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My thanks to Judge Morris for the invitation to speak today.  Judge is a major asset for 

the Washington policy community. His efforts are needed now more than ever, as we are at a 

period of change.   

First a disclaimer, no one speaks for the WTO, except the Members by decision and the 

Director General, Roberto Azevedo.  I am speaking here today on behalf of myself.   

To address at the outset the question posed by Judge Morris:  I left Buenos Aires feeling 

very upbeat about the future of the WTO and the world trading system it embodies.   

What I want to cover with you this morning are two fundamental reasons for my feeling 

of exuberance after MC11, the WTO Ministerial at Buenos Aires, and to give you a measure of 

the challenges that lie ahead.    

The first reason for feeling as positive as I did was personal experience – derived from 

the activities with which I was directly involved in BA.  The second reason for feeling very good 

about MC 11 concerns the outlook for the world trading system.   
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Part I.  FIRST ON THE PERSONAL SIDE 

Each side-activity in which I participated was amazing.  These were not generally 

subjects much reported in the press.   

 I was part of the launch of the g7+.  It is not what you might think.  It is a group of the 

most fragile and conflict affected countries, consisting of recently acceded WTO 

members and those seeking to accede to the WTO who value the WTO highly.  Their 

palpable enthusiasm for integration into the world economy cannot leave one unmoved. 

The original members of the Group are Afghanistan, Comoros, Liberia, Somalia, South 

Sudan, Timor-Leste and Yemen.  

The Group of 7 plus is “a platform for targeted facilitation and tailored support of 

the WTO accession and post-accession efforts of fragile and conflict affected states, 

aimed at re-building their economies through WTO- related structural reforms, the 

establishment of credible economic and institutional frameworks, and the enhancement of 

transparency and good governance.”  WTO Members” and the international trade 

community’s consistent support helped realize WTO membership of Yemen in 2014, 

Liberia and Afghanistan in 2016 and have promoted the sustained use of the WTO 

accession process for peacebuilding and sustainable economic development. 

Separately, I also met with delegations from Belarus, Iraq and others seeking to 

accede to the WTO.  

At a time when there had been earlier in 2017 rumors of a major member looking 

for the exit, listening to countries who see the benefits of integration into the global 

trading system, for their economic development, is, frankly, inspiring.  
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I participated in the launch of the Cotton Web Portal.  It is a single website devoted to 

providing relevant information regarding primarily the least developed to help them grow, 

process, and market their cotton.  This event is of enormous interest particularly to four West 

African nations – Chad, Mali, Benin and Burkina Faso. 

I accepted on behalf of the WTO, a Ministerial Declaration on Limiting Wasteful Fossil 

Fuel Subsidies put forward by 12 WTO members, developed, developing and least developed1 

“who seek to advance discussions in the World Trade Organization aimed at achieving ambitious 

and effective disciplines on inefficient fossil fuel subsidies that encourage wasteful consumption, 

including through enhanced WTO transparency and reporting that will enable the evaluation of 

the trade and resource effects of fossil fuel subsidies programs.”   

Part II.  NOW THE BIGGER PICTURE -- WHAT THE WORLD SAW  

Expectations for the Ministerial were not high.  There were two issues on which an 

agreement was remotely possible:  fishery subsidies and public stockholding of food and feed.  

Those remote contingencies did not occur.  The two negotiating topics did not come together.   

Disappointing, of course.  Was it disastrous?  No.    

In reality, on public stockholding, India has a temporary provision from a past WTO 

ministerial meeting to use this measure, and has not.  So I would guess that there is no economic 

cost incurred for a permanent solution not coming together.   

On the other hand, on limiting fishery subsidies, there is a real loss for the world’s 

environment that the world’s oceans will continue to be overfished, and many livelihoods in 

                                                      
1 Chile; Costa Rica; Iceland; Liechtenstein; Mexico; the Republic of Moldova; New Zealand; Norway; Samoa; 
Switzerland; the Separate Customs Territory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen and Matsu; and Uruguay. 
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developing countries will continue to be depressed, in part due to heavy subsidies to fisheries.  

Getting to a good agreement will take longer.  There is a renewed commitment to succeed, and 

an agreement to have increased transparency, which can be very important to obtaining 

negotiated limits.   

The divisions for this and many other issues are no longer north/south.  Fisheries 

subsidies is a south/south issue.    

So why did I leave Buenos Aires feeling exuberant?  Part of it was the participation of a 

number of forward leaning countries.   

First, and foremost, the US was there, was engaged constructively. That this would be so 

was an unknown before BA.  The US has been the prime architect, builder and guarantor of the 

multilateral trading system.  The importance of its participation cannot be overstated.   

Amb. Lighthizer opened with a statement that was very well received, although it 

described his views on the needs for reform – on self-designation as a developing country with 

the consequence of accepting a lesser level of obligations, on dispute settlement that yields 

results that negotiations could not, on the need for transparency and living up to existing WTO 

commitments.  And on summing up MC 11 at its conclusion, the U.S. view he articulated was 

that the Conference was a success, and that the US was looking forward to participating in 

discussions to improve E-Commerce, among other possibilities. 

There is now a clear path forward to restore the negotiating function to the WTO, 

something that has been absent since the Nairobi Ministerial in 2015, when there was agreement 

to eliminate agricultural export subsidies, the Trade Facilitation Agreement, and the Expansion 

of the Information Technology Agreement. 

The following is what one of the largest trading nations' ministers said recently: 
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I’m not usually known as an optimist, but I’m happy to take that role today.  MC11 was a 

success and important because it found what could be an important new direction for the 

WTO. It sparked fruitful discussions and actions towards negotiating new agreements in 

important sectors among the like-minded.   

WTO member governments in large numbers issued their own joint statements that they 

wanted to engage in discussions towards addressing major areas of interest to their economies: 

 

Electronic Commerce: 

Besides renewal of the moratorium on placing customs duties on cross border 

transmissions (which result was not a foregone conclusion) -- in Buenos Aires, 71 WTO 

Members2 representing about three-quarters of world trade (77%) and world output (GDP)3 

(73%)  “committed themselves to a program of exploratory work which they expect will lead to 

negotiations. These negotiations would enable these Members to explore more fully how existing 

WTO rules apply to e-commerce and where there may be gaps in the rules that might be filled 

through negotiations.” 

                                                      
2 Including: Albania; Argentina; Australia; Bahrain; Brazil; Brunei Darussalam; Cambodia; Canada; Chile; 
Colombia; Costa Rica; European Union; Guatemala; Hong Kong, China; Iceland; Israel; Japan; Kazakhstan; Korea, 
Republic of; Kuwait; Lao PDR; Liechtenstein; the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; Malaysia; Mexico; 
Moldova, Republic of; Montenegro; Myanmar; New Zealand; Nigeria; Norway; Panama; Paraguay; Peru; Qatar; 
Russian Federation; Singapore; Switzerland; Separate Customs Territory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen and Matsu; 
Turkey; Ukraine. 
3  
All shares calculated based on 2015 US dollars.  

Exports are total exports of goods and services 
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The joint declaration included the following: “Participation will be open to all WTO 

Members and will be without prejudice to participants' positions on future negotiations.  A first 

meeting will be held in the first quarter of 2018. Our work will build on WTO rules. Our 

initiative will be undertaken without prejudice to existing WTO agreements and mandates.”  

The common feature of each of these initiatives is that they are open to all Members. 

 

Domestic regulation of services  

The declaration was signed by 58 members4 representing 74% of world exports and 59% 

of global GDP. 

Members recognize the right to regulate. Sample provisions include: to the extent 

practicable, have one competent authority for each application for authorization; allow a 

reasonable period for the submission of an application; endeavor to accept applications in 

electronic format; and ensure that the applicant is informed of the decision concerning the 

application.  In the case of a rejected application, to the extent possible, inform the applicant of 

the reasons for rejection and, where applicable, the procedures for resubmission of an 

application; ensure that an authorization, once granted, enters into effect without undue delay; 

and ensure that the authorization fees charged by the competent authority are reasonable, 

transparent, and do not in themselves restrict the supply of the relevant service.  

                                                      
4 Members issuing the Declaration are:  Argentina; Australia; Canada; Chile; China; Colombia; Costa Rica; The 
European Union; Hong Kong, China; Iceland; Israel; Japan; The Republic of Kazakhstan; The Republic of Korea; 
Liechtenstein; The Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; Mexico; The Republic of Moldova; Montenegro; New 
Zealand; Norway; Peru; The Russian Federation; Switzerland; The Separate Customs Territory of Taiwan, Penghu, 
Kinmen And Matsu; Turkey; Ukraine; And Uruguay. 
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Members are encouraged to consolidate electronic publications into a single portal.  

Decisions by competent authorities are to be administered in an independent manner.  There are 

to be provisions requiring transparency, providing for a central inquiry point, and the like. 

 

Investment facilitation 

  70 countries5, accounting for 73% of trade and 60% of GDP support this initiative, 

calling for “closer international cooperation to creating a more transparent, efficient, and 

predictable environment for facilitating cross-border investment”.  The initiative for investment is 

similar in many respects to the Trade Facilitation Agreement for goods.  Investment is an area that 

would be likely to become contentious if it is expanded to include substantive obligations, such as 

seeking to address investment screening and investor state dispute settlement. 

 

Micro, small and medium sized enterprises (MSMES). 

  This initiative was circulated on behalf of 85 members6 accounting for 78% of world 

exports and 64% of global GDP.  These members “decided to create an Informal Working Group on 

MSMES at the WTO that is open to all members and we will continue striving for a multilateral 

outcome aimed at establishing a formal work program for MSMEs at the next Ministerial Conference 

                                                      
5 The declaration was issued at the request of:  Argentina; Brazil; Chile; China; Colombia; Hong Kong, China; 
Kazakhstan; Republic of Korea; Liberia; Mexico; Nigeria; Pakistan; Qatar; and Uruguay.  
 
6 Included are: Afghanistan; Albania; Antigua and Barbuda; Argentina; Australia; Bahrain; Belize; Brazil; Brunei 
Darussalam; Canada; Chile; China; Colombia; Costa Rica; Dominica; the Dominican Republic; Ecuador; El 
Salvador; European Union; Grenada; Guatemala; Honduras; Hong Kong, China; Iceland; Israel; Japan; Kazakhstan; 
Kenya; Korea, Republic of; Kyrgyz Republic; Lao PDR; Liechtenstein; Malaysia; Mexico; Moldova, Republic of 
Montenegro; Myanmar; New Zealand; Nicaragua; Norway; Pakistan; Panama; Paraguay; Peru; Philippines; Qatar; 
Russian Federation; Saint Kitts and Nevis; Saint Lucia; Saint Vincent and the Grenadines; Singapore; Switzerland; 
The Separate Customs Territory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen and Matsu; the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia; Turkey; Uruguay and Viet Nam. 
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[in 2019]. The group seeks ways to promote a more predictable regulatory environment for MSMEs; 

reduction of trade costs, including areas such as trade facilitation, shipping and logistics, and procedures 

and requirements related to origin; promotion, including through cooperation with other multilateral 

institutions, of better access to trade finance for MSMEs; Identification of issues of particular interest 

to MSMEs that could be addressed in WTO Trade Policy reports; and consideration of how technical 

assistance and capacity building initiatives could take into account the trade needs and challenges of 

MSMEs”.  

 

Women’s Economic Empowerment  

A Joint Declaration was circulated at the Ministerial Conference on Trade and Women’s 

Economic Empowerment, noting that “inclusive trade policies can contribute to advancing 

gender equality and women’s economic empowerment, which has a positive impact on economic 

growth and helps to reduce poverty”.  It cited “Goal 5 of the Sustainable Development Goals in 

the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which is to achieve gender 

equality and empower all women and girls”.   

The Declaration proposes agreement: “to collaborate on making our trade and 

development policies more gender-responsive, including by: sharing our respective experiences 

relating to policies and programs to encourage women’s participation in national and 

international economies through World Trade Organization (WTO) information exchanges, as 

appropriate, and voluntary reporting during the WTO trade policy review process; sharing best 

practices; sharing methods and procedures for the collection of gender-disaggregated data; 

working together in the WTO to remove barriers for women’s economic empowerment and 
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increase their participation in trade; and ensuring that Aid for Trade supports tools and know-

how for analyzing, designing and implementing more gender-responsive trade policies.”   The 

initiative aims to eliminate gender-discriminatory national policies and measures. 

 

PART III. What remains to be accomplished for the global trading system? 

The leaked UK Cabinet memo on costs of leaving the EU indicates the following hits to 

UK GDP over 15 years:   

o 2% for a Norway type deal (where over 90% of EU trade-related laws are adopted); 

o 5% for comprehensive UK FTAs, like CETA (the EU’s FTA with Canada); and  

o 8% for going forward based on the WTO rules. 

Whichever path is chosen, the cost to the British economy will be major in terms of Britain 

having a lower GDP fifteen years beyond any transition period, in 2035, after Brexit is final.   

 This is instructive for purposes of comparing a single market, with alternatives -- a super 

glue FTA, normal FTAs and moving to simple (were that it was that simple) application of the 

WTO rules.   

This methodology can give a rough, back-of-the-envelope estimate of the gap for the 

entire world between a global single market and having world trade continue to be governed by 

the current WTO rules.  This can be calculated in both percent and dollar terms.  The single 

market is taken as a proxy for perfect free trade.   

o The world economy in 2035 would be $6.5 trillion poorer in today’s dollars at present 

WTO rules than if the world were a single market.  For purposes of comparison, note that 
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the total GDP at present for all of Africa is $3.3 trillion.  So, a loss of $6.5 trillion, in case 

one doubted it, is significant. 

o The actual figure for measuring the gap needs to be looked at cumulatively.  A $6.5 

trillion loss to the global economy -- of world trade not taking place within a single 

market, over 2018 to 2085 amounts to $89 trillion in current dollars.  Whatever 

methodology is used, the loss to the world economy of not improving the current WTO is 

enormous.    

A single market is not obtainable and not desirable in many respects.  The number is simply 

evidence that there is an immense gap between what the WTO system of rules delivers and what 

it could deliver.   

Lest this sound like I am diminishing the current level of accomplishment through the 

WTO, let me give you some additional data points on which to judge what the WTO has 

delivered: 

 The 70 years since GATT opened its doors have been the most peaceful and prosperous 

in history. Accident? I think not. Trade growth has been impressive over this period, 

roughly 20 times what it was at the outset.  

 Ask businesses — importers and exporters — what they imagine the landscape would 

look like if they had no idea what the terms of trade would be in their dealings with 

foreign partners. Scrap MFN7? OK, and replace it with what? Different tariffs for every 

product with every trade partner?  

                                                      
7 Most-favored-nation treatment, that forbids treating different products with differing levels of protection 
depending on the country from which they are sourced. 
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 We just implemented a trade facilitation agreement hailed by businesses across the 

country; a deeply confusing and unstable system of tariffs would undermine that pretty 

quickly. 

 As for dispute settlement, the system may not be perfect and support for reform extends 

beyond the United States, but throwing the baby out with the bathwater is not the 

solution.  

 And not least, the world made it through a very serious financial crisis a very few years 

ago and the line against protection held, due very much to the commitments countries 

made in the WTO.  

 For those tired of the slow pace of negotiations, I would point out that the ITA extension 

didn’t take all that long and among like-minded groups progress can be made relatively 

quickly. 

 

PART IV.   Going Forward 

 A word is in order about FTAs, given that this is an option that the UK is considering, 

and countries have adopted in large numbers – for the EU alone, there are 96 “free trade 

agreements” in place or under negotiation (19 are under negotiation).  The question must be 

asked: Are free trade agreements a second best, a substitute for the multilateral trading system? It 

is a common refrain.  

 The concept of why an FTA should be permissible, as a departure from 

nondiscrimination on the basis of MFN, is that an FTA creates more trade than it destroys 

through diversion of trade away from non-members.   
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 I think this works best in limited cases, for example in a region.  EFTA and NAFTA are 

two examples.  There can also notionally be trade creation when a large developed country enters 

into an FTA with a small developing country, although the case is less clear to me than in a 

limited geographical area.  There is a question whether sufficient efficiencies are created to 

offset the negatives of trade diversion. 

 An extreme hypothetical indicates where trade diversion is clear but trade creation is not 

obvious.  Let us assume that Germany and Ontario conclude an FTA.    

Well, I have calculated on the back of a napkin that there will be a smidgeon of additional 

Ontario GDP in the year 2150.   

 So how does the FTA affect American industry, services and agriculture, given that the 

United States has an “open border” with Canada as well as an FTA with that country. 

 Assume under the FTA, the Ontario tax authorities are going to provide more 

transparency for their rulings.  Americans benefit if there is no discrimination. 

 Assume German companies get better treatment in provincial procurement of hydro-

electric generators than all other countries’ companies, and that the demand for this 

product in Ontario is very large.   

 What happens to American jobs?  There will be layoffs.  But there will be more jobs in 

Germany.  Since the shipping distance is dramatically different, and assuming that the 

American companies were cost competitive, the loss of the Ontario market is a net 

negative. 

 Assume that the FTA provides that “hamburgers” can henceforth only come from 

Hamburg, Germany, if they are to be so named. 

 Does Hamburg have a lot of cattle?  Public parks would have to be turned into feed lots. 



13 
 

 Do Canadians benefit?  No, Big Mac’s go up in price to C$25 each.   

 How are local McDonald’s doing? Not very well.  Under the Golden Arches, the signs 

might have to change from “billions and billions sold” to “hundreds and hundreds”, but it 

is more like some dozens. 

 So, was this free trade agreement really good? 

The bottom line:  FTAs deserve a lot closer scrutiny than they now get. 

 

In fact, FTAs may upon analysis be really largely “TDAs”, namely trade diversion 

agreements, and should be so labeled if that is the case.  They are not a substitute for the WTO 

and should not be entered into promiscuously, as they can cause more damage than good.  

 

CONCLUSION 

What can be accomplished going forward will be determined by the WTO’s members.   

And I sense that there is great enthusiasm, of a kind I have not seen for years.   

Not much was expected at Buenos Aires, but a page was turned, many serious initiatives 

were launched.  In my view, it is likely that MC11 will be seen in retrospect to have been an 

inflection point. 

  It is now up to the private sector, including not only business but also others, to give 

shape and impetus to governments improving the world trading system.  What is at stake is 

enormous.   The role of the private sector will determine what can be achieved.  

 Before MC11, I do not know of a single CEO of any company in any country that called 

upon his country’s president to accomplish more at Buenos Aires.  I do not know of any 

country’s president calling another country’s president to foster an ambitious outcome -- other 
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than the host, President Macri of Argentina, doing so.  It is no excuse that the table was not set 

with rich multilateral agreements ready for signature, because the private sector and the member 

governments as a whole simply did not prepare for results of that kind.  In Berlin, three weeks 

ago, I was asked what was one thing that would make the most difference for making 

improvements in the world trading system and I answered “ENGAGEMENT”.  The people in 

this room, the companies and governments that they represent, and those like them, can make the 

difference going forward.   

I will end with a quotation from Doc in the movie Back to the Future: 

 “The future is not written yet.  The future is what you make of it”.     

Thank you.   


