of food security defined solely by 

consumer access. The definition of food sovereignty was formalized in 2007, at the Forum for 

Food Sovereignty held in Nyéléni, Mali. The forum was held by La Via Campesina with over 

500 other organizations and social movements. The Nyéléni Declaration includes what is 

probably the most commonly used definition of food sovereignty: “Food sovereignty is the right 

of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and 

sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food and agriculture systems” (Nyéléni, 

2007). 

The food sovereignty movement is rooted in political struggles that champion agriculture and 

rural life and oppose an instrumentalist vision of agriculture as a means to industrialization. Food 

sovereignty scholars work with communities and organizations who consider globalization an 

external force imposed on them by governments that do not listen, threatening their economic 

existence (Otero et al., 2013; Patel, 2009a; Wittman et al., 2010a). These are the communities 

whose food systems and livelihoods have been devastated by international trade agreements, 

including the maize sector in Mexico (Fernandez et al., 2012), the dairy sector in Brazil (Farina, 

2009) and the poultry, rice and vegetable oil sectors in Cameroon (Rakitoarisoa et al.; 2011). The 

liberalization of markets introduces new private external interests into domestic agricultural 

politics, displacing local farm and agri-business interests (La Via Campesina, 1996; 1999b; 
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Murphy, 2008; Rocha, 2008; Rosset, 2006; Wittman et al., 2010b). Food sovereignty accuses 

free trade of ignoring the political implications of free trade food security policies. 

In fact, neither free trade theory nor food sovereignty theory do justice to the complexity of food 

systems or to the role of trade within those systems. Free trade theorists view globalization as the 

solution to food supply and access. They posit a causal chain that connects globalization to 

economic development; economic development to job creation and higher incomes; and higher 

incomes to increased dietary diversity, improved nutrition, and better care for the environment. 

Free trade theory suggests that food security problems are local problems; the solution, then, is 

global engagement through open markets. 

Food sovereignty theory turns free trade theory on its head: in this view, food insecurity is not 

caused by local problems, but by exogenous disruptions (such as import surges) that are 

facilitated or created by globalization. In this framing, the global is the source of food insecurity. 

The solution then lies in local and regional food production. The focus on the local and 

regional—and on organizing locally and regionally—creates an important space for political 

resistance and alternative political development. 

Another way of thinking about the struggle between “open market” advocates and “food 

sovereignty” advocates is to think of it as a struggle between two vastly different conceptions of 

feedback loops, one rooted in economics, the other rooted in politics. Those promoting free trade 

and globalization are mostly concerned with price signals. Price signals are hugely useful, 

offering very fast feedback loops in which millions of uncoordinated “voices” (buys and sells) 

can affect prices, which in turn inform producer and consumer decisions. 

The food sovereignty movement, on the other hand, emphasizes the importance of political voice 

and a feedback system that is accountable to local and national interests, is attentive to scale, and 

designed to protect place and remunerative agriculture (rather than assuming price can decide 

who should farm, what and where). Empirical challenges to economic theory from food 

sovereignty highlight the failure of trade theory to address essential issues of equity and 

inclusion. Each of these points are important components of resilient global food security. 

Some food security challenges call for more trade, and others for less; there is no single, 

unchanging ideal. If a country has little arable land and steady or high levels of population 
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growth, for example, its government might want to develop industrial or services exports and 

buy food imports for its food security strategy. In Hunger and Public Action, Sen and Drèze give 

the example of Cape Verde as a country in this situation (Drèze & Sen, 1989). Another country 

might have a lot of capacity to produce food but lack the capital to develop its land. That country 

might choose to buy imports to supplement domestic supply, while supporting investment in 

local processing and distribution capacity to stimulate demand and encourage increased domestic 

production. The solutions will be as varied as the food systems available. 

In practice, most governments seem to be persuaded by the economic logic that international 

trade will bring material benefits. But they are not blind to the risks. They choose to pursue both 

international trading relationships and domestic food security. They want to be part of 

international value chains while safeguarding national food security strategies. This position is 

common, yet the more complex objective it contains is rarely clearly acknowledged, either in the 

WTO negotiations or in food sovereignty circles. The challenge for the members of the WTO is 

to find a way to deliver trade rules that co-exist with and do not undermine food security 

objectives. Multilateral obligations matter, and open markets are a good idea, but they are not 

sufficient to protect food security. 

Food systems theory offers a way to think about this practical challenge outside of the boxes 

imposed by economic orthodoxy and political ideology. Picking up again the definition of food 

security elaborated in the four-pillar framework above (in section 2.1), the next section shows the 

relevance of food systems scholarship to food security. Food systems frameworks complement 

an empirically based solution to reconciling trade and food security, providing another piece for 

resilient global food security, defined in section 2.7 below. 

2.6 A food systems approach to resilient food security 

Food systems are now a prominent feature of the multilateral food security agenda. The High 

Level Panel of Experts (HLPE) to the UN Committee on World Food Security has devoted much 
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time to elaborating the definition and content of food systems over the last eight years.9 In its 

report on food losses and waste, the HLPE proposed a working definition of food systems (cited 

below) that was further elaborated in subsequent reports, including the reports on water, 

sustainable agriculture and livestock, forests, and nutrition (HLPE, 2014a; 2015; 2016; 2017b; 

2017c). 

A food system gathers all the elements (environment, people, inputs, processes, 
infrastructures, institutions, etc.) and activities that relate to the production, processing, 
distribution, preparation and consumption of food, and the outputs of these activities, 
including socio-economic and environmental outcomes (HLPE, 2011, p. 29). 

In 2020, the HLPE published a report entitled, “Food Security and Nutrition: Building a Global 

Narrative towards 2030” (HLPE, 2020). The authors of the Global Narratives report added two 

dimensions to the four-pillar food security framework: agency and sustainability (HLPE, 2020, 

p. xv). They proposed this normative definition of sustainable food systems: 

Sustainable food systems are: productive and prosperous (to ensure the availability of 
sufficient food); equitable and inclusive (to ensure access for all people to food and to 
livelihoods within that system); empowering and respectful (to ensure agency for all 
people and groups, including those who are most vulnerable and marginalized to make 
choices and exercise voice in shaping that system); resilient (to ensure stability in the face 
of shocks and crises); regenerative (to ensure sustainability in all its dimensions); and 
healthy and nutritious (HLPE, 2015, p. xv). 

The four-pillar framework underlined that food security depends on multiple, interactive 

components that together compose food security outcomes. The framework invites a systems 

analysis. Donella Meadows, an environmental scientist and foundational writer and scholar in 

systems work, proposed a simple set of cumulative questions to establish if something is a 

system (Meadows, 2008). Those questions are: i) Can you identify parts? ii) Do the parts affect 

each other? iii) Do the parts together produce an effect that is different from the effect of each 

part on its own? iv) Does the effect, the behaviour over time, persist in a variety of 

circumstances? 

 

9 HLPE reports provide evidence reviews of the peer-reviewed and policy literature on a variety of food security and 
nutrition topics. The reports are produced in conjunction with international teams of academic experts from a range 
of disciplines who review and synthesize scientific evidence, working with the HLPE steering committee members. 
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Meadows describes three components to systems: elements; interconnections; and function (in 

the case of non-human systems) or purpose (in the case of human systems). Meadows notes this 

last distinction can blur, especially as some systems combine human and non-human elements 

(Meadows, 2008, p. 15). One of Meadows’ important ideas is that the system can be in perpetual 

motion—so, for instance, wheat moves from the farm to the mill to the baker to the consumer—

and yet stable. Meadow’s uses the term “dynamic equilibrium” to describe this phenomenon. 

A system is said to be resilient if it can continue to perform its intended functions even when its 

component parts and their interrelationships change. In 1973, Crawford Stanley Holling, one of 

the founders of ecological economics, defined resilience as, “…a measure of the persistence of 

systems and of their ability to absorb change and disturbance and still maintain the same 

relationships...” (Holling, 1973, p. 14). This definition of resilience has since been challenged, in 

particular with regard to social (human) systems. More recent scholars have built an explicit 

place for normative change in systems operation, a place opened by Meadows with her 

distinction between function and purpose, where the concept of purpose points to human agency 

and introduces scope for normative ideals. Human geographer and climate scientist Neil Adger 

writes, “resilience refers to the magnitude of disturbance that can be absorbed before a system 

changes to a radically different state as well as the capacity to self-organise and the capacity for 

adaptation to emerging circumstances [emphasis added]” (Adger, 2006, p. 268). Given the 

persistence of hunger and malnutrition in the world, and the ecological price they extract, food 

systems need to improve, not just persist. 

Resilience, as environmental systems scholar Danielle Tendall and her co-authors tell us, is a 

framework for understanding “social, economic and biophysical processes operating at many 

scales.” They write “(Resilience) presents the opportunity to eradicate weaknesses and build 

capacities in the food system while dealing with future uncertainty.” They propose the following 

definition of resilience in food systems: “(C)apacity over time of a food system and its units at 

multiple levels, to provide sufficient, appropriate and accessible food to all, in the face of various 

and even unforeseen disturbances” (Tendall et al., 2015, p. 19). Crucially, their definition 

proposes an explicitly normative purpose to food systems, adding essential elements of food 

security, including sufficiency, accessibility, and “appropriate” food. Appropriate in this case is 

about both nutrition and cultural preferences. 
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Another area of systems scholarship that is important in the resilient global food security 

framework is the work on adaptive governance. This work comes from scholarship done at the 

interface of science and public policy, and the observation that decision-makers frequently have 

to work with imperfect information. Science does not translate seamlessly into policy, and even 

the best knowledge includes uncertainties, unasked questions, incomplete data, and missed 

causal patterns (Jasanoff, 1987; 2005). At times, both the uncertainty and the risks of not acting, 

or taking the wrong course of action, can be high. This is the case with climate change, for 

example, where the cascading effects of global warming are hard to predict, especially for 

specific times and places, while the risk is of a possible mass extinction of life on earth. The 

philosophers of science Silvio Funtowicz and Jerome Ravetz call this “post-normal” science, 

which they say is necessary to understand a high uncertainty and high-risk world. They write, 

“The science appropriate to this new condition will be based on the assumptions of 

unpredictability, incomplete control, and a plurality of legitimate perspectives” (Funtowicz & 

Ravetz, 1993, p. 739). 

Systems theory teaches that uncertainty is inevitably a feature of the policy landscape. This 

means decision-makers need to understand probabilities and trade-offs, and to reconcile risk 

thresholds, political demands, and ethical responsibilities (Fuentes-George, 2017; Jasanoff, 2005; 

Litfin, 1994). Decision-makers face a continuous stream of changing information. The 

governance systems they build need to be sufficiently plastic to adapt yet respectful of 

institutional mandates (Arkesteijn et al., 2015; Cooney & Lang, 2007a). As economic 

philosophers Aligica and Tarko write, “For a non-equilibrium, adaptation-focused perspective on 

resilience, it is of crucial importance that the society is able to easily generate good rules for 

dealing with its challenges and that it is able to reform its rules when they become outdated 

[emphasis added]” (Aligica & Tarko, 2014, p.68). 

One analysis of what adaptive governance means in the context of the WTO and trade regulation 

is a study by legal scholars Rosemary Cooney and Andrew Lang (2007). They analyzed the 

WTO’s handling of the growing environmental problem of invasive species linked to trade, 

assessing the WTO’s institutional mechanisms and the degree to which those mechanisms 

demonstrated the capacity to cope with an issue that was both trade-related and fraught with 

scientific uncertainty. Cooney and Lang proposed that the WTO should manage the scientific 
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uncertainty with adaptive governance, which they defined as, “learning in and through the 

policy-making process.” They wrote that scientific uncertainty meant WTO members should take 

care to avoid, “irreversible interventions and impacts,” and instead encourage, “constant 

monitoring of outcomes; by facilitating the participation of multiple voices in transparent policy- 

making processes; and by reflexively highlighting the limitations of the knowledge on which 

policy choices are based” (Cooney & Lang, 2007, p. 524). They not only propose an inclusive 

feedback mechanism here, they also emphasize that decision-making mechanisms should be 

designed with the presumption that knowledge will be incomplete. 

Reflexivity is another word for this active and continuous learning from experience that relies on 

the conscious evaluation from “multiple voices.” Proponents of reflexivity emphasise the 

importance of hearing about the same experience from different perspectives. Reflexive learning 

relies on collective deliberation to create a shared understand of what worked, what failed, and 

why, as well as to develop responses and adaptations to improve future outcomes (Cooney & 

Lang, 2007a; Patton, 2011).10 This implies, in turn, the need for governance mechanisms that 

allow a process of shared learning to flourish, and that is open to making adaptative responses, 

informed by the results of that learning. Resilient global food security embraces this vision of 

adaptive governance as the way to structure rule-making in the context of uncertainty. 

2.7 Resilient Global Food Security 

The preceding pages of this chapter analysed a number of controversies and offer some thoughts 

about how to resolve them, or at least, how to approach them differently. That is the point of 

resilient global food security: with it, I propose a lens through which to view the paralyzed 

negotiations of the WTO and the potential of WTO rules to contribute to the realization of food 

security. Resilient global food security is informed by free trade and by food sovereignty but is 

also distinct from both. Both free trade and food sovereignty are used to emphasize specific 

dimensions of food security policy, whether market-based economics or agrarian politics. 

 

10 This meaning is distinct from the sense in which “reflexivity” is used in ethnographic methodologies, where it 
describes how a researcher explicitly situates herself in the field of inquiry, in contrast to maintaining “critical 
distance” (Burawoy, 2000). Traditionally, social science methodology required critical distance, which remains an 
important norm in many research disciplines. 
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Resilient global food security considers both to be important, and neither to be sufficient. Both 

have their place in a resilient food system. 

Hirschmanian economics emphasizes the idea that there is neither a single way to achieve food 

security, nor a single ideal of food security policy. Systems theory concurs; it posits uncertainty 

and incomplete knowledge as inevitable, which generates multiple possible points of equilibrium 

(Arthur, 2013). Systems theory suggests outcomes can be improved (measured by a normative 

objective) with the use of continuing experiment and reflexive learning in feedback loops. More, 

and more varied, feedback improves the knowledge on which the system runs. This makes it 

important to protect inclusion (to hear from those affected by decisions and those responsible for 

carrying them out), transparency (to protect accountability and promote stability), and diversity, 

to protect the system’s capacity to adapt when unforeseen circumstances arise. The approach is 

empirical, context-specific, and looks for interactions within and among systems to explain food 

security outcomes, and to devise effective food security policy. Resilient global food security 

uses the definition of resilience that emerges from Tendal et al. and Adger above—resilience is 

a system’s ability to preserve adaptive capacity whilst advancing a social purpose. 

These different strands of academic understanding and experience inform the idea of resilient 

global food security and its three principles. The first principle is consonance across scales. 

Food security depends on relationships at many levels—local, national, regional and global. 

Each level matters, and none is sufficient on its own. The insight is to see that policies can be 

quite different from one another and still interact effectively. The second principle is democratic 

accountability. This takes the challenge put down by food sovereignty to create processes that 

protect inclusive agenda setting and assessment of food security policies. Systems need feedback 

to work well, and to limit harm. It pushes further than food sovereignty in calling for recognition 

that accountability cannot stop at the border; that national policies have spillovers and shape 

international markets in ways that affect other countries. The third principle is adaptive 

governance. In a sense, adaptive governance underpins the whole framework—it builds 

resilience by protecting the system’s ability to persist and yet change. 

To understand how these three principles work together, it is important to have a clear 

understanding of what each one is about. 
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2.7.1 Consonance 

Consonance is a way of thinking about coherence that moves away from ideological purity to 

focus on outcomes. Instead of judging policies based on a commitment to a particular economic 

or political orthodoxy, consonance is looking for system effects that enhance a desired outcome 

in a particular context. As the discussion of practical mergers and Hirschmanian principles above 

explained, the ambition is not a unifying theory but to understand that systems work at many 

levels and to propose policies that embrace the knowledge that multiple scales are at work 

simultaneously. 

Consonant policies are not simply scaled up or down versions of a single policy. A public 

procurement program may prove highly effective for a municipality or district—that does not 

mean that a like program is needed nationally, necessarily, nor that globally, the municipality’s 

procurement rules should form the basis of a global procurement agreement. The multilateral 

level will likely require a different approach. But the multilateral rules need to respect how local 

procurement works and may need to include protections for other levels of policy to avoid 

crowding out important policy space. The idea is that local, national and international policies 

can have different immediate objectives and yet pull in the same direction, broadly supporting 

the same agenda. 

To take a dissonant example, if a government lowers tariffs on a commodity at the same time as 

it invests in increasing domestic production of the same commodity, the combined effect is likely 

to push prices well below the cost of production due to market surpluses. In this case, the trade 

policy and domestic support for agriculture are not consonant and their combined effect will 

harm food security. The WTO Agreement on Agriculture creates dissonance with its requirement 

that developing countries reduce their tariffs even before private commodity trader oligopsonies 

have been disciplined, or the use of export subsidies and domestic support payments contained. 

The result is that developed countries look hypocritical and developing countries’ confidence in 

the trading system is eroded. 

Legal scholar Michael Fakhri argues the GATT, unlike the WTO, was premised on countries 

seeking accommodation with one another’s varied domestic economic strategies (Fakhri, 2020). 

Commerce can be a way of reconciling local and regional differences, through a common set of 
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rules to manage borders. But not if the rules for commerce crowd out room for domestic policy 

making. 

The European Union uses a similar principle: subsidiarity. Subsidiarity emerged from the 

European Union’s experience of economic, social and political integration (European Parliament, 

2018). The principle is that political decisions should be made at the most local level appropriate 

to the issue being decided. Consonance for resilient global food security differs from subsidiarity 

somewhat by avoiding any proposed hierarchy among levels of decision-making. Food security 

requires portfolios of interventions that pay attention to many areas of policy simultaneously, and 

that necessarily involve trade-offs. Consonance emphasizes that these negotiated compromises 

should be informed by understanding system effects, not just single issues or by considering any 

single level of government in isolation. Results should be judged by their empirical effects, not 

on the basis of an economic or political formula. 

Consider one of the challenges facing Canada’s food security: how to ensure access to healthy 

and affordable food for peoples living in remote communities. The predominant food system in 

Canada relies heavily on trade, on centralized distribution centres, and caters to an 

overwhelmingly urban population. The large majority of Canadians live within 100 miles of the 

U.S. border. The majority of this population accesses food by buying it in private markets; food 

is a relatively small share of the household budget. But the food system that serves urban 

Canadians does not translate well to remote regions, due to the low levels of purchasing power 

that are common there, and the large distances between communities. There, more recent policy 

initiatives are looking to increase local food self-sufficiency, for cultural as well as practical 

reasons. Indigenous peoples are claiming food as a critical area of their recovering sovereignty. 

Recent technologies and traditional knowledge are being combined to offer new possible food 

sources to replace the poor quality and expensive food currently being flown in from urban 

centres. 

If a government is committed to a policy of diversifying markets for small-scale producers, the 

consonant trade policy would be to prevent the emergence of oligopoly or monopoly buyers. 

That might mean encouraging international trade because it is a powerful way to limit local 

monopoly power, or it might mean limiting international trade because the international market 
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in that commodity is controlled by too few companies to allow open competition. If international 

markets are prone to export dumping, as has been widely documented for products including 

dairy, chicken meat, cotton, maize, rice, and wheat, governments may decide it would not be 

consonant to open the market without imposing a corrective tariff (Morrison & Mermigkas, 

2014; Murphy & Hansen-Kuhn, 2019; Ward, 2017; Wise, 2010). Similarly, if a government is 

committed to a nutrition strategy premised on diversifying diets and reducing sugar intake, a 

consonant trade policy could be to provide subsidies to support access nutritionally diverse 

foods, such as fresh fruits, vegetables and legumes; and taxes and tariffs on nutritionally empty 

so called “ultra-processed foods”, such as potato chips, that impose a high cost on public health 

budgets and harm wellbeing (HLPE, 2017b). 

Consonance is important but insufficient for resilient global food security, which is also 

concerned with decision-making, asking: Who decides the agenda? Whose voice is heard in the 

food system feedback loop? This leads to the second principle of resilient global food security: 

democratic accountability. 

2.7.2 Democratic Accountability 

The food sovereignty movement pushed the issue of decision-making power to the fore of food 

security debates (Murphy, 2005). Democracy means government by the people. Its institutions 

include a free and fair vote, a free flow of information and opinion, and mechanisms to protect 

minority interests. Like markets, democracies thrive on information. 

What food sovereignty has yet to tackle as satisfactorily is what democracy and political voice 

mean at the supranational level. In Scales of Justice, political philosopher Nancy Fraser explores 

the challenge of devising new institutions of procedural justice for an era in which political 

problems have extraterritorial reach. Fraser argues that justice requires that decision-making 

institutions include all those affected by the decisions, which today increasingly means people 

who live outside the national border (N. Fraser, 2008). Fraser offers a redefinition of justice that 

broadens the boundaries of inclusion, calling her framework “parity of participation.” Fraser 

distinguishes three kinds of limitations on participation: people may lack access to the existing 

justice system; their standing as an affected party may not be recognized by the existing system; 

and/or, people may lack a say in deciding how the existing system should change. 
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Late twentieth century globalization increased the importance of extra-territorial drivers that 

shape socio-economic and ecological systems. Politics has struggled to keep up (Dauvergne, 

2008; Rodrik, 2011; Ruggie, 2007). Extra-territorial drivers include transnational companies, 

whose cost and profit calculations are not bounded by the same constraints as domestic firms. 

Other drivers with extra-territorial power include trade and investment agreements, and the 

outcomes of social and natural systems interactions, such as climate change and global disease 

pandemics. 

The WTO Agreement on Agriculture faced challenges to its legitimacy from the start. As 

discussed in section 2.3 above, the social movements and civil society organizations that form 

the food sovereignty movement rejected the WTO’s role in the governance of agriculture. Before 

the agreement was signed, farmer and peasant organizations protested the agriculture 

negotiations because they believed their governments were using the negotiations to limit 

domestic debate on farm policy reforms (interview N53, 2016). The critics argued governments 

were listening to multinational trading and food processing companies and shaping the trade 

rules to suit those interests rather than producer interests. 

Resilient global food security emphasises the need for both local and global political engagement 

and accountability. Global experience and analysis can offer useful lessons and insights that local 

and national decision-making can learn from (Jasanoff & Martello, 2004; Keck & Sikkink, 

1998). At the same time, transparency and accountability mechanisms curb national 

governments’ tendency to blame global forces for decisions and responsibilities that are in fact 

within their national sovereignty. 

Public participation in agenda-setting, decision-making, rule enforcement, and evaluation are all 

normal parts of a democracy. There is little consensus, however, on what such a process should 

look like at the multilateral level, nor on how inter-governmental decisions should relate to 

national and sub-national accountability structures (Bray & Slaughter, 2015; Hale et al., 2013; 

Held, 2014). Resilient political institutions depend on maintaining the consent of the governed. 

For a multilateral organization, this legitimacy requires that member states can express dissent, 

and that citizens support their country’s membership in the organization. Of course, legitimacy is 

not just a function of process; outcomes matter, too. Some scholars refer to this as “output 
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legitimacy” (Mena & Palazzo, 2012). The trade committees that many industrialized 

democracies have formed tend to be populated with representatives of private firms and their 

business associations, many of them exporters, although with the occasional representative from 

sectors threatened by importers, too. It is rare for non-commercial constituents to be offered a 

seat on these committees. But such mechanisms could expand to provide what Cooney and Lang 

call, “multiple voices in transparent policy-making processes” (Cooney & Lang, 2007a). 

The principle of democratic accountability as a component of resilient global food security 

underlines the importance of political legitimacy to protect institutional resilience. The WTO is 

weak, from this perspective, because its political base is too narrow. Global governance norms 

that support the establishment of formal spaces for civil society engagement are a way to protect 

space for new ideas and improve reflexive learning. These norms are also a recognition of the 

role that civil society plays in achieving a large and complex goal such as food security (HLPE, 

2018). That understanding informed the reform of the UN Committee on World Food Security 

(CFS), where governments created a formal space for civil society representatives on the 

institution’s advisory bureau (Barling & Duncan, 2015; McKeon, 2014). The self-organized 

Civil Society Mechanism to the CFS includes regional representation as well as representation 

by sector.11 

This formalization of a role for civil society role is not evident at the WTO, nor in trade policy 

mechanisms more widely. The democratization of decision-making supports multi-scalar 

consonance. It also supports the third principle of resilient global food security: reflexive and 

adaptive governance, considered below. 

2.7.3 Reflexive and Adaptive Governance 

Adaptive governance is the capacity to develop policy from experience. That experience is 

gathered from diverse sources, about how a policy or action worked, and to adjust the policy 

 

11 The CSM recognizes 11 constituencies and 17 sub-regions (5 sub-regions in Africa, 4 sub-regions in the 
Americas, 6 sub-regions in Asia and 2 sub-regions in Europe). The composition is also guided by the need for 
gender and geographic balance. The 11 constituencies are smallholder farmers, pastoralists and herders, fisherfolk, 
indigenous peoples, consumers, agriculture and food workers, urban food insecure, landless, women, youth, and 
NGOs who work with these constituencies. 
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accordingly, with a view to the policy or action’s stated purpose. The concept is a response to 

uncertainty and a desire for system resilience, while allowing the possibility of improvement. 

Food systems are complex and often vulnerable. One axis of vulnerability is scale—a very small 

food system is more easily shocked, where a larger system will have alternatives should a food 

source get cut off or fail. That makes the larger system more stable. Large systems, however, are 

not always at an advantage. If a food system is highly centralized, and lacks redundancy, then 

size may work against stability, as breakdowns in a large centralized system are harder to 

contain, or to repair (Bailey & Wellesley, 2017; Mehrabi & Ramankutty, 2018). 

Uncertainty and instability in global food systems can come from multiple sources, including but 

not limited to international trade. International trade in food and agricultural commodities has 

increased steadily since the WTO was formed. Figure 2 shows world food production (in 

calories) since 1960 on the orange line, and the share of internationally traded food (also in 

calories) on the blue line. The trend is steadily upward, to some extent mirroring the rise in food 

production, although the gap between the two is narrowing. Traded food has increased from 

approximately 15 percent in 1990 to just under 25 percent in 2019. 
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Figure 2: World food production since 1960 

 

Source: David Laborde calculations using FAOSTAT data. April 2021. 

There are a lot of reasons for the increase in food trade. One important driver has been very rapid 

socio-economic change in China, including China’s integration into international markets 

following its accession to the WTO in 2001. China’s share of global food imports (measured in 

calories) went from 5 percent in 2005 to 15 percent in 2015 (communication with David 

Laborde; FAOSTAT figures). Other drivers include a significant rise in incomes in some 

regions, in particular parts of Asia—poverty levels in China, again, have fallen dramatically 

since 2000, as has hunger, but other Asian countries have also shown large gains (FAO et al., 

2020). Some regions have also faced localized food production challenges, often coupled with 

high levels of population growth, but also with conflict, and with the increased extreme weather 

events that accompanies climate change. 

International trade supplies the hundreds of millions of people worldwide whose incomes have 

risen significantly in the last two decades, and whose diets are changing as they lose leisure time, 
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live in more confined spaces, and can afford a more diverse range of foods (Clark et al., 2013; C. 

Hawkes, 2010). The resulting shift in relative entitlements, however, has hurt consumers with 

less purchasing power. Food systems that rely on uncultivated foods and whose crops have seen 

the same rise in productivity have suffered under globalization (Mazhar et al., 2007). 

Uncultivated foods are part of what are sometimes called the “food systems of the poor;” they 

are foods that gathered in the wild rather than cultivated in the European tradition, often from 

woodlands, shorelines or hedgerows (Murphy, 2010b; Vorley, 2013). Scholarly interest in 

informal food markets has grown but evidence about them remains scarce, and many of the most 

referenced data in food security assessments either rely on (weak) estimates or ignore their 

importance. For governments, this means they could be making food policy in the dark, guessing 

at rather than fully understanding their food systems and the role of trade within them. 

Another source of uncertainty is climate change. The networked systems involved in climate 

change, together with biological diversity loss, habitat loss, freshwater depletion, the increased 

incidence of extreme weather events and less predictable weather, the emergence of new pests 

and diseases, and new vectors for those pests and diseases, are some of the many environmental 

concerns linked to food systems. Agriculture is both a source of greenhouse gases and a potential 

carbon sink. Food systems that depend on fisheries or forests are especially vulnerable, 

especially for the people who have subsistence livelihoods tied to those natural assets (HLPE, 

2014; HLPE, 2017). Governments need to respond both to local changes in growing conditions 

and food supply and to the global policy changes that are emerging in response to environmental 

crises such as climate change. To meet their food security obligations, governments need trade 

policy that will support and protect food security for people living in poverty, not just the 

emerging middle class. Adaptive governance will not be resilient if it does not include the voices 

of those who depend on informal food systems. 

Population growth concentrated in a few regions are expected to make trade in staple crops more 

important in the decades ahead, as many local food systems lose productivity due to changes in 

temperatures, rainfall, and prevalent pests and diseases (Fader et al., 2013; Wood et al., 2018). 

What is less clear is whether those staple crops will be available to those who need them, or 

whether higher value crops or higher paying customers will leave some regions facing acute 
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scarcity. This was a real threat in the 2007-2008 food price crisis, as cereals were diverted from 

LDCs to higher income countries. 

To be adaptive, global governance institutions need a forum where solutions can be developed, 

debated, tested, and amended, informed by many views, not limited to those of national 

governments (Cooney & Lang, 2007; N. Fraser, 2008; Patton, 2011). Solutions would be 

consonant with local and national policies, considered in a shared framework rather than in 

isolation. As section 2.6 above on food systems elaborated, the principle of reflexive and 

adaptive governance gets at the institutional challenge of creating effective mechanisms to allow 

feedback informed by experience and experimentation, while protecting the legitimacy of the 

institution to govern. 

2.8 Conclusion 

We have seen in this chapter how the definition of food security has evolved and is now 

embedded in a food systems framework. This systems approach affords a new perspective on a 

long-standing disagreement over the role of international trade in food security, and the role of 

the WTO and multilateral trade rules in the governance of food security. 

Resilient global food security principles emerge from food systems scholarship, the work on free 

trade and on food sovereignty, and on observations of trade negotiations and trade experts in the 

context of the WTO Agreement on Agriculture. To test the framework’s relevance, we need next 

to understand the history of the trade institutions and treaties, and the nature of the food security 

problems that governments are trying to solve. 

To understand the WTO’s capacity, it is necessary to agree on what the WTO is meant to 

achieve. Resilient global food security principles offer a new basis for that judgement. Rather 

than forging new trade agreements, or a deepening of trade liberalization, resilient global food 

security suggests the answer is an institution able to learn from its mistakes. A reflexive and 

adaptive institution would be careful not to foreclose on local policy space, would remain open 

to input from outside the trade community of negotiators and designated experts, and would 

engage with the broader food security agenda at the multilateral level. Resilient global food 

security offers a theoretical basis for empirical work on the concept of “external” sovereignty. 



65 

 

The framework incorporates that idea into a continuum of decision-making spaces in which 

national governments engage with other levels of government and their constituents, both within 

and outside national borders. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The historian E.H. Carr famously wrote that history is “ever in the making” (Burawoy, 2009; 

Carr, 1961). As successive generations of scholars revisit the past, they bring new experiences to 

their questions and analysis. The resulting interrogation between the past and present yields new 

insights and ideas, shaped by the ever-evolving context of the inquiry. The context for this 

inquiry into the WTO is shaped by the 2007-2008 international food price crisis and the resulting 

transformation of the global food security agenda. In 2007-2008, the crisis was manifest: it had 

almost immediate effect not just on consumers and farmers, but on the multilateral system as a 

whole. Rather more slowly, it become apparent that the WTO—in sharp contrast to national 

governments and most intergovernmental organizations—had responded almost not at all. 

The WTO’s stasis was intriguing. It was not that the WTO was neglected among the other 

intergovernmental organizations. Governments directed a set of proposed trade rule reforms at 

the WTO in the wake of global meetings on the food price crisis. But the WTO seemed 

nonplussed by the attention it garnered during the crisis. The shift in emphasis in its role from 

trade to food security seemed to further hamstring already deadlocked negotiations. 

The debate over whether the WTO should have a role in agriculture governance had started with 

the adoption of the Agreement on Agriculture and has not stopped raging. Trade is clearly 

important to the food security agenda and yet trade negotiations were paralyzed whereas 

elsewhere in the multilateral system, the food security agenda was hopping. It became apparent 

that a study of the WTO agriculture negotiations and their performance under the pressure of the 

food price crisis would shed light on the capacity of the WTO to play a constructive role in food 

security. Many criticisms of the WTO had already been published. But none was asking the next 

question: “What are the implications of the WTO’s failure for food security, given the 

importance of traded foods continues to grow?” This question led to a further question, the one at 

the heart of this thesis: “What capacity does the WTO show for making a positive contribution to 

the regulation of international trade that supports resilient food security outcomes?” 

To address that question, this work presents a qualitative analysis of multilateral agricultural 

trade negotiations at the World Trade Organization (WTO). It covers the period from 1994, when 

the Agreement on Agriculture and the agreement establishing the WTO were adopted, to 
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December 2015, when the WTO held its 10th Ministerial Conference in Nairobi. The thesis relies 

on several layers of evidence and interpretation. This includes the raw data of prices, volumes, 

yields, consumption and the like, drawn from databases maintained by the WTO, FAO, the 

World Bank and the OECD. What the raw data does not tell us is how people thought and 

reacted to those things—a second layer of evidence comes from those reactions, which are 

crucial to our understanding of what happened and what will happen. The negotiating texts put 

forward by WTO members and discussed in this work shed some light. Those are formal 

responses. There are also contemporary accounts, written by journalists and policy experts, who 

put the government proposals at the WTO into a larger context of domestic politics, for example, 

and in the context of pressures outside the immediate realm of agricultural trade. Finally, and 

importantly, there is the nuanced understanding provided by 59 semi-structured expert 

interviews, as well as notes from in-person observations of public and by-invitation trade and 

food security meetings, seminars, and conferences from a year spent living in Geneva as a 

researcher. 

The thesis is reflexive, in the sense used in ethnographic methodologies to describe how a 

researcher situates herself in relation to her study (Burawoy, 2000). I brought many years of 

first-hand experience to the research as a former participant in the field of inquiry. While this 

means that I may lack the “critical distance” from the study that traditional social science 

methodology privileges, I was deliberate about interviewing experts from a range of countries 

and professional experiences, including diplomats, civil servants and representatives from social 

movements and civil society organizations. In addition, my knowledge of what is a relatively 

closed and formal society—one composed of trade diplomats serving in Geneva—gave me 

important insights into the context interviewees were describing and helped me to navigate the 

culture. 

3.1 Research Design 

3.1.1 An incorporated comparison in an extended case study 

The thesis is an interdisciplinary analysis of a single, large and complex case. The subject of the 

study is the negotiation of agricultural rules at the WTO from the period 1995-2015. The 

objective is to learn from those negotiations about the WTO’s capacity to contribute to resilient 
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global food security, defined in Chapter 2. Resilient global food security incorporates established 

dimensions of food security in a food systems approach, adding three principles that underline 

the global and resilient dimensions of food security: consonance, accountability and adaptive 

capacity. 

Political scientist Arend Lijphart used the term “diachronic comparative analysis” to describe 

case studies, like this one, that look at the same institution (or process) at different moments in 

time (Lijphart, 1971, p. 689). The approach is non-determinist, by which Lijphart meant that the 

objective is to understand the particular case rather than to look for predictive elements. 

Sociologist Philip McMichael defines a similar concept of a single case study over time, which 

he calls “incorporated comparison,… used to conceptualize variation across time and space when 

time and space dimensions are neither separate nor uniform,” (McMichael, 1990, p. 386). 

McMichael proposes incorporated comparison methodology is useful for case studies that are 

contextually rich. Another sociologist, André Magnan, calls incorporated comparisons case 

studies of “evolving social and ecological relations”, which he distinguishes from case studies 

that are used to test a hypothesis (Magnan, 2016, p. 8). Incorporated comparison has parallels 

with systems thinking (see Chapter 2, section 2.1.6). The approach lends itself to studies that 

want to explain the evolution of a complex social organization (in this case, the WTO) and the 

organization’s handling of a complex social goal (in this case, global food security governance). 

The construction of the case itself draws on ethnographer Michael Burawoy’s extended case 

method (Burawoy, 2009). The extended case method (or ECM) is a way of carrying out an 

incorporated comparison. The researcher gathers evidence, then builds a story based on that 

evidence, and finally theorizes about the wider implications of her findings. Here is an example 

of how the approach is described in the literature on research methodologies: 

Typically, a researcher would participate in and observe a number of related events and 
actions of individuals and groups over an extended period of time. The researcher would 
then construct his or her (ethnographic) story and theorize about a social phenomenon, 
rather than start with a theory to explain an empirical reality. ECM is at once a method of 
data collection, analysis, and theory building (Barata, 2010, p. 375). 

Burawoy puts it this way: 

The extended case method applies reflexive science to ethnography in order to extract the 
general from the unique, to move from the “micro” to the “macro,” and to connect the 
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present to the past in anticipation of the future, all by building on pre-existing theory 
(Burawoy, 1998, p. 5). 

He contrasts the extended case to what he calls positivist models of ethnography, which use data 

collection models that maintain a distance between researchers and the people they study. The 

extended case method rests on a different conceptualization of knowledge, one that comes from 

the researcher’s immersion in the world being studied rather than holding it at a distance. 

Burawoy calls this “dwelling in” theory. He also uses the word “reflexive,” a word that is central 

to theories of adaptive governance. In Burawoy’s words: 

This “dwelling in” theory is at the basis of what I call the reflexive model of science—a 
model of science that embraces not detachment but engagement as the road to knowledge 
(Burawoy, 1998, p. 5). 

Between 1997 and 2007, I had an immersive experience of this kind at the WTO and with the 

“epistemic community” of people who analyze and advise governments on agriculture and 

international trade.12 I met and spoke with WTO delegates and secretariat officials frequently, 

both in Geneva and in national capitals around the world. I also met and worked with non-

governmental organizations, social movements, and academics on trade and agriculture in many 

countries and settings. In Barata’s words, I was able to “participate in and observe a number of 

related events and actions of individuals and groups over an extended period of time” Barata, 

2010, p. 375). As explained in Chapter 1, that experience led to the questions I answer in the 

thesis. The cultural understanding I had gained of the formal and relatively closed society formed 

by Geneva’s diplomats was invaluable for interpreting the participant observations that were part 

of the data I gathered in researching the thesis.  

If “dwelling in” is one hallmark of Burawoy’s ethnography, a second is his exploration of global 

forces in the analysis of local places (Burawoy, 2000; 2016). Here my approach takes a different 

angle. Burawoy writes that he wants, “to understand…how that experience [of globalization] is 

produced in specific localities and how that productive process is a contested and thus a political 

accomplishment,” (Burawoy, 2016). His focus is on how globalization is produced and 

experienced away from the power centres of globalization. I reverse that approach to study the 

 

12 Peter M. Haas defines epistemic communities as "… networks of knowledge-based experts” (see Haas, 2009). 
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centre of globalization as its own locality, making the claim that the WTO is a locality worthy of 

its own ethnographic study and analysis—i.e., that it is a complex and contested space in its own 

right. 

The WTO diplomats and advisors gathered in Geneva come from every corner of the globe. 

Most live and work in Geneva, although some of the poorest WTO members have no permanent 

office in Geneva and rely instead on diplomats sent from Brussels. With the blessing of Pascal 

Lamy, at the time director general of the WTO, French anthropologist Marc Abélès led a team of 

anthropologists in a study of the WTO. They were institutional anthropologists, specialized in 

the study of international organizations. The published volume that resulted from Abélès’ project 

portrays the WTO as a complex entity, one that creates a social world unto itself with strong 

norms and a distinctive culture (Abélès, 2011). The scholars emphasized the tensions around the 

imperative for secrecy: members of this community all are obliged to keep secrets from each 

other, but they are also all aware that they are keeping secrets from one another. They live as 

foreigners in a relatively small city, in a country that maintains strong and distinct local and 

national cultures. The diplomats’ children attend the same handful of schools, the families 

belong to the same recreational clubs, and their professional world is dominated by social events, 

both formal and semi-formal, that frequently throw diplomats together outside the negotiating 

room. 

Many of the interviews informing this thesis were with members of that community. While this 

thesis is interdisciplinary, not anthropological, it is in part about the culture of international trade 

negotiations. Building on Burawoy’s conceptualization of localities and the interaction of near 

and distant forces, I am interested in the WTO as a locality in which contestation shapes 

outcomes. I look at how WTO members produce an experience of national sovereignty at the 

WTO. The global trade rules are evidently a “contested and thus political accomplishment,” 

although they are often presented as a monolith—an unyielding, unleavened expression of 

globally dominant economic interests. Those contestations do not only concern issues that are 

local to the WTO negotiators in Geneva (such as the negotiating proposals) but also how 

diplomats understand the domestic sovereign politics of other WTO members. Many domestic 

policies take on a particular significance—almost mythical, arguably, in the simplification that 

results—in the WTO locality. For agriculture, such policies include U.S. domestic support, EU 
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export subsidies, Indian grain reserves, Swiss dairy policies, Japanese rice supports, and 

Australian use of sanitary and phytosanitary standards. 

As a visiting fellow with the UN Research Institute for Social Development, I worked in the 

WTO library, met secretariat officials in their offices, and conducted interviews in the WTO 

atrium. I wanted to understand the interaction of ideas, institutions and interests that make up the 

WTO agriculture negotiations, and to put them in a historical perspective. 

3.1.2 Mechanism Process Accounts 

A final element in the research design is drawn from sociologist, historian, and political scientist 

Charles Tilly. His methodological writing underlines the importance of context, place, and 

chronology. Tilly argued it was important to look not only at what happens, but when it happens. 

He wrote: 

Not only do all political processes occur in history and therefore call for knowledge of 
their historical contexts, but also where and when political processes occur influence how 
they occur. History thus becomes an essential element of sound explanations for political 
processes (Tilly, 2006, p. 4). 

As with McMichael’s incorporated comparison, Tilly emphasises the importance of time and 

timing. Like Burawoy, Tilly is interested in context. Rather than search for what he calls 

“covering laws,” “necessary-sufficient conditions,” and “systems accounts,” Tilly suggests using 

a “mechanism-process account.” This mechanism-process account encourages scholars to make 

causal investigations and offer analyses of general interest without demanding that those 

investigations make universal predictions (Tilly, 2006). Tilly maintained his approach did not 

limit scholars to describing idiosyncratic cases. On the contrary, he argued that history helps 

make sense of the world without the need for universal laws. 

Mechanism-process accounts… positively welcome history, because their explanatory 
program couples a search for mechanisms of very general scope with arguments that 
initial conditions, sequences, and combinations of mechanisms concatenate into 
processes having explicable but variable overall outcomes, (Tilly, 2006, p. 6). 

Systems research, which includes resilience theory and its empirical findings, also eschews the 

search for “necessary-sufficient conditions” with predictive power. Interacting systems present a 

bewildering array of possible outcomes. Each shift in a single variable has the potential to set off 

cascading changes at multiple scales (Daly & Cobb, 1994; Gunderson & Holling, 2002; Helbing, 
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2013; Scoones, 1999). The result is not something that can be wholly known in advance. Rather 

than looking for single-outcome predictions, systems scholars look for “variable overall 

outcomes”. From this perspective, socio-ecological phenomena are explicable but not 

predictable. Even so, Tilly argued it is possible to draw conclusions of general importance from 

individual studies, including by doing case comparisons and attempts to falsify their conclusions, 

while still doing justice to the specificities of each case. In this thesis, a study of a single 

institutional process (the WTO negotiations on agriculture) over an extended period of time 

(1995-2015) provides material for an analysis that will contribute to understanding multilateral 

decision-making and global governance institutions with a view to understanding what 

reflexively adaptive global governance of complex systems could look like and how they might 

work. 

3.1.3 Change over time 

The thesis tracks food security debates within the WTO agriculture negotiations, reaching back 

to agriculture’s antecedents under the GATT and then spanning 20 years of the WTO Agreement 

on Agriculture, from 1995 to 2015. The first period under the WTO regime is the 5 years of 

formal implementation specified in the Agreement on Agriculture. The agreement imposed 

gradual reductions of tariffs, domestic support, and export subsidies, over 5 years for developed 

countries and 10 years for developing countries. The second period begins with the adoption of 

the Doha Agenda, at the fourth WTO Ministerial in Qatar, held in December 2001. That period 

of intense negotiations on the Doha Agenda lasts until talks break down in July 2008. The 

negotiating breakdown in 2008 coincides with the peak of the first wave of high and volatile 

food commodity prices in international markets, known as the global food price crisis. This is a 

crucial event in the incorporated comparison of the WTO presented in the thesis (the crisis is the 

focus of Chapter 5). The third and final period of negotiations reviewed was from July 2008 to 

December 2015, when the 10th WTO Ministerial Conference was held in Nairobi. That was a 

period of ever-more paralyzed negotiations on the Doha Agenda coupled with a heightened focus 

on food security issues in the wider multilateral agenda, and in the WTO agriculture negotiations 

as well. 
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3.2 Immersive Experience 

An extended case study requires a scholar to immerse herself in her chosen field of study. 

Burawoy’s work is built on such immersive experiences; his doctoral thesis was written from the 

experience of working as a clerk in a Zambian mining company in the years just after Zambia’s 

independence (Burawoy, 2016). My immersion was during the years I primarily worked as a 

policy advisor with the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy (IATP), a non-governmental 

organization (NGO) based in Minneapolis. IATP hired me in 1997 to work in their international 

trade program and to set up a program of work on agriculture in relation to then-newly 

established WTO in Geneva.13 I spent almost a decade with IATP, working collaboratively with 

the community of international NGOs that focused on international trade and agriculture rules, 

and in particular the WTO Agreement on Agriculture. I travelled regularly to Geneva. I met and 

worked with the staff of the South Centre, an intergovernmental organization for developing 

countries, and with trade and commodity economists at the UN Food and Agriculture 

Organization (FAO), the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), and other UN 

agencies working on some dimension of food systems and/or trade, including the UN 

Environment Program and the office of the Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food. I 

participated in national and regional meetings on trade issues around the world, including 

training sessions with trade diplomats and trade lawyers, and civil society events on trade, 

agriculture and food security. I was in regular contact with the diplomats serving at the WTO 

from both developed and developing countries and participated in some of the early meetings on 

trade and agriculture organized between NGOs and the leadership of La Via Campesina (LVC), 

including a meeting held outside Stuttgart in 1998 that was organized by the Protestant Church 

Development Service (EED in German) and Brot für die Welt. This meeting was part of a larger 

ongoing conversation at the time over the tensions caused by peasant organizations’ anger that 

 

13 I left full-time work with IATP in 2006, though I had an on-going relationship as a consultant with the 
organization for a number of years afterwards, including a management and editorial role in the WTO trade work 
based out of IATP’s Geneva office. I left to pursue full-time graduate studies in 2013. In October 2020, I returned to 
IATP full-time as the organization’s Executive Director. 
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NGOs were speaking for producers rather than creating spaces where farmers and peasant 

organizations could speak for themselves (Desmarais, 2007). 

At IATP I had two substantive tasks: The first was to track the WTO agriculture negotiations. I 

read the negotiating proposals, talked to diplomats, and listened to the arguments and debate 

provoked by the proposals and the effects of the Agreement on Agriculture. The objective was to 

make the WTO and its workings comprehensible to a wide range of civil society organizations 

whose staff worked on international trade and agriculture. I managed an office in which 

colleagues also tracked the negotiations on Non-Agricultural Market Access (NAMA), the 

General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS), and Trade Related Intellectual Property 

Rights (TRIPs). I represented IATP at six WTO Ministerial Conferences with an NGO 

accreditation (representing IATP).14 

My second task was to follow U.S. domestic agricultural policy and politics as they pertained to 

trade for an international audience of officials and civil society organizations. This meant 

understanding the successive Farm Bills during that period, starting with the so-called Freedom 

to Farm Bill was passed in 1996. Freedom to Farm was the legislation that shifted domestic 

support from a system of commodity loan rates to direct payments to farmers based on past farm 

income. The U.S. farm policy work brought me into contact with farm organizations, politicians, 

academics, and civil society organizations that worked on food systems. That work also required 

that I follow developments in farm and food policy in other countries, particularly the European 

Union, which was one of the largest destinations for U.S. agricultural commodities at the time. 

During the first 10 years that I worked on trade and food issues, food security was a marginal 

issue for most trade officials I met. They considered the problem to be largely solved because 

there was enough food in the world for all. They recognized the issue had importance for the 

poorest countries, and in humanitarian crises, but they believed the WTO rules dealt well enough 

with those exceptions. That attitude changed in 2008. The effect of the international food price 

crisis on both popular and policy discourses around food issues was electrifying. Suddenly, it 

 

14 These Ministerial Conferences were Geneva (1998); Seattle (1999); Doha (2001); Hong Kong (2005); Nairobi 
(2015); and Buenos Aires (2017). 
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seemed everyone was talking about food. I had conversations about my work everywhere, 

whether in casual conversation with chance-met acquaintances, or speaking with friends and 

family who had never before shown much interest. Food prices, commodities futures markets, 

and trade and investment agreements became popular topics of conversation. At the UN, the 

issue of food security moved from the periphery, where it had languished for decades, to again 

become a central concern. 

The global food price crisis itself was a limited period of high and volatile prices for a handful of 

vital food staple commodity crops. Though brief, its effect was profound. It opened up a far-

reaching conversation about food security and, increasingly, a larger conversation about the 

future resilience of food systems. As someone who was active in those conversations about food 

security and global economic systems, I could see a new challenge developing for the WTO. The 

WTO had seemed impervious to outside influences, with its clearly defined mandate and its 

independence from other intergovernmental organizations, and that imperviousness had looked 

like a strength. Most WTO negotiators had been determined to limit the encroachment of food 

security concerns into commercial concerns, because they saw commerce as the central purpose 

of the WTO. After the food price crisis, however, the WTO’s imperviousness no longer signalled 

strength; it even started to look weak. What had seemed steadfast and focused now looked 

hidebound and blinkered. Was the organization choosing not to engage with the wider world of 

intergovernmental concerns or was it actually unable to so engage? In this way, the food price 

crisis called into question fundamental assumptions about the role of the WTO, including both its 

present and future role. 

3.3 Research Tools 

3.3.1 The documentary evidence: Government proposals 

Trade negotiations are painstaking. They commonly take years to conclude. They create new, 

legally binding obligations and most WTO members require formal political endorsement in 

their respective domestic legislatures to ratify an agreement and bring it into force. That means 

conciliating opposition parties and the interests that see a proposed trade agreement as a threat. 

The rules need to be precise and clear, so that each party understands their obligations and so that 



76 

 

it will be possible for a dispute settlement process to make a ruling should a party bring a 

complaint. 

For this thesis, I searched the WTO database for the documents that summarized negotiations, 

produced by the chair in collaboration with the secretariat, and the compiled Doha negotiating 

texts (these are referred to by their iterations, such as “Rev 4” for the fourth revised version of 

the complete negotiating text, which was the basis for negotiations in July 2008). I primarily read 

proposals, but also notifications, which are the reports WTO members are required to make on 

their implementation of their WTO obligations as well as any changes to domestic policies that 

affect those obligations. I used NVivo search functions to look for terms of interest, and to cross-

reference documents in both interview transcripts and official documents. 

The WTO documents analysed are listed in Appendix D. They include negotiating proposals, 

treaties, meeting summaries, and dispute settlement summaries. I examined the positions 

proposed by the most active WTO members and their alliances and the proposals linked to 

particular areas of the negotiations that I focused on, including export restrictions, domestic 

support, and public stockholding. To some extent, the documents lead from one to another—a 

reference to a proposal in a summary leads to the proposal itself, while proposals from different 

members often cross-reference each other. WTO members present their reactions to proposals at 

the regularly scheduled Special Sessions of the Committee on Agriculture, which is the 

institutional mechanism used for the agriculture negotiations at the WTO. 

A culture of secrecy pervades the WTO, an aspect of the organization discussed in later chapters 

of the thesis. Access to the secretariat building itself is restricted. One way to gain access is as a 

scholar, and I sought and was granted permission to access the library, which is housed in the 

building. Otherwise, access is only granted to non-officials under three conditions: they have an 

appointment with someone who works in the building; they have an invitation for a special 

event; or they work with a non-governmental organization based in Geneva and one have of the 

limited number of passes provided to designated staff. 

Nonetheless, documents including negotiating proposals do circulate in Geneva. They are passed 

around quietly, sometimes from delegates to observers and NGOs. For many years, IATP would 

post negotiating texts on its website as a form of protest that trade agreements were negotiated 
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without adequate public consultation. What this means is that documents that are putatively 

secret are in fact available to determined and informed researchers, but access is neither equal 

nor even. 

3.3.2 Interviews 

One the of primary source materials for the thesis was a set of 59 semi-structured interviews, 

carried out between 2014-2017. No quotations are attributed without the speaker’s consent. The 

interview guide is found in Appendix C and an anonymized list of interviewees in Appendix B. 

Each interviewee approved an ethics form (UBC Human Ethics Board, Certificate Number H14-

02875). 

Most of the interviews took place in the 11 months I spent as a Research Fellow with the UN 

Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) in Geneva, between August 2015 and July 

2016. During that year, I interviewed experts in person in Geneva, Washington D.C, the Hague, 

Rome, and New Delhi. A handful of interviews that I conducted in 2014 for a class assignment 

proved relevant and I used some of that material in the thesis, too. The same conditions applied 

to the 2014 interviews: ethics approval was secured, and consent was formally obtained from 

each interviewee, and their anonymity has been protected. The 2014 interviews were conducted 

by telephone with officials in Geneva and Rome; in 2015-2016 I conducted additional telephone 

interviews with experts in Jakarta, Wellington, Minneapolis, Oakland, London and Adelaide. 

The interview questions focused on the relationship between national capitals and trade officials 

based in Geneva, and on the interviewee’s impressions of how the food price crisis had affected 

the agriculture negotiations. 

The experts were selected from among former and current agricultural trade negotiators, as well 

as government advisors, policy experts in intergovernmental organizations, and civil society and 

social movement representatives. Most of those I spoke with requested anonymity. I have 

protected them with a simple code where their words are referenced in the text. For those in 

public service, anonymity was a condition of their willingness to talk. It also encouraged a fuller 

and more frank exchange. 
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I gave priority to interviews with more experienced diplomats, looking for the perspective their 

years of service brought. I also spoke with diplomats whose careers had taken them to both the 

UN food agencies in Rome and their WTO mission in Geneva. Some countries (from those I 

interviewed, this includes China, Canada, the United States, and the Philippines), have a foreign 

service department within the Ministry of Agriculture for food and agriculture-related 

diplomacy, including trade and agriculture negotiations. In the group I interviewed, several had 

done tours in both Rome and Geneva, which was useful experience in relation to the questions 

on responses to the food price crisis. 

I spoke with 13 former WTO negotiators who are now retired or a in a non-governmental career. 

I focused on interviewees who had first-hand knowledge of trade negotiations, whether as a 

negotiator or as an advisor or advocate. I also spoke to a half-dozen civil society representatives 

(the categorization is not hard and fast as some interviewees both teach and work with civil 

society organizations or were previously with an NGO but now have a different occupation). I 

spoke with two members of La Via Campesina who had been part of the debate at the time the 

“WTO out of agriculture” slogan was adopted. Reflecting the heavily male-dominated world of 

trade diplomacy (and the similarly male-dominated world of agricultural economics), 50 of the 

59 expert interviews were with men. All the former diplomats were male, as were 16 of the 19 

serving diplomats.  

The tone of the interviews was frank—the deep frustration that pervades the WTO negotiations 

spilled over into a willingness to talk about where and why the negotiations bogged down and 

how positions might change. Although a few interviews did not get past a relatively formal 

exchange on well-known positions, most were rich and rounded discussions. They were a 

reminder of the human behind the diplomat’s role whose full knowledge and experience is rarely 

officially on display because their job requires them to confine their statements to carefully 

delineated negotiating positions. 

In the past, I have observed how diplomats’ moods change when a negotiation appears to be 

close to conclusion. It is in those periods that the strong culture of secrecy that trade talks are 

famous for is most evident (Abélès, 2011). Diplomats become unwilling to talk to anyone 

outside the negotiating room unless they have tactical reasons for doing so (for example, to put 
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pressure on a recalcitrant government). It has been a long time since this was the mood in 

Geneva. On the contrary, the diplomats I spoke to in 2016 were asking for new ideas and 

approaches. 

Given the secrecy that surrounds trade negotiations, diplomats are surprisingly open to being 

interviewed. They rarely refuse to meet with NGO representatives, whether from their own 

country or elsewhere. They are guarded in what they say, however, aware that their words 

matter, and could harm their country’s interests if taken out of context (Abélès, 2011). In my 

experience, serving diplomats avoid answering questions they find sensitive (preferring a 

demurral to an outright refusal), but answer frankly where they can. Of course, some individuals 

(and some national cultures) are more outspoken than others. Nor are interviewees likely to 

forget they are speaking to a recorder, and to someone from outside the community of diplomats. 

In this case, many of those I spoke with knew I had had an active career with NGOs, as a writer 

and policy analyst focused on the WTO agriculture negotiations. Yet this also brought some 

advantages. It helped that I was a known quantity and had earned some measure of trust either by 

knowing the interviewee from previous work, or from coming with a recommendation from a 

colleague. It also helped that I was familiar with the culture of the WTO, and the rules that 

govern trade negotiations. 

I transcribed the interviews and did some simple searching and categorizing of my findings with 

NVivo software. I searched for views on the perceived importance of the food price crisis on the 

trade talks, on the role of trade in development, and on discussions of accountability, and on 

perceptions of the WTO. With the framework I developed (see section 3.4 below), I also 

searched the transcripts for commentary of the negotiating areas I chose to focus on in Chapter 6. 

3.3.3 Negotiating Groups at the WTO 

To select the interviewees among the trade negotiators, I looked at the country groupings whose 

proposals dominate the agriculture negotiations and those that have focused on food security. 

One important group is the G-10, a group of net-food importing developed countries that tend to 

spend a significant amount of their public budget on agriculture. Membership in the group is not 

fixed; in 2017, the membership included only nine countries: Chinese Taipei, Republic of Korea, 
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Iceland, Israel, Japan, Liechtenstein, Mauritius, Norway, and Switzerland (WTO, 2017). The EU 

often cooperates with the G-10, agreeing with the group’s use of the term food security as an 

argument for their right to maintain domestic food production even though they are net food 

importers whose agricultural products are not competitive on international markets. 

The G-10 began to make food security arguments soon after the Uruguay Round Agreements 

were adopted. The members are all industrialized economies, except Mauritius. The G-10 argue 

that agriculture is different from other sectors of the economy because of the sector’s non-

economic importance. In their proposals, the G-10 use the term “multifunctional agriculture” (for 

example, see WTO, G/AG/NG/W/90, 2000 or WTO, G/AG/NG/W/94, 2000). Multifunctional 

agriculture (or MFA) is used by those who argue that agriculture has more than purely 

commercial value to societies, and that to provide that non-economic value, agriculture depends 

upon public policy interventions (Losch, 2004). The G-10 also uses the term food security in its 

position papers, arguing that one of the functions of a domestic agriculture sector is an insurance 

policy should trade relations get disrupted. 

I spoke with several former negotiators from the G-10, primarily from European countries; none 

were currently serving. Although the group was active in the first period I review, in Chapter 4 

(1995-2008), after the food price crisis the G-10 was much quieter. Others I spoke with 

speculated that the group was not anxious for talks to resume because they were reluctant to 

make additional cuts to their domestic support for agriculture, or to their tariffs. Notably, the 

group did not pick up the idea of food security again in the post-food price crisis moment. 

A second group that has played a central, and longer-lasting, role is the Cairns Group. This is one 

of the oldest groups in the agriculture negotiations. It formed during the Uruguay Round, 

comprised of both developed and developing countries. The group includes Canada, Australia, 

Argentina, Indonesia and Brazil (WTO, 2017). As predominantly highly competitive commodity 

exporters, Cairns Group members are united by their commitment to reducing tariff barriers and 

domestic support for agriculture. I interviewed 10 officials whose countries belong to the Cairns 

Group. 

The third country group is the G-33 (the Group of 33), which is a coalition of net food-importing 

developing countries formed after the Fifth WTO Ministerial Conference in Cancun in 2003 
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(WTO, 2017).15 Although they use different arguments, the G-33 has similarities with the G-10 

positions. For example, the G-33 insists on the right to protect domestic food production, as 

developing countries (they do not extend this right to developed countries). This priority, 

expressed in the phrase “domestic policy space,” has been a central priority for the group’s 

positions during the Doha negotiations. At the same time, importantly, most of the G-33 

members also have important agricultural export interests. Moreover, they are one another’s 

trade partners within the group. Thus, the G-33 is focused both on increasing access to developed 

country markets and resisting significant further liberalization of their domestic agricultural 

sectors. 

Several G-33 members are also members of the Cairns Group. The G-33 leadership rests 

principally with the Philippines and Indonesia, both Cairns Group members. The G-33 have 

arguably made the most important proposals in the WTO negotiations with regard to food 

security; certainly, they have used food security concerns to preface their requests for special and 

differential treatment with regard to tariff reductions and market access. G-33 proposals for a 

special safeguard mechanism and for tariff protection for “special products” have been the 

subject of intense negotiations in the Doha negotiations for years, emerging before the 2005 

Ministerial Conference in Hong Kong and persisting on the agenda until today. I spoke with six 

delegates whose countries belong to the G-33. 

The United States is widely considered to be the most powerful WTO member, although its pre-

eminent status has waned since the WTO was founded.16 The United States discusses its 

positions with many WTO members but does not belong to country groupings at the WTO. The 

United States has continually been an active player in the agricultural negotiations, as well as in 

 

15 Although it is called the “G33”, the group consisted of 47 countries in 2017: Antigua & Barbuda, Barbados, 
Belize, Benin, Bolivia, Botswana, China, Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Cuba, Dominica, Dominican Rep., Ecuador, El 
Salvador, Grenada, Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, India, Indonesia, Jamaica, Kenya, Rep. Korea, 
Madagascar, Mauritius, Mongolia, Mozambique, Nicaragua, Nigeria, Pakistan, Panama, Philippines, St Kitts & 
Nevis, St Lucia, St Vincent & the Grenadines, Senegal, Sri Lanka, Suriname, Chinese Taipei, Tanzania, Trinidad & 
Tobago, Turkey, Uganda, Venezuela, Zambia, Zimbabwe. 
16 United States authority has waned sharply since President Trump was elected in November 2016. His 
administration has blocked procedural decisions, especially the renewal of the Appellate Body, which risks crippling 
the proper functioning of the organization. 
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the agriculture disputes brought to the WTO Dispute Settlement Body. In the post-food price 

crisis period, the United States led the resistance to both the G-33 and India’s proposals on 

public stockholding. I interviewed two current and four retired U.S. negotiators, as well as some 

experts on U.S. farm and trade policy. 

India was a founding member of GATT. Since early in the Doha Round negotiations (2004 or 

so), India has been a member of the core group of decision-makers at the WTO. The group 

includes the United States, the EU, Brazil, and China. Like the United States, by tradition that 

has lasted since the GATT days, India holds one of the four deputy director-general slots in the 

WTO secretariat, serving directly under the Director General. The position gives India influence 

in the senior management of the organization (Blackhurst, 2005). 

India is the world’s biggest rice exporter. It supplies over 25 percent of the rice sold in 

international markets (Workman, 2018). India is the world’s second largest producer of wheat as 

well, although not as big a trader; most of the wheat is consumed in the domestic market. Despite 

its important role in world cereal markets, India has championed food security at the WTO. One 

in four people in the world suffering from hunger lives in India (WFP, 2018). The Indian 

government is a fierce defender of its national sovereign right to determine its agricultural 

policies. It is also perhaps the most vociferous among WTO members in expressing its 

frustration with WTO rules that it sees as privileging the agricultural programs in developed 

countries while denying developing countries the ability to set up public programs of their own. 

India’s position at the WTO is that it should have the same rights and privileges that developed 

countries have, whether or not those rights and privileges are congruent with trade 

liberalization—an opinion its officials have frequently made in public and that were repeated to 

me in several different interviews with Indian officials (past and present). I interviewed one 

current negotiator, as well as four who had previously served as trade diplomats or negotiators 

(one who was still in public office in India, the other three now retired or no longer working for 

the Government of India). I also spoke with three Indian food system academics. 

I spoke with four serving officials from Canada. I chose them for several reasons, including my 

interest in Canada as a Canadian resident and citizen. Most importantly, Canada embodies many 

of the contradictions that are characteristic of the WTO agriculture negotiations. The government 
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promotes both highly competitive agricultural exports, aggressively seeking market access where 

it can, and defends a handful of supply managed agricultural commodities with high tariffs to 

limit imports (the sectors are poultry, eggs, milk). Canada is an interesting case of a net-food 

exporter—the country is home to 0.5 percent of the world’s people and produces 1.5 percent of 

the world’s food—that has nonetheless maintained high tariffs on some goods. Canada is a 

founding member of the Cairns Group, but it has been unable to sign on to the group’s market 

access proposals since the start of the Doha Round, due to its commitment to protect its supply 

managed commodities by controlling access to imports. In other regards, however, Canada’s 

positions at the WTO reflect the interests of its export-oriented grain and meat producers. I 

interviewed two serving Canadian officials; two former WTO ambassadors; and a Canadian farm 

leader. 

3.3.4 Observations at Expert and Civil Society Meetings 

My field work included observing and speaking at public and expert meetings. I participated in 

academic conferences on WTO scholarship, as well as policy events that brought together non-

government, academic and private sector actors who track the WTO negotiations closely. These 

meetings were an opportunity to test ideas and hear explanations for the continuing failure of 

WTO members to conclude negotiations on the Doha Agenda—a failure that dominates debate 

where the WTO is discussed. 

One broad observation is that public discussions on trade rarely bridge the globalization 

proponents and sceptics. For example, one of the meetings I attended during my field work was 

the annual trade forum of the World Trade Institute at Bern University, in September 2015. Six 

or more speakers had either worked for the WTO secretariat or had served as diplomats at the 

WTO; another six were affiliated with the World Bank; two were working with private law firms 

and a third was the General Counsel for a global food corporation. The majority of the speakers 

had academic affiliations, but many worked at policy centres dedicated to trade and investment 

rather than in a more traditional university setting. Many had come to academia from a research 

career in public service, whether in the intergovernmental system or in national government. I 

describe this world because they are the people who are called upon most often by governments 

as advisors, including in donor funded trade-initiatives in developing countries. The crowd is 
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relatively diverse geographically, although there were few speakers from the African continent, 

or from least developed countries. Typically, there are disproportionately more male than female 

speakers. 

In February 2016, I attended a very different event, hosted by the International Institute of Social 

Studies (ISS) in the Hague. The colloquium was a gathering of several hundred academics and 

representatives from social movements and civil society organizations. The title of the event was 

“Global governance/politics, climate justice & agrarian/social justice” (ISS, 2016). The tone was 

very different to the World Trade Institute event: every speaker took a critical view of 

globalization. Topics included the hegemony of major powers at the expense of democracy, the 

politics of environmentally destructive primary commodity trade, and the failed governance of 

private direct investment and public private partnerships, particularly in the countries of the 

global South. Speakers also gave broader critiques of capitalism and modernity. The 

geographical diversity and gender balance was better. The debate on trade focused on the 

dominance of trade liberalization norms over environmental priorities and human rights, and the 

need to reverse this hierarchy. 

A third event I attended during the year was the WTO’s annual public forum, held 30 September 

to 2 October 2015 at the WTO headquarters in Geneva. The theme of the forum was “Trade 

Works!” The public forum is open to the public but there is a registration process and badges are 

not granted automatically. Applicants must demonstrate their interest in the WTO’s work and 

have an organizational affiliation. The public forum is an opportunity to hear how the WTO 

leadership wants to present the dilemmas and opportunities of the day. It is also an occasion for 

network with different constituencies interested in the WTO. The forum sets a tone provide some 

insight into how competing interests want to shape the trade narrative (and how they see the 

WTO). The WTO secretariat sets the tone with a few high-profile plenary events, with trade 

ministers and highly placed intergovernmental officials giving speeches and engaged in 

facilitated, on-stage, conversational question and answer sessions. The forum is intended to 

allow dialogue, and NGOs attend and voice their dissent, but there is a strong organizational line 

on trade as an opportunity and an instrument for economic growth, and trade agreements as vital 

to the functioning of the system. In practice, there are side events that are both reflective of free 
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trade and food sovereignty perspectives, but the audience for one side of the debate rarely strays 

into the meeting rooms where the other perspective is speaking. 

3.4 Framing the Research Material 

The interviews and research conducted in Switzerland convinced me that the food price crisis 

had been an important turning point for the food security agenda. In 2015, in New York, the UN 

General Assembly had also adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which 

created a new agenda for an integrated and systems-based view of food security, among other 

global challenges (UN, 2015). The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) created a stimulus 

that made the unmoving WTO Doha Agenda look staid in comparison. 

The decision to focus on three areas of negotiations for the 2008-2015 period was made after the 

year of fieldwork and after review and thematic analysis of the interviews and negotiating text. I 

chose three areas as illustrative of the dynamic challenges facing the WTO: export bans and 

restrictions; domestic support; and public stockholding. In reviewing what I had learned, as well 

as my understanding of the food price crisis and its implications for the WTO and the Doha 

Agenda for agriculture in particular, these issues stood out as relevant, important, and yet 

interestingly different. The global food security policy agenda changed after the food price crisis, 

as did the priorities for national food security strategies in many countries. The three topics 

chosen were politically salient, as evidenced in the attention they received in trade and food 

security debates; and of practical importance for food security outcomes (i.e. the policies directly 

affected food security, not just trade). 

Table 3 summarizes the criteria that helped make the choice among negotiating issues. 
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Table 3: Assessment of WTO negotiating proposals 

Measure Relevance post-2008 Political profile Importance to food 
security 

Export bans 
and 
restrictions  

High; 33 countries imposed 
them in 2007-2008; many 
again in 2012 

Much discussed, 
including outside the 
WTO (e.g. at G8; 
G20) though little 
action 

Modest but 
significant, 
particularly in 
relation to food price 
stability 

Domestic 
support 

High. Most developing 
countries increased the 
priority of investment in 
domestic production; a few 
to come into conflict with 
WTO rules 

High but changed 
with the food price 
crisis away from 
focus on depressed 
prices to focus on 
scarcity (more 
tolerance of public 
intervention in 
production) 

Important at the 
global level as 
international prices 
were still depressed 
and domestic prices 
distorted by dumping  

Public stocks High – a non-issue until 
2008, public stocks then 
became a dominant 
negotiating issue  

Very High Significant, but not 
entirely for the 
reasons debated by 
negotiators 

Export 
subsidies 

Low; inversely related to 
prices on international 
markets and therefore a 
non-issue when prices rose 

Very Low; the main 
user (EU) had begun 
to eliminate their use 
before the crisis 

High in principle; but 
less urgent as 
measures had fallen 
largely out of use 

Tariffs Low; importers dropped 
tariffs as food prices on 
international markets rose 

Low Modest 

Price Support 
for Farmers 

Modest Gradually rising but 
more dominant at 
WTO post-2015.  

Mixed effects: Tool 
effectively increases 
production (more 
supply); also 
generates market-
distorting surpluses 
(reduces price 
discovery).  

 

Of the measures considered and presented in Table 3, above, I considered the first three the most 

important in the period after the food price crisis, 2008-2015. They had the most relevance in 

relation to the criteria, for having both attracted attention from governments—giving them 
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political importance—and being important for resilient global food security—making them 

important to this inquiry. 

As for how they differed: Export bans and restrictions was a trade issue that dated back to the 

first GATT treaty of 1947. Although long-ago identified as an important trade concern, export 

bans and restrictions re-emerged as a trade problem during the food price crisis. Domestic 

support was seen as the defining issue of the WTO Agreement on Agriculture. No other 

legislation or trade agreement has succeeded in creating disciplines on domestic agriculture 

programs that destabilize international markets and damage food systems in other countries. 

Public stockholding was mentioned in the Agreement on Agriculture, but its importance as an 

issue only emerged as the central debate in the agriculture negotiations after the food price crisis 

in around 2013. 

3.5 Research Gaps 

To complete an interdisciplinary study feels impossible: there is always more to know about the 

issues touched upon and synthesized. Beyond that largest sense of gap, there were more practical 

limitations to the research. To understand the least developed countries, including most members 

of the Africa Group, would require an investment of time and reflection in one or more of the 

countries themselves.   

In Geneva, the capacity of the Africa Group members is limited, and the context in which they 

operate is difficult for many reasons. The constraints include financial dependence on richer 

WTO members for official development assistance, and for their control of global financial 

institutions and debt servicing arrangements. Poorer countries in general have far less human 

capacity to prepare and even attend the many meetings that go on all the time in Geneva. The 

time of the representatives is stretched very thin. Of course, this remove affects the extent and 

degree of the smallest delegations’ integration into the culture of Geneva I mentioned above—

the pattern of shared schools, skiing holidays and social events that the diplomatic core in 

Geneva is usually exposed to. 

I interviewed three African delegates (one of whom was based in Rome but who came to Geneva 

for some agriculture-related trade meetings), and I read the Africa Group negotiating positions. It 
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is my observation that the capacity within the continent has strengthened significantly over time: 

more African voices represent African interests in the various advisory agencies and regional 

political organizations, including the African Union and the African Development Bank. 

Nonetheless, I had considerably less success obtaining interviews with African delegates and 

African government advisors than with the other groups I approached. 

3.6 Conclusion 

This thesis is a case study of a multilateral organization whose role is contested and whose 

apparent ability to stand firm has begun to look like suspiciously like paralysis. The WTO is now 

struggling to demonstrate its relevance despite the continued commitment of the member 

governments. My research explores several issues that can readily be considered “hotly 

contested” in the WTO agriculture negotiations, and which demonstrate how “communities of 

the weak”, including alliances of civil society organizations and developing country diplomats, 

affect negotiating outcomes. The thesis is a historical and ethnographical study of the WTO, that 

uses incorporated comparison to assess the evolution of food security debates in the WTO 

agriculture negotiations, particularly before and after the food price crisis of 2007-2008. 

I offer a long view of the issues. The extension of the study over 20 years affords a historical 

view of the organization. The food price crisis of 2007-2008 shook the global food security 

community profoundly, and its effects reverberated in food systems around the world. The crisis 

set in motion new global food security policies that were not picked up at the WTO the way they 

were in other intergovernmental organizations with a role in food security governance, even 

though the same governments control the WTO as the other organizations. Crises provide an 

opportunity to see resilience in action. They give rise to questions such as: What do the WTO’s 

agriculture negotiations before and after the food price crisis say from a resilient global food 

security perspective? What kind of capacity did the WTO exhibit to make a positive contribution 

to the regulation of international trade in support of resilient food security outcomes? 

The next three chapters are an analysis of empirical evidence, looking at the WTO negotiations 

before and after the food price crisis, punctuated by the changes made to governance institutions 

of global food security during the crisis itself. In Chapter 4, the analysis is focused on food 

security in the lead up to the WTO Agreement on Agriculture and the first period of its 
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implementation, up to 2008. Chapter 5 summarizes the main causes and outcomes for the 

international food price crisis and the policy responses in international organizations responsible 

for food security. Chapter 6 focuses on the aftermath of the food price crisis, with an analysis of 

three areas of WTO agriculture negotiation in the period 2008-2015, looking for evidence of 

resilient global food security in the talks on export bans and restrictions, domestic support 

disciplines, and public stockholding policies. 
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Chapter 4: International Trade Agreements and the WTO 1995-2008 

From 1947 to 1995, the international trade system was governed by the General Agreement on 

Tariffs and Trade (GATT). When debates over food and agriculture arose at the GATT, the 

disputes veered between negotiations to reduce the disruption caused by surplus disposal in 

international markets (a problem of abundance) and Malthusian scares that population growth 

would overtake supply (Shaw, 2007; Margulis, 2017). Resilience was not yet an articulated 

concern, but stability was, and international commodity agreements were common. They 

included a wheat agreement managed by the two dominant exporters of the era, the United States 

and Canada (Lines, 2005; McCreary 2011). 

In 1994 in Marrakech, Morocco, eight years of GATT negotiations concluded with the adoption 

of a series of trade agreements, including the Agreement on Agriculture, and an agreement to 

create the WTO as a permanent trade negotiating forum. The Marrakesh outcome marked a 

profound change in the governance of trade, food and agriculture. The history is relevant to a 

resilient global food security assessment both for what governments achieved, and for the 

considerable number of issues they left out. 

This chapter starts with an analysis of the political fights over domestic agricultural policy and 

trade in the countries that were parties to the GATT, and the way some governments used the 

trade negotiations on agriculture to over-ride domestic dissent over those agricultural policy 

choices. From that history, the chapter continues chronologically to the initial implementation of 

the Agreement on Agriculture after 1994, the adoption of the Doha Agenda in 2001, and finally 

the first seven years of Doha negotiations, ending in July 2008. Some overarching observations 

and conclusions for resilient global food security from the period precede the conclusion to 

chapter. This chapter sets up the first part of the incorporated comparison of the WTO 

agriculture negotiations, providing an initial analysis of fragility and dissonance between 

agricultural trade rules for commerce and for food security, which was to prove so 

paralyzing subsequently during the food price crisis.  
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4.1 Food Security and the GATT: The years before the WTO 

Twenty-three governments signed the first General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 

1947, including newly independent states, such as India. The GATT was a modest achievement 

in an era of ambitious global institution building. Its focus was narrowly on tariff reductions. At 

the time, governments were focusing their trade ambitions on a proposed International Trade 

Organization (ITO), which was an outcome of a UN Conference on Trade and Employment held 

in Havana, in March 1948. Fifty-six countries negotiated a charter for the proposed ITO. But the 

U.S. government was not able to get Congress to ratify the ITO Charter, and President Truman 

abandoned the effort in 1950. Without the United States, the proposal failed, at which point the 

GATT became the de facto forum for international trade negotiations. It was to play that role for 

nearly 50 years. 

The first GATT treaty was less than 60 pages long, plus annexes (GATT, 1947). The GATT was 

never formally established as an organization. The countries who signed the agreement were 

called “contracting parties” (more often simply “parties”) rather than members because there was 

no organization per se to belong to. The secretariat was housed in what had been the original 

International Labour Organization headquarters, on the border of Lac Leman, Geneva. (The 

building is now the headquarters of the WTO.) 

The GATT had two founding principles: i) most-favoured nation; and ii) national treatment. 

Most-favoured nation is a requirement that GATT parties must extend the market access they 

offer to any one trade partner to all GATT parties. The idea behind the principle is that smaller 

and poorer WTO members benefit from the tariff reductions that larger, more powerful parties 

negotiate with each other.17 The stated intention of the principle is also to encourage 

multilateralism by discouraging bilateral or plurilateral agreements, though these also exist. 

National treatment is a commitment that once imported goods enter a domestic market, they will 

not face different laws or policies than domestic products, such as more stringent product 

 

17 Preferential treatment does persist under the WTO, legally, but preferential agreements are exceptions that require 
formal concessions; they are not automatically accepted. 
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standards, or additional taxes. Both principles aim at minimizing the importance of the place 

where a good originates. 

The GATT had a dispute system, but it lacked the authority to impose its rulings on the parties. 

Despite this lack of enforcement power, GATT proved to be a durable framework for trade 

agreements. Although the GATT made no special mention of agriculture as distinct from other 

goods, it did include provisions for aspects of food security. GATT Article XI, for example, 

made a provision for contracting parties to suspend trade rules if they faced food shortages, with 

exemptions from limits on quantitative restrictions (such as import quotas) and permitting 

temporary export restrictions if a party faced “critical shortages of foodstuffs.” Article XI.2.(c) 

allowed governments to limit imports to protect a supply management program. 

Notwithstanding these few specific exemptions, the GATT did not create rules for agriculture 

distinct from other goods. It quickly became clear, however, that agriculture was not like other 

goods. In 1953, the U.S. government requested and was granted a waiver for its agriculture 

programs, which permitted the United States to break GATT rules with regard to agriculture 

(Skogstad, 1998). The United States needed a waiver because U.S. Farm Bill legislation, first 

enacted in 1933, included programs that were not compliant with GATT rules. Evolving U.S. 

farm policy in the decades after World War II kept domestic agricultural prices higher than 

prevailing international market prices. The United States also dominated the food aid programs 

that emerged later in the 1950s (Barrett & Maxwell, 2005). 

The exemption granted for the United States, a global agricultural production and exporting 

powerhouse, set a precedent for the European Economic Community (EEC),18 which was created 

in 1957 with the signing of the Treaty of Rome. Agriculture was a central pillar of the Treaty, 

which included commitments to food policy objectives such as food price stabilization, 

protecting a decent standard of living for farmers, and affordable food for consumers. With 

regard to agriculture, the EEC objectives included a food self-sufficiency ratio, which was a 

commitment to protect the share of domestic production in total consumption. When the EEC 

adopted the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) in 1962, its officials sought a waiver from the 

 

18 The European Economic Community became the European Union, or EU, in 1992. 
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other GATT parties for its agricultural policies. The waiver was granted. The CAP relied on a 

number of trade-restrictive measures, such as import levies, as well as measures prohibited by 

the GATT, such as export subsidies. The EEC proposed as part of the Kennedy Round (1964-

1967) that GATT rules protect the parties’ right to a food self-sufficiency ratio—the EEC’s 

initial proposal was 90 percent self-sufficiency (Margulis, 2017). The United States opposed the 

idea of a ratio, and the proposal did not make it into the final agreement. 

As the requested (and granted) waivers show, governments did not consider agriculture to be like 

other goods. Nor is it. Food is essential. A state that cannot protect access to an adequate supply 

of food for its people faces political crisis. In his study of the treatment of food security policies 

under the GATT, politics and food systems scholar Matias Margulis describes a negotiating 

context in which food security objectives generated tensions among GATT parties that were 

unresolved (Margulis, 2017). On the one hand, governments agreed they wanted to avoid a 

repeat of the Great Depression, which had in part been triggered by unmanaged agricultural 

over-production. That over-production collapsed agricultural prices and prompted a cascading 

series of self-defeating high tariffs. On the other hand, Malthusian fears of food scarcity surfaced 

periodically, first in the immediate aftermath of World War II (which had devastated most of 

Europe, as well as parts of Asia, North Africa and the Middle East), and then again in the 1960s, 

as global population growth increased exponentially and scientists started to voice concerns 

about environmental damage and natural resource depletion (Carson, 1962; Margulis, 2017; 

Shaw, 2007). 

Fears of a Malthusian crisis permeated global institutions. One example of this fear can be read 

in the foreword of UN FAO’s World Outlook and State of Food and Agriculture report for 1950, 

in which the Director-General wrote: 

It now appears that, at least during the next year or two, the requirements of both 
producing and importing countries will be so substantial that the threat of unmarketable 
surpluses will fade. Prices to producers will be firm or rising; in fact, some prices may go 
so high that large groups of consumers may be unable to obtain all they need unless 
governments act to assure fair distribution and control hoarding and speculation (FAO, 
1950). 

The trade diplomats at the GATT understood that markets responded to purchasing power, not 

hunger (Margulis, 2017). Government programs intended to support consumer access to food 



94 

 

were not constrained by trade rules. Some GATT parties did, however, seek the elimination of 

export subsidies, and they also sought a solution to the commercial disruptions caused by large 

volumes of food aid. The U.S. led the creation of the World Food Program under UN auspices in 

1964. Around that time, GATT parties began negotiations on a Food Aid Convention; those 

negotiations eventually moved to the International Grains Council and the convention was 

adopted in 1967. The objective of the convention was both more predictability in the food aid 

system and food aid rules that limited the scope for surplus disposal in international markets at 

dumped prices. 

This concern over surplus-disposal and depressed international market prices was the concern 

that won out over the threat of food scarcity in GATT debates (Margulis, 2017). With hindsight, 

it is obvious that the dominant global trend in agriculture in the decades from 1950-1990 was the 

unprecedented expansion of food production (Our World in Data, n.d.). 19 This productivity more 

than kept up with an equally unprecedented period of population growth. The United States and 

Canada grappled with grain commodity surpluses from the 1950s, and their governments were 

the first to adopt food aid programs, which provided a non-commercial outlet for the grain. 

These programs were criticized for harming local producers in the recipient countries by 

lowering their sale prices, as well as harming rival exporters who were lower cost producers but 

who could not compete with food give-aways (Barrett & Maxwell, 2005; Clapp, 2012; Cullather, 

2011; Levins & Cochrane, 1996). 

By the Tokyo Round of GATT talks (1973-1979), the term food security had become part of the 

multilateral system’s lexicon. The Tokyo Round agenda included a mandate to look at 

international supply management of food crops. The GATT parties were also encouraged to 

contribute their reflections to a series of papers on the causes of the food price crisis, which had 

erupted in 1972. However, the supply management discussion was dropped from the negotiations 

in 1976, before the Tokyo Round concluded (Margulis, 2017). 

 

19 Our World in Data is a joint project of the Global Change Data Lab (a non-profit organization based in the United 
Kingdom) and researchers of the Oxford Martin Program on Global Development at the University of Oxford. 
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Before turning to the Uruguay Round and the 1980s, there are several useful lessons to take 

away from this brief history. First, although agriculture was not initially distinguished from other 

goods in the GATT rules, it was not treated like other goods for long. For most of the history of 

the GATT before the WTO (1947-1994), agricultural commodities were subject to exemptions 

from the rules, parallel agreements (such as the Food Aid Convention), and failed proposals. 

Those failed proposals addressed both the protection of a national right to preserve a percentage 

of the domestic food market for domestic production (such as the EEC’s proposed ratio), and the 

creation of effective disciplines on surplus-disposal policies. Thus, agriculture was different, but 

the appropriate treatment of agriculture in the global trade rules was contentious; the GATT 

parties pulled in opposing directions. Governments appeared to accept the idea that food security 

is part of national security; a concern that might at times have to override international 

obligations. But from the first years of GATT’s existence, governments also argued over how 

much protection to extend to domestic food producers at the expense of market share foregone 

for producers with the most efficient production systems. 

Unsurprisingly, these issues persisted into the WTO era. The WTO Agreement on Agriculture 

addressed some issues but not others. 

4.2 The Uruguay Round Agreement on Agriculture 

To make sense of the Uruguay Round of the GATT, named for the country where negotiations 

were launched in 1986, it is useful to remember the broader economic context of that time. The 

1980s were a period during which governments moved away from the Keynesian theories that 

had dominated the post-war period, in favor of a smaller role for government in the economy and 

a greater emphasis on open markets. The shift included the deregulation of the private sector, the 

liberalization of import and export rules, and a withdrawal of the government from the active 

management of commodity supply and distribution (A. Lang, 2011; Plant, 2010; Skidelsky, 

2018). 

This shift in economic thinking affected trade negotiators’ priorities. The Cairns Group was 

formed in 1986, at the outset of the Uruguay Round. The group was a mix of developed and 

developing countries whose shared agenda was to end waivers for agriculture and to promote 

greater liberalization of trade in agricultural commodities. Importantly, the parties singled out for 
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their trade-distorting behaviour in agriculture—in particular, the United States and the European 

Economic Community—also wanted stronger trade disciplines for the sector. By the 1980s, the 

United States and EEC found themselves in what was often characterized as an agricultural 

export subsidy war (Wolfe, 1998). Both held large and expensive stocks of agricultural 

commodity surpluses acquired at subsidised prices. Both were trapped in a vicious circle that 

started with the acquisition of more commodity stocks than they could manage efficiently due to 

the dynamic effects of price floor policies, and their failure to impose effective production limits. 

Coupled with technology-based efficiency gains, concentrated power among international 

commodity traders, and export policies that depressed international market prices, the combined 

effect drove international prices even further from domestic floor prices, increasing the 

distortionary effect on international markets (Koning, 2017; Levins & Cochrane, 1996; Ray, 

2001). A third group of critics of undisciplined domestic support coupled with export subsidies 

emerged from among development economists (and development organizations such as Oxfam), 

who began to draw attention to the harm export subsidies caused to local food and agriculture 

producers in low-income countries, where much of the unwanted surpluses finished up (Riddell, 

1987; Barrett & Maxwell, 2005; Wolfe, 1998; Watkins, 1992). 

Thus the most powerful GATT parties wanted change. Their desire for change was captured in 

the 1986 Punta del Este Ministerial Declaration, which included the commitment to negotiate a 

separate agreement on agriculture: 

The CONTRACTING PARTIES agree that there is an urgent need to bring more 
discipline and predictability to world agricultural trade by correcting and preventing 
restrictions and distortions including those related to structural surpluses so as to reduce 
the uncertainty, imbalances and instability in world agricultural markets (GATT, 1986). 

The Declaration conjoined two important elements: the perceived need for “more discipline and 

predictability” in international agricultural commodity markets, and concern over “structural 

surpluses” and their destabilizing effects. The negotiators were clearly motivated by a fear of 

surpluses. The specific aims of the declared agenda for agriculture also confirmed that the 

governments wanted rules that supported a market-driven vision of agriculture with less 

government interference. The Uruguay Agenda for agriculture clearly stated the parties’ 

ambition to further liberalize agricultural trade and to ensure the rules would be more effective 

than the GATT rules had been. In this regard, the declaration said: 
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Negotiations shall aim to achieve greater liberalization of trade in agriculture and bring 
all measures affecting import access and export competition under strengthened and more 
operationally effective GATT rules and disciplines (GATT, 1986). 

More specifically, the Declaration called for “improving market access” by reducing import 

barriers, and: 

(I)mproving the competitive environment by increasing discipline on the use of all direct 
and indirect subsidies and other measures affecting directly or indirectly agricultural 
trade, including the phased reduction of their negative effects and dealing with their 
causes (GATT, 1986). 

The Uruguay agriculture agenda did not refer directly to food security. The negotiators were 

preoccupied with commerce, not calorie availability. The 1980s were a period of abundant food 

on international markets and agricultural commodity prices were low. As discussed in Chapter 2, 

the focus of international work on food security in this period was food access, not production 

(Jarosz, 2014; Maxwell, 1996; see also Chapter 2, section 1 above). The World Bank and 

International Monetary Fund were pushing their loans and grants through structural adjustment 

programs, which discouraged developing country investment in domestic food production in 

favour of export commodities (Bourenane & Mkandawire, 1987; Clapp, 1997; Mihevc, 1995). 

Countering the development economists who were concerned that surplus disposal of food 

commodities was hindering food security and economic growth in developing countries, there 

were economic policy advisors who supported structural adjustment programs. Their argument 

was that developing countries should take advantage of subsidized food in international markets 

to free domestic investment for sectors that were more profitable than agriculture (World Bank, 

1986). 

This argument continued through the conclusion of the Uruguay Round and after. During the 

1980s and 1990s, the economists who saw agriculture as backward and food security as 

something that could be imported dominated government decision-making. Their opponents 

were economists who argued that agriculture should be an economic priority for developing 

countries because of its impressive record as an engine for inclusive economic growth (for 

example, this was the view of Michael Lipton (1993) and John Mellor (1995). Arguably, this 

favourable view of agriculture as an engine for wider economic growth was shared by the 

agricultural exporters who formed the Cairns Group, such as Malaysia and Brazil. These 
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governments wanted the Uruguay Round agreement to prohibit the use of export subsidies, limit 

food aid, and reduce the import barriers their agricultural exports faced in developed country 

markets. The shared objectives of the Cairns Group members included higher prices in 

international agricultural commodity markets, increased market access for agricultural exports, 

and better terms of trade for primary commodities. To this end, they also championed ending 

policies that raised tariffs with the level of processing (higher tariffs on cocoa butter than cacao 

beans, for instance). This policy, called tariff escalation, discouraged value-adding processing in 

producer countries (Greenfield et al., 1996; Watkins, 1992; FAO, 2003). 

The interests of net agricultural exporters (whether developed or developing countries) and the 

interests of large, industrialized food importers with politically strong domestic agricultural 

sectors (in particular, the European Union and Japan) dominated the Uruguay Round agriculture 

negotiations. The question of food self-sufficiency did not have much of a profile in this mix. 

Although a group of net-food importing countries did express anxiety about the implications of 

higher prices in international markets, they were not the majority. These countries (led by 

Jamaica and Egypt; Egypt often spoke for the African Group), argued that low-income net-food 

importers needed protection against sudden price increases in international food commodity 

markets (interview N20, 2016). Economists at FAO also expressed concern with the possible 

price effects of the proposed Uruguay Round agreement and the likelihood that prices would rise 

on international markets, to the detriment of large and low-income food importers (Greenfield et 

al., 1996). 

As it moved closer to finalization, the Agreement on Agriculture was broadly popular with 

developing countries. This was not the case for some of the other Uruguay Round agreements, 

including Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs), and the General Agreement on 

Trade and Services (Ostry, 2000; Ricupero, 2001). Global grain traders were also pleased, 

expressing their support throughout the negotiations and after in press statements, and through 

their support for the work of the IPC (International Food and Agricultural Trade Policy Council). 

As also reviewed above, in Chapter 2, section 3, farmers were less happy. In 1990, 30,000 

farmers from around the world gathered in Brussels to protest the Uruguay Round negotiations 

(Koning, 2017; A. Lang, 2011). In 1993, in Bangalore, 100,000 farmers marched to protest both 

the Agreement on Agriculture and TRIPs. Indian farmers mobilized farm leaders and agricultural 
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scientists from Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Philippines, Ethiopia, South Korea, Brazil, Nicaragua, 

Malaysia, Zimbabwe and Thailand to join them in Bangalore (Khor, 1993; Rane, 1993). In 

December 1993, farmers from Switzerland, France, Spain, Japan, India, the United States and 

Canada gathered in Geneva for another protest march. A delegation of their leaders met Peter 

Sutherland, the director-general of GATT at the time, to present their views (Associated Press, 

1993; Murray & Overton, 2015). In Europe and North America, the Uruguay Round trade 

negotiations led to the creation of new farm organizations as existing farmers’ organizations 

divided over whether and how to pursue export markets, and what form of domestic agricultural 

support they wanted from their governments. 

These popular protests went unanswered. The Agreement on Agriculture did address some 

elements of consonance between domestic and international policy outcomes, such as the effect 

of domestic subsidies in creating surpluses that, coupled with export subsidies, distort prices in 

international markets. But others remained unaddressed, such as the role for continued public 

investment in domestic food production in countries where the sector may not be competitive, 

but it still provides vital employment and food security to poor and middle-income households. 

In 1994, in Marrakesh, Morocco, all 123 contracting parties to the GATT signed the Uruguay 

Round Agreements. The agreements included the Agreement on Agriculture, as well as the 

Agreement Establishing the World Trade Organization (WTO). The creation of the WTO was 

perhaps the most important outcome of the Uruguay Round. Now housing the GATT, as well as 

other agreements adopted in Marrakech such as the Agreement on Agriculture, the WTO is a 

formally constituted organization. Its mandate is to serve as a permanent trade negotiating forum, 

as well as to monitor and enforce existing multilateral trade agreements. 

The WTO not only differed from GATT by virtue of its formal incorporation. It also had a 

different mission. Under the GATT, trade rules governed the space beyond national borders. In a 

2020 report for the UN in his role as Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, legal scholar 

Michael Fakhri wrote “GATT is an “interface” system that recognizes different types of 

economies and ameliorates the international tensions caused by those differences, without having 

to resolve anything through regulatory harmonization” (Fakhri, 2020, p. 20). The space created 

for supply management under the GATT rules is an example of this tolerance. In the GATT 
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system, what mattered was how exports were treated. There was no obligation to import; as long 

as domestic support policies did not result in surplus disposal in international markets, those 

policies were tolerated. 

This changed with the Uruguay Round; the Agreement on Agriculture introduced something 

much more like a right to export and an obligation to import. This was of a piece with the 

broader shift by governments towards neoliberal economic policies in the 1980s. The underlying 

theory was that the integration of domestic markets into global markets would generate 

significant economic welfare gains through increased competition and efficiency (K. Anderson, 

2010; Josling & Tangermann, 1999; Rodrik, 2015a). 

4.3 The WTO Agreement on Agriculture 

The Agreement on Agriculture came into effect on 1 January 1995. The agreement is organized 

in three parts, often referred to as pillars. They are export subsidies; market access; and domestic 

support, and the provisions of each is reviewed below. 

The 1947 GATT rules had forbidden export subsidies. The United States and EU nonetheless 

introduced them, using their waivers. The Cairns Group members were determined to prohibit 

export subsidies more effectively as part of the Agreement on Agriculture.20 

A complete and immediate ban proved politically unobtainable. But the Agreement on 

Agriculture did prohibit the introduction of new export subsidies and imposed cuts on the 

existing programs (WTO, 1994).21 Developed countries were required to cut the volume of 

subsidised exports by 21 percent in equal annual steps over 6 years (the cut was 36 percent as 

measured in public spending). Developing countries committed to a 14 percent volume cut and a 

 

20 The relevant article reads: Article XVI. Subsidies. Section B. 4. Further, as from 1 January 1958 or the earliest 
practicable date thereafter, contracting parties shall cease to grant either directly or indirectly any form of subsidy on 
the export of any product other than a primary product [emphasis added] which subsidy results in the sale of such 
product for export at a price lower than the comparable price charged for the like product to buyers in the domestic 
market. Until 31 December 1957 no contracting party shall extend the scope of any such subsidization beyond that 
existing on 1 January 1955 by the introduction of new, or the extension of existing, subsidies. 
21 WTO members eventually agreed to eliminate all export subsidies at the 10th WTO Ministerial Conference in 
Nairobi in 2015. Developed countries committed to stop immediately (with some exceptions for some products and 
countries). Developing countries committed to eliminate all export subsidies by 2018 (again with a few exceptions 
for which longer phase-out periods were granted) (WTO, 2015). 
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24 percent spending cut over 10 years (WTO, 1994). Twenty-five WTO members22 declared 

export subsidy programs in their Uruguay Round schedules and committed to reduce them. 

Members that did not declare export subsidies in their schedule could not introduce them 

subsequently. 

On market access, the Agreement on Agriculture required WTO members to turn non-tariff 

market access policies, such as volume quotas, into “tariff equivalents.” The process of turning 

all border measures into tariff equivalents was called “tariffication.” Tariffication created a 

single numerical baseline, which was judged an easier way to monitor the actual degree of 

market access a country made available. The intent was both increased transparency and an 

easier benchmark for monitoring changes to the programs, including whether members were 

actually providing the market access they had committed to in the agreement. Additionally, those 

members that used especially high tariffs for specific products were required to create an import 

quota for those products at zero or near-zero tariffs. Examples of such products included supply 

managed commodities, such as milk, eggs and poultry in Canada, and rice in a number of Asian 

countries, including the Philippines and Japan. The import quota created an obligation to import, 

which was a new departure in international trade law. This obligation to import was fiercely 

resisted by many farmers organizations, including La Via Campesina. 

Domestic support was (and remains) one of the most complicated areas of the agricultural trade 

negotiations. While sometimes (and somewhat confusingly) referred to as subsidies, domestic 

support actually encompasses a wider category of payments and transfers to agriculture, that 

includes programs paid directly from the public budget but also price effects resulting from 

regulatory measures that affect supply and demand. The rules in the Agreement on Agriculture 

are not so much attempting to determine whether a particular program provides a subsidy or not. 

Rather, the rules are focused on whether a government payment is “trade-distorting” or “non-

trade-distorting”. The agreement imposes no limits on non-trade-distorting support, but it does 

 

22 This counts the European Union as a single member. Each EU member is also a member of the WTO, but their 
trade positions are presented as a unified position, and there is a single schedule for the EU agriculture 
commitments. 
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on the rest, with the exception of a few special categories of permitted trade-distorting support, 

such as the Blue Box for programs that are tied to production limits (see below). 

In practice it is vexingly difficult to categorize domestic policies according to whether they are 

trade-distorting or not. In the context of a trade negotiation, it is also a political judgement. Many 

public policies that have historically contributed significantly to sustained higher levels of 

agricultural productivity, such as research and development, and investment in infrastructure, 

including roads, storage, irrigation, electrification, and communications, were ruled “non-trade 

distorting” in the Agreement on Agriculture. The WTO distinction focused instead on price 

policies. 

Price policies do have demonstrable effects on supply. Historically, governments have used 

public policies to both subsidize and tax agricultural production. Typically, price policies are 

used to support farmgate prices above market clearing levels, which drives higher production. 

Governments have also designed price policies that limit production and keep prices stable, or 

used them to tax production, with the effect of depressing output by driving farmgate prices 

below market levels. Production-depressing price policies were common in many developing 

countries until the 1980s and 1990s. The advent of structural adjustment economics relaxed the 

hold of state-marketing boards on agricultural commodity export sectors and freed domestic 

prices for agricultural commodities to rise (Beneria, 1999; Bourenane & Mkandawire, 1987). 

There are many categories of domestic support in the WTO rules. It is helpful to understand 

them to be able to make sense of the negotiations. Any food security assessment has to be 

overlaid on the WTO framework, which was designed without food security as an explicit 

concern. 

First, the de minimis: Any agricultural program whose total cost is less than a given threshold is 

exempt from spending reduction commitments. Article 6.4 of the Agreement on Agriculture sets 

the de minimis threshold at 10 percent of the value of production for developing countries and 5 

percent for developed countries (WTO, 1994).23 There are two categories of de minimis, and they 

 

23 China was granted a kind of in-between status when it acceded to the WTO, with a de minimis threshold of 8.5 
percent. 
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are additional, meaning a commodity might benefit from both categories. The first category is 

general support, for programs that are available to agriculture in general; the second is 

commodity specific spending. The term de minimis is from a Latin phrase that means too small 

to count, or unworthy of attention. The implication is somewhat deceptive. India has reported de 

minimis spending equivalent to USD 6.5 billion (Glauber et al., 2020). For the United States, 

with an agricultural sector valued in 2019 at just under USD 150 billion, the 5 percent threshold 

for general support to agriculture is close to USD 7.5 billion. 

To qualify for the de minimis, the entire program must cost less than the threshold; programs 

cannot be partially allocated to the de minimis category. The de minimis is assessed against the 

current value of production. This means the value of the exemption shrinks and grows with the 

agricultural economy. From a resilient global food security perspective, this is a useful adaptive 

feature; it allows the program to reflect economic change. Trade diplomats, however, have not 

agreed whether members’ notifications should be made in the member’s domestic currency or a 

universal reference currency, such as the U.S. dollar. This has important implications for how 

accurately inflation effects are captured: developing countries have experienced higher levels of 

inflation, on average, than industrialized countries in the years since the Agreement on 

Agriculture came into force. That means their spending has increased, in some cases 

significantly, even though the increase may not in fact be buying a lot more support. That effect 

can be reduced if the level of support is measured in a more stable currency, such as the dollar. 

The Aggregate Measurement of Support (AMS) is the category of domestic support that is 

trade-distorting under the WTO rules (meaning the programs link payments to levels of 

production and market prices) and exceeds the de minimis threshold. The AMS is defined in 

Annex 3 of the Agreement on Agriculture (WTO, 1994). To be eligible for an AMS allowance, 

members had to report how much they were spending in their Uruguay Round schedule, which 

was a formal document submitted at the time of accession to the Agreement on Agriculture. The 

document was a comprehensive list of a member’s domestic support programs. Thirty-two WTO 

members claimed an AMS allowance when the Uruguay Round was signed (they are listed in 

Appendix C, below). Most WTO members did not come close to exhausting the de minimis 
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threshold. Developing countries also had some additional exemptions, explained below, which 

meant the AMS was used only by the largest spenders on domestic support. 

The Agreement on Agriculture required that AMS spending be reduced by pre-determined 

amounts over 5 years for developed countries and 9 for developing countries. Unlike the de 

minimis, AMS is measured against an unchanging baseline. Each member’s baseline is the 

average domestic support they provided in 1986-1988. Today that baseline is more than 30 years 

old. The unchanged baseline is a particular problem for countries with higher levels of inflation. 

The AMS was not intended to be a permanent feature of the rules. The Agreement on 

Agriculture committed the signatories to pursue further domestic support cuts in the future, and 

to their “eventual” elimination. 

The Green Box is the informal name given to Annex 2 of the Agreement on Agriculture. The 

Green Box is a list of permitted “non- or minimally trade distorting” support. These programs are 

exempt from domestic support cuts and limits. The list is idiosyncratic and includes both 

programs that clearly do affect production (and therefore trade), such as farm insurance, and 

programs that have less immediate effect, such as public stocks (which are considered in more 

detail in Chapter 6). Other Green Box programs include environmental programs for farmers and 

safety nets for low-income consumers. Of course, in some sense, if markets are open, every 

domestic policy has trade implications. 

Another exemption is the Blue Box: Defined in Article 6.5 of the Agreement on Agriculture, the 

Blue Box is an anomaly. It originated in a political compromise between the United States and 

the European Union, reached in 1992 at Blair House in Washington, D.C. The Blue Box exempts 

domestic support for programs that have production limiting requirements, such as a payment per 

head of livestock that limits the number of eligible animals, or per acreage of a crop that puts a 

ceiling on the total production. From a resilient global food security perspective, the exemption 

is crucial, speaking directly to stability and the possibility of managing the inherent tendency in 

agriculture towards over-production (Ray et al., 2003). Politically, the exemption was initially 

important for the EU and the U.S., but the U.S. dropped most of its Blue Box spending in 1996. 

The EU also reformed its agriculture spending away from Blue Box measures and now the 

measures are only used in any significant way by a handful of developed countries, such as 
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Norway and Switzerland, with small, heavily protected agricultural sectors (Glauber et al., 2020; 

Greenville, 2017). 

Developing countries have the vaguest of the domestic support exemptions, in Article 6.2 of the 

agreement, which created an exempt category called “low-income, resource-poor farmers”24. 

The category is clearly for programs that are targeted to a specific population, but the term is not 

defined in the agreement. In recent years, this category has come to account for significant levels 

of spending in some wealthier developing countries, in particular China and India (Greenville, 

2017). India is the largest spender in this category. It has notified domestic support spending of 

USD 22.6 billion under Article 6.2, equivalent to more than a third of the country’s total 

domestic support (Glauber et al., 2020). India includes subsidies for irrigation, fertilizers, and 

electricity in this category, and claims that 99.43 percent of all farm holdings in the country are 

“low income, resource poor.” 

The Agreement on Agriculture also included what was referred to as a “built-in agenda” for 

further reform. The agreement was presented as the start of a political process that would 

eventually conclude with export subsidies and domestic support over the de minimis threshold 

not just reduced, but eliminated, while tariffs would be reduced to zero or close to that. 

4.4 Implementation of the Agreement on Agriculture: The first five years 

The WTO agreements came into effect on 1 January 1995. It did not take long for developing 

countries to conclude that they might have signed the agreements precipitately—nor were 

developing country governments the only ones experiencing second thoughts. Veteran Canadian 

trade negotiator, Ambassador Sylvia Ostry, who led Canada’s trade team during much of the 

round, voiced her concerns publicly from retirement at academic conferences and in writing 

(Ostry, 2000). Ostry predicted that the ways in which the Uruguay Round Agreements departed 

from GATT tradition were likely to cause political problems for the negotiators as the 

 

24 The WTO explainer erroneously calls this article the “development box”. In fact, the development box was a 
series of proposals to limit market access and spending limits on crops that were essential to food security and rural 
livelihoods in developing countries. The proposals are associated with the G-33, and first originated with proposals 
such as the “bread box” and “rice box” which CSOs put forward in the mid and late 1990s as a way to think about 
protecting food staples production in the global South from agricultural trade liberalization. 



106 

 

implications of those changes became clearer. Her core concern was with the new degree of 

interference in domestic policy space that the agreements invited. In 2000, she gave a conference 

paper at the University of Minnesota in which she said, “In the present context the most 

significant feature of the transformation [created by the Uruguay Round] was the shift in policy 

focus from the border barriers of the GATT to domestic regulatory and legal systems—the 

institutional infrastructure of the economy,” (Ostry, 2000, p.5). Brazil’s Ambassador to the 

Uruguay Round negotiations (and subsequent Secretary-General of UNCTAD), Rubens 

Ricupero, made a similar argument in his reflections on the Round (Ricupero, 2001). 

In the first years of the WTO, much of the debate and analysis around the Agreement on 

Agriculture focused on the unequal position that developing countries found themselves in 

compared to developed countries. Civil society organizations (CSOs) and developing country 

trade negotiators found common ground, sharing critiques that focused of the distorting effects of 

developed country agricultural policies and the inadequacy of the “development dividend” for 

developing countries because the actual trade liberalization of developed country agriculture was 

modest, while developed countries had opened their markets to greater international competition. 

In the first years of analysis, most developing country WTO members saw greater liberalization 

commitments from industrialized countries as the answer to this inequality, while CSOs wanted 

better protection for domestic food production, for both food security and economic development 

reasons. 

Developing country governments complained that developed countries were abusing Annex 2 

(the Green Box) by transferring farm programs from categories considered trade-distorting to the 

Green Box. The terms of domestic support programs in many developing countries changed, 

breaking the link between payments and production. But the sums of money spent did not go 

down significantly. This complaint appears in negotiating positions from 2001, including from 

Jordan (WTO, G/AG/NG/W/140, 2001); and the Democratic Republic of the Congo in (WTO, 

G/AG/NG/W/135, 2001). These complaints continued throughout the Doha negotiations, 

gradually substantiated by a body of technical work that provided analysis and commentary on 

the evolution of the EU’s CAP, successive U.S. Farm Bills, and on the overall direction of Green 

Box notifications by developed country WTO members (Banga, 2014; Melendez-Ortiz, 

Bellmann, & Hepburn, 2010; Sumner, 2003; Swinbank & Tranter, 2005). 
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Civil society organizations (CSOs) were early and vociferous critics of the Agreement on 

Agriculture, taking a food security perspective. The farmer and peasant organizations that had 

marched in opposition to the Uruguay Round negotiations continued to protest after the WTO 

was established. The initial assessments of the agreement made by development CSOs were 

critical, including assessments from Third World Network, the Catholic Institute for 

International Relations (CIIR), the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy, Focus on the 

Global South, the Southern and Eastern Africa Trade Information and Negotiations Institute 

(SEATINI), the alliance of Catholic development agencies in Europe (CIDSE), the European 

association of Protestant, Anglican and Orthodox Church development agencies (APRODEV), 

Oxfam GB, and a number of trade unions, including the International Union of Food, Farm and 

Hotel workers (IUF). CSOs were concerned that larger, wealthier developing countries such as 

Brazil and Malaysia (and China when it joined) would capture most of the gains from trade 

liberalization at the expense of poorer countries. They also were worried that low-income 

import-dependent countries would be vulnerable if world prices rose as was predicted to happen 

(and as did happen in 1996, particularly maize prices). The concerns listed included the lack of 

effective market opening for developing countries’ agricultural exports, and the instability in 

international markets due to the continued use of export subsidies, including export credit and 

program food aid programs (Murphy, 1999; 2001). The FAO, too, sounded food security alarms 

(Greenfield et al., 1996). 

The concern over import surges and the harm they caused to local production and markets in 

developing countries became the focus of joint CSO and FAO studies, funded by overseas 

development agencies (FAO, 2006b; Rakitoariso et al., 2011; Morrison & Mermingkas, 2014). 

Subsidized production and exports had also become harder to restrict at the border due to the 

tariff reductions required under the Agreement on Agriculture (Murphy, 1999; 2001). NGO 

critics pointed out the negotiators had also failed to secure even a modest reform to tariff peaks 

and tariff escalation, which undermined efforts to build value-adding industries in the global 

South. From a development perspective, the theoretical benefits of trade were distorted in the 

actual rules to the advantage of developed countries, offending developing countries’ sense of 

fair play. 
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The Agreement on Agriculture had two kinds of flaws from the perspective of food security 

policy. First, the rules foreclosed on traditional public policies that had proven effectiveness in 

raising agricultural production and public revenue. These included limits on the state’s ability to 

use non-tariff measures, quantitative restrictions, or to introduce a state marketing authority. 

Second, the rules were weak with regard to disciplines on exporters that would maintain 

international market supply or otherwise protect food security objectives. As agricultural 

economist Christopher Stevens wrote: 

Whereas food security analysts look to the production, trade, labour and transfer routes to 
food security, the concept in the AoA [Agreement on Agriculture] is much narrower, 
relating only to availability of imported food for net food-importing developing countries 
(NFIDCs). The inadequacy of the multilateral definition is illustrated by the very limited 
overlap between the NFIDC [net food importing developing country] category and other, 
objective indicators of food insecurity (such as low calorie availability) (Stevens, 2004). 

The proposal that domestic food security should be protected as a priority over commercial trade 

objectives was one of the first policy proposals for reform to the Agreement on Agriculture. The 

idea was called the “Development Box” (Green & Priyadarshi, 2001; Murphy & Suppan, 2003). 

The proposal emerged in the analysis and information exchange period and was first articulated 

by CSOs and South Centre (an intergovernmental organization for developing countries). The 

proposal was to create a category of food security crops that would be protected from the market 

access provisions of the Agreement on Agriculture because of the importance of those crops for 

rural economies and domestic food security. The Development Box proposal included measures 

to limit price volatility that might cross the border from international markets, and to protect 

small-scale producers’ access to local markets by curtailing imports. The document used the 

terms “low-income resource-poor” farmers found in Article 5.2 of the agreement. 

The Development Box proposal articulated a concern of some developing governments with the 

reach of WTO rules behind their borders. The Development Box was a counterpoint to the 

insistence in the Agreement on Agriculture that domestic agricultural policy was a matter of 

international trade concern; the counterpoint was to insist that this intrusion of international trade 

rules also needed regulation, to limit the harm it might to domestic policy objectives outside of 

trade. Specifically, the Development Box asserted the need to protect domestic food security 

policies. From a resilient global food security perspective, it was an example of how consonance 
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might work, looking to correct what the proponents saw as an imbalance between the 

international and national policy priorities (and constraints) without undermining either. 

In the months before the 4th WTO Ministerial Conference was held in Doha, in November 2001, 

Pakistan convened a group of governments called the “Friends of the Development Box”. Their 

proposal was included on the official agenda at the Doha Ministerial Conference (WTO, n.d.; 

“Agriculture: WTO members split on 'development box' and S&D,” 2002). Here is how the 

Development Box was described in a developing country proposal jointly submitted by Cuba, 

Dominican Republic, Egypt, El Salvador, Honduras, Sri Lanka, Uganda and Zimbabwe (WTO, 

WT/GC/W/374, 1999): 

(d) Development Box: Given the fact that there is no level playing field between 
countries, and that food is different from other forms of goods in that it is an absolute 
daily necessity, there should be a Development Box under which developing countries 
can, for development and food security reasons, deviate from their AoA [Agreement on 
Agriculture] commitments in order to meet these development and food security needs. 
A Development Box will also put all S and D [special and differential]25 provisions in 
one place and will serve these purposes: 

(i) clearly distinguish between the rights of developing and developed countries. 
(ii) avoid possible use of such rights by members other than the developing countries. 

(iii) provide legal certainty. 
(iv) monitor and enforce implementation. 

Provisions on the following can be included in the Development Box: 
(i) domestic support and transparent import controls for the protection of domestic 
production. 
(ii) protection of small and household farmers. 

(iii) input and investment subsidies. 
(iv) food security; and 

(v) measures in favour of NFIDCs (as cited in (WTO, JOB(99)/4797/Rev 3, 1999)). 

 

25 Special and Differential Treatment are provisions in the WTO agreements that make exceptions for developing 
countries. They refer to measures such as longer implementation periods, lower reduction commitments, and support 
to create trade-related infrastructure. A number of agreements have provisions specifically for Least Developed 
Countries (LDCs). 
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A second reform idea was multifunctional agriculture, proposed by the European Union in 

collaboration with several net-food importing developed countries calling themselves the Group 

of 10 or G-10 (Losch, 2004). 26 Multifunctional agriculture is about the multiple dimensions of 

agriculture’s contribution to society; it is about not just the economic, but also the cultural, social 

and environmental dimensions of food and agriculture systems, and an argument for public 

policy that compensates producers for these contributions that fall outside markets transactions.27 

The G-10 proposed additions to Annex 2 (the Green Box) to extend the list of exemptions from 

domestic support reductions. The concept was part of the EU’s comprehensive proposal in 2000 

(WTO, G/AG/NG/W/90, 2000), and was also raised in 1999 by Norway (WTO, 

WT/GC/W/238), Japan (WTO, G/AG/NG/W/135), South Korea (WTO, G/AG/NG/W/98), and, 

Switzerland (WTO, G/AG/NG/W/94) (compiled in WTO, JOB(99)/4797/Rev 3, 1999). 

The only non-OECD member of the G-10 was Mauritius. Multifunctional agriculture was 

generally seen and described as a “rich country” concern. The most vehement opposition to the 

idea came from other developed countries; they saw the proposal as a way for wealthy countries 

to justify their continued high levels of domestic support for agriculture while continuing to push 

for greater market access from developing countries in other sectors. 

Civil society organizations had mixed reactions to the multifunctional agriculture proposals at 

the WTO. On the one hand, so-called non-trade concerns were core priorities for the 

development and environment CSOs doing policy advocacy linked to the Agreement on 

Agriculture. They wanted to see better protection for the environment, and better social 

programming for rural areas. On the other hand, the WTO did not seem a likely place to find 

progressive public policy to accommodate non-commercial concerns. 

This seemed to be confirmed by the failure of the G-10 to consider development concerns as a 

part of their multifunctional proposals. Instead, the proposals sought to capitalize on the existing 

 

26 For more on negotiating groups, see Chapter 3, Section 3.3. 
27 As observers noted, multifunctional agriculture was a serious policy debate in Europe, although WTO diplomats 
from other countries were deeply cynical about the idea, claiming it was just poorly disguised protectionism. An 
important reform of the CAP was passed in 2003, which is when the EU created “pillar 2” payments for farmers, 
based on environmental criteria. This was the EU enacting its argument that public payments in agriculture were 
necessary to compensate for markets’ failure to value eco-system services. 
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advantages richer net-food importing countries enjoyed through Annex 2. Those non-trade 

concerns are presented as a list of things governments are free to spend money on; they are only 

useful if the government has money to spend. The approach showed a deep lack of consonance 

in G-10 thinking, and a failure to be accountable to developing country concerns. Many of the 

same OECD countries, in particular the EU, Japan, Switzerland and Norway, were adamant they 

could not make further cuts to their agricultural tariffs and subsidies without adding new areas to 

the WTO negotiations, including investment, competition, government procurement and trade 

facilitation. Virtually every developing country member of the WTO rejected the inclusion of 

these new issues at the outside. They maintained that the unfinished business of the Uruguay 

Round Agreements had to be resolved first. 

The Agreement on Agriculture itself seemed to include an argument for the developing 

countries’ position on this point. The agreement included a commitment to continue the “reform 

process” (the liberalization of agricultural markets) after the 5-year implementation period for 

developed countries expired, in 2000. The agreement also set out a formal process to prepare the 

further reforms, called the Analysis and Information Exchange. This was a reflexive mechanism 

built into the agreement itself. 

The developed countries push for an enlarged agenda failed at the third WTO ministerial 

conference, in Seattle in 1999. This conference came at the end of the fifth year of 

implementation of the Uruguay Round agreements. The WTO members went to Seattle 

expecting to launch a new round of agreements. But the Seattle Ministerial was marked by 

massive demonstrations led by a range of CSOs, including a historic march coordinated between 

U.S. trade unions and environmentalists (Aaronson, 2001; Vidal, 1999). The protests at times 

turned into riots, and a hastily assembled police force in riot gear responded with teargas and 

arrests. The mayor imposed a nightly curfew. Inside the conference halls, after a delayed start 

due to the conference hall being blocked by protestors, the Ministerial crashed to an abrupt end 

without agreement as first African countries, speaking as the Africa Group, and then other 

regional groupings held press conferences to declare their frustration at being sidelined in the 

negotiations by the major powers, including the conference host, U.S. Trade Representative 

Charlene Barchevsky. 
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The less formal mechanisms of decision-making and accountability at the WTO were another 

area that made developing counties angry; they considered the WTO way of doing business 

disrespectful and exclusionary. The WTO inherited from the GATT a practice of working 

informally with a handful of the most influential countries in a given sector to hammer out at 

least the contours of an initial agreement. This would then be presented to the other parties to 

finalize and adopt. The system encouraged neglect of the interests of smaller, weaker WTO 

members, and undermined WTO legitimacy (Jawara & Kwa, 2004). This system compounded 

the practical difficulties developing countries faced with much smaller delegations in Geneva, 

and far less support from the national capital than richer countries enjoyed. 

In other words, just five years into the WTO’s life, members were complaining about how 

priorities were determined, not just disagreeing over what the rules should be. And public 

disapproval was high—member countries reputedly grew reluctant to host the Ministerial 

Conference because of the violent protests that seemed sure to follow. The next country to pick 

up the challenge after the United States was Qatar. 

4.5 The Doha Agenda 2001-2008 

The Doha Ministerial was held in late November 2001, just over two months after the Al Qaeda 

attacks on the United States and the subsequent U.S.-led invasion of Afghanistan. The political 

mood at the ministerial was sombre. There were few CSOs represented in Qatar and those few 

knew public protests would not be tolerated by the Qatari authorities (which did not stop silent 

protests in the convention centre corridors). Geo-political concerns weighed heavily on the 

government negotiators, not least Pakistan, the unofficial leader of the Friends of the 

Development Box, which now had an international war on its doorstep, in Afghanistan (Blustein, 

2009). 

It was in these tense circumstances, and amid a fierce debate over the TRIPs agreement and 

demands led by Brazil, India and South Africa to make additional provisions to developing 

countries to make and distribute affordable generic versions of life-saving medicines, that the 

members adopted the first WTO negotiating agenda, calling it the Doha Development Agenda, 

or DDA (F. Abbott, 2005). Developing countries were united in pushing for the word 

“development” in the DDA to mean something. They wanted the WTO system to be more 
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responsive to their needs. They wanted these differences to be reflected in the way negotiations 

were carried out, in the rules themselves, in the dispute system and working committees, and in 

the handling of implementation issues, particularly for Least Developed Countries (WTO, 

WT/MIN(01)/DEC/W/1, 2001). 

On agriculture, the Doha Agenda adhered closely to the framework established by the 

Agreement on Agriculture. Governments committed themselves to further cuts to the Aggregate 

Measure of Support, to tariffs, and to a (very) eventual elimination of export subsidies (WTO, 

2001). Paragraph 13 of the Doha Declaration made provisions for Special and Differential 

Treatment: 

We agree that special and differential treatment for developing countries shall be an 
integral part of all elements of the negotiations and shall be embodied in the Schedules of 
concessions and commitments and as appropriate in the rules and disciplines to be 
negotiated, so as to be operationally effective and to enable developing countries to 
effectively take account of their development needs, including food security and rural 
development [emphasis added]. We take note of the non-trade concerns reflected in the 
negotiating proposals submitted by Members and confirm that non-trade concerns will be 
taken into account in the negotiations as provided for in the Agreement on Agriculture 
(WTO, 2001, paragraph 13). 

The agriculture provisions were unsurprising if disappointing to those who had wanted to see 

stronger provisions for domestic food security. WTO members missed an opportunity to 

introduce a more reflexive and adaptive approach. 

The Fifth WTO Ministerial Conference was held in Cancun, Mexico in September 2003, not 

quite two years after Doha. By then it was already clear that WTO members had widely differing 

levels of ambition for the outcome on agriculture in the new round—meaning very different 

ideas of how much WTO members would commit to move towards a no-tariffs, no-support, no-

export-subsidies world. 

The Cancun conference marked the end of an era in negotiating trade agreements. Agriculture 

had been the domain of the U.S. and European Union governments since the 1980s. At Blair 

House in 1992 before the Uruguay Round was completed, then again ahead of the Seattle 

Ministerial in 1999, and the Cancun Ministerial in 2003, U.S. and EU negotiators met bilaterally 

to agree their compromise, which they assumed would be the basis for an outcome at the 

conference (interview N22, 2016; WTO, JOB/03/157, 2003; observation of Ministerial 
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preparations in 1999 and 2003). This pattern ended permanently in Cancun, when developing 

country governments refused to go along with the U.S.-EU compromise. Instead, in the months 

before Cancun they organized into negotiating blocs of their own. 

Two overlapping but distinct blocs of developing country WTO members emerged in Cancun: 

The Group of 20 (G-20) and the Group of 33 (G-33). 28 (Both were introduced above, in Chapter 

3, section 3.3). The G-20 was an alliance of larger developing countries. It included both 

countries whose agricultural export sectors were dominant in the national trade position and 

countries with vulnerable domestic agriculture sectors, whose governments were more 

protective.29 The WTO G-20 was led by Brazil, India, and Argentina. The group wanted greater 

policy flexibility for developing country members to protect their domestic agriculture sectors. 

They wanted cuts to domestic support, and a significant increase in their access to developed 

country agricultural markets that developing countries would not be required to fully reciprocate. 

Although membership of the G-20 and G-33 overlapped, the G-33 took more defensive positions 

than the G-20 (i.e., their proposals were less focused on exports). The G-33 was more assertive 

in demanding policy space for domestic agricultural concerns, including the protection of food 

security and the livelihoods of small-scale producers. 

The Cancun Ministerial collapsed in acrimony. Outside the meeting halls, many CSOs and social 

movements had gathered to protest the official meetings. At one of the protests, South Korean 

farmer Lee Kyung-hae committed suicide on the barricades set up to stop the protesters getting 

too near the hotels where the trade negotiators were meeting. A national farm leader with 

decades of experience as a farmers’ rights organizer and advocate, Lee had argued for years that 

the WTO Agreement on Agriculture was killing farmers. He had led several hunger strikes 

against the WTO in the past (Choe, 2003). The public perception of the WTO as an 

 

28 The WTO G-20 is not the same as the G20. The G20 brings together the world’s 20 largest economies and meets 
outside the context of a multilateral institution. The G20 plays an important part in Chapter 5, at the time of the food 
price crisis. The WTO G-20 met solely in the WTO context. It is a group (initially composed of 20 countries but 
whose membership has varied) that share an agenda on agriculture trade rules reform. The group is now dormant. 
29 The WTO website, last updated in December 2017, lists 23 members of the G-20: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 
Chile, China, Cuba, Ecuador, Egypt, Guatemala, India, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Paraguay, Peru, 
Philippines, South Africa, Tanzania, Thailand, Uruguay, Venezuela, Zimbabwe (WTO, 2017). 
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unaccountable external intrusion on people’s lives hardened in this context, with repeated scenes 

of angry clashes and crowd control enforced by riot police and barricades. 

The negotiating groups that had emerged in Cancun persisted as the Doha negotiations limped 

on, consolidating the role of developing countries as agenda-setters, not just agenda-takers. In 

2004, WTO members agreed to a draft text of the Doha outcome that left out three of the four so-

called Singapore issues that OECD countries wanted but that had aggravated tensions between 

them and developing countries.30 In December 2005, WTO members met for the sixth WTO 

Ministerial in Hong Kong. The ministerial was most notable for not ending in a breakdown. 

International political economist, Rorden Wilkinson, attributes the (relative) success to low 

expectations and a focus on the development outcomes, in particular, special and differential 

treatment and an agreement from donor countries to fund an Aid for Trade program for LDCs 

(2006). Yet, as Wilkinson also notes, the actual trade negotiations (as opposed to side deals on 

development assistance) continue to commit WTO members to a trade rule framework that 

would reinforce the WTO’s existing inequalities. He writes, “As a result, the Hong Kong 

meeting…makes more likely the completion of a round that will be uneven in its bargain and 

deeply asymmetrical in its distribution of economic opportunity,” (2006, p.301). 

Nonetheless, it was also in Hong Kong that the G-33 proposals for Special Products and a 

Special Safeguard Mechanism (SSM) for developing countries were incorporated into the 

negotiating agenda. The Hong Kong Declaration invited developing countries to "self-designate 

an appropriate number of tariff lines as Special Products (SPs) guided by indicators based on the 

criteria of food security, livelihood security and rural development," (ICTSD, 2005). The 

declaration also included a Special Safeguard Mechanism (SSM) for developing countries as a 

form of protection against import surges or a collapse in import prices, (ICTSD, 2005).  

The inclusion of these proposals was a clear adaptive signal from the WTO, acknowledging the 

changing balance of power among the members and a blurring of the developed-developing 

country divide. At the same time, the debates over Special Products and the SSM contributed to a 

 

30 The 2004 “July Package” as it was called kept trade facilitation, but dropped investment, competition, and 
government procurement as negotiating issues. 
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growing sense of incoherence in the negotiations—a sense that negotiators were not just in 

disagreement because they had different ideas on how to achieve a shared outcome but because 

they were in fact pursuing different outcomes altogether (Smith, 2009). This became clear as 

distinct technical and ideological battlelines emerged, and as those working on the technical 

issues gradually made headway while the political fight over whether or not developing countries 

should attempt to protect their small-scale, resource poor farmers with trade measures remained 

deadlocked. 

A new “Quad” of dominant countries emerged in this period of the negotiations (R.Wilkinson, 

2006). During the Uruguay Round, the informal power brokers were the United States, EU, 

Japan and Canada. In this first period of the Doha Agenda negotiations, Brazil and India 

emerged to overshadow Japan and Canada. (Australia was frequently invited to play a central 

role as a fifth power). This new Quad was deeply divided. The meetings among the lead trade 

officials of the four principals between 2004-2008 were legendary for their displays of personal 

animosity (Blustein, 2009). This was not a trivial problem for multilateral diplomacy. Of course, 

there were important substantive differences, too. One senior official who was present at a 

meeting of the negotiating leads from the United States, EU, Brazil and India in Potsdam, 

Germany in June 2007, described in our interview the morning of the third day of a four-day 

meeting, when two of trade ministers came down for breakfast in the hotel, ready to continue 

negotiations, only to find that the other two had decided they were wasting their time and, 

without further discussion or announcement, had packed their bags and left (interview N25, 

2016). Rancour and public recrimination ran high (ICTSD, 2007). 

Despite the disagreements, by 2008 the diplomats and their advisors had done a lot of technical 

work, both in national capitals and within the secretariat. The technical problems were real. For 

example, the members struggled to find a formula for tariff cuts that could address the two quite 

different situations they faced. One was typical of the developed countries, who use extremely 

high tariffs on just a few commodities, protecting a particular commodity rather than all of 

agriculture. This is the case for rice in Japan or South Korea, for example, for dairy products 

across most of the OECD, and for the supply managed sectors in Canada. In contrast, many 

developing countries use tariffs across agriculture as a whole. They maintain relatively high 

average tariffs, without the big variations for specific products that developed countries have. 
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Most developing country governments also applied tariffs that were below the levels they had 

bound in their Agreement on Agriculture schedule. In practice this meant these countries could 

raise tariffs on agriculture if they needed to, so long as they stayed below the bound rate. 

The problem for developing country negotiators was that the Uruguay Round approach, which 

had been to impose an average cut on all agricultural tariffs, left the few very high tariffs in 

developed countries more or less untouched. At the same time, the approach imposed a 

significant adjustment on developing countries, both because a number of them raised significant 

amounts of revenue from their tariffs and because they lost policy space by closing the gap 

between bound and applied tariff rates, which reduced the possibility for raising tariffs. One 

proposed solution to the problem was the “Swiss formula,” an idea that had originated in the 

1970s, during GATT negotiations. The formula is a way to harmonize tariffs by cutting the 

largest tariffs the most.31 Yet even though the approach won broad support, finding terms that all 

parties could agree to seemed to be close to impossible. 

Domestic support posed another set of challenges for the rule-makers. The Uruguay approach 

had proven to be of limited use in cutting overall support because of the many and varied 

exemptions in the rules. By 2008, a category called Overall Trade Distorting Support (OTDS) 

had entered the negotiating lexicon. This was the members attempt to get at the scale of the 

unequal spending between richer and poorer countries—the sheer amount of money some 

developed countries were spending created a distortion, critics said, no matter if the rules had 

created a formal exemption for the type of program involved. 

A commitment to end export subsidies had already been secured in the Agreement on 

Agriculture. The Doha negotiation was about finalizing a date for their complete elimination. 

The problem was the EU, whose member states were reluctant to commit. The EU wanted to 

broaden the negotiating round to new issues (such as investment and competition) to help 

“sweeten the deal” politically, and for agriculture, they wanted effective disciplines on other 

forms of export support, such as export credits. They were targeting the U.S. in particular, which 

 

31 A WTO background note explains the formula this way: “The “Swiss formula” is a special kind of harmonizing 
method. It uses a single mathematical formula to produce: a narrow range of final tariff rates from a wide set of 
initial tariffs; and a maximum final rate, no matter how high the original tariff was” (WTO, 2003). 
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offered much more generous export credit terms to their exporting firms than other countries. 

The United States was also slow to reform trade-distorting forms of food aid, while other WTO 

members made significant reforms in this period (Barrett & Maxwell, 2005). Certain kinds of 

program food aid were viewed as an export subsidy by the majority of WTO members. 

By 2008, a lot of the technical work was done. As one negotiator said to me, “There were 

hundreds of hours of negotiating time that went into those texts. The negotiators at that time felt 

that they were working what was to be the concluding document. Countries invested greatly in 

negotiating that text” (interview N15, 2016). Speaking to the context in 2016, she made the point 

that technical work only takes the negotiations so far, “it is not that convergence cannot be 

reached. It is simply that the political directorate doesn’t currently have the appetite for that.” 

One of the outcomes of all that technical work was the loss of simplicity—the carve-outs and 

exceptions for various groups of countries (including newer groups such as the Recently 

Acceded Members and Land-Locked Developing Countries) kept expanding as the talks 

progressed. This irritated the advisors who wanted to maximize the trade liberalization dividend 

from the talks. By July 2008, they had lost confidence that there was much real liberalization on 

offer in the draft text. But from the perspective of resilient global food security, the complexity 

was a sign of reflexive input, as the member governments worked through how different 

proposals would affect them. The missing piece was an effective mechanism to shape a 

consensus out of the varied feedback in the system. 

Despite the still contentious debates over tariff formulae and the pessimism of the trade 

economists, Pascal Lamy (director general of the WTO at the time) wanted to proceed to a 

meeting of WTO trade ministers. A number of the negotiators in Geneva at that time 

remembered thinking a deal was possible (interviews N9, 2016; N25, 2016; N26, 2016; N35, 

2016). There were naysayers, too, who thought Lamy rushed the talks for political considerations 

One reason I heard for the rush was to get out ahead of the elections due in both India and the 

United States later in 2008 (interview N27, 2016). The chair of the agriculture talks, Crawford 

Falconer, told me on the record he did not consider the agriculture negotiations “ripe” for 

agreement in July 2008 (see also Blustein, 2009). Lamy went ahead regardless. 
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Lamy convened a mini-Ministerial in Geneva in July 2008, working with the draft negotiating 

text known familiarly as Rev. 4 (WTO, TN/AG/W/4/Rev.4, 2008). The decision was a gamble 

that an outcome was possible—a gamble that Lamy lost. The loss was decisive. With hindsight, 

July 2008 was the closest WTO members came to agreeing a round with a scope to match the 

Uruguay Round. In mid-September 2008, the Lehman Brothers investment company collapsed, 

triggering a financial crisis that pushed the world economy into its biggest recession since the 

Great Depression. 

There are rarely simple satisfactory explanations when a complex intergovernmental negotiation 

fails. Still, it was common to hear the agriculture negotiations blamed for the failure in July 

2008.32 The breaking point for the agriculture negotiations was widely thought to be over the 

terms for the G-33’s proposed Special Safeguard Mechanism (SSM), which created an opening 

for developing countries to raise tariffs above their bound ceilings (Stevens, 2004; Matambalya 

& Muyakwa, 2005). A number of WTO members, both from developed and developing 

countries, objected to the possibility that tariffs would go higher than the rates bound in the 

Agreement on Agriculture. The most vociferous opposition came from the prominent agriculture 

exporters, with the United States in the lead. On the other side, India was the most vocal (and the 

most powerful) champion of the SSM. Several of the eyewitnesses I interviewed claimed it was 

India, ultimately, that refused to find compromise; that the United States would not have blocked 

the whole round for the sake of stopping the SSM (interviews N25, 2016; N26, 2016; N35, 

2016). 

There is no simple way to independently corroborate this version of events; two people can come 

out of the same meeting with quite different versions of what transpired, let alone why it 

transpired. Yet it is worth noting that from a neoliberal economic perspective, agriculture has 

more political importance than economic. In this light, signing another series of free trade 

agreements was politically risky for the Indian government because the popular view of the free 

trade agenda in India was that it was an agenda dominated by developed countries and 

 

32 Some observers argued the problem lay with non-agricultural market access, or NAMA, where emerging 
economies such as Brazil, South Africa and India, were resisting proposed large cuts to the tariffs protecting their 
industrial sectors. 
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transnational corporations (a view that a number of prominent politicians in India had 

encouraged). On the other hand, the cost of for the United States in accepting the SSM was 

materially, and even politically, small. Although U.S. agribusiness interests are powerful, they 

stood to gain more from finalizing the round than from holding up the agriculture agreement. 

Further attempts to conclude the Doha Agenda were made in December 2008 but by then the 

sense that an agreement was imminent had dissipated. In September 2008, the investment bank 

Lehman Brothers had collapsed, triggering a global financial crisis. In 2009, world merchandise 

trade dropped 23 percent compared with 2008 (in nominal terms), the largest such fall in over 50 

years. Debate on how to address the international food price crisis was in full swing by then, too. 

Had a Doha Agreement on Agriculture emerged in 2008 based on the Rev 4 text, it would have 

set a fixed end to the use of export subsidies and tightened rules on the use of other forms of 

export support such as export credits. It would have imposed significant tariff cuts on 

agricultural products, with a graduated formula so as to cut the highest tariffs by the greatest 

percentage. It would have imposed a more binding cap on more forms of trade-distorting 

domestic support, although Annex 2 (Green Box) exemptions would have been left untouched. 

That agreement would have perpetuated significant examples of dissonance in the resilient global 

food security agenda. The agenda ignored many of the issues that civil society organizations had 

raised in the years of Doha negotiations, including concerns about the rising levels of 

concentrated market power in food commodity value chains, the continuing problem of import 

surges in low-income agriculturally dependent countries, and the inherent difficulties with 

turning tariff reductions into actual market access for developing country products. CSOs were 

also critical of the Doha agriculture agenda for its failure to recognize the environmental costs of 

efficient-seeming industrial agriculture, and the health costs, too, in the high calorie, low 

nutrition diet that industrial agriculture supplied (HLPE, 2017b). In this view, the externalization 

of human and ecosystem health coupled with liberalized trade and investment rules resulted in 

distorted prices and significant public harm. It was a concern shared by academics (Rayner & 

Lang, 2012). 

These ideational conflicts matter. They were not, however, the proximate cause of the 

breakdown in Doha negotiations in 2008. Non-governmental actors have no formal standing at 
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the WTO. There is no formal way for their feedback to inform the WTO system, and even the 

informal channels are reduced when the membership is in full negotiating mode. By 2008, the 

scope for introducing new issues and new ideas was all but gone; by then the diplomats’ energy 

was overwhelmingly focused on other negotiators and national capital trade officials (interviews 

N25, 2016; N26, 2016; N35, 2016; N15, 2016). Opinions differed, a little, but when asked how 

the food price crisis affected the Doha negotiations, the overwhelming response of experts and 

negotiators was that the negotiations had their own momentum in 2008, and that the food price 

crisis was another, not directly related, debate that was handled by a different set of public 

servants. 

However understandable in context, this insularity undermined the organization’s adaptive 

capacity. Agricultural commodity trade evolved rapidly in the years between 2001 and 2008, 

which shifted trade patterns and the power dynamics that direct trade negotiations. The United 

States and EU lost their shared dominance of agriculture negotiations, a phenomenon linked to 

the gradual erosion of their relative importance in global agricultural trade (Daviron & Douillet, 

2013). The emergence of developing country negotiating blocs such as the G-20 and G-33 

strengthened calls for the WTO rules to make better provisions for special and differential 

treatment. The shifting balance of power opened the political space for arguments that the rules 

needed to provide better protection for domestic agriculture in developing countries, including 

the policy space to protect a minimum share of domestic consumption from domestic production, 

and the right to raise tariffs. The developed countries, however, did not adapt their positions 

accordingly. 

The changing patterns of production, distribution and consumption had important implications 

for food security, too. The answers to such questions as who is food insecure in the world and 

why change over time. Yet food security remained more or less stuck in the narrowness of the 

Doha Round debates, focused on supply and access (and rural employment), even as food 

security policies in the world outside of trade had blossomed. Over the 2000s, food security 

debates ranged over the role of smallholder producers (Hazell et al., 2010; Lipton, 1993), 

renewed interest in the role of agriculture in broader economic development (World Bank, 

2007), mounting attention to the environmental damage caused by some agricultural systems 

(IAASTD, 2009), and concern at the evidence that reductions in the incidence of hunger were 
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being undermined by rising levels of disease linked to low quality diets and obesity (C. Hawkes, 

2010). 

4.6 Resilient Global Food Security and the Doha Agenda 

From the perspective of resilient global food security, the collapse of the mini-Ministerial points 

to underlying policy dissonance and democratic accountability failures. The collapse also 

signalled an adaptive failure in the decision of the membership to deepen the Uruguay Round 

objectives with the Doha Agenda, rather than modifying those objectives on the basis of 

feedback from members (and civil society) on the problems with the Agreement on Agriculture 

that had emerged once the rules came into effect. 

One of the significant challenges to policy consonance was the Agreement on Agriculture’s 

reliance on a binary categorization of policies as either trade-distorting or not (or hardly so). This 

categorization evokes the existence of an underlying “natural” market, waiting to be revealed 

once trade rules curtail or eliminate the “trade-distorting” behaviour of governments. Yet 

markets are social systems, built and run by people, and regulated by political decisions; markets 

are not natural phenomena such as gravity or magnetism. Many of the agricultural policies that 

do not count as trade-distorting in the WTO rules, including research and development, 

extension services, transportation, irrigation, communications, and energy infrastructure, are 

among the most effective ways to enhance production (Laborde et al., 2020). The direct price 

support programs that the WTO rules do count are just one category of production-enhancing 

policies. Logically, the trade-distorting litmus test is self-defeating, since in an open economy 

any change to production affects trade. The distinction also obscures questions that governments 

need to answer about their agriculture and trade policies if they want these spheres to be more 

consonant. 

The WTO domestic support rules were initially consonant with reforms favoured by the 

European Union and the U.S. government to reduce spending on domestic agriculture and to 

expand export markets for agricultural commodities. The European Union implemented far-

reaching reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy in 1992, followed by additional reform 

legislation in 2002 (Koning, 2017). In the United States, watershed reforms of domestic 

agricultural policies came in 1996 (reforms that were to some extent foreshadowed in the 1985 
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Farm Bill). The 1996 legislation was known as Freedom to Farm, or, more formally, the Federal 

Agriculture Improvement and Reform Act (Orden et al., 1999). Freedom to Farm introduced 

decoupled payments, per the WTO Annex 2 rules. Although the 2002 Farm Bill saw a partial 

return to the countercyclical payments discouraged in the WTO rules, U.S. agricultural policy 

continued to explore different ways of providing farm income support rather than basing 

payments on production. These policies were politically controversial but domestic legislation in 

these two powerful WTO members did move in the same direction as the WTO rules. Many 

developing countries, too, had undertaken structural adjustment programs that liberalized their 

agricultural policies in the period before the Agreement on Agriculture was signed. 

Some WTO members, however, were pushed into less consonant positions by the Agreement on 

Agriculture. Tariff rate quotas forced imports on some members, disrupting policies that 

supported domestic production such as the supply management of milk and poultry in Canada 

and domestic rice programs in the Philippines and Japan. 

The changes to domestic agricultural policy that followed accession to the WTO were an 

important factor in the opposition to the Agreement on Agriculture that emerged in a number of 

WTO members. The WTO had no mechanism to hear from this opposition. The organizations 

that joined La Via Campesina and found common ground internationally in their rejection of the 

WTO were founded in national struggles with governments over agriculture and land-use 

policies. In the view of these peasant organizations, the WTO rules furthered domestic policies 

that they rejected absolutely. Consumer organizations, too, questioned whether the Agreement on 

Agriculture was protecting their interests as governments claimed. In a summary report of a 

series of case studies commissioned by Consumers International (an umbrella group for national 

consumer organizations), the authors wrote: 

Studies commissioned by CI as part of its Consumers and the Global Market (CGM) 
programme have found that liberalised trade has not always worked to the net benefit of 
consumers, particularly consumers who are poor or live in rural areas. The problems 
documented in these reports show how the AoA [Agreement on Agriculture] should be 
read, reviewed and ultimately amended and improved in the forthcoming negotiations 
(Charles & Longrigg, 2001). 

The consonance of domestic policy reforms and the WTO rules for agriculture was part of the 

problem from the perspective of civil society. They saw the domestic policy changes as ceding to 
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international pressure—as a loss of internal sovereignty, to recall Schiavoni’s term (Schiavoni, 

2014). But democratic accountability remained weak because there was no mechanism to enable 

the WTO to hear from non-governmental voices, including social movements. The governments’ 

refusal to grant CSOs a formal space at the WTO bucked a trend governments had initiated 

elsewhere in the UN system at the time, where experiments to broaden the role of CSOs were 

taking hold (Hill, 2004; McKeon, 2009). 

One dimension of accountability that developed in this period of the WTO’s history was the 

work of the public relations and communications staff in the WTO secretariat. Between 1995 and 

2009, the secretariat developed a comprehensive website that provided public links to legal texts, 

explanatory briefings on a wide variety of topics, press releases, and—behind a password—a 

repertoire of WTO member proposals, comments, and negotiating committee summaries that 

form the core of the negotiations. The secretariat also created avenues for public engagement and 

information sharing, including the annual Public Forum and regular press briefings. The 

secretariat provided regular written updates on the committees that handled TRIPs, agriculture 

and Sanitary and Phytosanitary Standards. These bulletins were distributed to interested civil 

society and private sector organizations, on condition that they would not be shared more 

publicly, as well as to media who were unable to afford a consistent presence in Geneva. This 

information-sharing was a one-way exchange, but it increased transparency on WTO business. 

In addition, although the lack of a mechanism to incorporate non-governmental voices closed off 

an important channel for reflexive learning in the implementation and review of the Agreement 

on Agriculture. there was a formal provision for the members themselves, called the Analysis 

and Information Exchange (AIE). The discussion in the AIE made clear that many developing 

country members were unhappy. The WTO Director-General at the time, Supachai Panitchpakdi, 

summed up the spirit of this frustration with overall Uruguay Round implementation, saying, 

“…(M)any countries believe that important trade concessions granted by developing countries 

under the Uruguay Round agreements have not been matched by sufficiently improved access to 

the markets of industrialized countries,” (Panitchpakdi, 2001). 

The Doha Agenda did not capture the frustration developing countries were expressing, although 

the agenda did include some more explicit references to development priorities, and WTO 
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members did include the word development in the agenda’s title (it was formally the Doha 

Development Agenda for some years, but the word was quietly dropped from common usage 

around the time of the Nairobi Ministerial in 2015). 

The Doha negotiations (2002-2008) took place at a time of rapid change in agriculture and food 

markets. The balance of negotiating power shifted as India and Brazil emerged as vocal leaders 

in the negotiations, while Japan and Canada faded somewhat from view. China’s accession to the 

WTO in 2001 was also momentous in its implications for global trade, including global 

agricultural commodity trade. In the first years after its accession, however, China kept a low 

profile at the WTO. As for the EU and United States, they lost their power to impose an agenda 

on other members over this period, but not their dominant voices. The two members remained 

central to the negotiations, but their power to set the agenda was reduced. The civil society 

organizations that chose a strategy of engagement with the negotiators in this period were able to 

establish a place for themselves in the negotiating ecosystem, but their place remained informal 

and precarious. 

4.7 Conclusions 1995-2008 

In this chapter we have seen how WTO negotiators attempted to keep food security and 

agricultural trade separate, even as developing countries forced more consideration of broader 

development concerns onto the negotiating agenda. The agreement included built-in revision 

clauses from the start, but WTO members were keen to go beyond that built in agenda, confident 

that the creation of the WTO heralded a new era of significant trade liberalization and market 

integration. That confidence faltered in Seattle in 1999, and although governments went on to 

adopt a comprehensive agenda in Doha in 2001, seven years of negotiations did not suffice to 

reach an outcome. 

For proponents of free trade, the failure of the mini-Ministerial in 2008 was a failure of political 

will to understand the economic gains on offer. One of the frequent complaints of agricultural 

economists in public seminars on the agriculture negotiations at the time was that developing 

countries were asking for concessions they either could not use (because they lacked the 

budgetary means, for example) or that risked locking them into expensive programs that would 

be hard to phase out (as price supports to farmers have been). In contrast, the food sovereignty 
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movement welcomed the failure of the mini-Ministerial as a victory. But it was a victory that left 

the problems of trade, food security and agriculture unaddressed. 

For the first 13 years of the WTO’s existence, from 1995 to the 2008, WTO members accepted 

the separation of commerce and food security. Developed and developing countries broadly 

accepted the neoliberal assumption that food security would be achieved with economic 

development, and that economic development, in turn, hinged on international trade 

liberalization. They argued over how separate food security policy needed to be from economic 

policy, and how much protection food security policies should be extended in the context of a 

broadly neoliberal framework for development. Yet there was little disagreement with the 

premise that food security was not, essentially, a WTO concern. Until the 2007-2008 

international food price crisis shook public confidence in international markets, the 

intergovernmental consensus on food security in the trade community (broadly stated) was that 

global food supply was adequate to meet global demand, and global distribution systems 

(facilitated by international agreements such as the WTO Agreement on Agriculture) were the 

way to protect consumer choice and market stability. The lack of consonance between global 

supply adequacy and the hundreds of millions of people living with food insecurity was not the 

WTO’s problem—one might say that Sen’s Malthusian optimism held sway. Hunger was for 

domestic policy makers to sort out. 

The next chapter, Chapter 5, analyzes how this optimism ended with the 2007-2008 food price 

crisis. The food price crisis provides a pivotal moment for understanding institutional adaptive 

capacity and resilience. This chapter—Chapter 4—focused on the aspirations, internal divisions, 

and contradictions at the WTO, and how trade negotiations accommodated (or failed to 

accommodate) food security. In Chapter 5, the focus shifts to an analysis of how the WTO coped 

with external stresses, and how the response compared to that of other international 

organizations. The food price crisis moved food security up the intergovernmental agenda, 

raising its prominence. During the crisis, the WTO was called upon to respond to an external 

agenda and to make trade rule reforms for the sake of global food security. Chapter 5 sets up a 

comparison of the WTO response in the aftermath of the crisis (which is the subject of Chapter 

6) with an analysis of the intergovernmental response to the food price crisis in the wider system 

of international organizations, in particular the UN food agencies, the G7 and the G20. 
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Chapter 5: The International Food Price Crisis of 2007-2008 

As prices of staple crops began to rise sharply in 2007, countries were initially slow to respond. 

Drawing on recent experience and trade theory, governments were confident that global supply 

would be adequate to meet demand. They trusted that trade agreements would bind other 

countries to keep their borders open to trade. They had grown used to meeting domestic food 

supply shortfalls with affordable food from international markets. 

Their confidence proved misplaced. In fact, food commodity prices had slowly been rising on 

international markets since 2004, reversing a decades-long trend of falling commodity prices, 

interrupted periodically by short-lived, supply-related price increases. In 2007, the pace of 

change accelerated. By late 2007, grain prices were surging past recent records; in the eighteen 

months from January 2007 to June 2008, prices of three staple crops—rice, maize, and wheat—

soared upward. Maize prices increased by 77 percent, wheat rose by 118 percent, and rice shot 

up by a staggering 224 percent (HLPE, 2011). The media began to pay attention. Governments 

started to worry. Food riots broke out. The words “food crisis” started to be used in the media 

and in the speeches of heads of states, and the issue found its way onto the agendas of 

intergovernmental organizations. 

Although prices dropped again after June 2008, the effects of the price spikes in 2007-2008 were 

far-reaching for consumers, markets, governments, and multilateral organizations. This chapter 

lays out the major events of the crisis, investigates the causes of the crisis, and considers its 

effect on food security governance at the global level, preparing a comparison of government 

responses at the international level to their responses specifically at the WTO. The crisis serves 

as a kind of natural experiment—a useful moment for an incorporated comparison—to 

understand the WTO and its capacity to contribute to resilient global food security. 

In this chapter, we will see that the food price crisis was a global problem, one that highlighted 

contradictions between domestic and international policies. Governments turned to a number of 

different multilateral organizations to address the crisis, and their proposals included statements 

of what they thought the WTO should do. The chapter starts with a description of the crisis and 

its scope, then reviews its causes, and the debates over those causes, and their implications for 

global trade rules. Section 5.3 looks at the global responses to the food price crisis in different 
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multilateral and international organizations, and section 5.4 focuses on the WTO and its initial 

response to the crisis. This builds towards the analysis in Chapter 6 of the agriculture 

negotiations between 2008-2015, in the aftermath of the food price crisis. 

5.1 The Crisis 

Three crops—rice, maize and wheat—provide an estimated 42 percent of the world’s calorie 

intake (FAO, 2016). Over an 18-month period between January 2007 and June 2008, the prices 

of these staple foods experienced very sharp increases in international markets. Rice prices rose 

224 percent, maize prices 77 percent, and wheat prices 118 percent (HLPE, 2011). 

Prices fell after June 2008 but then rose again in the second half of 2010. Prices continued to be 

volatile in 2011 and 2012. In 2013, prices began to fall but remained unstable and significantly 

higher than they had been in the decade or more before the crisis began. Figure 2 below shows a 

graph of FAO’s price index for the period 2002-2018. 

But the food price crisis was not simply a sharp rise in prices. Food insecurity and hunger rose 

rapidly. The price increases were particularly painful because, in the 12 or so years between the 

WTO founding and the food price crisis, there had been dramatic reductions in global levels of 

poverty and extreme hunger, in particular in the world’s two most populous countries, China and 

India (FAO et al., 2020). The price crisis rolled back these gains. 

Commodity price increases in international markets have heterogeneous effects on different 

domestic markets. Myriad factors mediate those effects, including the relative importance of 

imports in the domestic food supply, the cost of imports in relation to the size of foreign 

exchange account, the capacity of regional distribution networks (including the proximity of a 

port, the efficiency of transportation, and the availability of storage), and the purchasing power 

of consumers. International prices went down more quickly than domestic prices in many 

countries, too, reflecting a wide variety of market failures and distortions in domestic markets 

(HLPE, 2011; Hossain et al., 2014). The food price crisis, though centered on 2007-2008, 

persisted until 2013, and had longer-term consequences, too. Figure 3 below shows the start of 

the price climb and the volatility that settles, somewhat, from 2014. 
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Figure 3 FAO Food Price Index from 2002-2018 

 

Source: AMIS, 2018. 
 

Figure 4 shows the regional divergences, especially from 2015, as prices in international markets 

began to settle. Importantly, international price rises have disparate impacts, not just within 

economies, but among economies. 
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Figure 4 Food consumer price inflation – global and regions 

 

Source: FAO, 2018b, p. 1. 

Confirming the disparities, FAO’s on-line briefing note accompanying the release of its bi-

annual Food Outlook report in July 2018 noted, “The world food import bill has broadly tripled 

since 2000 to reach $1.43 trillion in 2017.” The note pointed out that the increase in the cost of 

imports was significantly higher for the poorest countries: “it has risen around fivefold for 

countries that are the most vulnerable to food shortages” (FAO, 2018a). 

The food price crisis started slowly, at first failing to trigger any alarm among governments or 

most food security analysts. After decades of steady decline in real terms, the prices of most 

agricultural commodities started to rise in 2004 (Figure 4 above; Wiggins et al., 2010). Several 

factors contributed to this rise. One was a deliberate policy by the governments of the United 

States and European Union to shrink the size of their commodity stocks. As the stocks declined, 

the “price overhang” they caused also diminished—meaning prices rose as buyers and sellers in 

the market began to operate without the certainty that a large quantity of commodity would be 

available should either a supply or demand shock disrupt trading. Smaller stocks are correlated 

with higher volatility because potential buyers have less confidence that they will be able to 
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Global Overview 
 
Annual food price inflation decreased globally from 6.3% in 2013 to 3.6% in 2017 with divergent trends at 

regional level. The lowest rate in the last four years was in 2017, where it fell to 3.6%. 

 

Most regions saw annual food inflation decreasing from 2013 to 2017, except Africa, where food inflation 

increase accelerated from 6% in 2013 to 14% in 2017. The most remarkable decrease was recorded in 

Asia, where annual food inflation decreased from 7% in 2013 to 2% in 2017. During the same period, 

Oceania, Northern America and Europe experienced the lowest food inflation rate, whereas Africa, Latin 

America and Caribbean the highest (Chart 1). 
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obtain what they need when they need it—an effect intensified by the fact that food purchases 

are not elastic. In an environment where stocks are reduced, consumers that can afford to may 

buy more than they need as an insurance against possible future shortfalls. 

As public stocks shrank, the share of stocks held by private companies rose. Private companies 

have little interest in holding much inventory because grain stocks are expensive. They hold 

some stock as a normal part of trade, but their objective is to hedge their trades, not to stabilize 

the system as a whole. Volatility is good for traders, within bounds (Wright, 2009; Wiggins et 

al., 2010; Murphy, 2009). Moreover, the size and distribution of stocks held by private firms are 

closely held proprietary secrets. As the share of food stocks held by private companies increased, 

price transparency decreased, compounding the potential for price volatility (Wright, 2009). 

Commodity trading also picked up, fueled by changes to U.S. financial regulations in 2000 that  

deregulated financial institutions and dramatically increased the scope for speculative activity in 

the commodity futures markets (La Torre Ugarte & Murphy, 2008; Clapp & Helleiner, 2012). 

Biofuels were another important factor in the crisis. Energy and food prices began to track each 

other more closely several years before the 2007 price shocks. This effect was linked by market 

analysts to the emergence of commercial biofuels markets in the United States and Europe, 

which had been strongly encouraged by governments with the use of public subsidies and 

incentives (Abbott & de Battisti, 2011; La Torre Ugarte & Murphy, 2008). In North America, the 

continuing failure to solve over-production and depressed farmgate prices for grains spurred a 

political agenda to find new uses for surplus crops. Grain companies such as ADM, with the 

support of farmers’ organizations and cooperatives, pushed governments to adopt biofuels 

mandates. Some environmental organizations joined the call, seeing an opportunity to encourage 

renewable fuels. A variety of biofuel initiatives emerged in this period (Lima & Gupta, 2013). 

These initiatives had a significant impact: between 2000 and 2009, fuel ethanol production 

increased from 16.9 to 72.0 billion litres, while biodiesel production increased from 0.8 to 14.7 

billion litres (Sorda et al., 2010). Biofuels created a new source of demand for grains, 

particularly maize (for ethanol) and soybeans (for biodiesel). Crops that had primarily been used 

for animal feed were now being diverted to biofuels, which triggered an increase in demand for 

food crops, such as wheat, from the livestock sector. The competition from energy markets for 
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productive agricultural land worried food security experts for two reasons. First, they introduced 

a new source of food price volatility because energy markets are more volatile than food 

commodity markets. Second, the diversion of land and water to produce energy crops created a 

new demand competitor, pushing prices higher for food consumers by reducing food acres. 

These factors together pushed stocks down and demand up, resulting in higher prices and 

creating the conditions for increased price volatility. In 2007, poor harvests put a squeeze on 

commodity supplies. Optimistic assumptions about the long-term stability of food stocks and 

prices evaporated. The effects were felt first in wheat markets and then in other food 

commodities, eventually affecting rice prices the most dramatically. Panic ensued. A number of 

vulnerable net-food importing countries saw sharp price increases on domestic markets as 

consumers panicked. These increases had political consequences as riots erupted in more than 30 

countries (Hossain et al., 2014; Patel & McMichael, 2009; van Weezel, 2014; 2016). The 

government of Haiti was ousted following riots in April 2008 (Devla & Loney, 2008). 

Re-establishing domestic stability was, understandably, the primary concern of many 

governments. The governments of China, Indonesia, and India stabilized domestic rice prices by 

restricting exports, buying additional imports and imposing price controls. These three countries 

are the largest rice-producing and consuming countries in the world; rice is their staple food. 

Unfortunately, some government attempts to reduce volatility in the domestic market had the 

effect of deepening volatility in international markets (HLPE, 2011). There is some argument 

over how necessary these actions were to stabilize domestic markets, but they were effective in 

keeping domestic prices from rising sharply in the large rice-producing and consuming countries 

(Dawe, 2010). The effects on poorer, import-dependent countries, however, was less positive. 

Their actions further constrained international supplies, which raised prices further for other 

importers. Several richer net-importers such as the Philippines and some of the Gulf states like 

Saudi Arabia, reacted by increasing their import demand even more, creating an upward price 

spiral that priced the poorest net food importers out of the international rice market (Dawe & 

Peter Timmer, 2012). The effects of domestic policy choices on international markets had 

dissonant effects for food security. 
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The global consequences were dramatic. By May of 2008, the UN’s World Food Programme 

(WFP) estimated its costs of emergency food procurement had risen by 40 percent over the 

previous year. The incidence of hunger started to climb again, while millions of people who had 

recently moved out of absolute poverty found themselves struggling again to pay for basic 

necessities (FAO, 2008). Josette Sheeran, then head of WFP, described the coping strategies of 

people affected by the higher prices in developing countries: 

“For the middle classes, it means cutting out medical care,” she said, according to a 
report in The Economist. “For those on $2 a day, it means cutting out meat and taking the 
children out of school. For those on $1 a day, it means cutting out meat and vegetables 
and eating only cereals. And for those on 50 cents a day, it means total disaster” (High 
food prices leave developing countries struggling to cope, 2008). 

If the food price crisis had dire consequences for the food security of poor people, it also had an 

important effect on fuel prices. Higher oil and natural gas prices put direct pressure on energy 

importing countries’ balance of payments at a time when they needed more money to pay higher 

food import bills. Higher energy prices also increased the cost of food production because fossil 

fuels are an important input in many agricultural systems. Both the volatility and the price 

increases in fuel markets were more dramatic than they were in food markets. According to the 

IMF, in mid-September 2008 oil prices had fallen 40 percent from their mid-July 2008 peaks but 

were still double what they had been at the end of 2006. In comparison, food prices in 

international markets were only down 8 percent from their peak in June 2008 by mid-September 

2008, which was 44 percent higher than they had been at the end of 2006 (IMF, 2008). 

To be sure, prices must vary for markets to work. Price changes communicate information about 

supply and demand that is crucial for markets to be able to function (Gilbert & Morgan, 2010; 

Prakash, 2011). But the speed and intensity of those price changes matter. The situation in 2007-

2008 became a crisis because the speed and magnitude of the price movements was well outside 

a ‘normal’ range (Daviron & Douillet, 2013). The crisis was also unusual because of its global 

reach. Historically—and logically—domestic food prices are more likely to be volatile than 

international prices because international markets are bigger, and larger markets are smoother 

than smaller ones. This makes them, usually, more resilient, meaning better able to withstand a 

shock. They have more potential buyers and suppliers, which spreads the risk. When 

international markets are disrupted, however, the effects are widespread. Many countries will 
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feel the shock simultaneously. The instinctive political reaction is to turn inward; governments 

want to protect their citizens first (and their citizens want to be protected). Yet that instinctive 

response is counterproductive for resilient global food security. It deepens the unequal impact of 

price increases and forces a larger share of adjustment on the most vulnerable countries and 

consumers. And adjustment here means either paying more for food or eating less—or both. 

One of the economists who analyzed the food price crisis and its effects, Nicholas Minot, 

explained why the 2007-2008 price shocks in particular were strongly transmitted to domestic 

economies, and how, within regions, the effects were unevenly distributed among countries due 

to geographical differences: 

In summary, we hypothesize that international prices of food grains do have an effect on 
African markets for rice and (to a lesser degree) maize, but the effect is usually swamped 
by the dominant effect of weather-related domestic supply shocks. The spike in world 
prices in 2007-08 was more clearly transmitted, partly because it was a large shock, 
partly because it was accompanied by sharply higher transportation costs, and partly 
because many African countries attempted to ban grain exports in response to the 
emerging crisis, thus exacerbating food price increases in landlocked countries (Minot, 
2010, pp. 43-44). 

The crucial element to recognize here is that political decisions on trade policy played a pivotal 

role in the genesis and development of the food crisis. The political impulse to limit food price 

inflation on domestic markets is an impulse that a resilient international system should be able to 

anticipate and seek to diffuse, through coordination, information-sharing and agreed rules. As the 

crisis unfolded, however, governments in both net-food importers and exporters reacted poorly, 

sometimes to their own detriment, and in any case exacerbating the instability that was causing 

the problem they wanted to solve (Dawe, 2010; Sharma & Konandreas, 2008). Uncoordinated 

domestic actions fed a vicious circle, as export bans and limits curtailed supply from some of the 

largest exporters, while unusually large import demands from wealthier net food importers 

stressed supply. There was no forum for an international emergency response, and no 

multilateral debate on what should be done. Exporters violated WTO rules with the abrupt 

introduction of new export restrictions, but no complaints were raised at the WTO (see Chapter 

6.2). The pattern of responses showed a lack of trust in global markets. There was no framework 

for a resilient global food security response. The lack of such a framework meant that the 
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political decisions taken focused on individual parts of a system to the detriment of the system as 

a whole. There was no global consonance to the policies adopted. 

5.2 The Causes 

The 2007-2008 crisis was the first episode of high and volatile prices to affect a broad swathe of 

international food commodity markets simultaneously in over 30 years (Timmer, 2010). The 

turbulence affected the whole food system, from input suppliers to farmers, grain traders, food 

processors, and investors in commodity futures. Of course, it also affected consumers. In 2011, 

governments commissioned two studies into the causes of high and volatile prices in 

international agricultural commodity markets. One was commissioned by the newly reformed 

UN Committee on World Food Security (CFS) from its High Level Panel of Experts (HLPE) 

(HLPE 2011), which I co-authored; the second was written by an Interagency Working Group, 

commissioned by the G20 of 10 intergovernmental organizations, UNCTAD, the WTO, the 

World Bank, the OECD and FAO (HLPE, 2011; Interagency Working Group, 2011). 

The HLPE was created to provide the CFS with comprehensive summaries of the available 

scientific evidence on issues related to food security and nutrition. The HLPE was asked for a 

report on the available evidence on the causes and effects of the (at the time still ongoing) period 

of unusually high and volatile food prices. The HLPE reports were requested to make policy 

recommendations for the consideration of the CFS that would address the problem and support 

food security and nutrition objectives. 

The HLPE report found that while price volatility was not new to food markets, its reach and 

impact was significantly magnified by the economic integration of recent decades: 

There appears to be a consensus that price volatility in the last five years has been higher 
than in the previous two decades, but lower than it was in the 1970s. Because of the 
liberalization of markets over the past 20 years, however, domestic prices in many 
countries are more connected to international prices than they were in the 1970s. For 
some developing countries, liberalization has also meant a significant increase in the 
level of imports in the total food supply, making international food price volatility even 
more a concern than it would have been in the 1970s (HLPE, 2011, p. 9). 

The analysis from the HLPE looked at three timescales: short, medium and long. As authors, we 

considered causal factors within each timeframe, assessing them against the available evidence. 

Three short-term causes were weighed: speculation on commodity markets; the surge in biofuels 
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demand prompted by EU and U.S. government mandates; and the introduction of export bans 

and restrictions. There was little disagreement that both biofuels and export restrictions had 

contributed in the short-term to the price volatility, although the U.S. government disputed the 

size of the effect of biofuels purchases (Abbott & de Battisti, 2011). In contrast, while the 

significant increase in the volume of commodity futures trading was also well documented, its 

relevance to the crisis was fiercely disputed (Clapp, 2009; Gilbert & Morgan, 2010; HLPE, 

2011; Irwin et al., 2009). On the issue of commodity speculation, the HLPE report concluded 

that while the evidence of the effects was inconclusive, the increased risks of price bubbles and 

diminished competition due to higher transaction costs were clear. The authors recommended 

tighter regulation and increased transparency on futures markets (HLPE, 2011). 

The HLPE report noted that different levels in the elasticity of demand linked to purchasing 

power had important implications for food security and nutrition. In the face of higher prices, 

richer consumers may maintain their consumption, pushing food further out of the reach of 

poorer consumers. In fact, during the 2007-2008 crisis, wealthier countries actually bought more 

imports at the higher prices, attempting to limit domestic food price inflation. Within countries, 

richer consumers did relatively little to adjust their consumption, with the result, “…when 

supplies are short, the poorest consumers must absorb the largest part of the quantitative 

adjustment necessary to restore equilibrium to the market,” (HLPE, 2011) p. 10). Inequality 

within and between countries rose. 

The medium-term effects of the food price crisis were linked to several decades of low 

investment in agriculture, especially in developing countries (The World Bank, 2007). This 

lack of investment meant countries were not well prepared to cope with the crisis. The lack of 

investment fit with a historical cycle described by agricultural economist Peter Timmer. In the 

cycle, a period of investment in agriculture leads to increased productivity, higher supplies and 

lower prices. Lower prices discourage further investment until supplies are low enough again 

(relative to demand) to trigger renewed investor interest (Dawe & Peter Timmer, 2012). The lack 

of investment in agriculture from the late 1970s through the 1990s had already been noted before 

the 2007-2008 crisis grew acute. It had led to initiatives such as the African Union’s 

Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme (CAADP), adopted in Maputo in 

2003, committing governments to increase public spending on agriculture to 10 percent of the 
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public budget (NEPAD, 2003). But the political speeches had yet to yield much by way of 

bilateral aid or sustained public investment on the continent when prices started to rise. The 

relative neglect of agriculture meant there was not a lot of capacity for a quick domestic response 

to higher prices when the crisis started. The lack of investment in domestic agriculture was 

another source of food security vulnerability. 

The longest-term explanations of the food price crisis were linked to the projected environmental 

constraints on increasing production to meet rising demand, due both to population growth 

(increasingly linked to longevity) and to changes in diet composition. Rising incomes in Asia in 

particular increased the demand for food imports, and imports of wheat, animal products, 

livestock feed, and fresh fruits and vegetables all rose (FAO, 2009). These long-term causes 

mattered during the crisis itself but were particularly important in its aftermath. While the change 

was not abrupt, when the crisis erupted, the evolving pattern of demand was noted and concerns 

over exhausting productive resources and exceeding “planetary boundaries” changing baseline 

assumptions around what future food production and demand would look like (Rockström et al., 

2009). One way to think about the effect of these long-term changes is that they had a 

psychological impact: They affected people’s assessment of future food security—their 

assessment of the risk of a crisis recurring, or of prices reaching a higher plateau than had 

previously prevailed. 

The long-term scarcity arguments moved quickly to the centre of the global food security 

agenda. So, for instance, in 2009, FAO published an estimate that 70 percent more food would 

need to be produced globally by 2050 to meet demand (FAO, 2009; Ringler et al., 2012; 

Schmidhuber & Meyer, 2014). At the same time, many of the proven techniques for raising 

yields depended on technologies and practices that had turned out to be environmentally 

unsustainable (Altieri, 1999; IAASTD, 2009; Rayner & Lang, 2013). A vigorous debate ensued 

over the FAO projections that challenged both the assumptions around demand and around the 

proposed production technologies and public policies (Wise & Murphy, 2012). These projections 

and their implications for food production, distribution and consumption in both domestic and 

international markets became an important component of the multilateral food security agenda in 

the aftermath of the crisis, especially in the debates around resilience, and what would bring 

long-term stability to food systems. 
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5.3 Global responses 

The international response to the crisis came quickly and it was sustained. The crisis was 

addressed within the UN system, in intergovernmental coordinating mechanisms such as the G8, 

the G20 and the BRICs (the collective of emerging economies). The lack of a single apex 

coordinating institution for food security did not apparently hamper considered, systemic 

responses that included new institutions, new mandates for existing institutions, and new money 

to invest in food security. 

The FAO initiated a rapid response as early as the autumn of 2007, with a program that provided 

farmers in developing countries with an input package of seeds and fertilizer to increase 

domestic production. As rice prices were peaking in April 2008, the UN Chief Executives Board, 

created the High-Level Taskforce on Global Food and Nutrition Security (HLTF) to coordinate a 

response to the food price crisis across all UN agencies. (The Chief Executives Board brings 

together the executive heads of 31 UN organizations, funds and agencies under the aegis of the 

UN Secretary-General (UN, n.d.)). The UN organizations were joined on the taskforce by the 

World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD), and the WTO. 

In very little time, the task force produced two iterations of a document called the 

Comprehensive Framework for Action. The first version was produced in just three months; it 

was published as the first price shocks were receding in June 2008. The second version, which 

allowed for more consultation, followed in 2010. The stated purpose of both iterations of the 

framework was, “to encourage concerted responses to the food price crisis with actions that 

respond to the immediate needs of vulnerable populations and contribute to longer-term 

resilience (the twin track approach),” (HLTF, 2010). 

By involving so many multilateral agencies, and requiring their buy-in, the ambition for the 

Comprehensive Framework was to encourage global policy coordination and to support the 

creation of integrated national food security strategies. In a sense, this effort foreshadows 

elements of what I call “resilient global food security.” Some of the ideas they promoted—

increased domestic production; improved local and regional storage capacity; stronger social 
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safety nets; and a reinvigorated defense of rules-based open trade—were calculated to diversify 

both the supply of and access to food in ways that would reduce risk and increase resilience. 

The second version of the Comprehensive Framework included input from civil society 

organizations (High Level Task Force on the Global Food Security Crisis, 2010). In essence, 

while the second iteration contained more detail, the core approach of both versions was the 

same: focus short-term responses on the provision of social safety nets and investments in 

agricultural production in developing countries. In the longer-term, the aim was to continue to 

invest in agricultural production and distribution systems but prioritize environmental harm 

reduction, build out social protection programs to create a bridge for recipients to participate 

directly in the productive economy, and reduce risk in international commodity markets, 

including by increasing transparency around levels of public stocks. 

Although the first series of price shocks ebbed after June 2008, prices in international markets 

remained volatile. Governments wanted to prevent a recurrence of the problem. In July 2009, the 

G8 governments met in L’Aquila, Italy where they signed to the L’Aquila Food Security 

Initiative (AFSI, 2009). The initiative committed signatories to increase their combined 

investment of official development assistance (ODA) in agriculture by USD 22 billion over three 

years.33 A number of multilateral agencies signed the L’Aquila Declaration, as did the WTO, and 

the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA), a project of the Bill & Melinda Gates 

Foundation.34 The declaration included a list of food security areas in need of attention that 

included increased trade flows, as the text shows: 

We see a comprehensive approach as including: increased agriculture productivity, 
stimulus to pre and post-harvest interventions, emphasis on private sector growth, 
smallholders, women and families, preservation of the natural resource base, expansion 

 

33 Note that the amount of ODA directed to agriculture fell more than 70% between 1988 and 2003, according to 
research by the ONE campaign (ONE, 2013).  
34 The Joint Statement on Global Food Security (“L’Aquila Food Security Initiative”) was signed by the G8 and by 
Algeria, Angola, Australia, Brazil, Denmark, Egypt, Ethiopia, India, Indonesia, Libya (Presidency of the African 
Union), Mexico, The Netherlands, Nigeria, People’s Republic of China, Republic of Korea, Senegal, Spain, South 
Africa, Turkey, Commission of the African Union, FAO, IEA, IFAD, ILO, IMF, OECD, The Secretary General’s 
UN High Level Task Force on the Global Food Security Crisis, WFP, The World Bank, the WTO, the Alliance for a 
Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA), Bioversity/Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research 
(CGIAR), the Global Donor Platform for Rural Development, and the Global Forum on Agricultural Research 
(GFAR). 
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of employment and decent work opportunities, knowledge and training, increased trade 
flows [emphasis added], and support for good governance and policy reform (AFSI, 
2009, paragraph 3). 

A 2012 report on the implementation of the L’Aquila pledges noted that commitments exceeded 

100 percent of the promises made in 2009, as some donors treated their pledge as a floor rather 

than a ceiling. Actual disbursements were less impressive, but still significant, at 67 percent of 

the total promised, with Canada, Italy, the Netherlands, Russia, Spain, Sweden, and the United 

Kingdom all claiming full disbursement (AFSI, 2012). 

Governments strengthened the multilateral institutional infrastructure for global food security. 

The most important initiative was the decision to reform the UN Committee on World Food 

Security (CFS), which had been established at the FAO after the World Food Conference in 

1974. The CFS was a largely invisible piece of the multilateral machinery for many years; 

governments decided it needed to be repurposed and renewed. They gave the reformed 

committee a three-fold mandate on food security and nutrition: global coordination; policy 

convergence; and support and advice to countries and regions (CFS, 2009, section B, paragraph 

5). The reform process was led by the CFS Bureau. The Bureau is a group of 12 governments 

and a Chair, chosen from the member states to serve as an executive for the CFS as a whole. The 

Bureau created a Contact Group to advise them, which included representatives from the 

delegates to FAO, WFP, IFAD, Bioversity International, the High Level Task Force that had 

been created by the UN Secretary General in 2008, the Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, 

and both civil society and private sector organizations (Committee on World Food Security, 

2009). The long and inclusive list of Contact Group members is important because it reflected a 

new, more inclusive approach to diversity, giving non-governmental actors a voice and 

increasing the CFS adaptive capacity. The reformed CFS held its first meeting in October 2010. 

A second step towards stronger intergovernmental food security machinery was the 

establishment of a mechanism to coordinate government responses in a price crisis so as to 

curtail the possibility of uncoordinated and panicked responses in the face of high price volatility 

in international markets. This was a recommendation in the interagency working group report on 

price volatility, prepared at the request of the G20 governments. In 2011, the G20 Ministers of 
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Agriculture acted on the recommendation and established the Agricultural Market Information 

System (AMIS). 

AMIS is an interagency organization based in FAO’s headquarters in Rome. In effect, it serves 

as a confidence-building institution. AMIS is also, crucially, a manifestation of something 

central to this thesis: an example of the inter-governmental community learning from experience 

and acting accordingly. AMIS is an example of reflexive governance in action. It was a response 

to a need that emerged in the food system, in a way that strengthened resilient food secure 

outcomes. The AMIS secretariat tracks and publishes statistics on the stocks of internationally 

traded food and feed crops (in particular rice, wheat, maize and soybeans) in the largest food 

producer and consumer countries. Its mandate is to increase transparency in food markets by 

publishing data on public stockholding and by tracking and publishing statistics on production, 

trade and consumption trends. All the G20 member states participate, as well as Spain, Nigeria, 

Ukraine, Egypt, Viet Nam, Kazakhstan, Thailand and the Philippines. The countries involved 

account for approximately 80-90 percent of the global production, consumption and trade of the 

crops AMIS tracks. 

AMIS also has important limitations. Notably, it cannot track the grain stocks held by private 

traders as that is proprietary information. This opacity has grown as a factor in the volatility of 

commodity market prices as the relative share of stocks held by private traders has increased 

compared to public stocks. Nonetheless, a significant share of production, especially of rice, 

remains in public control, while related statistics, such as production, trade and consumption of 

rice, are monitored by public authorities. AMIS also provides capacity-building for its members 

on stock management, including a forum to share technology and expertise to improve stock 

tracking. 

Another important part of AMIS is the Rapid Response Forum for the member countries. The 

forum provides a place where senior officials can meet on short notice when markets show signs 

of excessive volatility. The forum is designed to discourage members from imposing export 

restrictions unilaterally by providing a place where governments in the largest producing and 

consuming countries can coordinate their responses to disruptions on international commodity 

markets. 
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Like the reform of the CFS, the creation of AMIS was an instance of the inter-governmental 

community demonstrating reflexive learning. AMIS encouraged greater transparency and built a 

shared understanding of stock-holding policies among the largest producers and consumers of 

staple grains. Although smaller producers are not involved in AMIS, improving cooperation and 

transparency among the largest growers and consumers stabilizes the market for all by lessening 

the unpredictability of the actors with the most disruptive power. Its officials (rightly) argue that 

AMIS has made a difference in confidence in international markets (interview N58, 2014). 

National governments, too, demonstrated they could learn. The preponderant government 

response to the food price crisis in developing countries was to increase production. They also 

invested in strengthening access to food, expanding existing social protection programmes and 

investing in new ones (Wouterse & Taffesse, 2018). They were able to take these steps because, 

while public domestic investment in agricultural production is a restricted category at the WTO, 

few developing countries come anywhere near their de minimis levels, let alone the exempt 

spending category that had been created for “resource-poor, low-income” farmers (I return to 

this, and to some exceptions, in Chapter 6.3). 

In addition, while most developing countries are in no danger of falling afoul of WTO rules on 

domestic support, they have also been free to invest in programs that support consumer access to 

food. Such spending is unrestricted at the WTO under the terms of Annex 2 of the Agreement on 

Agriculture (the Green Box). In India, for example, over the 2010s, school feeding programs 

were expanded, a rural employment guarantee program was put in place, and in 2013, a National 

Food Security Act was passed (Drèze & Khera, 2017). Protecting consumers’ access to food is a 

vital dimension of food security, and the WTO exemption for consumer safety nets from 

domestic support constraints is important. 

Food security, as we saw in Chapter 2, is often reduced to questions of supply and affordability. 

Multilateral organizations and national governments again based their responses to the crisis on 

these traditional entry points for food security policy. Yet a lasting effect of the food price crisis 

was also to create room for a more complex response. For example, analysis of the crisis 

included consideration of resilience—the ability of food systems to withstand shocks and 
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continue to function. Also, importantly, that analysis included questions about food systems’ 

ability to adapt and improve in response to new information and feedback. 

A crucial element of the resilience discussion picked up environmental concerns linked to food 

systems. Governments were confronted with mounting evidence that a large share of global food 

production depended on production methods that were highly polluting and significant emitters 

of greenhouse gases. Agriculture was using an estimated 70 percent of total freshwater 

worldwide, and was associated with dramatic biodiversity losses (FAO, 2009). Concerns about 

the environmental problems of Green Revolution technologies that had focused myopically on 

crop yields without sufficient regard for water use, soil health, or market supply saturation, were 

increasingly difficult to ignore (Altieri, 1999; Fernandez et al., 2012; Pretty, 2003, 2005). To 

these concerns were added increasingly systematic studies of the very high levels of losses and 

waste in food systems around the world (HLPE, 2014). 

The role of international trade in this shifting, more ecologically conscious narrative, was 

ambiguous. Food distribution systems, including pricing through commodity futures markets, the 

use of both public and privately held food stocks, and multilateral trade rules, all came in for 

scrutiny by decision-makers hoping to limit the potential harm excessive price volatility could 

cause in the future (Braun & Torero, 2009; Braun et al., 2008; Clapp & Helleiner, 2012; Gilbert, 

2012). One of the most alarming responses that the existing international rules did not control 

was the move by some private companies and the state agencies of a few wealthier net-food 

importing countries to invest in projects to grow food abroad to bring back as imports. For 

example, state investment agencies from Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates invested in 

Ethiopia and Pakistan to grow food for import back to the Gulf (Kugelman & Levenstein, 2012). 

The phenomenon of foreign investments in land prompted a series of national and international 

responses in an attempt to control the risk that access to productive resources would come to be 

defined only by purchasing power on a global scale. 

Even here, though the phenomenon flared up fast and more quickly than regulations could be 

formulated, the response was decisive. Governments began to negotiate codes of best practices to 

create a floor for both private and public foreign investors would have to meet. These were 

eventually codified in 2012 at the UN Committee on World Food Security (the CFS) in the 
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Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests 

in the Context of National Food Security (usually referred to as the Voluntary Guidelines on 

Tenure). In that same period, UNCTAD and the World Bank advanced an initiative they called 

Responsible Agricultural Investment (RAI) principles. 

Clearly, then, the food price crisis provoked a number of important changes in the way that 

international organizations and governments dealt with each other and with the notion of food 

security. Curiously, although the WTO had played a role in the High-Level Taskforce on Global 

Food and Nutrition Security (HLTF) and had been part of the Interagency Working Group 

commissioned by the G20, too, the reflection and action evident at the intergovernmental level 

was not echoed at the WTO. WTO member states—most of which had taken an engaged 

response to the crisis outside the organization—were unable gain traction within the WTO to 

advance new proposals and continued to be at odds in the Doha Agenda negotiations. 

5.4 The WTO and the Food Price Crisis 

Trade rules had clearly failed to dampen high and volatile prices during the crisis, yet although 

the crisis ought to have lent a sense of urgency to negotiations at the WTO, the members did not 

act. Calls from experts at FAO (Sharma & Konandreas, 2008), the International Food Policy 

Research Institute (IFPRI) (Headey & Fan, 2008), UNICEF (Ortiz et al., 2011), and the World 

Bank (Lin, 2008) went unheeded. Not even a G20 agreement calling for stronger disciplines on 

the use of export restrictions was able to shift the negotiating deadlock—and the G20 

membership consists of the world’s largest economies, almost all of whom are WTO members 

(AFSI, 2009).35 What is particularly striking about the failure of WTO members to act was that 

these selfsame members did act in other forums. 

Whatever the explanation, the inaction at the WTO had consequences. The food price crisis 

highlighted an asymmetry, showing exporter interests were better protected than importer 

interests. The bias in favor of exporters undermined developing countries’ confidence in 

international trade as an instrument for food security. Low income net food importing countries 

 

35 Russia did not accede to the WTO until 2012. 
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had been left stranded by higher prices in international markets (Sharma & Konandreas, 2008). 

The failure of the WTO to respond to revelation of the asymmetry deepened developing 

countries’ suspicions that the WTO did not take development concerns seriously. 

This loss of confidence was especially pronounced among the governments of low-income net-

food importing countries. In response, governments invested in increased domestic food 

production and in public stocks, both at the national level and in regional cooperation agreements 

(Ayel et al., 2014; Belesky, 2014; Murphy, 2012a). They claimed these were necessary to 

provide some stability in the face of less certain international markets. Civil society 

organizations and some intergovernmental agencies were part of some of these initiatives (Ayel 

et al., 2014). For example, the World Food Programme (WFP) took the chance to create regional 

networks to smooth their capacity to deliver food relief in the chronically food deficit region of 

West Africa.  

The food price crisis had not only revealed the vulnerability and dependence of a number of low-

income food-importing countries. It also underlined that those countries that had remained 

committed to strong domestic production and that relied less on international markets had fared 

relatively better, as the large rice-producing countries had. Awkwardly for the WTO, as Chapter 

6 shows, several of larger developing countries were coming to rely on very much the kind of 

domestic support programs that the Agreement on Agriculture had been designed to discourage 

(Greenville, 2017). 

When the WTO mini-Ministerial collapsed in July 2008 in Geneva, most of the commentators 

close to the talks assumed that negotiations would pick up and continue a few months later, as 

they had so often before. Failed summit meetings are commonplace in multisectoral trade 

negotiations, and both during the GATT days and after the establishment of the WTO, trade 

diplomats experienced a large measure of setbacks, delays and failures. Yet food commodity 

prices had been rising for months, and there were signs that all might not be able to continue as 

usual. 

One harbinger of trouble to come was the turbulent state of the U.S. stock market. Although the 

global financial crisis was still two months away, the stock market was already unstable. The 

Dow Jones index dropped 11,000 points (22 percent from its peak) in early July, at the same time 
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as the WTO mini-Ministerial was starting (Blustein, 2009). Another challenge to a quick 

resumption of negotiations was the United States election, due in November 2008. Negotiators 

knew from experience that the last months before a U.S. election was not the time to get 

Congress behind a new multilateral commitment (interview N27, 2016). A third problem was 

exhaustion, coupled with festering issues of injustice. Frustration with the Doha negotiations 

among WTO diplomats had been mounting for years. Developing countries were bitter that 

developed countries continued to block meaningful commitments to address development 

concerns, and to push for deeper liberalization without first addressing asymmetries in the rules. 

I interviewed nine former negotiators who had been trade diplomats in Geneva in 2008. When 

asked about the importance of the food price crisis in the WTO negotiations, they all commented 

that the negotiations had been conducted in parallel from the primarily domestic agricultural 

policy responses that were made to the food price crisis. One official recalled making trips 

between Geneva, where agricultural officials were negotiating at the WTO, and the national 

capital, where the same officials were asked to testify before the legislature on the causes of the 

food price crisis and the policy responses the government might take. These were distinct and 

unconnected tasks in the official’s portfolio of work (interview N25, 2016). Another official, 

from a net agricultural exporting country, commented that while the crisis had been debated in 

national food policy circles, the agriculture ministry’s constituents considered higher commodity 

prices a boon (interview N12, 2016). A third person, from a small developing country, recalled 

urgent discussions on food security within the region (interview N15, 2016). But in Geneva, 

when Japan raised the issue of further limiting the use of ad hoc export restrictions in the first 

months of 2008, diplomats remembered others’ impatience with the attempt to add an issue to 

the agenda at such a delicate stage in the negotiations. Negotiators thought the talks might finally 

have a chance of conclusion, and concerns over export restrictions gained no traction with other 

members, despite its immediate relevance. 

The negotiators described the talks in the first months of 2008 as intensive and focused. The 

diplomats were struggling with a series of technical and political problems, including how 

broadly to define special products while protecting market access gains to developing country 

markets, how to finesse the proposed special safeguard mechanism so that if tariffs did rise, they 

would not rise above bound levels, and how to ensure the cuts in “overall trade-distorting 
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support” (a combined category of AMS and other exceptions) would actually bring public 

spending down. As they brokered technical solutions, political agreement among the 

governments seemed possible, although by no means certain. 

The negotiators and experts I interviewed said that the effect of the food price crisis on the Doha 

negotiations made themselves felt in the long term rather than at the time of the mini-Ministerial. 

While some of the observers to the talks commented that the food price crisis was a reason for 

the talks’ collapse, those closest to the talks—the negotiators from 2008 themselves—said the 

momentum for an agreement in the first months of 2008 was all-consuming and self-contained, 

with the effect of isolating the trade diplomats from other news and influences. Although the 

problem originated in international markets, and although the effects on countries varied 

according to their purchasing power and level of dependence on trade, somehow the trade debate 

continued to be about deepening liberalization. Crawford Falconer, chair of the agriculture talks 

at the time, said (on the record) in response to the question: “Do you think the food price crisis 

made a difference to the Doha negotiations?” 

The real consequences come after July 2008…there is always a lag; the crisis hadn’t 
intruded into the bubble yet by then…. No, the food crisis hadn’t intruded into the debate 
that took place. There was no sudden redefining of political and technical issues up to 
then. More attention was focused on export taxes and restrictions, but we were not at a 
stage in the negotiations to redefine [the agenda].  The emerging consensus meant it was 
not a moment to open everything. 

I also asked negotiators and observers of the negotiations whether the food price crisis had 

changed their governments’ trade positions at the time. The interviewees replied, broadly, that it 

had not. One negotiator whose country is a large food producer and trader said, “I don't think it 

was a watershed” (interview N11, 2016). Another, again from a developed country that produces 

and trades a lot of food, said, “The trade agenda with DDA [Doha Development Agenda] was 

too complicated to be flexible enough to respond” (interview N10, 2016). A third, from a large 

developing country, said, 

First of all, our targets remained the same which was consistent with the Doha mandates. 
Second, we would like to have good results of the negotiations since it is already a long 
process—ten years already. So, we think [it is] very difficult so we should have 
compromise among members. Third, the basic framework did not change a lot. I mean 
the general situation or structure of the world agriculture in terms of production, 
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trade…the basic, fundamental structure or framework did not change a lot. So, I think not 
so big change… (interview N3, 2016). 

The disconnect between dramatic increases in domestic prices linked to international trade and 

the trade negotiations was strong. With the WTO negotiators’ apparently unwavering 

commitment to an agenda that—in shape and intent—was adopted in 1994 (after eight years of 

negotiation), these were signs of institutional rigidity not adaptiveness. 

Of course, eventually the food price crisis had its effect on the WTO agriculture negotiations. 

One of the developing country ambassadors I interviewed, who had almost 20 years of WTO 

experience acquired both as a diplomat in Geneva and as a capital-based trade official said, 

“Fundamentally, after 2008, players looked elsewhere” (interview N9, 2016). Another developed 

country official addressed the longer-term effect of the food price crisis on developing countries. 

He said, “It certainly activated some of the developing world in a way that they maybe weren't 

quite as active before” (interview N10, 2016). These effects included developing countries losing 

confidence in the sufficiency of international markets as a food supply strategy. Some of the 

central Doha agriculture issues lost their urgency, too. A WTO secretariat official said, “I can’t 

pinpoint exactly when this happened, but it was clear that it [the food price crisis] reduced the 

pressure to negotiate reducing subsidies” (interview N35, 2016). 

In the new higher food price environment, the demands from commodity exporters that 

production-enhancing domestic support in the major supplier countries should be cut lost ground 

against a rising chorus of voices urging a global effort to increase the available food supply 

(FAO, 2009b). The possibility that global food security might require both increased production 

in some regions, and less—or different—crop choices and production methods in others was 

seemingly too subtle for the intergovernmental debates. Although the idea of looking for ways to 

support both trade and domestic production could be said to be implied in the Special Products 

proposals, a large part of the WTO membership (in particular developed countries and the larger 

developing country food exporters) resisted the idea of support for diversified national food 

security strategies that lessened dependence on food imports. 

Perversely, as the momentum within the WTO for concluding the Doha negotiations weakened 

sharply after July 2008, governments seemed even more determined to affirm the importance of 

the Doha negotiations in a variety of inter-governmental communiqués. Governments repeatedly 
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committed themselves to “a quick and comprehensive completion of the Doha Round” (AFSI, 

2009; HLTF, 2010), even as some commentators started to declare the Doha negotiations over, 

beginning a long period of journalistic obituaries for the Doha Agenda (Kleimann & Guinan, 

2011; Ismail, 2012). 

The WTO did not (and has not) officially given up on the Doha Agenda. The Director General, 

Pascal Lamy, continued to push for an outcome, as did his successor in 2013, Roberto Azevêdo. 

But some of the most powerful WTO members, including the United States, started negotiating 

plurilateral and so-called “mega-regional” trade agreements elsewhere, including the Trans-

Pacific Partnership, which was eventually signed as the Comprehensive and Progressive Trans-

Pacific Partnership, or CPTPP, in 2018. 

Civil society organizations (CSOs) also began to withdraw from Geneva after 2008. Many of 

their Geneva offices closed and the staff were put on other assignments. These were the CSOs 

that had been providing analysis and negotiating proposals to developing country negotiators. 

With a Doha Round looking increasingly unlikely, the CSOs wound down their WTO-related 

work. Oxfam International refocused its Geneva program on the G-20 and the emerging alliance 

of the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa). The Institute for Agriculture and 

Trade Policy (IATP) closed its information and analysis centre in Geneva (called the Trade 

Information Project) in 2011, eleven years after the office opened. The number of non-

governmental organizations registered to attend the annual WTO public forum roughly halved 

between 2009 and 2017, from 375 to 183.36 

It was in this period after the food price crisis that dissonance increased. Many governments 

shifted their food policy priorities, moving to policies that increased domestic food production, 

and re-established public stockholding. While hosting the G20 in 2011, the government of 

France requested a policy review of public stockholding. ASEAN countries revised and 

expanded their regional rice reserve, adding China, Japan and the Republic of Korea to the 

agreement. Members of ECOWAS (the Economic Community of West African States) signed an 

 

36 Author’s calculation using the numbers published each year in the WTO Annual Report (covering the public 
forums 2009-2017). 
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agreement to provide emergency food supplies if any of the member countries faced a shortfall 

(ASEAN Plus Three, 2011; Galtier & Vindel, 2013; Konandreas, 2011; Murphy, 2012a). 

Yet this renewal of interest in domestic food supplies was coupled with the continuing growth of 

importance in international trade in national food supplies, as a global trend. The analysis that 

came out of the food price crisis suggested that most developing countries needed both to 

increase their domestic production and to protect their access as importers to international 

commodity markets. Many CSOs called for a new approach to agriculture negotiations. So did 

the Geneva-based intergovernmental organization for developing countries, the South Centre, 

which in 2008 published this commentary after the mini-Ministerial collapse: 

The collapse of talks in July is not a negative development. The package on the tabled 
(sic) had failed to deliver on development for the poorest countries, focusing much more 
on market access that would have benefited only the most competitive and those with a 
monopoly over intellectual property. In a rapidly changing global order, with very 
challenging problems confronting nation states such as climate change, high food prices 
and water stress, it would be prudent for developing countries to pause and reflect on why 
the current trade system has not delivered for the poor, but has instead led to inequitable 
growth patterns, including increasing extreme poverty in Africa. What type of trade 
policies should countries put in place to develop their agricultural and industrial sectors 
in a broad-based manner? How can the multilateral trade system support these efforts? 
These questions should be at the center of our current trade talks (The South Centre, 
2008, p. 2, paragraph 5). 

The call to think afresh and reconsider trade policies was not taken up. The post-food price crisis 

phase of Doha negotiations continued until the 10th Ministerial Conference in Nairobi, in 

December 2015. Chapter 6 analyzes how that loss of ambition came about, and what it meant for 

resilient global food security, looking at three negotiating issues: export bans and restrictions; 

domestic support; and public stockholding. 

5.5 Conclusions from the Food Price Crisis 

The food price crisis had multiple causes and triggered many responses, at different levels of 

government. Viewed in isolation, some of those remedies were effective, especially at the 

national level in states that had a food supply and could limit exports. Yet because these 

remedies were neither coordinated nor consonant, they did not just fail to fix the global food 

price crisis, they exacerbated it. For their part, the laudably quick global response from FAO and 
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a host of other international organizations only partially addressed the multiplicity of causes 

behind the crisis. The WTO was invited to play a role by other intergovernmental organizations, 

but the WTO membership did not pick up the invitation. 

The food price crisis exposed dissonant policies and created a willingness to address some of the 

policy gaps and failures that had negative effects on food security. The creation of AMIS to 

address information gaps on supply, for example, and the revitalization of the CFS as a forum for 

deliberating shared guidelines and national food security strategies were both useful initiatives to 

strengthen consonance, within international markets, in the case of AMIS, and within and across 

national borders with the CFS. In contrast, at the WTO, the revelation of trade rules that were not 

supportive of resilient global food security, such as arbitrary and ad hoc use of export bans and 

restrictions, were left unaddressed. The inconsistent protection of exporter and importer interests, 

the failure to protect the most vulnerable net-food importing countries, and the continued 

paralysis with the long-standing Doha Agenda all raised questions as the WTO’s effectiveness. 

These factors also reinforced the claims of the food sovereignty movement that the WTO was 

not accountable to communities harmed by trade liberalization. Although the WTO arguably 

significantly increased its presence as an intergovernmental organization in joint agency 

initiatives, as detailed above in section 5.3, this was the work of secretariat officials and did not 

visibly affect the work of the members themselves. The isolation of trade negotiations from the 

broader multilateral agenda thus persisted. In particular, the failure to respond to evident 

injustices in outcomes, including a worsening of food insecurity among some of the world’s 

most vulnerable populations, reinforced the negative image of the WTO as indifferent to equity 

and preoccupied with commerce at the expense of humanitarianism. 

The international community response to the global food price crisis did show characteristics of 

reflective adaptive capacity, including reflexive evaluation with a diversity of affected interests. 

Governments met and talked. They requested that the intergovernmental agencies they governed, 

including the WTO, produce joint recommendations for policy actions and a shared strategy to 

improve inter-institutional cooperation on food security policies and investments. The UN, 

through the Common Framework for Action, created a formal space for debate with a number of 

the civil society networks active in international governance, including networks focused on 



152 

 

nutrition, trade, humanitarian aid and agricultural development. The reformed UN Committee on 

World Food Security (CFS) went on to create a formal space for non-governmental voices in its 

decision-making structures, and the CFS emerged as a multilateral institution where governments 

had established a forum with reflexive spaces to learn from peers and from experience (Barling 

& Duncan, 2015). These changes have been lasting, as most recently reflected in a 2020 updated 

framework for food security written by the HLPE, which adds agency as a pillar of food security, 

with supply, access, nutrition and stability (HLPE, 2020). 

Perhaps because the global governance of food security is diffuse rather than housed within any 

single institution, the impulse to create a shared space for reflexive learning involved many 

organizations and perspectives and no single set of entrenched interests or any one institution’s 

inertia blocked progress. Many of the spaces in which new agendas were decided involved new 

coalitions of interests—whether the Contact Group created to lead the reform of the CFS, or the 

G20 (a relatively new forum), or the specially created High Level Task Force composed 

primarily of UN agencies. 

The negotiations at the WTO Committee on Agriculture, however, did not echo this example of 

learning by listening and evaluating experience to adapt future practice. The WTO secretariat 

joined many of the newly formed platforms, either to provide analysis (for the G20 as part of a 

working group with other intergovernmental organizations, for example) or as a multilateral 

institution as a member of the High Level Task Force. Yet its mandate kept the WTO quite 

separate from the joint initiatives that resulted. Repeatedly, governments confined their mention 

of trade to stock phrases about a “timely and comprehensive completion of the Doha Round,” as 

if that agenda would (or even should?) be unaffected by the crisis and the problems it had 

revealed in food markets. Article 7 of the L’Aquila Declaration was a typical example of the 

language that would be used, more or less verbatim, throughout the final period of this thesis (to 

2015): “To this end, we aim at an ambitious, comprehensive and balanced conclusion of the 

Doha Development Round [emphasis added] and call for renewed, determined efforts to bring it 

to a timely and successful conclusion” (AFSI, 2009, Article 7). 

Article 7 of the L’Aquila Declaration also made some strong claims for open markets: “Open 

trade flows and efficient markets have a positive role in strengthening food security.” The only 
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deviation from that message was a line that said, “National and regional strategies should 

promote the participation of farmers, especially smallholders and women, into community, 

domestic, regional and international markets” (AFSI, 2009). Note, the (food security) strategies 

mentioned are national and regional, omitting global, while the proposed markets include 

domestic, regional, and international. Again, somehow the responsibility for social inclusion—

indeed, the assumption about food security strategies in general—seems to be that they are not 

the concern of international markets or trading systems. Globally, open trade and efficient 

markets become the proxy strategy, even in the wake of a devastating crisis in which market 

failures were evident, analyzed and documented by experts. 

Trade-related measures played a clear role in exacerbating the extended period of high and 

volatile food commodity prices, and in undermining importer confidence in global trade as a 

food security strategy. Yet powerful countries refused to soften their demands on behalf of their 

export sectors at the WTO, belying their statements and even their public spending in areas of 

global food security policy. For the next seven years, the WTO negotiations on agriculture would 

continue, fruitlessly, to pursue the Doha Agenda. I analyze those years next, in Chapter 6, and 

assess whether and how the crisis changed the negotiating dynamics and goals of the WTO 

agriculture negotiations. 
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Chapter 6: WTO Agriculture Negotiations 2008-2015 

In the wake of the food price crisis, as we saw in Chapter 5, many assumptions about food 

security and about agricultural trade underwent significant revision. The WTO struggled to keep 

its relevance, but although in this period interest in completing the Doha Agenda faded among 

some of the most powerful WTO members, the agriculture talks did not stop. This chapter 

focuses on the WTO Committee on Agriculture in Special Session, which is the forum for trade 

negotiations on agriculture at the WTO, in the period from the collapse of the mini-Ministerial in 

Geneva in July 2008 to the 10th WTO Ministerial Conference in Nairobi in December 2015. The 

chapter examines three negotiating issues on the agriculture negotiators’ agenda: export bans and 

restrictions; domestic support; and the rules on how to count public stockholding. These three 

issues offer insights into the question of the WTO’s fitness for resilient governance; this chapter 

weighs each of them through the lens of resilient global food security. 

Export bans and prohibitions, which jointly form the first of the issues examined in the chapter, 

have long been acknowledged to have particular significance for food security. They were 

regulated under the rules of the 1947 GATT and are now the subject of Article 12 in the WTO 

Agreement on Agriculture (WTO, 1994). Attempts to tighten controls on their use in the Doha 

negotiations failed because the proposals consistently failed to secure enough support. The cost 

of ineffectual WTO rules on the introduction of new export bans and restrictions without 

warning was evident during the 2007-2008 food price crisis and in the periods of high and 

volatile prices that followed. Their widespread use by prominent grain exporters had a 

measurable negative effect on already high and volatile prices. 

Domestic support, the second issue examined in this chapter, is in some respects the defining 

issue of the Agreement on Agriculture. No other trade agreement includes rules to curtail 

domestic spending on agriculture. The domestic support rules are a clear example of how the 

Uruguay Round Agreements pushed trade law “behind the border,” with rules that curtailed 

domestic policy space. This intrusion was the reason behind the food sovereignty movement’s 

opposition to the WTO Agreement on Agriculture (discussed in Chapter 2). Publicly funded 

measures that create commodity price floors are an effective way to stimulate increased 

production, which is why the measures anger rival exporters. The resulting production increases 
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often end up in international markets, sometimes with the support of additional subsidies. But 

these price support measures are also a way to counter concentrated buyer power in commodity 

markets and to protect farm income, which is why they are so popular with farmers. In addition 

to this point of contention, the domestic support rules in the Agreement on Agriculture created 

controversy because they were asymmetrical. This asymmetry in the rules allowed significant 

spending to persist in those few dozen countries that could afford domestic support programs, 

while making no provision for countries that have to rely on less expensive regulatory 

instruments instead. 

The third of the issues this chapter examines is public stockholding. Significant negotiating 

proposals on public stockholding only surfaced after the food price crisis, in the period that is the 

focus of the analysis in this chapter (2008-2015). Public stocks have a long history as a popular 

policy tool. In the 1980s, however, they went out of fashion. Most governments disbanded their 

stocks in the 1980s and 1990s. Some industrialized countries had used stocks as part of price 

support programs for producers in the post-war years but when they failed to impose effective 

supply controls, they ended up with large public stocks that were expensive to manage and 

depressed prices in open markets (Wright, 2009). The WTO Agreement on Agriculture included 

public stockholding in the list of non-trade concerns in Annex 2 (the Green Box), but the issue 

received little attention in the period 1995-2008. 

Then, as we saw in Chapter 5, stocks resurfaced as a food security issue in the 2007-2008 food 

price crisis: low stocks were blamed for high and volatile prices. Many governments revised and 

renewed their public stockholding programs subsequently, which provoked a debate in 

international food policy circles about whether stocks were effective in reducing risk and 

stabilizing prices (Braun & Torero, 2009; Diaz-Bonilla, 2014; E. Fraser et al., 2015). That debate 

grew particularly heated in the context of the WTO agriculture negotiations. 

Each of these three negotiating issues is considered below in a four-part treatment: a description 

of the issue; an analysis of the pertinent WTO rules; an analysis of the negotiations during 2008-

2015 based on interviews, document analysis and observations; and an assessment of the issue 

using the resilient global food security framework. 
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6.1 Export Bans and Restrictions 

6.1.1 What are they? 

One of the operating assumptions of the WTO is that more trade is better than less; therefore, 

barriers to trade should be limited (Goldstein, Rivers, & Tomz, 2007). In neoclassical economic 

theory, imports are considered (at least) as important as exports because imports compete with 

domestic products and thus  reduce consumer prices, thereby increasing welfare (D. Irwin, 

2009). Governments, however, are not so enamoured of the theoretical benefits of imports, 

apparently finding that mercantilist rhetoric is politically more popular. Governments tend to 

dislike “trade deficits,” when the value of imports exceeds that of exports. This should make 

export bans and restrictions a minor concern since they reduce exports and thus move the 

balance of imports and exports in the wrong direction. In practice, however, a 2004 study 

showed roughly one-third of WTO member states use export restrictions (Bouët & Laborde, 

2017). These export restrictions support a range of policy objectives. 

One common objective for export restrictions is to add value to primary commodities before they 

are exported. The restriction is in the form of a differentially applied tax; this makes it less 

profitable to export a commodity before it has been processed. Argentina, for instance, charges 

higher export duties on soybeans than on soybean oil and meal. Another objective for export 

restrictions is to respond to graduated tariffs imposed by importing countries. Industrialized 

countries commonly impose lower import taxes on raw commodities (such as cacao) than on 

their processed form (in this example, cocoa butter). An export tax in the country of origin is a 

way to force processors to pay more for the commodity initially, since their import tariff 

structure creates a disincentive to processing before export (Gayi, 2007). In 2000, the Cairns 

Group submitted a proposal to the Special Session of the Committee on Agriculture that argued 

escalating export taxes were necessary to counter the tariff escalation their exports regularly 

faced on import markets (WTO, 2000). 

Sometimes the objective of export bans and restrictions is very straightforward: to limit the 

quantity of a commodity that leaves the country. Reasons for doing so include protecting a finite 

resource or an endangered species (Anania, 2013). During the food price crisis, the governments 
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of some food exporting countries panicked. They imposed bans or restrictions to keep more food 

in the domestic markets, and thereby to temper domestic food price inflation. 

Export restrictions normally have a modest effect on trade. If they are a known feature of the 

market, they will not be a source of price shocks and are not inherently destabilizing. To be sure, 

export bans have trade effects. But those effects can be accommodated with time and advance 

warning. Export restrictions can even correct market failures such as environmental externalities. 

What made export bans and restrictions such a problem during the food price crisis was their 

sudden imposition without prior warning. In already volatile markets, these bans and restrictions 

left importers chasing an abruptly curtailed international supply. 

Governments sometimes justify the use of bans and restrictions during a supply shortage on the 

grounds that domestic food price inflation must be contained. The large rice producing and 

consuming countries made this argument during the 2007-2008 food price crisis (Dawe, 2010). 

An export ban or restriction is both visible and easy to explain to the public and sends a clear 

political signal that the government is protecting the national interest. Poorer urban consumers 

who buy their food and are thus highly price sensitive are likely to protest when prices rise 

abruptly (Hossain et al., 2014). 

Producers, on the other hand, dislike export bans and restrictions precisely because they bring 

prices down by reducing the size of potential demand. On their face, export restrictions are a 

welfare transfer from the producer to the consumer, although intermediaries such as processors 

and traders play a significant role in shaping how this relationship plays out.37 Empirical studies 

show that traders may be in a position to charge significant rents from an ad hoc government 

intervention. Traders often have the market power to extract more profit than the supply and 

demand curve would normally indicate—profit that comes at the expense of both producers and 

consumers. The abrupt introduction of new export prohibitions and restrictions also raises prices 

 

37 Farmers in Argentina campaigned long and hard to end a long-standing government policy of imposing export 
taxes on agricultural commodities. When President Macri announced an end to taxes on cattle and wheat exports 
soon after he was elected in 2015, he made the announcement in front of an audience of farmers (Mander, 2015). At 
the time, Argentine farmers were estimated to be hoarding USD 11.4 billion worth of corn, soy and wheat hoping to 
wait out the higher export taxes. 
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in international markets and reduces the supply available to net-importers. In the 2007-2008 

crisis this squeezed out the poorest importers, countries such as Liberia (Dawe & Timmer, 2012). 

But the measures are not only problematic for the importing countries; the shock is also likely to 

encourage either demand for commodities that can substitute for the restricted product or 

encourage a search for alternative suppliers. The reactions provoked by such shocks are not 

always easily reversed (Dawe & Timmer, 2012; Martin & Anderson, 2012; Mitra & Josling, 

2009; Sharma, 2011). For example, Japan’s investment in soy production in the Brazilian 

Cerrado began when the United States imposed export bans in the early 1970s. At that time, the 

United States supplied over 80 percent of the soy export market; today, Brazil supplies as much 

as does the United States. 

Ad hoc export prohibitions and restrictions are also contagious. Every imposition of a restriction 

or ban further limits the international supply and drives the international price higher further 

increasing the demand on those exporters left in the market. This contagion was evident during 

the 2007-2008 crisis: before the crisis finally subsided, 33 governments had imposed new export 

restrictions (Sharma, 2011). 

6.1.2 The WTO Rules on export prohibitions and restrictions 

In its on-line glossary, the WTO defines export prohibitions and restrictions as “export measures 

that have a limiting effect on the quantity or amount of a product being exported. They can take 

the form of a tax or a quantitative restriction” (WTO, n.d.2). The 1947 GATT agreement banned 

the use of export prohibitions and restrictions with the exception of “those applied to prevent or 

relieve critical shortage of foodstuffs.”38 Article 12 of the Uruguay Round Agreement on 

Agriculture requires any Member that imposes a new export restriction on agricultural 

commodities to give “due consideration” to other members’ food security needs, to give notice 

of any change to restrictions in writing in advance to trade partners, and to explain in advance to 

the membership why the policy has been introduced (WTO, 1994). The Agreement has a 

 

38 GATT Article XI, paragraph 2 reads: “The provisions of paragraph 1 shall not extend to the following: (a) Export 
prohibitions or restrictions temporarily applied to prevent or relieve critical shortages of foodstuffs or other products 
essential to the exporting contracting party;” GATT Articles XX and XXI also include exceptions to the ban on use 
of export restrictions. 
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provision to allow members to restrict exports of agricultural products, but only temporarily. 

Developing countries are exempt from these rules unless they are net exporters of a specific 

commodity that is restricted. (For example, Argentina’s wheat exports meet this threshold and 

are not exempt). 

From the early days of the WTO Committee on Agriculture, export prohibitions were 

contentions. Some members proposed additional disciplines on export promotions and 

restrictions, while other members proposed to reduce those disciplines. At first, the debate was 

between a few net-food importing countries such as Japan and Singapore, who wanted to tighten 

the rules in Article 12, and a large group (predominantly composed of developing countries) that 

opposed them. In the period 2000-2004, seven proposals mentioning the issue were submitted. 

Four proposals came in 2000, the first in June as part of a larger comprehensive agriculture 

proposal from the United States (WTO, G/AG/NG/W/15, 2000), then three more in December: 

WTO, G/AG/NG/W/91 from Japan, WTO, G/AG/NG/W/93 from the Cairns Group and 

G/AG/NG/W/94 from Switzerland. The Democratic Republic of Congo’s proposal in 2001 

called for the abolition of export taxes, perhaps reflecting the level of its dependence as a low-

income, net-food importing country (WTO, G/AG/NG/W/135, 2001). Most of the developing 

country proposals, however, called for tighter disciplines on export restrictions that would 

exempt developing countries. 

The third full draft of Doha negotiating text of August 2004 included a proposal to strengthen 

export restriction disciplines but without any detail. By the fourth comprehensive draft text even 

this mention was gone (WTO, TN/AG/W/4/Rev.4, 2008). Rev 4, as the text was known, was the 

basis of the July 2008 negotiations reviewed in Chapter 4, section 5. Japan and the United States 

continued to produce “non-papers” on the topic in this period. (Non-papers are intended for 

discussion rather than negotiation.) But the Chair’s decision to leave out any proposal for new 

disciplines in the compilation negotiating text implied he did not consider the issue had sufficient 

support from a cross-section of the membership to make a final agreement. Given that both the 

United States and Japan are powerful WTO members, the decision to exclude the issue also 

suggests that although these members would have preferred stronger rules, neither was prepared 

to make the question a priority. Their choice to use non-papers rather than a formal proposal also 

suggests the issue had low priority. 
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6.1.3 Export Restriction Negotiations at the WTO: 2008-2015 

Rice prices were the most volatile food commodity prices in the 2007-2008 crisis. As we saw in 

Chapter 5, the largest rice-producing and consuming countries restricted exports to stabilize the 

prices of staple foods in domestic markets and to appease consumer fears of higher food prices 

(Dawe, 2010; Timmer, 2015). Domestic rice consumption in these countries is significantly 

larger than the volumes traded in international rice markets. The largest rice-consuming 

countries, such as Indonesia, India, and China, argued that international markets were too small 

to provide them with a safety net if their domestic production gets too low. They also argued that 

their actions were protecting other rice importers from the shock they would cause if as large rice 

consumers they were to suddenly increase their rice import demand. As one official said to me in 

an interview: 

Now rice, if we talk about it, India needs 18 million tonnes of rice per year. The total rice 
traded in the world is 40 million tonnes. So, if we enter the world market, the life for 
many of the small economies will go topsy-turvy. The world cannot feed us. (Code 
removed to protect anonymity). 

David Dawe’s case studies of rice markets during the price crisis show that large Asian rice-

producing and consuming countries were able to keep domestic prices relatively stable (Dawe, 

2010). Export prohibitions and restrictions were a small part of the food security strategy, but 

they sent a clear signal to producers and processors about the priority of the domestic market and 

thus calmed domestic prices. 

As Chapter 5 showed, the cost of the resulting adjustment was borne by poorer importing 

nations, in particular in West Africa (Dawe & Peter Timmer, 2012). The rising dependence on 

cereal imports of some of the poorest WTO members is central to understand the food security 

significance of the trade rules governing agriculture. The context in 2007-2008 had evolved 

significantly from the 1980s, when the Uruguay Round was negotiated. Yet the WTO negotiators 

continued to not respond to the changed circumstances. The growing importance of international 

markets for a large number of relatively poor countries was not a clear consideration in the 

proposals that were made to tighten the use of export bans and restrictions. No new rules were 

adopted. Even the long-standing effort to secure exemptions for food aid and LDC imports from 

all export restrictions continued to be blocked in the negotiations. 
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The failure to make headway on these issues had serious consequences, particularly for poorer 

countries. For instance, during the food price crisis, the Liberian government complained that 

one of the major global grain trading firms bought out their contract to deliver wheat to Liberia 

so the firm could sell the grain at a higher price elsewhere. Liberia got its money back, but no 

food.39 The food price crisis highlighted the imbalances of power codified in the WTO rules 

between the relatively few exporters supplying international grain markets and the rising 

dependence of low-income net-food importers on those supplies. 

The failure to act was not for want of ideas. Trade and food security economists proposed ways 

the WTO could strengthen the rules to limit the destabilizing use of export restrictions. These 

proposals recognized that a total ban on export restrictions was not politically feasible. Instead, 

they argued that rebalancing the rules would be enough to reduce the potential for instability in 

international markets. For example, FAO economist Ramesh Sharma proposed several solutions 

in a 2011 policy paper (Sharma, 2011). One proposal was a system of export tax rate quotas that 

would mimic tariff rate quotas (TRQs) on imports. The measure would exclude an agreed share 

of exports from any new restriction introduced, just as TRQs shelter a minimum share of the 

import market from high tariffs. Another idea proposed by Sharma was a variable export tax that 

would rise to a predetermined ceiling as the overall volume of exports increased, thus graduating 

the effect of the tax. This would increase the predictability of its use and lessening its 

destabilizing effect on prices (both palm oil exports from Indonesia and wheat exports from 

Argentina are taxed in this kind of system.) Sharma saw several advantages to a variable export 

tax, including the space it left for some amount of trade to continue, its potential to contribute to 

stable domestic prices, its contribution to the government treasury, and its positive contribution 

to a predictable policy environment. 

The advantages Sharma outlines are advantages from a resilient global food security perspective, 

too. They satisfy consonance with regard to balancing domestic and international market 

objectives (maintaining trade but acknowledging the domestic market needs a response) and 

 

39 This situation was discussed at several of the intergovernmental meetings I attended on the food price crisis. I 
have not found the case cited in the literature or meeting documents. 
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contributing to resilience by making a concession to the problem (a short-term supply shortfall) 

without jeopardizing stability in global food systems. 

There was, then, no shortage of ideas. Governments in numerous intergovernmental contexts 

outside the WTO also acknowledged the need for those ideas. From 2009, calls to limit—or even 

outlaw—export restrictions appeared frequently on the lists of policy recommendations made by 

experts and policy advisors, including negotiated outcomes at intergovernmental meetings, such 

as the 2009 UN World Summit on Food Security Declaration (FAO, 2009a) and the UN 

Comprehensive Framework for Action (HLTF, 2010). At the 2009 World Summit on Food 

Security, FAO member states agreed to "remove food export restrictions or extraordinary taxes 

for food purchased for non-commercial humanitarian purposes and to consult and notify in 

advance before imposing any such new restriction" (FAO, 2009a). At the Sixth Trade Ministers' 

meeting held in Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania in October 2009, the governments agreed “in view of 

ensuring food security in LDCs, no non-LDC members shall apply any export restriction on food 

items imported by any LDC” (cited in WTO, JOB/AG/18, 2011, p. 3). 

Neither ideas nor exhortations proved sufficient to change WTO rules. In the period 2008-2015, 

WTO members took up neither the technical proposals of the kind proposed by Sharma, nor the 

ideas coming from intergovernmental declarations. The proposals made in the WTO Special 

Session of the Committee on Agriculture focused only on calls for predictability and 

transparency and merely repeated old language. There was no attempt to protect a flow of 

exports for food security reasons. 

The interveners in the debate were also familiar. As had been the case before the 2007-2008 food 

crisis, the debate was largely between highly dependent (though relatively wealthy) net food 

importers such as Switzerland and Japan, who sought stricter disciplines, and the majority of 

developing countries, especially the Africa Group, who vociferously resisted any limit on this 

aspect of their domestic food policy space (Häberli, 2008). One developing country official 

explained that the Agreement on Agriculture rules on export prohibitions and restrictions 

managed a careful balancing act between protecting a country from a sudden outflow of food 

should international prices suddenly rise (which would inflate domestic prices) and limiting the 

arbitrary imposition of export restrictions (interview N1, 2016). 
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The dissonance between government statements under UN auspices and at the G20 and the 

refusal of WTO members to pick up that mandate is striking. Although governments eventually 

relaxed the export bans and restrictions they had introduced in 2007-2008, some were quick to 

reimpose the measures when prices spiked again in 2010 and 2012 (WTO, JOB/AG/18, 2011). 

These measures were imposed without notice. They broke WTO rules. But no WTO member 

launched a dispute. 

One practical challenge (which was pointed out to me an interview) is that export bans and 

restrictions are often used by WTO members with developing country status yet proposed rules 

to curtail the use of bans and restrictions also create exemptions for developing countries. This 

voids the proposals of much of their effect. 

6.1.4 What did export bans and prohibitions imply for Resilient Global Food Security? 

The food price crisis broke the confidence of net-food importing governments in the reliability of 

international markets. As one official said in our interview, 

You ask me to rely on you because you are more competitive than me. Then you will tell 
me ‘Sorry [country name deleted], you are hungry now because I don’t want to export to 
you.’ It doesn’t help the long-term goal of making it borderless… (and) predictable 
(interview N3, 2016). 

The lack of effective rules to constrain the use of export bans and restrictions highlighted an 

asymmetry in the Agreement on Agriculture in exporters’ favour: Exporters can withhold food 

from international markets at will, but importers are required to allow at least a minimum level 

of market access at all times. Even WTO members that preserved their right to use prohibitively 

high import tariffs to protect specific commodities were required to create a tariff rate quota at 

the same time to ensure a minimum level of imports could access the domestic market. There is 

no equivalent for exporters; the Agreement on Agriculture does not require exporters to keep a 

minimum export volume. 

Large agricultural commodity exporting states made no concession to importers’ fears. No 

proposals emerged to protect a minimum flow of exports to international markets, even though 

export bans and restrictions are core WTO business. This lack of consonance lay at the heart of 

liberalization itself, a challenge the core purpose of the organization. It belied the claims by food 

sovereignty advocates that WTO agreements required a deep surrender of national sovereignty. 
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Rather than surrendering their sovereignty, the net-food exporters protected it. In so doing, they 

failed to address trade issues brought to the fore by the food price crisis and refused to strengthen 

rules that could have stabilized international markets. In protecting their specific mix of domestic 

and export interests, these countries failed the larger global interest in meeting both importer and 

exporter interests and in the process blocked globally consonant outcomes. The import-

dependent WTO states took note of exporters’ uncompromising stance. Many of them chose to 

increase their food self-sufficiency as an alternative (Murphy, 2012a; Clapp, 2017b). 

The lack of positive changes to trade rules in response to the food price crisis reinforced the 

public view that the WTO was not responsive to food security. The failure to rewrite the rules on 

export bans and restrictions fed the sense that the WTO was ineffectual, a problem that slowly 

but inexorably grew over the period reviewed here (2008 to 2015). 

From the interviews, it was clear that negotiators did not consider additional limits on export 

restrictions to be a likely outcome, no matter how many times these limits were recommended by 

experts and other intergovernmental meetings. Within Geneva, the right to cut exports when 

domestic conditions are difficult is accepted as normal. Net-food importers, too, have resisted the 

establishment of stronger requirements to supply exports, which suggests this is not an issue on 

which a majority of WTO members will act. As one former WTO secretariat official said to me, 

“a country defines food security for itself” (interview N35, 2016). 

The consonant response in this case is not the trade economist’s push to protect a minimum 

export flow, but instead to ensure that other options, such as public stocks, are available to net 

food importers. The availability of alternatives means that when international markets are short 

on supply, the result is not necessarily a food crisis. The forced export of food from a region 

struck by famine is not a resilient solution. One hundred and fifty years after the Irish Famine, 

the horror of the British government’s decision to allow the export of Irish grain to continue 

unrestricted while a quarter of the Irish population starved to death (and another quarter 

emigrated) still haunts British-Irish relations (Russell, 2005). One intergovernmental official, in 

informal conversation during the first meeting of the reformed UN Committee on World Food 

Security in Rome in 2010, suggested the large-scale land leases that were becoming 

commonplace after the food price crisis risked a re-run of the Irish Famine. He invited his 
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listeners to consider a scenario in which crops were grown on land leased in a poor country by 

wealthy foreign investors, who would then ship the food out from docks that might 

simultaneously be in receipt of food aid shipments, headed for the very same regions where the 

exported food had been grown. His argument was the politics of this scenario would be 

untenable. 

In the case of the food price crisis, the evidence does not suggest that the countries that restricted 

their exports were facing famine, nor even that the bans were necessary to protect an adequate 

domestic food supply (Sharma & Konandreas, 2011). Yet the WTO decision-making by 

consensus is sufficiently accountable that it is improbable exporting countries would accept rules 

they evidently do not want. Unlike the Bretton Woods Institutions, the decision-making principle 

at the WTO is one country, one vote. Moreover, the practical operation of the organization is by 

consensus, not majority rule. If new agreements are thus hard to arrive at, resistance is relatively 

easy. Even the existing rules, which require WTO members to notify trade partners well in 

advance when new export bans or restrictions are to be introduced, are not always respected. 

This suggests the adoption of a trade rule requiring a minimum export supply at all times is 

improbable. 

Instead, it would be both more consonant and accountable to develop trade rules that 

acknowledge the legitimacy of importing countries’ goal of increasing self-reliance for their food 

supplies. This would imply, for instance, that net-exporters would acknowledge the merits of 

proposals such as the Special Products and Special Safeguard Mechanism (introduced in Chapter 

4, section 4), as a kind of quid pro quo for retaining control of their export supply. 

WTO members’ failure to address the unilateral use of export bans and restrictions was a failure 

of democratic accountability to the other countries affected by the decision. Export restrictions 

are often politically popular domestically, but they ignore the interests of those who depend on 

the international food supply to meet their consumption needs. 

While they may meet a short-term price stabilizing goal in the domestic market, ad hoc use of 

export bans and restrictions are also not a resilient adaptive response. Export restrictions 

exacerbated the proximate causes of volatile and high prices in 2007-2008. Nor did WTO 

members appear to learn from the failure. They did not adapt the rules based on the feedback 
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they received (for example from expert and intergovernmental reports that made policy 

recommendations for trade rule reform). Their failure to respond to importers’ needs encouraged 

those importers to reduce their reliance on international markets. The failure undermined the 

potential of trade as a strategy that can stabilize supplies, attract investment capital and increase 

resilience. 

6.2 Domestic support 

In a discussion on the extent to which the WTO needed agricultural trade rules that set limits on 

domestic agricultural policy, a retired secretariat official told me in our interview: 

[The agriculture negotiations] had to get behind the border because what was happening 
behind the border was having an effect outside. Particularly domestic support (interview 
N35, 2016). 

In saying the WTO rules had “to get behind the border,” this official was making it clear trade 

rules should focus not just on international markets, but also—crucially—on domestic policy. 

And, indeed, the issue of domestic support is often presented as the defining issue of the 

Agreement on Agriculture. (Many subjects interviewed for this thesis also made this claim.) 

No other trade negotiation has successfully included limits on domestic spending for agriculture 

(Glauber et al., 2020). To be sure, developing countries that had required loans or grants from the 

Bretton Woods Institutions from the 1980s onward were fully acquainted with economic policy 

conditionalities, including for agriculture, but heretofore no other agreement had imposed 

constraints on developed country agriculture. The domestic support provisions in the Agreement 

on Agriculture get to the heart of fairness—and to the dissonance between the fairness of the 

rules (everyone signed the agreement; everyone is subject to them), and the unfairness of their 

effect (not all countries get the same benefit from the rules). 

This makes domestic support a crucial issue for assessment with the resilient global food security 

framework. To “get behind the border” was the clear ambition of the negotiators driving the 

Agreement on Agriculture talks (in particular, the United States and the Cairns Group), yet it 

also arguably became the agreement’s greatest weakness. On the one hand, the compulsion to 

stop uncontrolled spending that resulted in unstable international commodity markets was a 

powerful motive for including a separate agreement on agriculture in the Uruguay Round (see 
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Chapter 4, section 2). Agricultural economists sought to quantify the market distortion that 

resulted from domestic support programs with the intention of clearly demonstrating the cost to 

consumers of farm price supports. They called their set of indicators the Producer Support 

Equivalent (subsequently renamed the Producer Support Estimate); it was to be the basis for the 

Aggregate Measure of Support (AMS) adopted in the Agreement on Agriculture.40 On the other 

hand, the political consequence of intervening in domestic policy was to make the WTO 

visible—and contested—in domestic policy debates where trade was not the only, nor the most 

important, consideration. It raised questions for internal versus external sovereignty (considered 

in Chapter 2). 

The Uruguay Round negotiators judged the reach into domestic policy space was necessary 

because domestic support for production, particularly in the United States and Europe, had been 

disconnected from effective production limits. At the same time, these governments had 

abandoned their stockholding policies as impossibly expensive, and they looked to export 

markets as an outlet for the unwanted production. Not unexpectedly, already-established global 

grain traders and food processors encouraged this liberalization of agricultural trade. For 

example, the International Food and Agricultural Trade Policy Council (IPC),41 founded in 1987, 

was a consistent source of policy papers and opinion in favour of market liberalization, with a 

board composed of leaders from prominent transnational agribusinesses, as well as international 

farmers organizations, former trade negotiators, and agricultural economists. The result was 

unwanted and expensive stocks, widespread dumping of surplus commodities in international 

markets at less than cost of production prices, and uncontrolled use of export subsidies 

(interviews N22, 2016; N52, 2016). 

The Agreement on Agriculture did tackle some of these problems, and adoption of the agreement 

was coupled with reforms to both U.S. farm legislation and the EU’s CAP (see Chapter 4, 

section 2). Nonetheless, 25 years later, the WTO rules on domestic support for agriculture are as 

controversial as they were during the Uruguay Round. The context has changed, as has the cast 

 

40 The work on the PSE is associated particularly with a team who worked in the OECD agriculture division in the 
1980s and 1990s. 
41 Not to be confused with a more recent IPC, the International Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty. 
  



168 

 

of governments active in the negotiations, but there is no resolution of just how far into domestic 

affairs the WTO rules should be allowed to insert themselves. 

6.2.1 What is domestic support? 

The WTO on-line glossary provides a deceptively simple definition of domestic support: 

In agriculture, any domestic subsidy or other measure which acts to maintain producer 
prices at levels above those prevailing in international trade; direct payments to 
producers, including deficiency payments, and input and marketing cost reduction 
measures available only for agricultural production (WTO, n.d.2). 

In practice, of course, the concept is anything but simple, as we have already begun to see.42 

Here, two things stand out in the definition cited: First, the assertion that the benchmark price 

should be the price “prevailing in international trade” is far too ambiguous to be useful in 

practice; perhaps worse, the language assumes that the international market should provide the 

benchmark, even though local conditions and international prices often diverge. Second, the 

words, “any domestic subsidy or other measure [emphasis added] which acts to maintain 

producer prices…” are breathtakingly broad in their scope. (What if anything does the phrase 

“other measure” exclude?) 

These two issues—the use of international prices as a benchmark and the question of how 

broadly to define the WTO’s purview in this area of domestic policy—are central to 

understanding the controversies that domestic support rules have generated in the Special 

Session of the WTO Committee on Agriculture. We have already seen (in Chapter 4, sections 4 

and 5) how those controversies played out in the period 1995-2008. The controversies continued 

into the period considered here, 2008-2015, with many issues still not addressed, while new 

factors changed the context for negotiators. 

The inclusion of domestic support as a trade issue in the Uruguay Round negotiations was novel 

and controversial. Food for human consumption is overwhelmingly procured in private markets, 

both formal and informal. Private markets have important and demonstrable advantages over 

attempts to centralize food distribution through state channels. Local, informal markets are vital 

 

42 Section 4.3, above, explains some of the complexity in the categorization of domestic support created by the 
WTO rules. 
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to food security in most countries (Vorley et al., 2020). It is important that these private markets 

function as well as possible and be protected from shocks. 

At the same time, domestic supply shortfalls are a significant cause of both high and volatile 

food prices in many of the poorest countries, despite significant improvements in food 

production and distribution in many countries in recent decades. Moreover, climate change and 

armed conflicts are both important causes of local food scarcity (FAO et al., 2018). Larger 

markets can help to stabilize food access when local supplies are curtailed. The associated 

efficiencies can be important to limit waste (absorbing surpluses and covering shortfalls), while 

protecting farm income, and consumer access to food at affordable prices. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, from a food security perspective market prices nonetheless have 

important limitations. Among other problems, they have failed to internalize environmental 

costs, which sets up damaging and unsustainable production and consumption patterns 

(Dauvergne, 2008; Princen, 2005; Pretty, 2005). In addition, trade liberalization has been 

associated with rising levels of concentrated market power in food and agricultural commodity 

markets, a phenomenon that has been on the rise in the decades since the WTO rules came into 

effect (Murphy et al., 2012). WTO rules ignore the concentrated market power of private agri-

businesses; instead, those rules focus solely on the market power of state trading enterprises, 

even where state traders may be contributing to a more competitive market than would otherwise 

prevail (Murphy, 2002). 

The net result is that domestic support negotiations at the WTO have placed trade negotiators at 

the centre of a set of important interlinked systems decisions while only enjoying a partial hold 

on the issues involved. The Agreement on Agriculture addresses just some of a bigger set of 

issues mediating the impact of domestic support on food security, and it addresses those issues 

imperfectly, hampered by assumptions about the roles of both the state and the market that are 

based in ideology rather than empirical fact (see also Chapter 2). 

Even before the food price crisis, the domestic support rules in the WTO Agreement on 

Agriculture, straightjacketed by these ideological, institutional, and political constraints, were 

never adequate from a resilient global food security perspective. To ensure food security, those 
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rules needed amendment. As the analysis of WTO rules and negotiation that follows below 

demonstrates, the food price crisis reinforced this conclusion. 

6.2.2 The WTO Rules on Domestic Support 

As Chapter 4, section 4, above, explained, the Agreement on Agriculture classifies domestic 

support in two categories: trade-distorting or not trade-distorting (or, more precisely, as only 

minimally so). The rules establish a cost threshold to determine which agricultural programs are 

subject to the WTO spending constraints. Programs below the threshold are not subject to cuts 

(the so-called de minimis exemption in the agreement). The rules also create some broad 

exceptions. Annex 2 (the Green Box) is a long list of “minimally trade-distorting” programs 

exempt from reductions. 

The most galling dimension of domestic support for developing countries is the Aggregate 

Measure of Support (AMS),43 which was grandfathered into the Agreement on Agriculture for 

countries with high existing levels of public spending on agriculture (see Chapter 4, section 4). 

The AMS is a category of spending based effectively on historic wealth because it was granted to 

the countries already spending a lot on agriculture, which ipso facto meant the richest WTO 

members. The AMS has been a political irritant to developing countries from the days of the 

Analysis and Information Exchange (1997-1998). The Uruguay Round negotiators stated their 

intention for the AMS to be a temporary category; it would, they declared, be abolished over 

time so that a simple (and lowered) de minimis ceiling could prevail. The Doha negotiations, 

however, quickly revealed richer countries were loath to eliminate the AMS. 

The decision in the Uruguay Round to tie the AMS to an unchanging 1986-1988 average 

baseline for expenditures further undermined the possibility for subsequent adaptation. The AMS 

baseline is now more than 30 years out of date, which has exacerbated the unequal effects of the 

measure between developed and developing countries (Galtier, 2013; 2015). This is in part 

because the faster-growing economies of the global South (few of which declared a category for 

 

43 The Aggregate Measure of Support (AMS) is the category of support in the Agreement on Agriculture rules that 
includes programs that are judged to be trade-distorting (because they link payments to levels of production and 
market prices) and that exceed the de minimis threshold (because they cost more than a given percentage of the total 
value of that commodity’s production). 
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AMS spending in their WTO schedule to start with) have experienced relatively higher rates of 

inflation than developed countries. This has eroded the value of their AMS allowance more 

quickly than in the slower-growing OECD member states. These aspects of the AMS have 

fanned the already strong sense of unfairness that developing country delegates express over 

domestic support provisions and have kept negotiators’ attention focused on domestic support, 

even though economists insist that greater economic gains are to be had from increasing market 

access. 

A second issue troubling domestic support negotiations at the WTO is the value of the de 

minimis. Although for most developing countries the de minimis threshold of 10 percent of the 

value of the agriculture sector is greater than the public budget can provide, for some—in 

particular for India and China (the latter’s de minimis is actually 8.5 percent)—developed 

countries have launched formal complaints that domestic support is exceeding WTO limits 

(Glauber et al., 2020). 

The disagreements on spending are also tied to the difficulties of calculating domestic support 

spending. The methodology used by the WTO secretariat to calculate support levels has been 

challenged because it does not look at actual budget expenditures. Instead, as economist Franck 

Galtier was written, the method relies on an international price to create a reference price and 

then assumes that any amount of the commodity purchased by the state will affect the price of 

the entire crop equally, even if only a relatively small share of production is purchased by state 

entities (Galtier, 2015). This method raises the presumed value of the intervention significantly 

beyond the actual monetary outlay. 

In contrast to the above, arguably exaggerated, accounting of price intervention effects, Annex 2 

of the agreement (the Green Box) explicitly allows certain kinds of domestic support without 

limit. These include measures that historically have been proven to have the most significant 

long-run effects in raising production, such as research and development, and the provision of 

extension services (Laborde et al., 2016). These are areas of public expenditure that were cut 

from many developing country budgets in the period of highly conditional loans and grants from 

the Bretton Woods Institutions. 
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The de minimis takes yet another approach to the calculations by assessing domestic support as a 

share of the domestic value of production. This addresses the concern that a country with a lot of 

production—and many producers—might reasonably be expected to spend more on domestic 

support than a country with a small agricultural sector. Under this measure, a few relatively large 

net-food importers, all of them industrialized countries with small domestic agricultural sectors, 

stand out as the big users of domestic support. These are countries such as Switzerland, Norway, 

and Japan, and they are the countries that are most at risk of breaking their WTO spending limits 

(Glauber et al., 2020). Yet while their public support for agriculture is high relative to the value 

of the sector to their overall economy, their support has only a minor effect on international 

markets. The countries are too small, both in terms of the number of consumers and the size of 

their agricultural production relative to global production, to make much of difference to 

international prices. 

Although logically many smaller distorted markets can cumulatively have the equivalent effect 

of a single larger distorted market, the political implications are very different. Many smaller 

distortions pose a different regulatory challenge in designing rules that work for all. At the same 

time, sectors such as Switzerland’s mountain pastoralists or South Korea’s rice growers are 

culturally and politically important. Their governments are unwilling to accept large cuts to their 

domestic support under WTO rules because they see their policies as of little relevance to global 

trade outcomes, while they are politically important for their electorates. Among their arguments 

for domestic support to continue, they claim the right to protect their cultural heritage, and the 

environmental services that less efficient but carefully adapted farming methods provide. This 

group, which works together as the G-10 at the WTO, is an obstacle to making significant cuts to 

domestic support using the Uruguay Round framework (as the Doha Agenda proposes to do). 

The rules suggest the architects of the Agreement on Agriculture were concerned with the 

relatively narrow (albeit important) problem of public policies that directly supported the 

unconstrained production of commodities that ended up surplus to domestic demand and sold on 

international markets at prices at below cost of production. The narrow focus missed important 

trade issues. One missed issue was the existence of market distortions caused by private, rather 

than state, actors. Another was the need to address environmental, as well as and cultural and 

social, externalities, some of which are closely tied to agriculture and, more broadly, to rural 
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communities. Food production in many areas is threatened by a loss of biodiversity, soil erosion 

and soil nutrient depletion, and the rising frequency of extreme weather events associated with 

climate change. These urgent problems create new demands on public spending for agriculture—

demands that negotiators have yet to grapple with (Glauber et al., 2020). 

6.2.3 Domestic Support Negotiations at the WTO: 2008-2015 

As discussed in Chapter 4, section 5, developing country negotiators were angered when it 

became apparent that developed countries were shifting domestic support spending into 

categories not constrained by WTO spending limits rather than cutting absolute levels support, as 

the Uruguay Round agreement had appeared to promise (Melendez-Ortiz et al., 2010; Swinbank 

& Tranter, 2005). Critical commentators labelled this behaviour “box-shifting,” because the 

spending moved from the constrained category of AMS (Amber Box) to programs eligible for 

Annex 2 (Green Box) exemptions. This shift in spending was desired by the proponents of the 

Agreement on Agriculture; it was consistent with the 1996 Freedom to Farm domestic policy 

legislation in the United States and the McSharry reforms to the CAP in Europe. The point was 

to move domestic support spending away from programs that stimulated production and into 

programs that offered direct income support to farmers, decoupled from production. These direct 

payments were also meant to be reduced over time. From developing countries’ perspective, 

however, the box-shifting did not advance the goal of ending trade-distorting support, especially 

as levels of this kind of spending reached billions of dollars. For example, the U.S. government 

notified USD 46.1 billion in Green Box spending in 1995; by 2011, this had reached USD 125.1 

billion (USDA, 2020). The United States also backtracked on the decoupled income support in 

the face of political pressure from farmers’ organizations. The decoupled payments did nothing 

to address the chronic disadvantages farmers faced in the market due to concentrated market 

power (Hendrickson et al., 2020; Hendrickson & Heffernan, 2007). By the 2002 Farm Bill, the 

United States reintroduced some loan rates and other more price-coupled support. The resulting 

anger and frustration among the developing country WTO delegates complicated already 

difficult negotiations (Orden & Diaz-Bonilla, 2006). 

The negotiations were never going to be easy. Domestic support is disproportionately 

concentrated on a few, often heavily traded, commodities. Industrialized countries, especially, 
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focus their support on a few commodities with politically important domestic constituencies. For 

example, South Korea spends 70 percent of its WTO-notified distorting domestic support on 

rice. The EU spends 35 percent of its trade-distorting domestic support on dairy and almost 20 

percent on wheat. In the United States, 40 percent of public spending on agriculture is directed to 

dairy and maize (ICTSD, 2017).44 An analysis published in 2017 by a non-profit think tank, the 

International Centre for Trade and Sustainable Development, used the OECD Producer Support 

Estimate45 database found that domestic support is concentrated on rice, maize, beef, pork and 

dairy, which together accounted in 2015 for around three-quarters of the total single commodity 

support and around one third of all domestic support (Greenville, 2017). 

Domestic support for agriculture is also concentrated in a handful of WTO members. In 1999, 

three WTO members (the United States, the European Union, and Japan) accounted for more 

than 90 percent of the total spending reported as AMS payments. Their combined spending that 

year was equivalent to USD 81 billion, of which the EU alone accounted for over 60 percent 

(with spending of USD 50 billion) (Jensen & Zobbe, 2005). In other words, the WTO agriculture 

rules have to constrain the few big spenders while simultaneously providing a useful framework 

for the rest (who number 161 of the WTO’s 164 members), whose spending on domestic support 

is far smaller and in general of far less consequence to international markets. 

An additional complication has emerged over time: while the largest share of domestic support is 

still highly concentrated in a few WTO members, the composition of that group has changed. 

They are no longer all developed countries. The top four spenders on domestic support today are 

 

44 One food system expert commented in our interview that most of the political and economic fallout linked to the 
food price crisis was really about rice, not food commodities more broadly. Her suggestion to avoid a repeat of the 
crisis was for governments to sign a rice agreement. It would address the unique challenges of rice: its importance in 
the diet of a large share of the human population; its importance in many cultures and in the management of many 
landscapes; and its growing but still limited integration into global markets (unlike wheat and maize, which are 
traded in larger volumes). International rice markets are smaller and more volatile than the domestic markets of the 
dominant producer and consumer countries (namely India, China, and Indonesia). None of these three countries can 
comfortably rely on sourcing the rice they need externally should their domestic rice systems experience a major 
failure. Moreover, were they to turn to world markets for a significant share of their demand, the resulting price 
increases could be catastrophic for smaller, poorer importers. 
45 PSE is not the same as AMS—it includes approximations to capture the price effects of tariffs and other forms of 
support, using world prices as a reference to assess where prices would be if the most competitive producers set 
prices globally, and then calculating the discrepancy with the domestic price to arrive at an estimate of support. The 
PSE was the basis for the AMS but is more rigorous—a technical tool rather than a political compromise. 
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the United States, the EU, India and China, of which only two, the United States and the EU, 

have an AMS allowance in their WTO schedule. India and China have no AMS, which means 

any change to the rules involving AMS will have differentiated effects on the largest spenders. 

The four also have different de minimis ceilings: the United States and EU are allowed up to 5 

percent of the value of production; China’s limit is 8.5 percent, while India’s is 10 percent. The 

WTO membership has long been heterogeneous, but now that heterogeneity has permeated the 

top of the organization’s power structure. 

Nor is the shift confined to just China and India. In a paper for the International Centre for Trade 

and Sustainable Development, OECD economist Jared Greenville looked at the nine developing 

countries for which the OECD tracks Producer Support Estimates (PSE). He found: 

In 1995, the nine developing economies46 for which the OECD collects information on 
agricultural policies accounted for just under 5% of the total measured PSE (OECD and 
emerging economies). By 2015, these nine countries accounted for over 51 percent of the 
total. (Greenville, 2017, p. 5) 

A large share of the increase Greenville observed came from China and Indonesia (as it is a 

lower-middle income country, the OECD does not track India’s PSE).47 The other economies 

tracked by the OECD, such as Brazil and South Africa, had maintained or even decreased their 

domestic support compared to their spending in 1995. Nonetheless, the growth in this spending 

means new rules to reduce AMS will not touch the market distortionary power of some of the 

newer, large public price support programs. Nor will new rules be enough to curb the largest 

spending if they exempt developing countries. (China has a hybrid status all its own). 

How else might agricultural disciplines group countries? If done by size, it might be natural to 

lump the United States, the EU, China, and India into one category. But measured on other 

criteria—for instance, the share of agriculture in employment, the number of people living with 

food insecurity; the ratio of domestic food production in the total food supply—the top four 

spenders look very different. From a resilient global food security perspective, the WTO 

 

46 The nine are Brazil, China, Colombia, Indonesia, Kazakhstan, the Russian Federation, South Africa, the Ukraine 
and Viet Nam. 
47 It is important to note that the OECD does not collect data on India’s domestic support for agriculture; it only 
looks at a few non-OECD members, all of them upper middle-income countries. India is a lower-middle income 
country. 
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categorization is too narrow and too simplistic to allow a rounded assessment of how the 

domestic support is being used and whether the spending is effective. 

In fact, AMS is ever-less important as a share of overall trade-distorting support (which is a 

measure of domestic support that only exempts the Green Box). In 2018, the United States 

notified its AMS spending for the year 2015 at USD 3.85 billion, far below its permitted AMS 

ceiling of USD 19 billion48. The U.S. notification also included USD 13.3 billion in de minimis 

spending (G/AG/N/USA/121. 1 May 2018). Notified AMS spending also fell significantly in the 

EU from EUR 81 billion in 1995 to EUR 5.9 billion in 2013-2014, even though the EU 

underwent several successive waves of enlargement (the EU now has 27 member states).49 At the 

same time, in 2016, EU de minimis spending was EUR 2.4 billion, Blue Box (production limiting 

programs that are not subject to spending constraints) were EUR 4.6 billion, and Annex 2 (Green 

Box) notifications were EUR 61.6 billion, almost half of which was for income support to 

farmers decoupled from their current production. 

In closed meetings, developing country negotiators express both anger and a degree of envy for 

the domestic support provided by richer governments; their governments, too, they claimed, 

would like to increase their public support to agriculture if they could, for food security or 

economic development reasons. Indian officials have more than once said in public speeches that 

either domestic support allowances should be equalized (for example, by raising the spending 

ceiling for developing countries without an AMS) or developed WTO members should give up 

the AMS before developing countries are asked to make further spending reductions. One Indian 

official explained it this way: 

My total value of production of rice is USD 31 billion. If I give a support of USD 3.2 
billion I am in breach of the Agreement on Agriculture because I’m crossing that 10% 
threshold. Historically since 1995 until today, there are members who have been giving 
support more than the de minimis because they have AMS, so everything gets subsumed 
under AMS. There are cases where support to the extent of 600% of the value of 

 

48 Note this has changed since. In 2019 and especially in 2020, U.S. domestic support for agriculture has broken 
records and is definitely expected to violate the AMS limits, as the Trump Administration made no effort to conform 
with WTO spending rules (Glauber, 2020). 
49 Since the Uruguay Round was signed, Austria, Finland and Sweden joined the EU in 1995, followed by most of 
the Eastern European and Balkan States—ten new member states in 2004, two more in 2007 and finally Croatia in 
2013. Britain left the European Union on 31 January 2020. 
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production was given but it is considered fully compliant with the AoA. But if we give 
10% support we are treated as a breach of Agreement on Agriculture. That’s what exactly 
the balance we are looking at. It’s not a carve out, what we are talking about, it’s a 
balance which we are talking about (interview N1, 2016). 

India’s argument was not lost on developed WTO members. Most delegates from richer 

countries acknowledge they need to reduce their spending on domestic support. This has long 

been the position of the Cairns Group, too; developed country members of the Cairns Group are 

not big users of domestic support. None of the delegates openly challenges the assumption that 

the ultimate objective of the WTO rules is to reduce domestic support to a simple (and modest) 

de minimis. The texts negotiated ahead of the 2008 mini-Ministerial included additional cuts to 

domestic support for all but graduated so the largest cuts would be on the biggest spenders. The 

negotiators argued over how much to cut and how to measure trade-distorting support, but no 

one challenged the assumption that domestic support must be reduced. 

In the wake of the food price crisis, however, the rhetoric shifted. That shift in rhetoric was deep 

and widespread and had important domestic political effects. India’s line hardened, while 

developed countries began to concentrate their comments and proposals on the need to curtail the 

rapid emergence of high levels of domestic support among some developing countries, in 

particular China and India. They began to play down the continuing irritant of rich country 

spending. A number of negotiators told me that the food price crisis had relieved the pressure on 

developed countries to reduce their domestic support (interviews N6, 2016; N35, 2016; N28, 

2016; N4, 2016). In both public meetings and private conversation in 2016, WTO negotiators 

broadly concurred that the spending limits proposed in the Rev 4 Doha text under negotiation in 

2008 are no longer politically realistic because domestic support is rising in too many countries. 

The food price crisis, although not the only cause, was an important catalyst for the increased 

commitment to domestic support for domestic food production in developing countries (as 

discussed in Chapter 5). Moreover, countries whose domestic food prices had historically been 

lower than international market prices, such as India and China, found themselves with public 

procurement prices for staple food crops that were higher than international prices—exactly the 

kind of policies that the Agreement on Agriculture was meant to curb and eventually abolish. 

Inflation and economic growth, higher fuel prices (an important cost of agricultural production) 

and rising interdependence with international markets transformed local economic conditions. 
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The food price crisis also spurred governments into action regionally. Some governments signed 

regional cooperation agreements. The member countries of the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN) expanded their rice reserve, and the Economic Commission of West African 

States (ECOWAS) agreed to a new regional food security policy committing themselves to share 

stocks with their neighbours in times of scarcity. Developing country diplomats often choose to 

emphasise the disparities between developed and developing countries in their speeches yet the 

trade, production, and domestic support trends point inexorably to growing differences among 

developing countries, as well as to the rise of South-South trade (Daviron & Douillet, 2013). 

The failure to define “low-income, resource-poor farmers” is also increasingly problematic for 

domestic support negotiations. This is the language used in Article 6.2, and it creates an 

exemption from spending limits for developing countries. But there are no criteria that would 

allow independent assessment of whether programs so designated are successfully reaching the 

population of farmers intended, nor whether their reach might include other, less vulnerable, 

farmers as well. Developed country WTO members find the category highly problematic. A 

number of the programs categorized under Article 6.2 in countries’ notifications involve public 

procurement of agricultural products at fixed prices above the market rate, they are indisputably 

production-enhancing (and thus trade-distorting). 

These developments in domestic support have been a source of frustration for developed and 

developing countries alike. They have also had controversial effects on food security. Although 

the governments concerned defend their programs as necessary to food security, rival traders 

argue they actually undermine their food security by hurting rural incomes. Pakistan, for 

example, has more than once voiced its concerns with regard to India’s rice exports. India has on 

occasion sold grain that has deteriorated in storage in international markets at prices below the 

procurement cost, which lowers average prices for all exporters. As India is now the world’s 

largest rice exporter, its procurement and export policies matter to other rice producers and 

traders and have an effect on food security outside India’s borders. 

Nor is the negative impact on food security outside India’s borders, it seems, compensated for by 

increased food security within India’s borders. Domestic critics of India’s food and agricultural 

policies say that the steady increase in the cost of the central government’s program to buy 
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certain grains at fixed prices through state procurement agencies has generated large stocks 

without demonstrating a positive food security benefit. This is in contrast to other recent 

initiatives, such as the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act and the National Food 

Security Act, which are credited with having made a positive difference (Narayanan, 2014; 

interview N56, 2016). 

One way of thinking about the tensions that developed in the wake of the food crisis was that the 

crisis undermined trust. A further important source of distrust in the domestic support 

negotiations was the failure of many members to comply with their obligation to notify spending 

(See Figure 5 for a sense of the problem: just 28 countries are fully compliant, while 30 have 

never filed a notification). (See also document series WTO, G/AG/GEN/86/Rev**). In principle, 

members rely on prompt and accurate notification, but notifications are not only slow to arrive, 

they are sometimes also incomplete. This failure to comply is widespread: it is an issue for the 

largest members, including the United States, the European Union and China (Glauber et al., 

2020). 

Figure 5: Compliance with Domestic Support Notifications, 1995-2017 

 

Source: Glauber et al., 2020, p. 5. 
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The uncertainty linked to reporting comes back to the unresolved problems of methodology. As 

agricultural economist Lars Brink has noted, there is no shared agreed methodology to categorize 

and count elements of domestic support across members, including the value of production 

(which sets the benchmark for the de minimis), currency exchange rates, and the definition of 

“eligible production” to determine what cost to ascribe to market price support policies (Brink, 

2012). Countries also disagree on how to categorize specific products or product groups, making 

it difficult to compare how a commodity is treated across different members (Glauber et al., 

2020). 

6.2.4 What did domestic support negotiations imply for resilient global food security? 

In the years that the Doha Agenda has been under negotiation, domestic support has come to 

epitomize the inequity that developing countries and civil society organizations claimed was 

locked into the WTO rules at the outset. By creating a priority for international trade law over 

domestic policy choices, the rules on domestic support made the WTO a lightning rod in 

domestic policy debates on trade and agriculture. The issue brought the question of consonance 

to fore, as many WTO members used domestic support programs that were at odds with the 

stated principles and objectives of a free trade agreement for agriculture. Moreover, as the food 

security agenda moved from an assumption of plentiful supplies to an assumption of scarcity 

after 2008, the logic behind the WTO agriculture rules looked less apt. Was it really appropriate 

for an international institution to curtail production-stimulating programs in light of updated 

forecasts of expected demand? And if not, how could governments move past the negotiating 

deadlock to address the revised assessment of what governments needed? 

The dissonance between the WTO rules for domestic support and domestic policy objectives for 

agriculture and food security increased over time. As we saw in Chapter 4, in the period from 

1995-2008 there had been some consonance between domestic policy objectives and the WTO 

rules. That shifted after the food price crisis, as domestic food and agriculture policies changed 

but the WTO rules did not. The policy dissonance sharpened because the WTO rules on domestic 

support were explicitly designed to reduce public stimulus to agricultural production while the 

post-food price crisis consensus among intergovernmental organizations was that the world 

needed to grow more food, and in ways that significantly reduced the environmental burden 
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associated with intensive agriculture. A few emerging economies started to spend significantly 

more public money on their domestic support programs, introducing price support programs that 

exceeded their de minimis spending thresholds. One outcome of the food price crisis was a 

significant increase in foreign public investment in agriculture, both in form of private 

philanthropy and Official Development Assistance (ODA) (ONE, 2013). As we saw in Chapter 

5, that investment was matched by the many developing country governments who renewed their 

support for agricultural production-enhancing policies. As agricultural production in some 

developing countries expanded, the constraints of unchanging WTO rules tightened. 

Another source of policy dissonance emerged from changes to the trade environment itself. 

Economic liberalization is a dynamic process. Not just the Agreement on Agriculture, but other 

WTO agreements, as well as bilateral and regional trade and investment treaties, were rapidly 

changing the context in which agricultural commodity trade was taking place. These changes 

affected the cost of domestic support policies, and their effectiveness. Technology changes also 

had an effect. One intergovernmental official with long experience of commodity trade talked in 

our interview about the transformed speed of commodity trading due to deregulation and new 

technologies: 

Tomorrow it [the international price for a commodity] could reverse itself in a matter of 
seconds. So, this is not something we used to deal with or even discuss in the 1970s and 
‘80s and probably the ‘90s. It was not part of the discussion. But today for politicians 
they don’t have to look at a very long period, from 2006-2012 and 2013. This is 6-7 
years, and we have evidence of this, that the factors which affected markets one way or 
another, the uncertainty, the number of shocks in that short period of time… (interview 
N58, 2016). 

His argument was that shocks were occurring more frequently, and that markets were less 

insulated from each other, than had been the case in the period that preceded the conclusion of 

the Uruguay Round. 

The food price crisis also challenged a core premise of the Agreement on Agriculture: that 

reducing domestic support and opening markets would stabilize commodity prices more 

effectively than public interventions. Those public interventions were historically effective at 

raising production, but without accompanying supply management strategies, they tended to 

create over-supply and depressed prices that destabilized international markets to the detriment 
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of producers and consumers elsewhere. Yet the dismantling or weakening of policies intended to 

reduce or control output, while ignoring the market distortions created by concentrated buyer 

power, undermined the effectiveness of the WTO rules. In practice, trade liberalization has been 

associated with higher levels of price volatility, making price stabilization more difficult to 

achieve, and more expensive (Daviron & Douillet, 2013; HLPE, 2011). For resilient global food 

security, this uncertainty raises transaction costs in the market and reduces welfare, creating 

dissonance with domestic food security policies. 

Domestic support negotiations point to democratic accountability failures, too. We have already 

seen in Chapter 4 the challenge OECD governments faced in decoupling support payments from 

agricultural production. Decades of public spending on agricultural programs in many developed 

countries had locked in political interests. But the challenge is not just one of vested interests. 

Some farmers organizations (and agricultural policy analysts) also disagree with their 

government’s policy of expecting export markets to solve the chronic problem of farmgate prices 

that are below the cost of production (Murphy & Hansen-Kuhn, 2019; Hendrickson et al., 2020). 

They are demanding action to control buyer-power in commodity markets (including from grain 

traders, food processors and food retailers), an agenda that has never made any impression on the 

WTO negotiations. 

The economists who support trade liberalization expressed the view that the political challenges 

facing governments that reduce domestic support would ease over time. They expected gradual 

reductions in the permitted levels of domestic support to suffice, because the simultaneous 

reduction in tariffs, required minimum level of imports (through the tariff rate quotas discussed 

in Chapter 4), and cuts to export subsidies and export credits would combine to make the 

previously normal levels of domestic support untenable. These economists also expected the 

decoupling of domestic support from production to bring other interests to bear in the political 

economy of how the public budget was spent: agriculture receives extraordinary levels of public 

funding compared to many other sectors (especially given that it employs relatively few people). 

The unstated hope of some negotiators (put into words by experts and advisors who accompany 

the negotiations) was that some of this logic would be effective at the multilateral level, too; that 

the big users of domestic support would be forced to cut spending as the price gap between the 
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domestic supported price and the more competitively priced import grew too big for the state to 

compensate. As one interviewee said, 

Domestic support is important but getting the market access improvements down is really 
the benefit for the largest…your bang for your buck is a lot more (interview N11, 2016). 

In response to a question about whether governments had hoped the Uruguay Round outcome 

would help leverage change in domestic agricultural policy, one former negotiator answered: 

One hundred percent. Absolutely. At the time the crucial elements were being negotiated 
both by the Americans and the Europeans, the key aspect was to use the WTO or the 
GATT at the time as the external agent that then people could point to and say ‘we have 
to do this because of this Uruguay Round agreement. Not just because somebody in the 
back office thinks we should be doing it. But we have to do it because the international 
agreements make us do it’. In any trade agreement in almost any part of the world that I 
can think of, that’s a very important consideration. Governments who want to undertake 
reform and can’t do it unilaterally, try to [use the] WTO or some multilateral or some 
regional agreement to bring about reform (interview N22, 2016). 

These intentions do not mean the strategy necessarily works, of course (see Orden et al., 2011 on 

the U.S. experience). But it points to the low importance of democratic accountability in the 

minds of at least some negotiators, and a view that sees trade negotiators as “knowing better” 

than the public. In this view, domestic politics must be overcome (or circumvented) rather than 

engaged with directly (also interviews N23, 2016; N24, 2016). 

The attempt to pressure reform of domestic policy through WTO rules backfired. The deep sense 

of unfairness that pervades debates over domestic support at the WTO has been detrimental to 

achieving progress on new agreements. When they use the WTO for domestic political purposes, 

governments—and their critics—often exaggerate the power of the organization to control 

outcomes, impeding the possibility of building more accountable policy negotiations among the 

WTO membership. The tactic also undermines internal accountability, between governments and 

their electorates. 

The negotiations also showed a lack of reflexivity and adaptive governance. Fights over 

domestic support marred negotiations on agriculture from the time of the analysis and 

information exchanges that preceded the Third WTO Ministerial Conference in 1999. The issue 

was passed from one generation of developing country negotiators to the next as evidence of the 

hypocrisy of developed countries, even as patterns of spending among developing countries 
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diverged and some increased domestic support significantly. The feedback within the 

organization and among the membership was that developed countries’ failure to address 

problems with the domestic support rules were creating practical obstacles and—perhaps even 

more importantly—political obstacles to a successful outcome on the negotiations more broadly. 

Developing countries saw the issue as proof of bad faith. Not even the most technical and 

practical changes needed, such as a way to better account for the uneven effects of inflation on 

spending levels, have been formally addressed in the negotiations. 

Beyond the confines of the organization, the proposals on domestic support did not capture the 

evolving ambition for food and agriculture policies, nor the growing urgency to address market 

failures and market distortions that threatened the future viability of production systems. Here 

again, the organization lacked a mechanism to learn and respond to the changes. WTO members 

have not found a way to openly address their domestic political constraints, and the gap between 

the vision of trade liberalization assumed in the rules and the more complex reality of their 

agriculture sectors. Such a reflection would be essential for reflexive adaptations to the rules. 

When the Doha Agenda was adopted in 2001, developed countries were mostly satisfied that the 

Agreement on Agriculture provided the right framework on which to build revised rules while 

developing countries were not, and said as much. At that time, developing country negotiators 

argued the rules did not adequately address either the policies that blocked their market access to 

richer country markets or their economic vulnerabilities as food importers (see Chapter 4). This 

positioning changed over time. In my interviews with trade negotiators in 2016, most developed 

country negotiators dismissed the possibility that an agreement close to the Doha framework 

could be agreed. They thought it highly unlikely, and some were frank that they thought it 

counterproductive to try. Meanwhile, developing country negotiators had become reluctant to 

abandon the framework. Privately, most acknowledged that the proposals under negotiation do 

not have the support of enough members to pass in their current form. In semi-formal contexts 

(such as by-invitation meetings), however, developing country negotiators are frank about their 

concern that if a new negotiating agenda were to supersede the Doha Agenda, developed country 

governments would take the opportunity to add issues of limited interest to developing countries 

while continuing to ignore their unkept promises from the Uruguay Round, including with regard 

to domestic support reductions. 
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Ultimately, this persistent mistrust cripples adaptive capacity, even on an issue as thoroughly 

studied as domestic support. Several negotiators said to me that incremental change is necessary 

to build the trust new agreements will need—two former negotiators underlined the role of the 

working parties in the 1980s that had preceded the adoption of the Uruguay Round Agenda at 

Punte del Este (interviews N12, 2016; N14, 2016; N26, 2016; N28, 2016; N32, 2017). 

Resilient global food security requires a new approach to rules for domestic support. The G-10 

offer one possibility, with its proposals to exempt domestic support (and even high tariffs) so 

long as their impact on international markets is limited and the agricultural sector is providing 

more than just economic benefits to their societies. Their argument for multifunctional 

agriculture links to a number of resilience arguments, not just preserving domestic production as 

insurance against price volatility in international markets, but also protecting environmental and 

cultural assets that are not recognized by the market.  

Of course, it is easier to present a simplified example than it is to turn principles into practical 

rules, let alone get agreement on those rules from 164 WTO members. Negotiators’ positions on 

domestic support highlight some of the contradictions in typical WTO negotiating positions—

often, each member wants tighter rules for others but more leeway for themselves (and 

sometimes for their allies). For example, the G-10 want exceptions for their agriculture, but have 

been fierce proponents of liberalizing services and investment rules. Typically, WTO members 

want to protect their control over domestic food security policy and agricultural development 

objectives—i.e., to assert their sovereignty. At the same time, they feel justified to demand 

reforms from other members whose use of domestic support either offends their sense of fair 

play, or actively harms their economic interests. 

Until the present, WTO members have been unable to agree on acceptable uses of domestic 

support, on how to count it, and on how to constrain it. There is still no other forum where limits 

on domestic support are discussed internationally, and still no agreement on what form those 

controls should take. The WTO has shown singularly little capacity of adaptive governance with 

regard to domestic support, despite strong pressures both from within the WTO itself (reform 

was built into the original rules) and from the external context, as food production, distribution 
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and consumption patterns have changed in the last two and a half decades. Not even the shock of 

the food price crisis was a sufficient push to effect change. 

The third WTO agriculture negotiations issue assessed in this chapter is public stockholding, an 

issue that gained importance after the food price crisis. 

6.3  Public Stockholding 

Public stockholding emerged in the years after the food price crisis as the most contentious issue 

of the WTO agriculture negotiations. If domestic support surfaced historic disagreements and 

disappointment, particularly between developed and developing countries, then the public 

stockholding debate crystalized what had changed since 1994 and the signing of the Agreement 

on Agriculture. Those changes included both who the agriculture “powerhouses” were, on 

international markets, and what those countries’ priorities were for multilateral agricultural trade 

rules. 

Talking about the impact of the food price crisis on the WTO agriculture negotiations, a former 

developing country WTO negotiator now serving at the UN Rome-based food agencies described 

the change this way: 

The food price crisis fundamentally changed the content of the negotiations from three 
pillars [market access, domestic support, and export subsidies] to public stocks, reserves, 
food self-sufficiency (interview N4, 2016). 

The point may be overstated, but the negotiator was pointing to a shift in developing countries’ 

domestic ambition for agriculture that was evident in new patterns of domestic support (the 

negotiator mentioned India and the Philippines specifically). More generally, following the food 

price crisis, developing country governments renewed their interest in domestic food production 

and in ways to reduce their reliance on international markets for staple foods (Clapp, 2017b; 

interviews N4, 2016; N39, 2016; N2, 2016; N5, 2016). 

6.3.1 What is public stockholding? 

Records of publicly maintained stocks of staple grains date back to the earliest human 

settlements, millennia ago (E. Fraser et al., 2015). At their simplest, public stocks are a 

communal storage system that smooths supply and demand. Food supply and demand are often 
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misaligned without a stocking system, as consumers need a little food every day, while many 

food sources can only be harvested periodically, and in quantities too large to consume 

immediately (Bodde, 1946; Kuijt & Finlayson, 2009). Stocks are also a basis for taxation and 

trade. Early in the 1930s, U.S. Secretary for Agriculture Henry A. Wallace proposed to President 

Roosevelt that the U.S. government create an “ever-normal granary.” Wallace was influenced by 

a visit to China, where he had been introduced to the government’s public stockholding program, 

which had been in more or less continuous operation since 498 A.D. (Bodde, 1946). 

Publicly managed stocks grew significantly in the post-war era, at a time when the global food 

supply reached unprecedented levels (Shaw, 2007). Then, between 1980 and 2000, public 

stockholding of grains fell sharply (Galtier, 2013; Lynton-Evans, 1997). There are many specific 

histories linked to this general divestment, but the shift as a whole was consonant with the 

preferences of neoliberal economic theory, which included a reduced role for the state in the 

economy (A. Lang, 2011; Plant, 2010; Rodrik, 2011). In developing countries, the World Bank 

and IMF played a central role in this transition away from stocks by making their loans and 

grants conditional on structural adjustment programmes that included cuts to agricultural 

extension services, state trading, and public stockholding (Clapp, 1997; Helleiner, 1992; Mihevc, 

1995; Murphy, 2009; Prakash, 2011). The Uruguay Round negotiators and observers whom I 

interviewed all said how important it had been to the creators of the Agreement on Agriculture to 

devise rules that would prevent a re-emergence of large public stocks that had characterized 

European and U.S. agriculture in the 1980s (interviews N22, 2016; N24, 2016; E32, 2017; N53, 

2016; N52, 2016). 

Public stocks are versatile and popular. Historically, this has sometimes undermined public 

stockholding effectiveness, as the users of the stocks may not agree on the purpose of the policy 

or may change their objective without amending the tool. Stocks can be useful to both public and 

private interests, but those interests do not necessarily align. The public interest is to protect 

price transparency and supply predictability, while a private trading firm will keep its stocks a 

secret, to profit from price speculation. Private stocks are proprietary because profits are linked 
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to knowing more than others about supply and demand—for traders, information is money.50 The 

WTO rules make a distinction between the actions of the state and of private actors in the 

market, assuming that prices administered by the state are distortionary without challenging 

prices in private markets. WTO rules make no provision to check on distortions arising from the 

private sector in the structure of the market, such as an oligopsony or oligopoly might create. 

Other motivations for public involvement in stocks management include commerce and foreign 

exchange earnings. Historically, many countries operated commodity boards in the post-war 

period to control production and sales of agricultural products. The boards used stocks in a bid to 

prevent over-supply reducing prices (with mixed success) (Lines, 2005). The state might also use 

public purchasing and stockholding to create competition in an otherwise oligopolistic market, as 

the United States did with its loan rates, or to supply public food access programs. Public stocks 

can improve market functioning if the size of the stock is publicly known because it limits the 

likelihood that traders will look for ways to force prices higher or that consumers will hoard. 

Both behaviours are associated with scarce information and uncertainty over supplies 

(Greenfield & Abbassian, 2011; Pinckney, 1988). Public stockholding can also be used to 

support the development of private markets, for example supporting the capitalization of a 

nascent private sector, or to stabilize a dependency on food imports (Lynton-Evans, 1997). For 

example, the Swiss government contracts with private firms to hold stocks of imports it 

considers strategic for the country’s economic security, as a way to manage the risks of its 

dependence on imports. In food emergencies, experts estimate it takes an average of 90 days to 

move food from an international market to a developing country facing a shortfall. The 

availability of stocks in regions prone to food shortages can help bridge the that delay, should an 

emergency arise (Braun & Torero, 2009; Murphy, 2009; Interagency Working Group, 2011). 

From a food security perspective, the inability to meet unexpressed demand is a decisive market 

failure. Markets alone cannot protect universal access to food. For example, India has such a 

 

50 For traders, stocks are a large but necessary expense. Stocks provide the firm with risk insurance and the 
possibility of arbitrage, but it is an expense they seek to minimize. The day-to-day value of the stock they hold 
varies (this is key to their business model) but ultimately the grain deteriorates, so it is important not to hold on to it 
too long. Trading firms hold some physical stock, in depots and at sea in container ships, and they also hold futures 
contracts, and hedges against currency fluctuation, and other financial instruments. 
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plentiful supply that it has become the largest exporter of rice in the world, yet more than half the 

population is calorie deficient. The supply is ample in part because consumption is so 

constrained. The market response to scarcity—whether the scarcity is absolute or relative—is 

brutally efficient: poorer consumers go without. This is true in every society, but most 

governments blunt the edge of this outcome with social protection programs of various kinds 

(HLPE, 2012; Wouterse & Taffesse, 2018). As noted in Chapter 5, the food price crisis initiated 

an important series of social protection programs to protect the food security of people living in 

poverty. Public stockholding can be integrated into social protection programs, such as school 

feeding programs, or ration shops for low income households, or food for work programs 

(Narayanan, 2014; Wittman & Blesh, 2015). 

Stockholding can also help to counter the common occurrence of concentrated market power at 

multiple points in the food system, affecting both producers and consumers. Grain trading has a 

long history of being dominated by a few closely-held family businesses (Morgan, 1979). 

Concentration has grown in other areas of the food system over the last few decades, to include 

mechanized farm machinery, seeds, input chemicals, and food processing and retail (M. K. 

Hendrickson et al., 2020; Morgan, 1979; ETC Group, 2017; Murphy, 2008; Murphy et al., 2012; 

Vorley, 2003). Public stockholding has been used as a tool to redress concentrated market buying 

power in grain markets by using stock procurement to establish a minimum price floor to 

compete with oligopolistic buyers. 

Governments have a mixed record of stock management (Galtier & Vindel, 2013; Pinckney, 

1988; Wright, 2009). They are hard to manage well; there is an unfortunate inverse relationship 

between the need for public stocks (due to a variety of market failures) and the capacity of the 

state to run a stockholding system successfully. Common criticisms of public stockholding 

policies include the costs of storage, price-depressing effects (potentially contributing to a 

vicious circle of falling prices), high demand on management capacity, and a history of not 

responding or adapting as underlying supply and demand conditions change. When a public 

stockholding system makes an adjustment to the quantities it holds, the correction is liable to be 

abrupt and motivated more by a political decision than an economic assessment of the 

circumstances, disrupting the actors responding to different signals in the market (Pinckney, 

1988; Lynton-Evans, 1997; Gilbert & Morgan, 2010; Murphy, 2009; Wright, 2009). 
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6.3.2 The WTO Rules on public stockholding 

Few of these many considerations and possible uses were addressed in the Agreement on 

Agriculture. Instead, trade negotiators agreed to exempt public stockholding from the caps on 

domestic support, making a provision for stockholding in Annex 2 (the Green Box). The 

language in Annex 2 specifies that to qualify for exemption, a public stockholding program must 

be for “food security” purposes (the term is not otherwise defined). The rules also require that 

the financing of purchases and disposal of stocks must be transparent. The footnotes specify that 

any difference between the price paid by the government to acquire the stocks and the prevailing 

market price shall be counted in the de minimis allowance, or, if in excess of de minimis and if 

the member has an Aggregate Measure of Support (AMS) allowance, then in the AMS. The rules 

require governments to sell food stocks at the “domestic market price” unless the food is targeted 

to vulnerable populations as a form of social protection, in which case there are no restrictions. 

The purchase of commodities, however, must be at prevailing market prices. In practice, the 

dispute settlement body has also ruled that any purchase of crops at a higher than market price 

will be presumed to apply to the entirety of a country’s production, generating a presumed level 

of support that may be far higher than any actual government outlay (Galtier, 2015). The crucial 

qualifications of the rules affecting public stockholding are written in two footnotes, as follows: 

5 For the purposes of paragraph 3 of this Annex, governmental stockholding programs for 
food security purposes in developing countries whose operation is transparent and 
conducted in accordance with officially published objective criteria or guidelines shall be 
considered to be in conformity with the provisions of this paragraph, including programs 
under which stocks of foodstuffs for food security purposes are acquired and released at 
administered prices, provided that the difference between the acquisition price and the 
external reference price is accounted for in the AMS [emphasis added]. 
5 & 6 For the purposes of paragraphs 3 and 4 of this Annex, the provision of foodstuffs at 
subsidized prices with the objective of meeting food requirements of urban and rural poor 
in developing countries on a regular basis at reasonable prices shall be considered to be in 
conformity with the provisions of this paragraph. (From WTO, 1994, Annex 2)  

The footnotes have generated a lot of heated debate among the WTO membership. 

For the first years of the WTO’s existence, public stockholding did not appear on the negotiating 

agenda. The first proposed amendment to the public stockholding rules came from the Africa 

Group in 2002 (document reference JOB(02)/187). The proposal called for the removal of 
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footnote 5 (see citation above), with its reference to the Aggregate Measure of Support. 

Throughout the 2000s, successive draft negotiating texts included proposals to amend the public 

stockholding rules. For example, there was a proposal to raise the de minimis threshold 

specifically for stockholding. In December 2008, the Rev 4 negotiating text (WTO, 

TN/AG/W/4/Rev.4, 2008) included a proposal to remove the mention of AMS from the footnote, 

and to move the programs covered by Article 6.2 (which is where the rules mention “low-income 

and resource poor farmers”) to Annex 2. The proponents of this proposal said Article 6.2 

programs would be less vulnerable to demands for further spending cuts if they were placed in 

Annex 2 with the other exempt programs. The WTO members had still not agreed to this 

proposal when the food price crisis intervened and changed the tenor and import of public 

stockholding negotiations completely. 

6.3.3 Public Stockholding Negotiations at the WTO: 2008-2015 

The food price crisis spurred many countries to reconsider their stockholding measures. Changes 

in technologies had made it possible to envisage new approaches, such as virtual reserves, more 

decentralized storage possibilities, and management options to encourage politically independent 

oversight (Braun & Torero, 2009). Efforts to strengthen existing (or, indeed, create entirely new) 

measures spanned the globe. One of the most significant developments was the proposal by 

Brazil, Russia, India and China to establish a coordinated system of national grain reserves 

(Budrys, 2010). These countries—the so-called BRIC countries51—accounted for 25 percent of 

the world’s land and 40 percent of the world’s people; each was a major food producer and 

trader in food commodities. Even though there is no sign the BRIC reserve was created, the 

proposal so soon after the food price crisis was important. In 2011, the G20 commissioned the 

UN World Food Program to study the possibility of establishing regional food reserves to 

decentralize their humanitarian food aid and to support local market development.52 In Asia, the 

Philippines led a push to strengthen the regional rice reserve operated by ASEAN (the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations). In 2011, ASEAN member states, joined by South 

 

51 They later became known as the BRICS, when South Africa became the 5th member of the group. 
52 I was invited to be part of several meetings where the WFP paper was discussed and was consulted during its 
preparation. 



192 

 

Korea, China and Japan, signed a new agreement for an enlarged reserve (ASEAN Plus Three, 

2011; UNCTAD, 2011). In West Africa, the Economic Community for West African States 

(ECOWAS) proposed a regional reserve (known as RESOGEST) with the support of the Club du 

Sahel (a joint forum of the OECD and francophone West Africa) and CILSS, the Permanent 

Inter-State Committee for Drought Control in the Sahel (Demeke et al., 2014). Efforts in West 

Africa were not confined to governments: civil society organizations expanded programs in 

collaboration with national governments to give farmers access to a storage facilities at the 

village level, facilitating access to credit by using grain as collateral (Elbehri, 2013; Konandreas, 

2011). 

The intensity of activity on public stockholding was noteworthy, in part because it signalled a 

shift from some of the neoliberal certainties that had dominated discourse on food prices. Several 

agricultural economists, including Peter Timmer, Frank Galtier and Bruno Vindel, argued that 

neoliberal policies had shortchanged the important food security objective of price stability 

(Galtier & Vindel, 2013). In his forward to the Galtier and Vindel study, Timmer remarked that 

it had been at least 30 years since the last time such a vigorous debate on food stocks had been 

held in intergovernmental circles. 

There was evidence of this shift at a series of international meetings. At their summit in 

L’Aquila, Italy in July 2009, the G-8 Heads of State issued a “Joint Statement on Global Food 

Security” that declared: 

The feasibility, effectiveness and administrative modalities of a system of stockholding in 
dealing with humanitarian food emergencies or as a means to limit price volatility need to 
be further explored (AFSI, 2009). 

The “need to explore” was, of course, an acknowledgment that the current orthodoxy on food 

stocks had proven inadequate. The Statement went on to call for “relevant International 

Institutions” to provide “evidence allowing us to make responsible strategic choices on this 

specific issue” (AFSI 2009). This did not mean that the G-8 was embracing interventionist 

activity—but it did mean that the G-8 was, for the first time in several decades, open to a serious 

re-examination of the assumptions that had underpinned its supreme confidence in deregulated 

markets. 
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The problem for stockholding under the WTO agriculture agreement was that stocks went 

against the logic of deeper integration with international markets and reliance on those 

international prices to set price (Murphy, 2010a). Yet the agreement failed to provide safeguards 

for the new risks countries were incurring as their domestic prices began to track international 

prices more closely. These risks were greatest for low-income food deficit countries, many of 

which had benefited from unreciprocated trade preferences in the past. Most least developed 

countries have grown increasingly dependent on food imports over the last three decades, and yet 

they lack the purchasing power to compete when international supplies are scarce. 

Although the inclusion of public stockholding in Annex 2 (the Green Box) seems like an 

acceptance of the policy instrument as a WTO-legitimate public expense, the devil was in the 

detail—or in this case, the footnotes. The rules required that the cost of acquiring stocks be 

measured against “prevailing market prices,” making no allowance for the distinct costs (and 

uses) of a public stock, and for the difference between a government and a private trader. The 

assumption that the market is the best and appropriate benchmark misses the role stocks might 

play in correcting market failures and market distortions. 

A second problem in the WTO rules is the narrowness of the scope granted to stockholding 

schemes. For example, the WTO rules prohibit the use of price bands, yet these can provide a 

useful market smoothing function, reducing the risk that stocks (or markets) will result in abrupt 

price corrections that vulnerable producers and consumers are poorly insured against. A further 

narrowing of the potential scope of public stockholding programs is the prohibition in the 

Agreement on Agriculture on volume-based stockholding programs. Yet volume-based programs 

are easier to administer than price-based programs, especially in periods of high and volatile 

prices, when exchange rates are likely to be fluctuating, too. This is especially important to 

countries with weak administrative capacity and dependent currency exchange rates—countries, 

unsurprisingly, that are also prone to high levels of food insecurity (Murphy, 2010a). 

When public stockholding was raised again by WTO members after the food price crisis, it was 

the G-33 that raised the issue, in 2012 (WTO, JOB/AG/22, 2012). The G-33 are a group of 

developing countries that share an interest in protecting control of their domestic food security 

policies while continuing the pressure on developed countries to open their markets to 
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developing country exports. The proposal was motivated by a concern that the group’s domestic 

policy space—for most represented by the de minimis allowance, but for some also an allowance 

under the Aggregate Measure of Support—was being eroded by the effects of inflation.53 Higher 

prices in their domestic markets was pushing administered prices for food commodity purchases 

higher, too (WTO, JOB/AG/23, 2013). The food price crisis intensified this inflationary pressure. 

Fossil fuel prices, and with them fertilizer costs, also rose sharply during the food price crisis, 

also raising the cost of food production. Shifting relative exchange rate values was another 

complicating factor in determining what the de minimis and AMS spending limits should be. 

This result was that governments were under pressure to increase their spending on agriculture at 

the same time as the policy space they had under WTO rules was shrinking. The G-33 proposal 

was to create more policy space for developing country governments to operate public 

stockholding without the market price constraint. 

The G-33 position encountered stiff resistance from other WTO members. The opposition came 

primarily from developed countries, with a few developing countries. The opponents were 

concerned, in particular, that a few larger developing countries had reached or were even already 

exceeding their domestic support limits with the size of their public grain purchases. Some of 

these countries were also big grain traders—in particular, India and China. In a number of 

interviews and some informal conversations, developed country diplomats argued it would be 

wrong to create new exemptions for public stockholding that would be available to all 

developing countries. Instead, they argued new and tighter disciplines were needed for the 

developing countries that were now important global actors in food production and trade. At the 

same time, they professed their willingness to consider additional exemptions specifically for 

low-income net-food importing countries. 

In his summary of the argument over public stockholding at the March 2013 Special Session of 

the Committee on Agriculture, in advance of the 9th WTO Ministerial Conference in Bali, the 

 

53 WTO members use the term “policy space” to refer to the room available to a government to make unilateral 
changes in policy that also affects trade. For example, if a member’s tariffs are bound at 30 percent at the WTO and 
the normal applied tariff in that Member is only 15 percent, that government has the policy space to raise tariffs 
unilaterally up to the upper bound level of 30 percent without notifying other WTO members. This gap between 
actual and applied tariff levels, often referred to as “water” by negotiators, gives governments room to adjust 
domestic policy without risking a trade dispute. 
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Chair of the WTO Committee on Agriculture Special Session made the following points (see 

also WTO, JOB/AG/23, 2013). The proposals for greater flexibility with regard to public 

stockholding acknowledged the need for government purchase prices to track market prices. The 

virtues presented by the proponents of stocks were that administered prices stimulated 

production (thus increasing the global food supply); protected farmer income (protection that 

could be targeted to specific groups of farmers if the procurement system mandated it); provided 

some risk insurance against price volatility for farmers; and could be integrated into public 

subsidy programs for low-income and vulnerable consumers, whose effective demand in the 

market was too low. 

The WTO members that countered the G-33 proposal were saying that any rules must include 

built-in spending constraints and clear targeting (for vulnerable farmers and consumers), to limit 

the scope for trade distortions and over-stocking (which would depress market prices). The 

opponents were concerned that government procurement of stocks was not confined to “low- 

income resource poor” farmers. They acknowledged the likelihood of effective practical 

constraints on the programs, such as a finite and possibly small domestic supply, a finite and 

possibly small physical storage capacity, and producers’ possible preference to sell in 

commercial markets (Wittman & Blesh, 2015). But these did not, in their view, forgo the need to 

maintain effective de jure constraints. 

More expansively, opposing WTO members said they were concerned about the future 

implications of the proposed rules—that even if the policies made sense now, how could WTO 

members ensure they evolved over time? The history of public stocks, these countries argued 

(some from firsthand experience) is that they often grow unmanageable over time. The members 

wanted to see a transition strategy for when the market conditions would allow the government 

role to decrease. Finally, these governments expressed the fear that loosening the WTO 

disciplines in one area might unravel the rules more broadly, in particular with regard to the 

programs exempted by Annex 2 (the Green Box), where so much developed country domestic 

support was already concentrated. 

In October 2013, the G-33 introduced the idea of a “peace clause” for public stockholding 

(WTO, JOB/AG/25, 2013). The original peace clause is Article 13 of the Agreement on 



196 

 

Agriculture (WTO, 1994). Formally called the Due Restraint Clause, Article 13 provided a 

period of protection to WTO members that were using export subsidies from challenge under the 

Agreement on Subsidies and Countervailing Measures, so long as they respected the limits on 

export subsidies agreed in the Agreement on Agriculture. That peace clause lapsed in 2003. In 

the context of public stockholding, the G-33 reintroduced the idea as a way to protect domestic 

spending on stockholding, recognizing that the negotiations to update the WTO rules were not 

advancing and that some members of the group might be vulnerable to legal challenges if an 

interim solution was not found on a method for counting public spending on stockholding. 

The G-33 members considered a peace clause had become necessary because negotiating 

positions hardened in the course of 2013. India split off from the G-33 to make a larger claim for 

exemptions for public stocks. India broke with the other G-33 members because they were trying 

to balance import and export interests, while India was more concerned to maximize the 

domestic spending allowed. The United States was a vocal opponent to India’s more far-reaching 

proposal. At the Bali Ministerial, the peace clause fight became even more fraught when India 

insisted it would not sign another agreement on trade facilitation if the WTO did not also adopt a 

peace clause for domestic support to stockholding. India won that fight. The Bali ministerial 

conference ended with a commitment to negotiate a peace clause, which was adopted by the 

WTO General Council six months later. The text formalized the public stockholding peace 

clause and committed members to find a permanent solution to public stockholding by the end of 

2017 (a deadline that has passed without result). The peace clause is now extended indefinitely, 

at India’s insistence. Note that it only applies to programs that were already in existence in 2013, 

so does not help governments that may have introduced public stockholding initiatives since. 

6.3.4 What did public stockholding negotiations imply for resilient global food security? 

Public stockholding offered WTO members a tailor-made opportunity to show how the trade 

system could adapt to changing circumstances and improve resilient global food security. The 

food price crisis had highlighted vulnerabilities: specifically, the difficulty low-income net-food 

importing countries had in securing the imports they depended on when prices rose so far and so 

fast, and questions over developed countries’ management of deregulated and increasingly 
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complex financial instruments such as derivatives, which was affecting commodity pricing 

mechanisms (Clapp, 2014a; Clapp & Helleiner, 2012). 

The food price crisis forced the issue of international market failures onto the food security 

agenda and opened discussion on how the international community could strengthen risk 

management strategies. The idea that food systems needed greater redundancy took hold, which 

was an opening to improve the consonance between national, regional and global policies by 

challenging the neoclassical assumption that markets were the best arbiter of supply and demand. 

Public stockholding offered a tool to address these challenges. It was also a policy instrument 

that could be integrated into producer price stabilization efforts, especially for low-income 

resource-poor farmers, and to improve food access for vulnerable consumers. 

Instead of advancing on this agenda, however, WTO members—specifically, the United States 

and India—locked horns. The United States insisted no changes to the WTO rules were required 

for stockholding to work, and India demanded a level of domestic policy carte blanche that 

alienated other developing countries who otherwise shared India’s interest in a more open 

balancing of food security and commercial interests. The issue pointed to an organizational 

incapacity to deal with food security as a trade concern. 

The WTO’s insistence on using “prevailing market prices” as a benchmark was not consonant 

with the challenges that stockholding was intended to address, including local and international 

market distortions. Nor did that insistence allow for the differences between public procurement 

and private purchases. The timeframe and cost structure of state purchases differ from those of 

private buyers, including different accountability mechanisms, and different possibilities for 

maintaining confidentiality. It would be normal for the price would reflect those differences. 

Nor were the WTO rules requiring that agricultural interventions be measured in value not 

volume terms consonant with food security goals. By using indicators that get caught up in 

currency exchange differences and constructed “reference prices”, divorced from local 

conditions and constraints on national food systems, the WTO rules intrude unnecessarily on 

domestic policy. In a crisis, food security ultimately depends on the volume of food available, 

not its value. Whether rice is selling for 50 cents or USD 50 a pound, people’s nutritional needs 

do not vary; they are measured in calories and nutrients, not dollar amounts. 
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The principle of democratic accountability raises challenges for the stockholding programs as 

well as the trade rules. For example, it is not clear how successfully the market price support the 

Indian government provides to its farmers responds to farmers’ needs. The evidence suggests the 

market support price offered by the government does not cover production costs for many 

farmers, which would mean it was not an incentive to production (Narayanan, 2015). The mix of 

crops covered is also quite narrow. Program implementation rests with state governments, and 

results across the country differ greatly. Historically, the Indian program has focused on crops 

that have a history of both environmental harm and low nutritional value, such as rice and wheat, 

rather than on a more varied—and nutritious—mix that includes pulses (Government of India, 

2016; Narayanan, 2015). At the WTO, India has made no suggestions on how it might protect (or 

improve) the outcomes of its procurement program while addressing some of the concerns raised 

by other WTO members such as the sale of stored surpluses in international markets at less than 

procurement prices. There is a lack of accountability for the effects of India’s domestic policy 

choices outside its borders. 

For its part, the U.S. government has been single-minded in its pursuit of India’s public 

stockholding programs (and more recently India’s domestic support policies), which not only 

looks bad given the wealth disparities between the two countries but is also hypocritical. 54 As 

discussed in section 6.3 above, the United States has not cut its own levels of domestic support. 

Indeed, in the years since 2015, U.S. domestic support levels have instead increased dramatically 

(Glauber, 2019). The U.S. does not use public stockholding or minimum purchase prices 

anymore, but it does spend tens of billions of dollars on agriculture every year. 

The lack of accountability—and the lack of policy consonance between national and 

international actions—suggests some WTO members mischaracterize the organization in their 

domestic speeches, blaming the institution instead of taking responsibility for domestic policy 

failures. As the public stockholding fight dragged on, it looked as if neither India nor the United 

States were looking for a mutually agreed outcome. This is another clue to the organization’s 

 

54 Note that while the per capita wealth of the two countries is vastly different the poverty rate is startling similar, at 
around 21percent for India and 17 percent for the United States, using a purchasing power measure. 
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weakness. Since few WTO members were ready to eliminate domestic support entirely, and the 

outdated baselines and currency issues were acknowledged to be real problems, it seems odd that 

an adaptive change to the rules was so hard. The reckless behaviour of the two protagonists in 

the public stockholding fight suggests the cost of their disagreement includes the wider 

opportunity foregone for a constructive multilateral agenda. 

For a resilient global food security perspective, public stockholding has important advantages. 

The food price crisis showed that a number of countries have food supply deficits that they could 

ameliorate with public investment. Outside the WTO, this is an explicit policy goal—for 

example, through the African Union’s commitment to New Partnerships for Africa’s 

Development (NEPAD) and the associated Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development 

Plan (CAADP) and New Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition. Stocks are imperfect, but 

improved technologies and the lessons of past experience suggest useful possibilities for limiting 

their costs. 

Humanitarian crisis interventions are another food security priority that relies on stockholding. 

The WTO has repeatedly failed to make exemptions to commercial rules for food that is part of a 

humanitarian intervention, even though physical stocks are an important part of emergency 

preparedness. It is not consonant food security policy to subject humanitarian food flows to rules 

designed to limit commercial disputes. The long-standing and failed efforts to change these rules 

at the WTO and to establish some protection for humanitarian food is another failure for 

reflexive adaptation. 

The debates on international food security and stockholding between 2009-2012 pitted free trade 

principles against a long history of public stockholding as a trusted food security failsafe 

mechanism. In fact, stocks and trade can usefully be seen as complementary strategies. If under 

perfect free trade conditions, a public stock would create a market distortion, under actual open 

trade conditions—a context rife with market failures and distortions—public stockholding has 

important benefits, especially if the stocks are sufficiently integrated into markets to limit the 

risk they will provoke a shock if there is a change in government policy. The stocks can serve as 

a form of collateral in an open market, protecting against supply shocks that may curtail imports 

unexpectedly, and bridging the gap before imports resume. 
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6.4 Conclusions 2008-2015 

The WTO agriculture negotiations between 2008-2015 reveal crucial challenges to the 

organization’s capacity for resilient global food security. The findings from the three 

assessments in this chapter suggest that there is much work to do. On all three issues—export 

bans and restrictions; domestic support; and the rules on how to count public stockholding—

there is deadlock and frustration. Dissonance is evident between domestic agriculture and 

international trade objectives, and between what a member is willing to accept with regard to 

their own policies in contrast to what they demand of other WTO members. There is dissonance, 

too, between the food security objectives that governments committed themselves to after the 

food price crisis and their failure to respond effectively as WTO members. Without a mechanism 

for affected populations to shape the trade agenda or to demand redress when the trade rules hurt 

their interests, there are few opportunities to make corrective changes. This all contributes to 

adaptive failures and blocks the possibility of reflexive learning. 

First, the agriculture negotiations are marred by anger that can be traced back to the Uruguay 

Round over whether and how trade rules should determine domestic food and agriculture policy 

and the asymmetry perpetuated in the existing rules (and many of the reform proposals on the 

table) that reinforce advantages for net food exporters and for countries with large public budgets 

to spend on agriculture. 

Second, diplomatic solutions that incorporate effective “special and differential treatment” in the 

context of agriculture is far from obvious. WTO members have failed to address the challenge. 

The large, heterogeneous, and self-designated category of “developing country” mixes some of 

the world’s largest producers, consumers and traders of food and agriculture commodities with 

countries that too often must turn to humanitarian assistance to meet food system shortfalls. 

These countries do share interests, but those interests tend to unite developing countries against 

common threats, rather than supporting a more positive agenda for trade rules that would better 

serve a greater range of policy priorities. 

The chapter illustrates the importance of domestic politics as a force that shapes the trade 

positions taken by WTO members. It is hardly new to say that domestic politics shape global 

outcomes. The evidence presented here does, however, rebut the characterization of the WTO 
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made by some food sovereignty writers that ascribe to the WTO decision-making powers 

separate from the members that compose the organization. Similarly, claims only a few of the 

richest members have real power at the WTO do not hold up, nor that the richest countries can 

impose themselves on the rest of the membership. Clearly, these richest members do not get 

what they want from the WTO, at least not in agriculture. They are not even in agreement on 

what they want; and while more generally, the handling of domestic trade politics neither 

consonant nor especially accountable in most countries, domestic politics are nonetheless a real 

force at the WTO. 

In turn, understanding the influence of domestic politics in multilateral outcomes underlines the 

perhaps obvious and yet somehow easily overlooked observation that multilateral outcomes are 

not all the same, even when the governments involved are the same actors. Just as different 

ministries within a government may produce different recommendations, so do differently 

constituted and mandated international organizations. To give just one example, consider the 

position of the World Health Organization versus that of the WTO over patents on medicines 

during the worst of the HIV/AIDS pandemic in developing countries. 

At the same time, those who have observed trade (as well as finance and investment) policy 

debates at the multilateral level since the 1990s, know governments are capable of a remarkable 

degree of homogeneity. The divergence of the WTO from the rest of the international order with 

regard to food security responses after the food price crisis is striking, not least because in this 

case “the rest” included both the G8 and the G20, which are informal groups representing solely 

economically powerful countries. Whereas outside of the WTO, the food price crisis triggered 

new organizations, new mandates and new funding, at the WTO, trade negotiations only got 

more bogged down after 2008. 

This chapter shows the WTO membership failed to adopt an adaptive strategy to review the 

Agreement on Agriculture after the shock of the food price crisis. The G-33, having already 

identified domestic food security as an important concern in the initial period of Doha 

negotiations (see Chapter 4, section 5) redoubled their efforts to protect their food security 

policies, adding public stockholding to their proposals. The WTO membership did not give this 

food security serious consideration on its merits as a public policy objective for trade rules. 
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Instead, those members whose domestic agriculture sectors were better protected under the 

Uruguay Round rules—whether through extraordinary tariff peaks on sensitive products, or a 

high allowance for the aggregate measure of support, or both—made no move to cede their 

privileges nor to find a new way through the impasse that unequal rules and double standards had 

created. 

The policy responses outside the WTO were consonant with the broadly shared analysis among 

inter-governmental organizations that global food security required better risk and price volatility 

management, in particular for international cereal markets. Yet at the WTO, there was uniquely 

little response to the shift in the priorities for the global food security agenda. This was despite 

decisive (if inadequate) action by associations of the most powerful countries such as the G8 and 

the G20. The decision at the Nairobi Ministerial Conference in 2015 to commit all WTO 

members to eliminating export subsidies was not unimportant. But as the only change in the 

agriculture rules in 20 years—a change that came fully eight years after the food price crisis first 

sent prices spiking upward—it is a very modest achievement for the pre-eminent centre of global 

trade rule-making. 
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Conclusion: Resilient Global Food Security and the WTO 

This endeavour began with the question: “What capacity does the WTO show for making a 

positive contribution to the regulation of international trade that supports resilient food security 

outcomes?” The question struck some people I spoke with as outlandish. Why would the WTO 

be expected to show any capacity for resilient global food security governance, they countered? 

Given the WTO’s history—the narrowness of its mandate, the neglect of development concerns, 

the exclusion of civil society voices—surely the WTO’s theoretical ability to make a positive 

contribution was moot. Moreover, the organization’s role in any aspect of food and agriculture 

had been firmly rejected by the food sovereignty movement, a group of hundreds of farmers and 

peasants’ organizations, trade unions, and other civil society organizations from around the 

world. Was it even appropriate to open the question for investigation? One global farm leader 

told me, in a discussion of La Via Campesina’s rejection of the WTO’s role in agricultural 

policy: “The WTO was not a space to realize change. [Farmers engaging there] would legitimate 

governments’ negotiating strategy” (interview N46, 2016). 

Yet to my mind the question was appropriate, even necessary. The opportunity to learn from a 

study of the WTO is important, whether the membership ultimately decides to reinforce, reform 

or replace the organization. The question matters because the world needs resilient global food 

security, and resilient global food security needs trade. Trade rules are a necessary component of 

food security governance, and yet governments have been unable to strengthen trade rules to 

better support food security. All multilateral institutions are being called upon to demonstrate 

their capacity for systems-thinking and reflexive learning. If the WTO is not up to the challenge, 

then governments need to get on with deciding where this kind of trade governance will come 

from and how will it work. 

A resilient global food security framework 

To answer the question a new way of thinking about the multilayered challenge of food security 

was important. This was the impetus behind the concept of resilient global food security, 

developed in Chapter 2, and then applied in the analysis of the WTO negotiations on agriculture 

in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. Resilient global food security is built on the four-pillar framework for 
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food security and nutrition that emerged in the late 1990s and early 2000s at the UN (in 

particular at FAO). That framework united thinking on food adequacy, access, utilization 

(including nutrition), and stability. Each of these pillars had been conceptualized and developed 

in the years since the term food security was first officially used at the World Food Summit in 

1974. 

We have seen that the four-pillar framework was powerful. It opened the possibility of a 

systems-based approach to public food security policies by demonstrating how different 

dimensions of food security were connected. Food systems scholarship, in turn, introduced 

concepts such as resilience and vulnerability, creating measures that assessed the overall 

outcomes of an intervention across the different food security pillars, rather than limiting the 

measurement of progress to any one pillar (such as the food supply per capita, or the purchasing 

power of a minimum wage). Crucially, systems thinking encouraged policy makers not just to 

look for synergies but also to expect contradictions, trade-offs, and uncertainties. Unlike neo-

classical economics, systems thinking does not assume there are single, stable points of 

equilibrium. Instead, systems thinking assumes policy interventions will have mixed and 

dynamic effects, shaped by context and timing. The same intervention will not necessarily have 

the same effect when used at different times or in different places. This is pertinent to the debates 

on international trade and food security because it helps to explain why the empirical evidence is 

so mixed, showing both positive and negative outcomes from trade liberalization in different 

contexts for all four pillars of food security. 

At the same time, food sovereignty scholars argued the food security framework (and systems 

thinking, too) fell short because they did not address politics and power. Most food sovereignty 

analysts of international trade rules focused less on the economics and more on the politics of 

trade. They saw the WTO agreements as the imposition of a set of externally derived rules that 

overwhelmed the (often already fraught) domestic policy space for food and agriculture policies. 

This question of politics, agency and voice was a dimension some systems scholars were also 

grappling with. These systems scholars were moving away from a mechanistic view of systems 

to one that included ideas of adaptive and reflexive governance. Their new models of decision-

making were premised on feedback loops that integrated the voices of affected communities, not 

just of decision makers (Cooney & Lang, 2007; HLPE, 2020). 
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Resilient global food security builds on and moves beyond the four pillars, integrating the 

insights of food sovereignty and food systems scholarship. It adds three principles that help us to 

both understand the global context and to act within that context. These three principles are 

consonance across scales; democratic accountability (within and across borders); and adaptive 

governance. They all incorporate reflexive learning. The overall framework of resilient global 

food security (naturally) emphasises resilience, including the objective of reducing vulnerability. 

The word “global” matters in this framework, too. The concept of food security rests on multiple 

levels of action and interaction, ranging from local conditions to intergovernmental decision-

making. The resilient global food security framework is particularly about the international 

decisions that are needed to protect the integrity of a larger whole that includes other levels of 

government.  

Christina Schiavoni’s work introduced important complexity to the sub-national food 

sovereignty scholarship. But her work leaves the WTO and other intergovernmental 

organizations unexamined. Schiavoni, like many food sovereignty scholars, presents the WTO as 

an external threat to national sovereignty, rather than a political space in which WTO members 

exercise their sovereignty, albeit supranationally. Chapter 2 extends Schiavoni’s analysis by 

showing that multilateral organizations can be understood as an additional layer in the analysis of 

sovereignty within complex states. Resilient global food security provides a powerful tool in the 

analysis needed to answer Schiavoni’s call to redefine “the terms of engagement between state 

and society” (2015, p. 467). 

This thesis is an incorporated comparison; a single, rich case study of one organization observed 

and analyzed over time, with a focused comparison of its behaviour with that of other 

multilateral organizations. The study is specifically about food security, too, which represents 

only a sub-set of the issues on the larger global governance agenda. The principles behind the 

resilient global food security agenda, however, need not be confined to either the WTO or to 

food security. I did not develop specific metrics to go with the framework, although that would 

likely be possible. Rather, the framework is here applied as a lens for the interpretation of 

qualitative data. This analysis could be carried out in other contexts, with other organizations and 

agendas in the multilateral system. 
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The thesis applies the resilient global food security framework to the WTO agriculture 

negotiations. In his book What’s Wrong with the WTO and How to Fix It, Rorden Wilkinson 

calls the WTO system “fundamentally unfit for purpose” because it “fails to distribute economic 

opportunities equitably particularly to those who need them most” (Wilkinson, 2014, p. 181). 

Despite this scathing indictment, he does not advocate abolishing the organization. Instead, 

invoking the economist John Maynard Keynes, Wilkinson underlines the importance of 

adaptation. Wilkinson remarks, “Keynes’ lesson was that we fail to act upon changes – material, 

ideational and otherwise – and to reform our institutions accordingly, at our peril” (Wilkinson, 

2014, p. 181). That remark is precisely on target: whether governments reform the WTO or make 

a new organization in its place, the important thing is that a transformation of the WTO will be 

needed to enable a capacity for adaptative governance. 

The results presented in this thesis of the WTO’s capacity to contribute to resilient global food 

security are striking—and discouraging. The conditions for resilient responses exist. There are 

mechanisms at the WTO that would allow members to respond to resilient global food security 

principles if they chose to, such as the committees where members exchange technical advice 

and implementation experiences. The same governments who make up the WTO membership 

have shown their political willingness to strengthen global food security governance in other 

multilateral spaces. In the context of the 2007-2008 food price crisis, those organizations 

included the FAO, the International Fund for Agriculture and Development (itself a child of the 

1974 World Food Conference), the World Food Programme, the UN Committee on World Food 

Security, and the G20. Yet as the governors of the WTO, governments failed to effect change. 

WTO members were unable to respond to the new context created by the food price crisis and 

unable to deal with the evidence that trade rules had played a part in exacerbating volatile food 

prices. The failure was a choice, not the result of immutable constraints.  

More recent evidence that this lack of adaptive behaviour is a choice comes from the contrast 

between the WTO’s paralysis and the UN General Assembly’s adoption of the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development, or Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 (UN General 

Assembly, 2015). The SDG Agenda encourages decision-makers to diversify their policy 

interventions, and to tailor them to specific contexts, looking for synergies and highlighting 

trade-offs (Lipper et al., 2020). 
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In other words, the UN 2030 Agenda is an invitation to governments and civil society to practice 

multilateral adaptive governance. The agenda has spurred research into the creation and 

measurement of new indicators and led to new intersectoral targets to help governments measure 

progress across a range of outcomes simultaneously (Laborde et al., 2020). The 2030 Agenda is a 

large-scale example of how the approach proposed in resilient global food security can be found 

in practice in new multilateral initiatives. It demonstrates that such thinking is possible.  

Even in this example, however, the relationship between trade and food security specifically falls 

flat. Food security is addressed in the second Sustainable Development Goal (SDG 2). That goal 

includes commitments to end chronic hunger, improve nutritional outcomes, double small-scale 

producer income, reduce the environmental harm caused by agriculture, and better protect 

agricultural biodiversity. Amid this laudable ambition, trade gets short shrift, its only mention 

buried in sub-target 2.b. The mention could hardly be less inspiring. The sub-target calls for an 

end to trade restrictions and distortions, including export subsidies, and depressingly, yet again 

makes a plea for completion of the Doha Development Round—the same agenda with which the 

trade negotiators express profound frustration. 

This examination of the food price crisis and its aftermath teaches us that viewing an institution 

such as the WTO through the eyes of either its most vociferous critics or its most ardent 

defenders is to miss important dimensions of the potential the organization offers. Trade matters 

because, when it is based on clear and transparent information, it helps allocate resources 

effectively and plays a crucial role in food security. At the same time, the movement that 

coalesced around La Via Campesina and the concept of food sovereignty provided an important 

corrective to the politics that sought to limit public control of markets. Listening to both 

perspectives does not force an either/or choice; resilient global food security instead proposes 

adaptive governance as a way to build on the insights of both. 

My observation of the people whose daily work revolves around the WTO suggests that the 

institution has more potential to benefit both trade and food security than its critics believe. As 

we learned in Chapter 3, WTO diplomats form an important sub-culture in the politics of 

globalization. They are not simple agents of economic theories or representatives of political 

power struggles, but members of a culture that can be understood anthropologically and 
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historically. That culture is more complex than the reductionist view of the WTO often imposed 

on the organization from outside—an assumption of big power hegemony, for example, or of 

transnational corporations dictating to co-opted states. It is true that the WTO diplomatic culture 

appears relatively like-minded, especially in placing trade above broader socio-economic (let 

alone ecological) aspirations. The organization remains tenaciously loyal to neoliberal views of 

trade and globalization, as Chapters 4, 5 and 6 showed. But the culture is neither unchanging nor 

ignorant. The interviews with diplomats were full of insights into both domestic food security 

politics and the food security concerns of other WTO members, especially as those concerns 

affected the agriculture negotiations. 

For better or worse, the diplomats and the career officials of the WTO play a central mediating 

role, transmitting ideas, information, and attitudes among governments in Geneva, and between 

political leaders at home and other WTO members. They are simultaneously members of an 

international diplomatic corps in Geneva and representatives of their respective countries, 

continually translating ideas and concerns from one register to another. They, individually and as 

a body, are an important potential source of consonance and accountability because they bridge 

national and international perspectives, as well as different views among the WTO membership. 

If it exists, however, this potential for reflexive change remains untapped. Already before 2008, 

and before the food price crisis transformed the global food security agenda, the limitations of 

the Doha Agenda for agriculture were clear. In Chapter 4, we saw the constraints of the arbitrary 

distinction between trade and non-trade distorting agriculture policies, and the unfair outcomes 

of rules that created leeway for countries with large public budgets but not for those without. 

Although consonant with the broader thrust of neoliberal politics, the Uruguay Round 

Agreement on agriculture quashed rather than addressed farmer and peasant organizations’ 

resistance to the globalization of agriculture. Developing countries attempted to “level the 

playing field” with developed countries (to use perhaps the most overused of all the many WTO 

metaphors), but they failed to obtain the deeper and broader cuts to developed country spending 

they wanted, or to secure new exempt categories for their domestic support to agriculture. 

Through all of this, the Uruguay Round framework for agriculture trade rules persisted. 
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We saw in Chapter 5 how the 2007-2008 food price crisis transformed the priorities on the food 

security agenda, both multilaterally and at the national level. The implications for this 

transformed food security agenda were huge, especially for trade. The food price crisis 

demonstrated that international markets lacked resilience, that the poorest net-food importing 

countries were vulnerable to sudden international price increases, and that many major cereal 

exporters were unreliable suppliers in a crisis. These outcomes were evidence that international 

markets were not reliably performing the stabilizing and efficiency-maximizing roles that 

neoliberal policies had assigned to them. 

Of course, the crisis did not just reveal problems with the operation of global trade for food 

security. It also made the WTO’s unresponsiveness more apparent. As the evidence presented in 

Chapter 6 suggests, 2008 marked a turning point in the way the WTO was perceived by its 

broader public. Before the crisis, the WTO was often praised for its ability to stay "out of the 

fray" and "on topic"; after 2008, the WTO was increasingly criticized for being static, stodgy, 

and even irrelevant. 

The resilient global food security framework raises specific questions about the WTO’s inability 

to conclude the Doha Round. The findings suggest the problem is with the agenda and its 

assumptions about agricultural and food systems as much as with the organization and the 

shortcomings of its negotiating culture. My research suggests diplomats are thoughtful about 

their obligations, aware of the system’s limitations, and keen to find ways through the 

negotiating paralysis. If diplomats are often too removed from policy discussions that do not link 

explicitly to trade, they are also exceptionally well placed to consider consonance. To do so, 

however, the divide that isolates trade from the broader policy debates common in most 

intergovernmental organizations would have to go—as it would at the domestic level, too, in 

policy debates among ministries. 

One of the puzzles this thesis wanted to understand was not just how the WTO acted, but why it 

did not act when it could and should have. To understand that weakness it was important to 

tackle the complexities and contradictions within the WTO and to unpack the behaviour of 

national governments in Geneva, as trade negotiators with national food security and agriculture 

agendas. 
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Michael Burawoy investigates how global forces are mediated and changed by local contexts, 

local histories, and local power struggles in centres far from the locus of global power and 

decision-making (Burawoy et al., 2000). In contrast, this thesis presents a historical analysis of 

the agriculture negotiations at the WTO as a rich case study in how local (national and sub-

national) power struggles and policy debates shape outcomes in one of the primary centres of 

globalization—namely, rulemaking at the WTO. The negotiations studied in this thesis took 

place at the WTO headquarters in Geneva. But they were as much a projection of national 

political fights onto a global stage as about efforts to find mutually satisfactory outcomes that 

met a diverse membership’s collective interests in the form of shared rules. 

Limitations of the Study  

The task of understanding the WTO as an institution and as a set of relationships is neither small 

nor simple. The emphasis in this work, particularly in Chapter 3, is on the relationships and 

perspectives of diplomats and officials in Geneva. To provide a more complete picture—and to 

better understand the barriers to consonance and accountability—more work is needed from the 

perspective of individual countries and the national (and even sub-national) relationships among 

food, agriculture, environment, health and trade officials, and between parliaments and trade 

bureaucracies. It is important to understand the opportunities for civil society engagement in 

these relationships, as they create a potential path to expand reflexive adaptation. Similarly, the 

ebb and flow of alliances among the WTO membership is another potential source of reflexive 

learning. How do negotiating groups arrive at common positions (and why do they sometimes 

fail)? How do those alliances evolve over time? What influence do state to state alliances in other 

multilateral organizations influence collaboration at the WTO? 

A further set of questions is raised by the great WTO rivalries and the role of the WTO 

negotiations on the larger stage of geopolitical politics. It was very tempting in this project to 

spend more time focused on a comparison of the United States and India. I was struck repeatedly 

by the similarities between the two states, including their sub-continental size, their unusually 

large endowment of arable land, their domestic agriculture policy failures, their shared tendency 

to “go it alone” at the WTO, and the shared predilection among some of their leading politicians 

to decry the WTO for crowding out domestic policy space, rather than praising the organization 
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as a valued intergovernmental forum, created (with their government’s active participation) to 

achieve shared objectives. Given that both India and United States are pre-eminent powers at the 

WTO, understanding these politics will be an important component of understanding the 

possibilities for WTO reform. 

In addition to the possibilities for further exploration of relationships in Geneva, at the WTO and 

among trade negotiators, two other limitations in the research presented deserve a mention. The 

first is so obvious and important that it is painful to acknowledge—the need for more and better 

discussion with developing country officials. It is worth noting that one of the serious challenges 

for any Geneva-based work that purports to take poorer countries seriously is that those countries 

often cannot afford to adequately staff their missions. This is both a practical research challenge, 

and a material challenge for the outcome of the negotiations; it reflects the relative lack of power 

of these countries and is a testament to the obstacles to accountability that their citizens face. 

Researchers need to take seriously the reasons for and the consequences of the lack of diplomatic 

capacity for democratic accountability. Such work might also help us see more clearly the 

obstacles to consonance across local, national, and international scales. 

The second area for further study is less obviously neglected and yet central to expanding an 

understanding of consonance and accountability: the complex relationships among officials 

working on trade in developed countries. For example, several OECD countries include officers 

from their ministry of development cooperation among their WTO mission staff. These officers 

provide an important link to other multilateral development conversations, although their status 

in Geneva is subordinated to commercial interests. Their presence is a reminder that an important 

part of the WTO politics is the politics of economic development (which includes agriculture, as 

one sector among many) and the central role that other multilateral economic organizations play 

in the national development horizons of low-income countries and their governments. 

One of the inevitable questions interdisciplinary work poses is how to do justice to any one 

discipline when drawing on many disciplines simultaneously. The need for an interdisciplinary 

approach to food security is well established; in that sense, this thesis does not tread new ground. 

Yet the interdisciplinary scholar always ventures into unchartered territory, joining multiple 
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scholarly conversations, and is thus acutely aware there is more to learn in each of the disciplines 

touched upon. 

What is the evidence in support of the WTO’s adaptive capacity? 

Returning to the study, how is the reader to reconcile the evidence presented, which shows very 

little adaptive capacity, with the assertion that the impediments to better international trade rule-

making at the WTO can be overcome? In part, this optimism rests on the proposition that the 

analysis presented here is intended to inform a decision about the future—about the potential 

role the WTO might play, given an evolving understanding of what global food security entails. 

This thesis also argues that governments have little choice but to adapt. The relationship between 

trade and food security is not waiting for the right rules—it is a dynamic, material relationship 

that at present is poorly served by international trade rules and needs to be better served to 

achieve the food security goals governments have given themselves. This thesis argues there is 

sufficient evidence to suggest it is not necessary to start over from scratch because the WTO 

record shows a (heretofore unrealized) potential to do better. 

The argument in brief is that if trade is accepted as an important component of global food 

security, and if food security is understood as a system resting on economic, political, ecological 

and cultural factors, then better multilateral decisions on trade rules are needed, and with them, a 

fundamental review of the WTO’s mandate and purpose. This conclusion is in part premised on 

the observation that the WTO’s failure to adapt and react has posed challenges to big powers, not 

just small, and to transnational corporations as well as farmers organizations and the 

governments of LDCs. Unhappiness with the current situation is widely shared. 

To strengthen the WTO’s potential role in the governance of resilient global food security, some 

perhaps obvious but nonetheless important changes in how the WTO works are needed. Those 

procedural changes could include: 

i) More active use of technical committees and a review of the dispute settlement 

system to consider how to broaden the context in which WTO members consider their 

multilateral obligations. 

ii) Dedicated room for discussion among members outside the negotiating committees. 

These might be working groups on specific topics (as were organized ahead of the 
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Uruguay Round) or a reprise and extension of the Committee on Agriculture’s 

Analysis and Information Exchange implemented between 1997—1999, but 

involving more and more varied voices in the exchange, including non-governmental 

voices. 

iii) Strengthened relationships with other multilateral organizations through formal 

agreements and overruling the governments that have systematically blocked open 

engagement with trade issues in other global governance organizations. Effective 

multilateral cooperation is a way to improve the quality and quantity of information 

available to governments, which in turn improves the quality of shared decisions by 

moving from least informed and lowest trust outcomes towards better informed and 

more cooperative outcomes. 

iv) Reconsider the use of the single undertaking (agreement on all issues before 

agreement on any). First introduced by developed countries during the Uruguay 

Round and now fiercely defended by a number of developing countries, the approach 

is inimical to the kind of adaptive responses that might build trust and reduce 

pressure, particularly on the smaller delegations. The quid pro quo that developing 

countries might require is a series of trust-building concessions from the developed 

countries to reassure the wider membership that abandoning the single undertaking 

would not be licence to ignore long-standing negotiations, such as agriculture, in 

favour of newer issues that are less relevant to poorer economies. The Uruguay 

Round’s so-called “built-in agenda” on agriculture, industrial goods and services is 

full of potential starting points (and some of them are explored in this thesis). 

These changes would help the WTO to rebuild trust. Trust is lacking among the membership. It 

is also, crucially, lacking between citizens of the member states and the WTO. The members 

should reconsider the WTO’s accountability mechanisms and how the organization (and trade 

officials) engage with non-governmental actors, including the private sector but also civil society 

organizations, social movements and citizens. 

But the challenge is not just procedural. Food security is about human survival. It is essential to 

our economics, our politics and our lives. Protecting each other’s food security defines our 
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humanity. That imperative is weighty, but should not invite totalizing responses. Resilient global 

food security is an argument against narrowly based simplistic solutions because history shows 

us such solutions are brittle and unaccountable. Resilient global food security is an invitation to 

pragmatism and a degree of humility in policy-making.  

One of the common mistakes people make in creating the institutions that shape our societies is 

to assume a utopia is the end goal. The ambition of resilient global food security is to avoid the 

temptation of perfection in favour of perfectibility. The trade and food security agenda is situated 

at the intersection of two larger systems, each subject to other drivers and political pressures. 

Even if agreement on the desired outcomes is found, the science will remain incomplete, and 

some outcomes will remain unknown, even unknowable. These are the assumptions behind 

resilient global food security. They share the approach of Albert Hirschman and Ilene Grabel, 

who focus on the spaces opened up by policy contradictions, and the usefulness of small steps, 

and of short-lived experiments, and allowing ideas to fit the scale that suits the context, 

eschewing demands of universal applicability. Such thinking is a powerful challenge to the 

ideological conviction underlying the founding of the WTO, and the commitment in the Uruguay 

Round Agreements to neoliberalism. 

Multilateralism—the global in resilient global food security— matters because there are 

dimensions of food security that depend on cooperation across borders, and at the planetary 

level. Multilateralism redefines sovereignty. It is an iterative process of learning and 

understanding. In an ideal form, the process might start with diplomats who bring nationally 

defined interests (itself a contested and difficult process) to an international organization. They 

come prepared to defend and promote their national agenda. In the course of negotiations, the 

diplomats hear from others. They seek allies and are sought out for alliances by other countries. 

Some allies may be known and familiar, while others are unexpected. Issues make headway 

when alliances are built. All the while, the diplomats learn from one another. They begin 

reconsider their national interest in the light of what they learn and gain new perspectives on 

what other countries need to thrive. They see how their national interests will be affected by the 

changes that the rules being proposed will put in motion. This culminates in redefining the 

national interest with a new appreciation for other perspectives. The process can strengthen 

accountability in ways that a strict adherence to national and sub-national sovereignties cannot. 
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A further dimension of accountability beyond borders emerges from the space multilateral 

organizations create for sub-national and transnational entities, such as social movements, 

farmers organizations, trade unions, and consumer groups, to form international alliances and 

build joint strategy. The most challenging of these new sovereignties are those of indigenous 

peoples, and their redefinitions of concepts such as citizenship and nation and international 

cooperation. Multi-scalar consonance will continue to evolve, informed by a widening circle of 

accountability and a better process of reflexive engagement and adaptation. 

A developed country negotiator speaking to me soon after the Nairobi Ministerial Conference in 

early 2016 answered a question on what would come next for negotiators by expressing a hope 

(perhaps it was more of a plea) that whatever it was, it should not involve rehashing the Doha 

Agenda. He said, 

But now…I don’t quite know what we’re doing now… It’s more trying to shift the 
landscape a bit so that when we do get into serious negotiations that it’s on the basis of 
current trade and trade policy realities [emphasis added] as opposed to past mandates or 
whatever else (interview N12, 2016). 

His wish has yet to be fulfilled. Much trust has yet to be built. But I share the aspiration. Couple 

a commitment to dealing with today’s trade realities with Nettie Wiebe’s call for exchange that 

understands limits and complexity and the world would be well on its way to a more resilient and 

globally food secure future. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A  Interview List 

This is the list of the 59 semi-structured expert interviews, carried out between 2014-2017. The 

first few interviews, carried out in the autumn of 2014 for a separate research paper, included 

material that was useful for the thesis and so I included that data in this study. The interview 

guides can be compared in Appendix B. 

Every interviewee gave oral or written consent to be interviewed. All of the interviews were 

carried out on the basis of anonymity, as is reflected in the list. Each interviewee received an 

ethics form (UBC Human Ethics Board, Certificate Number H14-02875). All of the evidence 

presented conforms to ethics rules; no one was put at any risk in answering the questions. 

Table 4: Coded interview subjects and date of interview 

Revised Code Interview date 

N40 2014-11-06 
N59 2014-11-12 
N58 2014-11-27 
N31 2015-10-18 
N35 2016-01-28 
N39 2016-01-28 
N10 29-01-2016 
N5 01-02-2016 
N48 2016-02-02 
N47 2016-02-02 
N46 2016-02-03 
N45 2016-02-05 
N9 22-02-2016 
N49 2016-02-23 
N21 2016-02-23 
N60 2016-02-26 
N36 2016-03-03 
N3 03-03-2016 
N26 2016-03-07 
N22 2016-03-07 
N11 14-03-2016 
N24 2016-03-14 
N25 2016-03-14 
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Revised Code Interview date 

N51 2016-03-14 
N53 2016-03-15 
N23 2016-03-15 
N50 2016-03-16 
N57 2016-04-04 
N1 11-04-2016 
N43 2016-04-20 
N29 2016-04-25 
N37 2016-04-26 
N42 2016-04-26 
N15 26-04-2016 
N34 2016-05-12 
N52 2016-06-09 
N12 13-06-2016 
N30 2016-06-13 
N16 20-06-2016 
N17 20-06-2016 
N20 20-06-2016 
N13 22-06-2016 
N19 22-06-2016 
N28 2016-06-22 
N7 22-06-2016 
N4 22-06-2016 
N8 23-06-2016 
N6 27-06-2016 
N33 2016-07-01 
N14 20-09-2016 
N27 2016-10-13 
N54 2016-10-17 
N56 2016-10-17 
N2 18-10-2016 
N55 2016-10-19 
N32 2017-01-11 
N44 2017-09-14 
N18 31-10-2017 
N41 2021-06-21 
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Appendix B  Interview Guides 

The 2016 interview guides were almost identical. Guide 1 was for officials currently serving in 
government, and guide 2 was for the others (whether retired or working in a non-governmental 
organization). Guide 3 is the guide I used for the half-dozen interviews conducted in 2014. 
All participants completed the first six questions: 

Participant Name  
Participant Role and Organization 

Length of time in position 
Date 

Place 
Consent form discussed (Yes/ No) 

Guide 1 (for government representatives) 
1. Please describe your responsibilities at the mission. 

2. Please describe the process within your government of deciding a trade policy position in 
relation to agriculture and food security. Who is consulted and what are the mechanisms 
for consultation? 

3. Please describe the process in Geneva for the coordination of positions with other 
governments. 

4. What was your role at the time of the food price crisis of 2007/8? 

5. Did the food price crisis change your government’s position with regard to the multilateral 
negotiations on agriculture in 2008? (at the time or subsequently). 

a. If so, how? 

b. If not, why do you think not? 

6. Did your government position on food security issues in different multilateral fora change 
at this time (FAO; WTO; G20)? 

7. What role do you think trade plays in the realization of food security? 

8. Do you see the coordination of trade and food security policies as primarily a multilateral 
or national responsibility? 
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Guide 2 (for non-government representatives) 

1. Please describe your responsibilities in your current job. 
2. Please describe the process within your government of deciding a trade policy position in 

relation to agriculture and food security. 
3. What was your role at the time of the food price crisis of 2007-2008? 
4. Did the food price crisis change the government’s position with regard to the multilateral 

negotiations on agriculture in 2008? Subsequently? 

a. If so, how? 
b. If not, why do you think not? 

5. What differences, if any, did you notice among the positions taken in different multilateral 
fora (FAO; WTO; G20)? 

6. What role do you think trade plays in the realization of food security? 
7. What role do you see for multilateral governance – and politics – in determining a national 

position on trade and food security? 
This is a copy of the 2014 interview guide. 

Guide 3 (speaking with public officials in intergovernmental organizations) 

1. Please describe the current debate over food security in the context of multilateral trade 
negotiations. 

a. What are the main issues? 
b. Who are the main actors? 
c. Who are those most affected? 

2. Where are the opportunities for progress on the trade and food security agenda? 
3. What role do you think trade plays in the realization of food security? 
4. What difference did the food price crisis make to the debate? 
5. How does your organization see its role within the larger collective of inter-governmental 

organizations working on food security and trade? 
6. How do you see the interaction between the national and multilateral trade agendas? 
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Appendix C  The Aggregate Measure of Support and the Agreement on Agriculture 

The Aggregate Measure of Support (AMS), also called the amber box. It is available to the 32 

WTO members (see list on the following page) that declared levels of domestic support that 

exceeded the de minimis when they acceded to the Agreement on Agriculture. (The de minimis is 

a threshold below which spending is not considered a trade distortion under the WTO rules). 

Countries that notified the need for an AMS allowance included the sums in their schedule of 

commitments. The WTO agriculture rules required the AMS be cut progressively—for 

developed countries, the cut was a total of 20 percent over six years, and for developing 

countries, the cut was 13 percent over ten years (World Trade Organization, 1994). Most 

countries did not claim an AMS allowance as they were not spending more than de minimis 

amounts on their agriculture. The AMS is calculated based on historic spending levels, 

unadjusted for inflation or the changing value of agricultural production. The highest levels of 

AMS were accorded to the biggest spenders in 1995 (the United States, the European Union and 

Japan).55 

Every WTO member must notify their spending on domestic support to the Committee on 

Agriculture periodically (the larger the member’s economy, the more often it is required to notify 

its spending). The largest economies must notify their spending every year. Many developing 

countries, especially low-income countries, submit very simple notifications that simply say their 

domestic support does not exceed the de minimis. 

  

 

55 In practice, the scheduled cuts were minimal because the member states deliberately gave themselves room. For 
example, in 1995—the first year the AoA took effect—the United States was already spending less than the amount 
it was meant to reach by the end of the five-year implementation period (DiGiacomo, 1998).  
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Table 5: Countries claiming Aggregate Measure of Support 

Developing Developed 
Argentina Australia 
Brazil Canada 
Colombia European Union 
Costa Rica FYR of Macedonia 
Jordan Iceland 
Korea Israel 
Mexico Japan 
Morocco Moldova 
Papua New Guinea Montenegro 
Saudi Arabia New Zealand 
South Africa Norway 
Chinese Taipei Russian Federation 
Tajikistan Switzerland - Lichtenstein 
Thailand Ukraine 
Tunisia United States 
Venezuela 

 

Viet Nam 
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Appendix D  List of official WTO documents 

Table 6: WTO official documents consulted 

Number Title Date On Behalf Of: 
G/AG/N/AUS/97 Notification (Domestic Support 

Australia) 
2015/04/20 Australia 

G/AG/N/CHN/28  Notification (Domestic Support China) 2015/05/06 China 
G/AG/N/IND/12 Notification Government of India 

Domestic Support for marketing years 
2014-2015 to 2015-2016 

2018/05/01 India 

G/AG/N/IND/13 Notification (Domestic Support 2016 - 
2017) 

2018/07/20 India 

G/AG/N/IND/15 Notification Government of India 
Domestic Support for marketing years 
2017-2018 

2019/03/26 India 

G/AG/N/USA/113  Notification (Marrakech Decision)  2017/03/30 United States 
G/AG/N/USA/121 USA notifications 2018/05/01  
G/AG/NG/W/135 Japan 1999  
G/AG/NG/W/135 Negotiating Proposals 2001/03/12 Democratic Republic 

of Congo 
G/AG/NG/W/140 WTO Agriculture Negotiations 2001/03/22 Jordan 
G/AG/NG/W/15 Proposal for Comprehensive Long-

Term Agricultural Trade Reform 
2000/06/23 United States 

G/AG/NG/W/188 Common Position of the Member 
States of the WAEMU in the 
multilateral trade negotiations on 
agriculture 

2002/09/26 West African 
Economic and 
Monetary Union 

G/AG/NG/W/90  EU Comprehensive Negotiating 
Proposal 

2000/12/14 European Union 

G/AG/NG/W/91 Negotiating Proposal 2000/12/21 Japan 
G/AG/NG/W/93 Cairns Group Negotiating Proposal 2000/12/21 Argentina, Australia, 

Bolivia, Brazil, 
Canada, Chile, 
Colombia, Costa 
Rica, Guatemala, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, 
New Zealand, 
Paraguay, 
Philippines, South 
Africa, Thailand, 
Uruguay 

G/AG/NG/W/94 Switzerland 1999  
G/AG/NG/W/94 WTO Negotiations on Agriculture 

Proposal by Switzerland 
2000/12/21 Switzerland 

G/AG/NG/W/98 South Korea 1999  
G/AG/NG/W/98 Proposal for WTO Negotiations on 

Agriculture 
2001/01/09 Republic of Korea 
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Number Title Date On Behalf Of: 
G/AG/R/15 Summary Report Meeting Held 25-26 

June 1998 
1998/08/03 Secretariat 

G/AG/R/50 Summary Report of the Meeting Held 
21 November 2007 

2008/03/06 Secretariat 

G/AG/R/70 Summary Report of the Meeting Held 
26 March 2013 

2013/05/24 Secretariat 

G/AG/R/88 Summary Report of the Meeting Held 
11-12 June 2018 

2018/07/18 Secretariat 

G/AG/W/113 Transparency Opportunities - Export 
Restrictions 

2013/09/16 United States 

G/AG/W/174 Certain Measures of India Providing 
Market Price Support to Rice and 
Wheat 

2018/05/09 United States 

G/AG/W/174 Certain Measures of India Providing 
Market Price Support to Rice and 
Wheat  

2018/05/09 United States 

G/AG/W/75/Rev.5 Responses to points raised by members 
under the review process 

2012/05/31 Secretariat 

G/AG/W/82/Rev.1  List of "Significant Exporters" for the 
purposes of the Notification 
Requirements in Respect of Export 
Subsidy Requirements 

2011/06/17 Chairman's Note 

JOB(03)/157  Joint EC-US Paper Agriculture 2003/08/13 European 
Commission of 
European Union, 
United States 

JOB(03)/165 Agriculture--Japan's position on the 
framework package 

2003/08/20 Japan 

JOB(07)/128  Draft Modalities for Agriculture 2007/07/17 Committee on 
Agriculture in 
Special Session 

JOB(08)/121 WTO Doha Negotations - Domestic 
Support. Green Box - Direct Payments 
in the Chairman's Draft Modalities in 
Annex B of TN/AG/W/4/Rev.3 

2008/11/24 Argentina 

JOB(08)/72 Statement by Paraguay and Uruguay 
Open-Ended 

2008/07/08 Paraguay, Uruguay 

JOB(08)/95 Report to the TNC by Chair of SS of 
CoA, Ambassador Crawford Falconer 

2008/08/12 Chair, Committee on 
Agriculture in 
Special Session 

JOB(99)/4797/Rev 3 PREPARATIONS FOR THE 1999 
MINISTERIAL CONFERENCE: 
Compilation of Proposals Submitted in 
Phase 2 of the Preparatory Process 

  

JOB(99)/4797/Rev.3 Preparations for the 1999 Ministerial: 
Compilation of Proposals Submitted in 
Phase 2 of Preparatory Process 

1999/11/15 Secretariat 
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Number Title Date On Behalf Of: 
JOB/AG/100 Effectively Constraining Trade-

Distorting Domestic Support Using 
Fixed Caps 

2017/07/17 New Zealand, 
Australia, Canada, 
Paraguay 

JOB/AG/101 Proposal on Transparency on Ag 
Export Prohibitions or Restrictions 

2017/07/17 Singapore 

JOB/AG/102 Elimination of AMS to reduce 
distortions in global ag trade 

2018/07/18 China, India 

JOB/AG/107 Report by Amb. Stephen Ndungu 
Karau to CoA in SS 

2018/07/25 Chair, Committee on 
Agriculture in 
Special Session 

JOB/AG/112 Domestic Support Submission by 
Guyana on Behalf of the ACP Group 

2017/10/06 Guyana - ACP 

JOB/AG/125 Public Stockholding for Food Security 
Purposes 

2017/11/20 Norway, Singapore 

JOB/AG/127 Proposed Reform Outcomes on 
Domestic Support 

2017/11/27 Philippines 

JOB/AG/128 Compilation Document Committee on 
Agriculture in Special Session 

2017/12/06 Secretariat 

JOB/AG/138 Domestic Support in the WTO 
Agreement on Agriculture 

2018/07/11 Canada, Argentina, 
Australia, Brazil, 
Guatemala, New 
Zealand, Paraguay, 
Peru, Uruguay 

JOB/AG/18 Food Security for NFIDCs: A proposal 
for SDT under the disciplines on 
export prohibitions and restrictions 

2011/04/06 Net Food Importing 
Developing 
Countries 

JOB/AG/22 G-33 Proposal on some elements of 
TN/AG/W/4/Rev.4 for early agreement 
to address food security issues 

2012/11/13 G-33 

JOB/AG/23 Informal Meeting CoC in SS Remarks 
by the Chair 

2013/03/28 Chair 

JOB/AG/25 G-33 Non Paper 2013/10/03 G-33 
JOB/AG/26 Informal Meeting CoC in SS Remarks 

by the Chair 
2013/10/14 Chair 

JOB/AG/27 G-33 Proposed Permanent Solution on 
Public Stockholding for Food Security 
Purposes 

2017/07/17 G-33 

JOB/AG/37 Proposed Elements for Discussion on 
Public Stockholding for Food Security 

2015/03/20 United States 

JOB/AG/42 Domestic Support - Building on 
Existing Disciplines 

2015/07/06 Norway 

JOB/AG/45 African Group Elements on 
Agriculture in the Doha Development 
Agenda Negotiations 

2015/10/22 Lesotho for Africa 
Group 
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Number Title Date On Behalf Of: 
JOB/AG/69  
G/AG/W/150 

Trends in Domestic Support 2016/05/09 Australia, Argentina, 
Brazil, Canada, 
Chile, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, 
Guatemala, 
Malaysia, New 
Zealand, Pakistan, 
Paraguay, Peru, 
Uruguay, Vietnam 

JOB/AG/75 ACP Group Questions on Agriculture 
Negotiations Regarding Domestic 
Support 

2016/07/12 ACP Group 

JOB/AG/83 The Worst Distortions in Domestic 
Support Today 

2016/11/15 Argentina, Australia, 
Colombia, New 
Zealand, Paraguay, 
Uruguay, Vietnam 

JOB/AG/99 Proposal on Domestic Support, Public 
Stockholding for Food Security 
Purposes and Cotton 

2017/07/17 Brazil, European 
Union, Colombia, 
Peru, Uruguay 

MTN/GR/W/13 United States Statement, Group 
Agriculture, Sub-Group on Grains 

1976/05/26 United States 

MTN/GR/W/9 Statement Made by the Representative 
of India 

1976/02/02 India  

no number Agreement on Agriculture (pp. 43-71) 1995/06/16 WTO 
no number Agreement Establishing the World 

Trade Organization 
1995/06/16 GATT 

no number Reaffirming Development - MC11. 
Submission by the G-33 

2017/04/25 G-33 

OECD/WTO/ 
UNCTAD 

Reports on G20 Trade and Investment 
Measures May to Mid-October 2011 

2011/10/25  

RD/AG/4 Review of the List of 'Significant 
Exporters' 

2012/06/13 China, India, 
Pakistan, Philippines, 
Turkey 

RD/AG/44 Unofficial Room Document - 
Submission by the United States  

2016/05/09 United States 

RD/AG/63 The Rising Tide - Growth in Domestic 
Support Entitlements Since 2001 

2017/11/21 Australia, Canada, 
Chile, Colombia, 
Mexico, New 
Zealand, Thailand, 
Uruguay 

TN/AG/GEN/8 Initial remarks by the African Group to 
the Joint EC-US Paper on Agriculture 

2003/08/19 Africa Group 

TN/AG/R/19 Summary Report 30th Special Session 
CoA 17 March & 19 April 2005 

2005/05/13 Secretariat 

TN/AG/R/22 Summary Report 34th Formal Special 
Session of the CoA 22 April 2009 

2009/05/14 Secretariat 
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Number Title Date On Behalf Of: 
TN/AG/R/24  Summary Report 37th Special Session 

CoA 26 April 2017 
2017/05/12 Secretariat 

TN/AG/R/25 Summary Report 38th Special Session 
CoA 9 April 2018 

2018/05/01 Secretariat 

TN/AG/S/13/Add.2 Total Aggregate Measurement of 
Support 

2009/11/12 Secretariat 

TN/AG/S/13/Add.3 Total Aggregate Measurement of 
Support 

2009/11/12 Secretariat 

TN/AG/S/28 Export Prohibitions and Restrictions 2013/03/20 Secretariat 
TN/AG/W/4/Rev.4 Revised Draft Modalities for 

Agriculture 
2008/12/06 Secretariat 

WT/DS511/11 China - Domestic Support for 
Agricultural Producers. 
Communication from the Panel 

2018/07/30 Dispute Settlement 
Body  

WT/DSL/9 China - Domestic Support for 
Agricultural Producers. Constitution of 
the Panel 

2017/06/26 Dispute Settlement 
Body  

WT/GC/W/238 Norway 1999  
WT/GC/W/374 Cuba, Dominican Republic, Egypt, El 

Salvador, Honduras, Sri Lanka, 
Uganda & Zimbabwe 

1999  

WT/L/162 Guidelines for arrangements on 
relations with non-governmental 
organizations 

1996/07/23 General Council 

WT/L/452 Procedures for the Circulation and 
Derestriction of WTO Documents 

2012/05/16 General Council 

WT/L/579 Doha Work Programme 2004/08/02 General Council 
WT/MIN(01)/DEC/
W/1 

Draft Ministerial Declaration  2001/12/14 MC4 

WT/MIN(05)/DEC Doha Work Programme - Ministerial 
Declaration 

2005/12/22 MC4 

WT/MIN(13)/DEC/
W/1/Rev.1  

Bali Ministerial Declaration 2013/12/07 MC9 

WT/MIN(13)/W/10  Public Stockholding for Food Security 
Purposes - Draft Ministerial Decision 

2013/12/06 MC9 

WT/TPR/S/313/ 
Rev.1 

Trade Policy Review: India 2015/09/14 Secretariat 

WT/TPR/S/313/ 
Rev.1  

Trade Policy Review Report by the 
Secretariat India 

2015/09/14 Secretariat 

WTO/MIN(15)/DEC Nairobi Ministerial Declaration 2015/12/19 MC10 
WTO/MIN(17)/11 Africa and Development 2017/12/05 Africa Group 

 


