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The Phosphore collection is a series of 
studies launched by the SIA collective 
(Humundi, Iles de Paix, Autre Terre) on 
the challenges of food systems. It is 
characterised by the analysis of contested 
issues that drive the decision-making arenas 
of food systems. It seeks to understand 
the reading grids that underlie political 
discourses, the competing arguments and 
their scienti�c validity. Each issue is intended 
to provide an overview of a debate, and aims 
to equip readers in the controversy.
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It has become obvious to most observers that the international trade model based on 
neoliberal globalization is running out of steam. The machine is breaking down on all 
sides, with malfunctions such as supply chain disruptions during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
speculation on grain markets following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, or the US breaking 
with the free trade paradigm among some of its proliferations. These phenomena have 
led to a resurgence of food insecurity both in the Global South and in the Global North.  

A
�er several decades of neolib-
eral globalization, it is a fore-
gone conclusion : this model of 

international trade, based on the quest 
for profit and comparative advan-
tages, which leads to the relocation of 
production, the concentration of land, 
and the growing expansion of a small 
number of corporations, coupled with 
the plundering of non-renewable nat-
ural resources, is inadequate to solve 
the problem of hunger, and will not 
even allow us to achieve, more gen-
erally, the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). The one institution 
which, more than any other, embodies 
this economic order is the World Trade 
Organization (WTO). This institution 
is in a state of paralysis according to 
some, and on the verge of implosion 
for others, and is caught in a trap of its 
own making. Indeed, by tailoring trade 
rules to suit the then rich countries, 

the very structure of the WTO makes 
it un�t to ful�ll its role in a now de�ni-
tively multipolar world, where alliances 
between countries are more volatile 
than ever and where the dominance of 
the Western block hangs by a thread.

So, what can be done? If a paradigm 
shi� seems inevitable, how should 
that be approached: with or without 
the WTO? How can one hope for 
change, and will that change come 
from within, through reforms, or will 
it be more revolutionary and sim-
ply bypass and sideline the WTO? 
Despite three decades of lively 
debate within social movements, 
concrete proposals for structuring a 
new and operational fair-trade order 
have been few and far between. This 
year, two proposals from civil society 
have shed a new light on this debate 
by proposing concrete alternatives 

to the WTO: an alternative trade 
framework based on food sover-
eignty for the �rst, and an Agreement 
on Agriculture Re-Imagined, for 
the second.

This new issue of Phosphore there-
fore proposes to examine the 
question of the kind of model of inter-
national trade that would be advisa-
ble and feasible outside the WTO: we 
will �rst take stock of the deadlocks 
that exist in international trade and 
then present two proposals for alter-
natives to the WTO, analyzing their 
strengths and weaknesses. Finally, 
in conclusion, a series of recommen-
dations will be outlined to re�ne the 
vision of international trade that our 
organizations wish to promote.
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Structurally unstable 
agricultural markets

Agricultural markets are driven by dif-
ferent forces. On the one hand, sup-
ply is subject to biological processes, 
soil and climate conditions, and 
environmental disruptions. On the 
other hand, these markets respond 
to the demand for agricultural prod-
ucts, which is vital for the popula-
tion. These factors make agricultural 
markets structurally unbalanced and 
unstable1. Taking into account these 
key characteristics of agricultural 
markets implies considering the reg-
ulations that need to be put in place 
to correct this unpredictability. 

INELASTICITY OF DEMAND

While food production (or supply, to 
simplify) varies greatly depending on 
factors such as weather conditions 
and production processes, consump-
tion, in other words demand, remains 
relatively stable, as it is governed 
by nutritional needs and the caloric 
intake necessary for the population 
to live according to human rights 
standards. Demand is therefore rel-
atively insensitive to price variations, 
due to the imperative for consumers 
or industries to obtain supplies, at 
any cost. This is an essential fac-
tor in understanding how variations 
in agricultural markets have direct 
and immediate consequences for 
consumers.

PRODUCTION AND RESPONSE 
TIMES TO DEMAND

In addition to being subject to sig-
ni�cant variations, agricultural pro-
duction is unable to respond in the 
short term to price �uctuations on 

agricultural markets. This is due to 
the unavoidable time lag involved 
in the biological processes of plant 
growth. This slow response is even 
more important in the case of animal 
production, given the time required 
for livestock to grow. 

ASYMMETRY OF THE MEDIUM-
TERM SUPPLY RESPONSE

Finally, production delays mean that 
there is a time lag between the pricing 
of agricultural products at the time of 
sowing and the pricing at the time of 
harvest. This lag leads to many fore-
casting errors on the part of farmers: 
when prices for a product are high at 
the time of sowing, farmers will tend 
to plant more crops, invest more, 
and expand, leading to theoretically 
higher production at harvest time and 
therefore a drop in prices. Conversely, 
when prices are low, farmers remain 
subject to significant fixed costs 
(investment in agricultural machin-
ery, loans, rent, etc.) and will tend to 
want to sell more in order to pay o� 
these �xed costs, which will contrib-
ute even more to the fall in prices if 
no mechanism is put in place to coun-
terbalance this. Temporal asymmetry 
can thus be observed in the inability 
of agricultural supply to meet demand 
in the short term.

FINANCIALIZATION OF MARKETS

The �nancialization of agricultural 
markets through futures markets is 
a relatively old phenomenon dating 
back to the 19th century. However, this 
phenomenon accelerated sharply in 
the 1990s with the liberalization 
of financial and agricultural mar-
kets, allowing speculators to gain 
an increasingly large share of the 

1.
Agricultural policies,   

yes, but not just any policies!

agricultural markets2. Nowadays, 
financial markets are so intercon-
nected that the price of agricultural 
commodities is dependent on the 
price of energy commodities (oil and 
gas), so the fundamentals of supply 
and demand are now only secondary 
variables in explaining �uctuations 
in agricultural markets. In addition, 
periods of market fluctuation are 
becoming increasingly irregular and 
intense. Given this unpredictability, 
it is di�cult to foresee the future of 
markets and anticipate the price of 
agricultural commodities, which has 
immediate repercussions for food 
security, particularly in countries in 
the Global South. Furthermore, while 
international trade can, under cer-
tain conditions, mitigate the conse-
quences of these market variations by 

Financial 
markets are so 

interconnected 
that the price 

of agricultural 
commodities is 

dependent on the 
price of energy 

commodities  
(oil and gas).

WHAT’S NEW FOR TOMORROW’S INTERNATIONAL TRADE?4

BACK TO SUMMARY



€

1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025

0

40

80

120

160

200

240

280

320

supplying de�cit areas, it does noth-
ing to resolve the structural instability 
of the markets.

CLIMATE CHANGE

The �nal contributing factor to the 
instability of agricultural markets is 
climate change. The rise in the con-
centration of greenhouse gases in the 
atmosphere has a myriad of conse-
quences for agriculture, with increas-
ingly variable harvests in terms of 
quantity and quality, more extreme 
weather events (droughts, rain, hail, 
etc.), and a loss of biodiversity and 
crop auxiliaries. In return, by promot-
ing large-scale monocultures, the 
industrial agricultural system exac-
erbates the consequences of climate 
disasters. Finally, the resurgence of 
epizootic diseases (contagious nod-
ular dermatitis (CND), bluetongue3, 
etc.) linked to rising global temper-
atures should also be highlighted. 
The combination of all these factors 
is already causing substantial losses 
in agricultural production in several 
regions of the world4.

***

Such instability makes it impossible 
for agricultural markets to spontane-
ously reach an equilibrium that satis-
�es both consumers and producers. 
The role of agricultural policies is 
therefore to regulate the di�erence 
between supply and demand in order 
to curb the causes of agricultural 
market instability. Consequently, 
public authorities must implement a 
set of policies aimed at smoothing 
out imperfections and variations in 
agricultural markets, as a ma�er of 
food security as well as a means to 
support farmers’ incomes.

Trade and 
food security

The question of whether current trade 
rules are compatible with achieving a 
balance between ensuring food secu-
rity and providing a decent income 
to farmers therefore seems entirely 
relevant. Professor of European 
agricultural policy Alan Matthews 
demonstrates this in a nuanced but 
nonetheless critical picture of the 
impact of trade on food security and 
availability5:

TRADE AND FOOD AVAILABILITY

International trade is essential to 
ensure the food supply of many 
countries, particularly those who are 
net importers of agricultural com-
modities. Without it these countries 
would face catastrophic food inse-
curity. However, in the long term, 
these same countries tend to su�er 
from a gradual deterioration in the 
terms of trade. In other words, their 
dependence on the international 
market becomes ever more costly as 
agricultural prices rise. This means 

Monthly Wheat Procuder Price (1947-2025)

Source : Federal Reserve Bank of St Louis, USA.

Index 1982 = 100
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themselves in direct competition with 
more productive agricultural systems, 
without the capacity to compete.  

TRADE AND USE OF FOODSTUFFS

As with the other pillars of food secu-
rity, the link between food use and 
international trade is complex, given 
that nutrition-related problems range 
from undernutrition to overnutrition.   

By facilitating food supply, interna-
tional trade can reduce undernutri-
tion, depending on the context, the 
type of national policies in place, 
etc., as it allows for be�er supply to 
net importing countries of agricul-
tural commodities, leading to lower 
agricultural prices. Trade also creates 
economic opportunities, thereby gen-
erating employment and increasing 
people’s incomes. It is therefore a 
vehicle for reducing food insecurity.

However, this observation must be 
nuanced given that international 
trade also encourages the standardi-
zation of diets, which is detrimental to 
local traditions and, above all, accel-
erates the transition to diets high in 
sugar, fat, and ultra-processed prod-
ucts. These types of diet are asso-
ciated with an increase in obesity, 
cardiovascular problems, and chronic 
diseases.

Finally, when it comes to agricul-
tural commodities and how they are 
used, the issue of livestock farming 
and agrofuels also needs to be con-
sidered. Land use and agricultural 
production dedicated to animal hus-
bandry or agrofuels potentially com-
petes with human consumption. Trade 
policies tend to respond to demand, 
whether the demand is for agricul-
tural products destined for human 
or non-human consumption, or for 
agrofuels, and does not prioritize food 
use, which undermines food security.

TRADE AND FOOD STABILITY

The instability of agricultural markets 
is a phenomenon that occurs both at 
the domestic and international level, 
yet the literature highlights that 
domestic shocks are more severe 

and more frequent than those on the 
international market6. This shows that 
food self-su�ciency—envisaged as 
independence from the international 
market—cannot be an end in itself, as 
it is unable to counter price volatility 
at the domestic level.

It is therefore paramount for coun-
tries to be connected to international 
trade, given that national and interna-
tional agricultural policies operate in 
an interconnected manner. This spill-
over of disruption is particularly visi-
ble in the event of a food crisis, such 
as in the case of export restrictions. 
A systemic approach is therefore 
essential when it comes to agricul-
tural trade policies.

THE MOST DEPENDENT 
COUNTRIES

The �rst victims of the vagaries of 
international trade are the least 
developed countries*7(LDCs) and 
countries in the Middle East North 
Africa region (MENA) (see Fig. 1), 
given that these are the countries 
that depend proportionally more than 
any other on imports from the inter-
national market to ensure their food 
security. They are also the countries 
with the least �nancial resources to 
cope with agricultural markets �uc-
tuations. The WTO itself reports that 
the trade balance of most LDCs suf-
fers from a structural deficit8. For 
LDCs that export agricultural prod-
ucts, the situation is even worse, as 
they are hit by a deterioration of the 
terms of trade. To put it simply, devel-
oped countries* that export manufac-
tured goods bene�t in the long term 
from technological progress and the 
associated increase in value, while 
developing countries* that mainly 
export raw materials su�er from the 
downward trend in the relative prices 
of these commodities9.

In 2023, LDCs will account for 16.7% 
of the world’s population and in 2022, 
they will be home to more than 22% of 
the world’s hungry people10. In 2022, 
their share of global agricultural 
exports will be limited to 1.5%, while 
their imports will account for 3% of 
international agricultural trade11. This 

that in times of crisis, these countries, 
which o�en face poor food security 
situations, will be hit harder and �nd 
it more di�cult to recover. This was 
exemplified in the case of the rice 
market in 2007/08, and again with 
the wheat market in 2022/23.

TRADE AND FOOD ACCESSIBILITY

The expansion of agricultural markets 
is a political priority for agro-export-
ing countries, because new markets 
inevitably imply more opportunities 
to increase production and thus gen-
erate income. Countries that export 
agricultural products therefore have 
every reason to push for trade liberal-
ization. Meanwhile, for countries with 
lower agricultural productivity, less 
competitiveness, or simply less sub-
sidized agricultural sectors, the open-
ing of new markets will bene�t some 
actors (entrepreneurs, export sec-
tors, etc.) by allowing the introduc-
tion of new agricultural techniques 
resulting in growth opportunities 
for the agricultural sector. However, 
small-scale farmers will o�en pay the 
heaviest price for market liberaliza-
tion, as they are unable to compete 
with large-scale subsidized farms.

International 
trade lead to an 

acceleration of 
the transition 

to diets high in 
sugar, fat, and 

ultra-processed 
products.

In this opening up of markets, it is 
generally industries and consum-
ers, particularly in urban areas, who 
bene�t the most, as the former can 
source supplies at be�er prices and 
the la�er can enjoy cheap goods from 
international markets. For producers 
the situation is riskier, as they �nd 
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16,7 %

22% 

of people suffering 
from hunger worldwide 
live in LDCs in 2022

of the world's population 
lives in least developed 
countries (LDCs) in 2023

1,5 %
Share of LDCs 
in global agricultural 
exports (in 2022)

3 %
Share of LDC imports 
in international 
agricultural trade

62 %
Caloric contribution 
of cereals, tubers, 
and roots in Africa

30 %
Share of imports 
in cereal supply in Africa

gap underscores the fragility of LDC 
economies in addressing their food 
insecurity endogenously. Worse, 
LDCs are dependent on the US mar-
ket for their exports (nearly 9% of 
their exports go to the United States, 
while they account for only 0.9% of 
total US imports), which subjects 
these countries to US trade dictates 
(see section 4.1.). 

Africa, which accounts for the vast 
majority of LDCs12, depends on 
imports for more than 30% of its 
cereal supply, while cereals, tubers, 
and roots account for 62% of the 
continent’s calorie intake13. However, 
studies on arable land that is rain-fed 
and not yet cultivated suggest enor-
mous potential in sub-Saharan Africa 
(but also in Latin America), without 
a�ecting forests or protected areas14. 
Were they provided with the appro-
priate budget and policies, as well as 
su�ciently remunerative agricultural 
prices, African countries (to stick to 
this region of the world) would be 
able to solve their food security prob-
lem, as the amount of arable land is 
far greater than what is needed to 
guarantee food security for the pop-
ulation. In any event, these  data 

underscore the crucial role of trade in 
maintaining food security for certain 
categories of countries.

International trade appears to be a 
vital element of global food security. 
That being said, there is no scienti�c 
consensus on the complex correla-
tion between trade and food insecu-
rity. In order to pinpoint one, it would 
be necessary to isolate the “agricul-
tural trade policies” component from 
other public policies, which is di�cult 
given that these policies are largely 
interconnected. Moreover, while trade 
cannot be held solely responsible for 
the persistence of food insecurity, the 
failure of the welfare state to mitigate 
the e�ects of international trade cer-
tainly is, as domestic policies—or at 
least the lack thereof—account for 
the largest share of the scourge of 
food insecurity15. The current eco-
nomic system is therefore unable to 
resolve the contradictions governing 
the agricultural sector, and under 
current international rules states do 
not have enough political space to 
address these issues16.

Overall, while the agricultural sector 
needs policies to correct and opti-

mize agricultural markets, the dom-
inant neoliberal economic thinking 
is headed in the opposite direction, 
under the assumption that the mar-
ket tends to regulate itself and, above 
all, that the most dominant players 
are the ones who guide the market’s 
evolution17. Even if the theoretical 
models used to explain price �uctu-
ations result in di�erent analyses, the 
empirical evidence shows that agri-
cultural markets are very unlikely to 
spontaneously reach an equilibrium 
price18 that satis�es consumers, the 
agri-food industry, and farmers alike.

It therefore becomes obvious that 
we do not need fewer agricultural 
policies, but more and, above all, 
be�er ones.

 

Some key figures
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Countries facing acute food 
insecurity o�en depend on imports.

Cereal import dependency ratio, per cent, 2020-2022

Net exporters and importers of cereals

<more exports more imports>

Note :  Countries with a negative import dependency ratio are net exporters of cereals. Cereal import dependency does not imply that countries 
are overall importers or have a net negative agricultural balance.

Source: UNCTAD, 202472.
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How the WTO works

U
ntil 1986 agriculture was exempt from trade rules and eligible for protection and subsidies. That 
year, in Punta Del Este (Uruguay), a new round of GATT negotiations was launched, this time 
including agriculture. On December 15, 1993, the GATT agreement was concluded between the 

117 member countries a�er seven years of negotiations. New international trade rules were introduced, 
this time including agriculture, and provisions were made for the transformation of the GATT into the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995. The agreement was signed in Marrakesh on April 15, 1994, for 
a period of six years, before a new round of negotiations (Doha).19

To regulate agricultural markets, categories of subsidies known as boxes were created:

• THE AMBER BOX: domestic support practices 
that must be subject to reduction commitments 
due to the distortions they cause in the 
production and trade of agricultural products.

• THE BLUE BOX: measures that are not subject 
to reduction, but which are accompanied by 
production limitation programs.

• THE GREEN BOX: support that is disconnected 
from production and prices, and that is not 
supposed to have an impact on agricultural 
production and trade. This also includes 
security stocks, domestic food aid, rural 
services, research, etc.

Theoretically decoupled from production, green 
box support is not subject to any limitations. 
However, studies have shown that some coun-
tries, particularly the United States and the EU, 
transferred funds from one box to another when 

the AoA was implemented, thereby avoiding any 
limitations on domestic support. The result is that 
there is currently massive support in developed 
countries* that are not required to reduce their 
domestic support because they provide it in the 
form of subsidies that are conventionally consid-
ered not to have any distorting e�ects on trade20. 

Amber box support, on the other hand, is 
subject to a limitation imposed by the AoA (de 

minimis): 10% of the total value of production 
for developing countries* and 5% for developed 
countries* (AoA, Article 6.4). This percentage 
represents the political space given to Member 
States to �nance their agricultural sector. Above 
this threshold, such support becomes illegal and 
is therefore subject to potential complaints from 
other Member States. The policy space available 
to most developing countries* to implement these 
public stock programs is limited to the de minimis. 

In terms of democratic legitimacy, the WTO raises a number of issues: 

• By seeking to liberalize trade, the WTO subjects 
Member States to a restrictive framework in 
terms of public policy, particularly on issues of 
subsidies and market protection. In this sense, 
it undermines the autonomy and sovereignty of 
Member States.

• Decisions made by the GATT and the WTO, 
both on new agreements and on the integration 
of new members, are made by consensus. 
While this “one country, one vote” decision-
making method is egalitarian in principle, 
the in�uence on votes is obvious, with some 
countries being subject to strong pressure 
from the major powerhouses. In practice, 
therefore, only a very small number of countries 
dare to oppose a consensus (India, China, 
South Africa, and Indonesia being the most 
prominent ones). Consensus-based decision-
making contributes above all to the permanent 
deadlock of negotiations due to con�icts and/
or arrangements between Member States. As 
a result, many ministerial conferences end 
in failure, with no agreement on agriculture 

having been adopted since 2001 apart from 
the Bali package.

• The WTO administers around 30 agreements. 
Since its creation in 1994, another 30 
agreements and decisions have been added 
to the original texts. Developed countries* with 
large delegations can a�ord to have advisors 
who follow all these negotiations, but for 
developing countries* and especially the least 
developed ones*, it is virtually impossible to 
follow all the negotiations. Their agreement is 
therefore given without their informed consent.

• The Dispute Se�lement Body (DSB) allows 
Member States to take action against other 
states if they do not comply with trade rules. 
However, in practice, the DSB is used by 
multinational corporations to have states 
a�ack other states, which favors the interests 
of large companies. 
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The Agreement on 
Agriculture: the 
Gordian knot of the 
agricultural world

When it was established in 1995 the 
WTO took over and encompassed 
the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade (GATT), providing its sec-
retariat from thereon a�er. The WTO 
is governed by a set of agreements 
(services, investment, etc.) which are 
mainly aimed at reducing barriers to 
free trade and increasing economic 
exchange through international trade. 
The organization was founded during 
the heyday of free trade theory in the 
1990s and therefore bases its com-
mercial approach on one of the found-
ing principles of this vision: the theory 
of comparative advantage, theorized 
by economist David Ricardo, “the sin-
gle most powerful insight into eco-
nomics” according to the WTO:

“Economics tells us that we can ben-

e�t when these goods and services 

are traded. Simply put, the principle 

of “comparative advantage” says 

that countries prosper �rst by taking 

advantage of their assets in order to 

concentrate on what they can pro-

duce best, and then by trading these 

products for products that other 

countries produce best.

In other words, liberal trade policies 

[…] sharpen competition, motivate 

innovation and breed success. They 

multiply the rewards that result from 

producing the best products, with the 

best design, at the best price.21”

Yet, as mentioned above, by recog-
nizing that LDCs specializing in agri-
cultural exports are experiencing a 
deterioration in their terms of trade, 
the WTO—along with other interna-
tional organizations such as the FAO 
and UNCTAD—is implicitly acknowl-
edging that this specialization based 
on comparative advantage has not 
proven fruitful. As early as 1996, the 
WTO noted that agricultural prod-
ucts had experienced a deteriora-
tion in the terms of trade relative to 
manufactured goods in world trade: 

agricultural products fell from 20% 
of world trade in 1973 to 11% in 1995 
(they are now around 9%), while the 
share of manufactured goods rose 
from around 55% in 1973 to 78% 
in 1995 (currently around 65%). In 
other words, by specializing in agri-
cultural exports, developing coun-
tries* and LDCs in particular found it 
increasingly di�cult to �nance their 
imports with the income generated 
by exports. Combined with struc-
tural adjustment programs and the 
burden of public debt, this imbalance 
has hampered the implementation of 
e�ective development policies capa-
ble of tackling the problem of food 
insecurity and pursuing appropriate 
policies22.

At the heart of the WTO’s agricultural 
negotiations lies the Agreement on 
Agriculture (AoA), which crystallizes 
all the tensions of the sector, as it was 
negotiated during the Uruguay Round 
in 1986 and enshrines the dominance 
of the richest countries of the time by 
authorizing certain types of public 
�nancing (known as domestic sup-
port) while severely restricting the 
future possibilities for other countries 
to implement such �nancing23.

In 2001, a new round of negotiations 
began in which the United States 
and the European Union, who faced 
growing discontent among develop-
ing countries*, were forced to make 
concessions. The Doha Round was 
supposed to smooth out inequalities 
between developed countries* and 
developing countries*, and the 4th 
WTO Ministerial Conference in 2001 
put a reduction in customs tari�s for 
developed countries on the table that 
aimed to allow developing countries* 
access to their markets. It also pro-
vided a further reduction in trade-dis-
torting domestic support, and the 
elimination of export subsidies. For 
developing countries*, Doha focused 
on rural development, food security 
and special products, special and dif-
ferential treatment, etc.24.

These negotiations ended abruptly 
in 2008 due to tensions between the 
United States and India over agricul-
tural issues25. Doha, the only round 

1995

Establishment of the WTO

1947 

General Agreement on Tari�s
and Trade (GATT)

1948

Signing of the Havana Charter 
aimed at establishing the 
International Trade Organization 
(ITO)

1950

Non-rati�cation of the Havana 
Charter by the US Congress — 
abandonment of the ITO

1986

The 8th round of GATT 
negotiations (Uruguay Round) 
begins, including agriculture for 
the �rst time

1994

Signing of the Marrakesh 
Agreements establishing the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) 

2001 
Start of the Doha Development 
Round

2008 
Suspension of Doha Round 
negotiations amid tensions between 
the US and India over agriculture

2013

Bali Peace Clause with 
agreement on public 
stockholding

2015

End of export subsidies

Agriculture  
in international 
negotiations
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of negotiations opened during the 
WTO’s existence, remains un�nished. 
And yet, Alan Ma�hews points out 
that the leveling of support between 
developed countries* and develop-
ing countries* through the conclusion 
of the Doha Round remains the �rst 
essential step before starting new 
rounds of negotiations26.

Doha, the 
only round of 
negotiations 

opened during 
the WTO’s 

existence, remains 
unfinished.

Since 2008, therefore, apart from 
a few issues (the Bali peace clause 
on public stockholding in 201327 and 
the end of export subsidies in 2015), 
progress has been virtually non-exist-
ent28. Moreover, recent developments 
leave li�le doubt about the chances 
of resolving the situation29. For years, 
there has been a proliferation of 
bilateral free trade agreements with 
even more dramatic consequences 
for developing countries* as well as 
plurilateral agreements30 aimed at 
completely bypassing the consensus 
approach in force at the WTO.  

Faced with climate change, which is 
already a�ecting agricultural produc-
tion and whose future consequences 
are expected to be signi�cant, and 
geopolitical turmoil, which is exacer-
bating panic on the �nancial markets, 
there is an ever-growing need for 
agricultural policies to meet sustain-
able development goals and address 
food security issues. Countries have 
clearly understood this: since the 
food crisis of 2007/08, there has 
been a strong resurgence of policies 
and programs to support domestic 
producers, particularly small farmers, 
in order to o�set structural imbal-
ances in agricultural markets. This 

WHAT TO REMEMBER:

 [ Agricultural markets need 

agricultural policies and 

regulatory tools to be 

e�cient.

 [ International trade and the 

political space le� to the 

discretion of states do not 

allow states to meet food 

security requirements and 

to move towards greater 

food sovereignty.

 [ The WTO theoretically 

promotes the free 

market, which limits 

the possibilities for 

regulation, perpetuates 

food insecurity, continues 

to ensure the failure to 

achieve the SDGs, and 

enhances the inequality in 

our food systems.

return to domestic policies demon-
strates, once again, the WTO’s fail-
ure in this area. By basing its trade 
approach on the hyper-specialization 
of agricultural models, the WTO and 
its Agreement on Agriculture have 
found themselves completely out-
dated before they have even been 
able to produce any substantial 
agreements. The limitation of public 
policies at the heart of the box sys-
tem makes it impossible to control 
agricultural markets through domes-
tic support and tools such as public 
stockholding, which are relevant for 
curbing food inflation and market 
speculation, are severely restricted 
by the limitations imposed by the 
AoA31. This stagnation of the WTO 
and neoliberal policies has been 
observed for many years in the coun-
tries of the Global South, which are 
unable to resolve their food security 
problems, but it has taken on a new 
dimension since food in�ation has 
also affected the countries of the 
North, where the Covid crisis and the 
war in Ukraine have plunged millions 
of people into food insecurity at the 
heart of the EU32.

Ultimately, the AoA, and the WTO 
more generally, seem incapable of 
reforming themselves, prompting 
civil society organizations to consider 
alternatives to break the deadlock. 
This defense of new, fairer, and more 
equitable trade rules  is at the heart 
of this study, because while changing 
the rules of international trade in agri-
cultural products is a political goal to 
be achieved, the path to achieving 
such change still needs to be con-
sidered and evaluated.
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Past and abandoned 
initiatives: 
the Havana 
Charter and the 
International Trade 
Organization (ITO)

A
mong the re�ections of WTO 
critics, there is a call from 
many experts for a return to 

the spirit of the Havana Charter33. 
This project, launched under the aus-
pices of the United Nations Economic 
and Social Council by a resolution 
of February 18, 1946, led to a con-
ference held in Havana in 1947-48. 
The charter, which was to give rise to 
the International Trade Organization 
(ITO), was ultimately abandoned in 
1951 in response to the United States’ 
refusal to ratify it. The ITO would have 
been placed, like other international 
agencies, under the auspices of the 
United Nations, and would have been 
one of the three pillars of the UN 
world order34. This grouping under 
the UN umbrella would have allowed 
trade rules to be placed under the 
jurisdiction of the International Court 
of Justice (ICJ) rather than under a 
dispute se�lement body independent 
of UN institutions.  

The Havana Charter has a more social 
dimension, as it seeks to strike a bal-
ance between trade policies and eco-
nomic regulation in the interests of the 
population’s well-being and defend 
the mutual interests of states—a 
set of restrictions on free trade, so 
to speak. The stability of agricultural 
markets is considered a common good 
to be preserved, and food crises are 
acknowledged to have consequences 
that are far too catastrophic to be con-
sidered epiphenomena. The Havana 

Charter represents an interesting 
approach, as it combines monopoly 
control with sector-by-sector regula-
tion of the agricultural industry.

Negotiations on commodities are 
covered in Chapter VI of the charter, 
which emphasizes the need to miti-
gate agricultural market distortions 
by controlling trade in commodi-
ties35. The aim of these sectoral agree-
ments or commodity agreements is 
therefore “to prevent or alleviate the 
serious economic di�culties which 
may arise when adjustments between 
production and consumption cannot 
be e�ected by normal market forces 
alone as rapidly as the circumstances 
require” and “to prevent or moderate 
pronounced �uctuations in the price 
of a primary commodity” or “to main-
tain and develop the natural resources 
of the world and protect them from 
unnecessary exhaustion36”. These 
are therefore agreements stipulat-
ing price or production regulation or 
implementing quantitative control of 
imports or exports, with a view to pre-
serving natural resources37.

Previous food crises have shown how 
important it is to exercise strict control 
over agricultural prices, particularly for 
LDCs. In this sense, the spirit of the 
charter—making state intervention the 
rule rather than the exception in times 
of crisis—remains highly relevant in the 
current context, even if it would require 
some rebalancing in light of the pro-
gress of economic globalization since 
the mid-20th century.

Although the ITO never saw the light 
of day, commodity agreements con-
tinued to structure agricultural trade 
until the late 1980s, when the GATT 
agricultural negotiations (Uruguay 
Round) challenged them. In any case, 
the return of the issue of raw materials 
to the geopolitical scene highlights 

Recognizing the 
ine�ectiveness of the 
neoliberal trade model 
calls for the development 
of alternatives to lay the 
foundations for a fairer 
trade regime, promoting 
greater solidarity between 
rich countries and 
lower-income countries, 
enabling be�er pay for 
farmers, the production 
of healthy, high-quality 
food for consumers and, 
overall, accelerating the 
transition to sustainable 
food systems. Various 
past, present or current 
alternatives have raised 
hopes that such a system 
will see the light of day.

2.
A search for multilateral alternatives

WHAT’S NEW FOR TOMORROW’S INTERNATIONAL TRADE?12

BACK TO SUMMARY



the need to strengthen the production 
and negotiating capacities of agri-
cultural producers. It is precisely this 
type of agreement that is promoted 
in La Via Campesina’s proposal (next 
chapter).

Making state 
intervention the 
rule rather than 

the exception.

Despite this,  the economist Jacques 
Berthelot have warned against euphe-
mizing the Havana Charter: while the 
charter has progressive aspects, 
its articles overlap, intertwine and 
are accompanied by complex pro-
cedures forming a tangled web that 
makes it di�cult to read and trans-
late. Berthelot was particularly con-
cerned about the semantic similarity 
between many articles of the GATT 
and the Havana Charter, which refutes 
the idea that the charter was a signif-
icant step forward compared to the 
GATT38. Finally, the charter does not 
establish any hierarchy of standards, 
which suggests that trade would have 
prevailed over social and environmen-
tal interests, as is currently the case.

Selected excerpts from   
the Havana Charter

• Article 11 of the charter states: “to achieve the objectives set out 
in the United Nations Charter, particularly the improvement of 
living standards, full employment, and conditions for progress and 
development in the economic and social order.”

The Charter is based on an approach aimed at developing coun-
tries through inter-state cooperation.

• Art. 13: “Member States recognize that [...] it may be necessary 
to resort to special State assistance and that [...] the granting of 
such assistance in the form of protective measures is justi�ed.”

Internal support authorized

• Art. 15: “Member States recognize that special circumstances [...] 
may justify the conclusion of new preferential agreements between 
two or more countries.” 

Preferential agreements possible

• Art. 26: “No Member State shall directly or indirectly grant any 
export subsidy for any product.”

• Article 28: “No Member State which grants, in any form whatsoever, 
a subsidy that has the direct or indirect e�ect of maintaining or 
increasing its exports of a commodity, shall administer that subsidy 
in such a way as to retain or obtain a share of world trade in that 
commodity in excess of its fair share.”

Prohibition of dumping and export subsidies.

THE HAVANA CHARTER LAYS DOWN SEVERAL KEY PRINCIPLES:

 [ The need to return to intergovernmental agreements on 

commodities: having structured agricultural trade until the 

1990s, these contracts set prices and quantities over several 

years and o�er greater visibility for producers, as well as 

greater transparency in agricultural markets, which acts as a 

bulwark against excessive speculation.

 [ Food security control under the auspices of the United 

Nations: this idea amounts to subjecting trade to the 

fundamental principles of democracy, respect for human 

rights, and the environment.

 [ Balance between economic liberalization and global trade 

regulation, with a real emphasis on inter-state cooperation and 

development policies.
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REGIONAL TRADE

Regional supply chains must be prior-
itized over transcontinental tra�c in 
order to relocalize food systems and 
improve market stability.

FAIR MARKETS

Small-scale producers must ben-
efit from price support measures 
and income guarantees. This can 
be achieved by respecting labor 
rights, ensuring fair wages, and cre-
ating a public observatory for price 
transparency.

PROHIBITION OF HARMFUL 

PRACTICES

Dumping and subsidies to agribusi-
nesses and speculative trade must 
be prohibited.

CURRENCY AND SOLIDARITY

Trade must move beyond dependence 
on dominant currencies, support fair 
trade, and reject neoliberal debt and 
conditional aid.

DEFENSE OF COMMON GOODS

Trade must protect land, water, bio-
diversity, and common goods. Trade 
must promote agrarian reform and 
collective, indigenous, and agroeco-
logical management, free from cor-
porate control and “greenwashing” 
strategies.40”  

An alternative 
international 
agricultural trade 
framework based on 
food sovereignty

La Via Campesina (LVC) is an inter-
national peasant movement bring-
ing together more than 180 local and 
national organizations in over 80 
countries. Rooted in the values of 
defending peasant agriculture, LVC 
has made the promotion of food sov-
ereignty its central cause, while rais-
ing awareness of the concept among 
a wide audience39. The movement was 
built in conjunction with the WTO and 
has made rejecting the organization a 
prerequisite for the transition to a new 
agricultural model.

Based on the concrete reality of 
small-scale farmers, LVC therefore 
defends a vision centered on food 
sovereignty and based on the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Peasants (UNDROP). The found-
ing principles of its alternative trade 
framework are:

FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES 

Trade must prioritize the rights of 
people, communities, and ecosys-
tems over pro�t. The framework must 
be consistent with human rights and 
apply coherent principles within and 
between countries, in accordance 
with the de�nition of food sovereignty.

DEMOCRATIC SOVEREIGNTY

Every country must have the right to 
de�ne its own food and agricultural 
policies. United Nations institutions 
such as the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO), the Commi�ee 
on World Food Security (CFS), and 
the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD) must support 
these rights.

Some points for 
discussion41:

THE VISION

La Via Campesina’s vision is based 
on food sovereignty. It therefore 
takes a holistic approach to agricul-
ture, addressing not only agricultural 
policies, but also monetary, �nancial, 
maritime, and digital policies. While 
the whole may form a coherent whole, 
the articles that make up the trade 
framework have di�erent impacts.

The LVC undoubtedly has expertise 
and legitimacy in the agricultural 
�eld, which gives indisputable weight 
to its claims in this area. However, the 
ambition to address trade regulation 
issues and related issues such as cur-
rency, digitalization, and labor rights 
all at the same time is proving to be an 
ambitious approach given the format 
of the treaty. 

THE INSTITUTIONAL 
FRAMEWORK

The trade framework developed 
by the LVC aims to strengthen the 
self-determination of peoples and 
their countries in a more democratic 
context. To this end, the movement 
underscores how United Nations 
organizations such as the FAO, the 
United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development (UNCTAD), IFAD, 
and the CFS could be of any help 
in this process. However, all these 
organizations act primarily as advi-
sory bodies and therefore have no 
real decision-making power. The 
question therefore remains as to how 
such a transfer of competences is to 
take place, and by what means.

The Via Campesina considers  
that agricultural trade must not be 

governed by the WTO.
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Furthermore, while institutions such 
as the CFS are relatively close to civil 
society and the interests of peasants, 
the claims made by organizations 
such as UNCTAD raise a number of 
questions. Indeed UNCTAD has over 
time signi�cantly reduced both its 
power and its critical stance towards 
the architecture of international �nan-
cial and trade, which means that  “in 
just over 50 years, UNCTAD has gone 
from being a critical institution with a 
strong political dimension, aiming for 
systemic change in the global �nan-
cial and economic order and linking 
the problems of over-indebtedness 
to structural inequalities between the 
development models of the South and 
North, to a technical institution apply-
ing the political precepts dictated by 
the IMF and the World Bank.42” 

The Agreement 
on Agriculture 

is obsolete 
and harmful.

In the area of agriculture, for example, 
UNCTAD has spoken out in favor of 
the African Continental Free Trade 
Area (AfCFTA)43, has taken positions 
that lack nuance on the initiatives of 
multinational agri-food companies44, 
and now even sees trade as part of the 
solution to gender inequalities and 
climate change. Finally, the FAO too 
has ambivalent positions and seems 
divided between several schools of 
thought. While its support for fam-
ily farming—through the Decade 
of Family Farming, for example—is 
to be encouraged, it lacks a critical 
approach to trade when it comes to 
Economic Partnership Agreements 
(EPAs) or Free Trade Agreements 
(FTAs) and does not advocate for 
higher customs tariffs to protect 
developing countries* from imports 
from rich countries45. In this context, 
basing a new trade regime on such 
institutions raises several questions 
about ethics and about the actual 
achievement of results. 

Agreement 
on Agriculture 
Re-Imagined

The Agreement on Agriculture 
Re-Imagined (AoA ReI) project is an 
initiative of three experts in agricul-
tural trade, social justice, and agricul-
ture. The main institutional partners 
are the Institute for Agriculture and 
Trade Policy (IATP) and a univer-
sity research center (the Center for 
Development and Environment (CDE) 
at the University of Bern, composed 
of a group of experts from Argentina, 
Brazil, China, the United States, 
Europe, Uganda, and Zimbabwe.

Based on the observation that 
the WTO and its Agreement on 
Agriculture (AoA) are incapable of 
resolving the contradictions of inter-
national trade47, the members of the 
AoA-ReI initiative have dra�ed new 
proposals to reimagine a treaty to 
replace the AoA. In doing so, they are 
instilling hope for a paradigm shi� in 
which it would be possible to reima-
gine international agricultural trade 
that serves society with its own set 
of rules and principles48.

The AoA ReI is based on the prin-
ciples of international law, particu-
larly human and environmental 
rights. These principles are cumu-
lative, meaning they are indivisible. 
Furthermore, the project’s interdis-
ciplinary approach is undeniably one 
of its strengths, as it breaks with the 
monolithic take that has so far pre-
vailed in orthodox views of interna-
tional trade. The principles of the 
treaty are as follows49:

IMPLEMENTATION

While many countries in the Global 
South may show a clear interest in a 
trade regime that gives them more 
leeway and, potentially, shifts the 
center of gravity of decision-making 
in their favor, there is reason to fear 
considerable resistance from the 
dominant powers that initiated the 
current economic order. 

To rephrase Jacques Berthelot, if 
agriculture were to leave the WTO or 
the WTO were to leave agriculture, 
there is li�le to no reason why states 
would accept what they refuse to 
accept within the WTO, within a third 
organization (FAO, UNCTAD, or 
CFS). In addition, Berthelot under-
lined the issue of expertise transfer. 
The new institution will need to recruit 
lawyers who are experts in agricul-
tural trade issues, all with reference to 
case law (Dispute Se�lement Body, 
panels, Appellate Body). All this 
expertise is currently found within the 
WTO, which raises the issue of reset-
ting the neoliberal so�ware. Finally, 
the crux of the ma�er is that in the 
context of massive “defunding” of 
international institutions, we can only 
hope that countries will dedicate new 
budget lines to such an institution46.
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Some points  
for discussion: 

ISSUES WITH VOCABULARY 
AND CONCEPTS

The treaty is carefully worded, 
demonstrating the professionalism 
and expertise of its authors. The de�-
nition of the terms used, the syntax, 
and the treaty’s focus on agricultural 
issues ensure that the whole docu-
ment is highly consistent and rele-
vant. This professionalism is a de�nite 
added value in terms of gaining cred-
ibility with national delegations and 
opening up the debate in interna-
tional arenas. We will now consider 
certain elements that are particularly 
relevant.

One of the contributions of the AoA-
ReI is the concept of sustainable 
food systems, which is established 
as one of the central concepts of the 
vision. The de�nition set out in the 
annex to the document is entirely 
consistent with the vision of the CFS 
High Level Panel of Experts (HLPE) 
(without, however, ensuring seman-
tic continuity). The issues of agroe-
cological zones and socio-ecological 
systems are also terms that bring a 
new perspective to the agricultural 
question. Instead of thinking in terms 
of national territories, the treaty pro-
poses extending the management 
of agroecosystems beyond national 
jurisdictions and, where necessary, 
adopting a regional vision. This 
approach thus makes it possible to 
strengthen cooperation between 
national stakeholders and to empha-
size the management of agricultural 
systems, which is more in line with 
ecological realities (watersheds, 
meso- and macroclimates, etc.) as 
well as with the diversity of culinary 
practices and traditions (rice and 
corn civilizations, etc.). Nevertheless, 
whether such a concept can still be 
realistically applied in a world where 
borders and territories seem increas-
ingly closed, remains to be seen.

THE VISION

However, the AoA ReI adopts the term 
food security to frame its vision and 
does not mention the term food sov-
ereignty. Although some of the cen-

5

Sovereignty and no harm: parties 
have the option of implementing 
their own policies while ensuring that 
they do not cause harm outside their 
territory.

6

Inclusive and sustainable prosperity 

and economic well-being: food sys-
tems must be designed to be consist-
ent with the objectives of prosperity 
and economic well-being.

7

Redressing power inequalities: 

the parties must take measures to 
ensure substantial equality between 
countries.

8

Participation, accountability, and 

inclusive governance: the parties 
must structure their agricultural pol-
icies in such a way as to enable the 
full, meaningful, and informed partic-
ipation of all actors in society.

1

Human rights and Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs): the 
parties must be guided by UN dec-
larations. The parties may not invoke 
the terms of the treaty to under-
mine the realization of the rights of 
other parties or to weaken planetary 
boundaries.

2

Food security, a common concern 

for humanity: all parties commit to 
achieving food security through sus-
tainable food systems.

3

Human beings are on an equal foot-

ing with nature: humans and all their 
activities are an integral part of nature. 
As such, the parties commit to keeping 
activities within planetary boundaries 
and to limit their environmental impact.

4

International cooperation and govern-

ance: all parties must collaborate at 
the regional and international levels 
with a view to international solidarity.

The principles of the treaty 
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tral elements of food sovereignty are 
included in the de�nition of sustaina-
ble food systems, the term does not 
appear anywhere in the treaty. 

Sustainable 
food systems is 
established as 

one of the central 
concepts of 

the Agreement 
on Agriculture 
Re-Imagined.

This absence is striking, as food sover-
eignty is a term rooted in the political 
demands of contemporary peasantry. 
Food security, on the other hand, is 

which two researchers from the French 
Agricultural Research Centre for 
International Development (CIRAD) 
had already described in 2008 as 
“productionism”52 – it is now used to 
promote the monopolization of agri-
cultural resources, or “recolonization,” 
in a kind of neo-mercantile approach. 
The author theorizes this view under 
the term “capitalism of �nitude,” in 
which the quest for food security 
serves as a pretext for rich countries in 
the North to exacerbate the takeover 
of land and agricultural capacities by 
multinational corporations in countries 
in the Global South—a 21st-century 
version of neo-mercantilism53.

Even if the concept of food sover-
eignty is open to criticism in many 
respects54, it remains a central and 
unifying concept in peasant strug-
gles. It is therefore concerning 
that it should be excluded from the 
agreement.

©
 B

fk
 9

2

a dynamic term that has undergone 
many changes, notably the integra-
tion of new commonly accepted pillars 
in addition to the four traditional pil-
lars—agency and sustainability50—, 
but remains a relatively quantitative 
and technocratic term, subject to crit-
icism from certain organizations and 
schools of thought. The limitations of 
the concept of food security lie mainly 
in its compatibility with the industrial 
agri-food system, as it does not fun-
damentally challenge the interna-
tional division of trade or the inequity 
of trade between rich countries and 
low- and middle-income countries51.  

The economist Arnaud Orain goes 
a step further by asserting that, 
over the past ��een years, the orig-
inal meaning of the term food secu-
rity has been reversed: while it was 
originally conceived as a measure 
of supply and demand, encouraging 
increased agricultural production – 
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WHAT TO REMEMBER: 

 [ Food sovereignty provides 

a relevant framework to 

re�ect on a new trade 

regime for agriculture.

 [ The return of Member 

States and domestic 

agricultural policies calls 

into question the relevance 

of the WTO.

 [ However, administering 

such a trade regime is 

a thorny question: if 

the WTO is illegitimate, 

replacing it with a 

legitimate organization is a 

challenging endeavor.

 [ While LVC takes a 

more ideological 

approach, focused on 

food sovereignty, the 

Reimagined Agreement on 

Agriculture is based on a 

more technical approach, 

similar to the model of the 

existing Agreement on 

Agriculture.

 [ While LVC’s vision 

is ideologically more 

coherent, it lacks precision 

and implementation 

details. The AoA ReI’s 

expertise and technical 

expertise are impressive 

but sometimes come at 

the expense of a certain 

radicalism in the language 

and terms used.

IMPLEMENTATION  
OF NATIONAL STRATEGIES

The AoA-ReI commits to making the 
Parties take responsibility and act to 
develop national strategies for the 
transition to sustainable food sys-
tems. Although couched in di�erent 
terms, the wording used to refer to 
the strategies that members must 
pursue is similar to that of multistake-
holderism55, which raises certain 
challenges. Indeed, the concept of 
multistakeholderism (or multi-stake-
holder partnerships) has been �our-
ishing in recent years in the jargon of 
international institutions to promote 
the participation of all stakeholders 
in decision-making, as was seen at 
the United Nations Food Systems 
Summit (UNFSS). Yet, multistake-
holderism tends to reproduce pre-ex-
isting inequalities within food systems 
by ignoring the weight of actors and 
the di�erentiated roles and responsi-
bilities of stakeholders56. The HLPE 
warned against this mechanism:

Multistakeholder partnerships are 

not immune to another pitfall, which 

is that of reproducing existing power 

asymmetries and, in so doing, further 

entrenching the position of the most 

in�uential actors. One of the chal-

lenges for partnerships working in the 

�eld of food security and nutrition is 

therefore to recognize these imbal-

ances in power relations and �nd ways 

to address them. In this regard, open-

ness, transparency, and accountabil-

ity play a fundamental role. To ensure 

the full participation of the most mar-

ginalized and vulnerable groups, who 

are directly a�ected by food insecu-

rity and malnutrition, it is imperative 

that the most fragile partners have 

the right and the capacity to express 

themselves, make their voices heard, 

and in�uence decisions57.

Not distinguishing between the di�er-
ent actors in the food chain is prob-
lematic because farmers in the Global 
South can obviously not be placed on 
an equal footing with large industrial 
groups, lest we perpetuate the same 
pitfalls that plague our food systems.
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The Trump 
turning point

The sequence of events currently 
unfolding, brilliantly orchestrated 
by the Trump administration, is sim-
ply a continuation of an economic 
approach that has evolved from a 
rigid defense of free trade to a form of 
economic protectionism. In his essay, 
economist Arnaud Orain brings into 
focus a statement by Jake Sullivan, 
then President Joe Biden’s national 
security advisor, who explained the 
impasse of free trade policy in April 
2023, two years before Trump’s Day 
of Liberation: 

“One assumption was at the heart 

of this entire policy: markets always 

allocate capital productively and 

e�ciently, no ma�er what our com-

petitors do, no ma�er how great our 

challenges are, and no ma�er how 

many safeguards we have removed. 

No one, certainly not me, ques-

tions the power of markets. [...] The 

assumption that deep trade liberal-

ization would help America export 

goods [...] is a promise that has not 

been kept. This means replacing an 

approach based solely on overly sim-

plistic assumptions [...] with one that 

encourages targeted and necessary 

investment in areas where private 

markets cannot act alone58 »

The United States has, in general, 
always put in place protectionist agri-
cultural measures. Nevertheless, from 
the Biden administration onwards, a 
form of protectionism made a note-
worthy comeback, constituting a 
sign that the center of gravity of the 
global economy, which for over a cen-
tury had been the United States, was 
shi�ing. Biden’s warning shots only 

had to meet Trump’s authoritarianism 
for events to come to a head. On April 
2, 2025, the United States kicked the 
hornet’s nest and broke the consen-
sus that had prevailed in international 
trade: by introducing reciprocal tar-
i�s and tra�cking tari�s (targeting 
China, Canada, and Mexico in the 
speci�c case of fentanyl), the United 
States is seeking to reduce the gap 
between the customs protections 
still enjoyed by its partner countries 
and its own supposed abandonment 
of protectionism. These “reciprocal” 
measures, which are in fact one-sided 
and obtained through coercion, would 
supposedly restore fairness to the US 
trade balance59.

Biden’s warning 
shots only had 

to meet Trump’s 
authoritarianism.

Admittedly, customs duties are a 
powerful tool to protect and stimulate 
domestic markets. This is why agri-
cultural organizations are calling for 
such tari�s at borders, to protect their 
agricultural markets60. However, the 
approach here is completely di�erent: 
the primary objective of these cus-
toms tari�s is not to serve the public 
interest, ensure be�er incomes for 
farmers, and improve the allocation of 
public resources, but rather to ensure 
that US companies and the US econ-
omy in general improve their position 
in international markets through the 
balance of power.

Yet, the United States has bene�ted, 
and continues to bene�t, from inter-

national agricultural trade through 
protectionist measures, massive 
funding for its industrial and export 
agriculture with support laundering 
under the green box when the WTO 
was created61, intellectual prop-
erty rights, etc. Since the failure of 
the Doha Round, despite repeated 
requests from developing countries* 
through multiple communications 
filed with the WTO Secretariat62, 
these structural inequalities persist63.

The European Union-United States 
trade agreement, like most agree-
ments trumpeted by the United 
States, contravenes WTO regula-
tions because it does not respect the 
most-favored-nation (MFN) principle 
enshrined in WTO law. According to 
the MFN clause, a country cannot 
impose di�erent tari�s on the same 
product, and all tari�s must be equiv-
alent regardless of the country. This 
agreement is therefore an outright 
rejection of one of the founding pil-
lars of the neoliberal order raises the 
question, beyond the very legitimacy 
of the WTO, of its usefulness in con-
tinuing to govern international trade. 
However, it should be noted that a 
return to customs protectionism is 
not a foregone conclusion: if there 
is li�le economic bene�t, it is highly 
likely that the �nancial community 
and the agricultural export sector 
will quickly call for a return to market 
liberalization64.

In any case, the tariff agreements 
were ruled unconstitutional by the US 
International Trade Court on May 28, 
2025, and by the District Court for 
the District of Columbia the following 
day65. At issue was the justi�cation 
of “national emergency” invoked by 
the president under the International 

3.
What can we learn from these initiatives: 

towards a new international trade regime?
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Emergency Economic Powers Act 
(IEEPA). At the last minute, the gov-
ernment obtained a stay of the deci-
sion until the court’s appeal, starting 
on November 5. In the meantime, the 
tari�s remain in force, but nothing has 
yet been decided66. Whatever the out-
come may be, the success or failure 
of such legal appeals does nothing to 
alleviate the threat to global trade: in 
case the Trump administration fails 
to use the IEEPA, it is already deter-
mined to use other legislative vehicles 
to achieve its ends via the Trade Act 
of 197467. 

Once again, the case of LDCs remains 
a major concern given the risk these 
countries face in terms of food secu-
rity. These countries are the most frag-
ile, yet they are the ones most severely 
a�ected by the Trump administration’s 
wrath. The situation is dramatic given 
that these countries account for a neg-
ligible share of US imports while, con-
versely, the United States accounts for 
a signi�cant share of exports to LDCs. 
The result is a totally unfair playing 
�eld and sheds light on the brutality 
of the trade measures adopted.

What kind of 
multilateralism?

The various options that are on the 
table, and the current balance of 
power in international trade call for a 
pragmatic approach: while the WTO 
may be in a vegetative state and the 
bene�ts of its replacement become 
more and more obvious in light of the 
criticisms outlined above, the timing 
of such a replacement and the general 
state of the global geopolitical order 
call for internal reform measures that 
would help resolve a situation that is 
catastrophic for the peasant farming 
communities of the Global South. 
Ultimately, measures taken outside 
the multilateral framework, even if 
they may have harmful e�ects, seem 
to be easier to implement in such an 
uncertain context.

The following proposals are therefore 
ranked in order of preference.

A POST-WTO WORLD?

A new multilateralism that bypasses 
the WTO raises the question of which 
institution will replace the WTO. 
This institution will need to spear-
head a new type of cooperation 
between Member States and set 
strong guidelines to limit the inter-
state competition that exists in the 
current multilateral system. Lastly, 
this institution must be capable of 
transcending the supranationalism 
that currently characterizes the WTO 
and which, as liberalization agree-
ments progress, erodes the sover-
eignty of states. Sovereignty must 

be respected, as it is key to provid-
ing states with the necessary politi-
cal space.

The Committee on World Food 
Security (CFS), through its govern-
ance as an inclusive structure for civil 
society, indigenous peoples, and the 
private sector, through its compo-
sition as the main international and 
intergovernmental platform enabling 
all stakeholders to work together to 
ensure food security and nutrition for 
all and to realize the right to adequate 
food, and through its expertise as the 
High-Level Panel of Experts on Food 
Security and Nutrition (HLPE), seems 
to be the appropriate organization to 
take on such a role, as suggested by 
the projects featuring in this report.

That said, there is the thorny question 
of the legitimacy of such a forum, its 
legally binding nature, and its abil-
ity to act. It is important to remem-
ber that the speci�city of the WTO is 
precisely that it has a binding legal 
body (the DSB), which, albeit imper-
fect and violating the sovereignty of 
states, legitimizes its authority and 
guarantees compliance with its deci-
sions. A CFS without such a legal arm 
would be a waste of time.

WHICH REFORM OF THE WTO?

While removing agriculture from the 
WTO is a desirable political goal, an 
institution that would ensure the con-
tinuity of multilateralism is unlikely 
to emerge in the near future. More 
accessible reforms of the WTO are 
therefore needed in the shorter term: 

Intergovernmentality  
must replace supranationality  

of the WTO.
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• ADOPT A REFORM OF THE AOA: 

the elements put forward by 
the Agreement on Agriculture 
Re -Im a g i n e d  t re a t y  d e s e r ve 
attention. They carry with them a 
long-standing demand for a revision 
of the Agreement on Agriculture to 
allow developing countries* to bene�t 
from more policy space and to cor-
rect the inequalities inherent in the 
current AoA.

• REVISE WTO OBJECTIVES: 

beyond simply reforming one of the 
WTO’s numerous agreements, it is 
critical to review the organization’s 
overall narrative and discourse. While 
trade can be seen as a tool for devel-
opment, other prerogatives must 
be taken into consideration: human 
rights, environmental protection, 
the �ght against global warming, the 
rights and protection of the popula-
tion, etc.

• MAINTAIN THE CONSENSUS 

APPROACH:

the crux of the problem in WTO nego-
tiations is the need for consensus 
on each reform of the agreements. 
However, consensus is the last safe-
guard that allows the principle of 
equal voting rights to be maintained 
and thus respects the sovereignty of 
member states. While, as Jacques 
Berthelot suggested68, the principle 
of qualified majority voting would 
help to break the deadlock in certain 
negotiations, this voting method rep-
resents an unprecedented risk for the 
adoption of plurilateral agreements 
that some member states are insist-
ently pushing for, and certain coun-
tries would then no longer be able 
to use their power of veto to obtain 
concessions (which is e�ectively a 
double-edged sword).

The FAO Committee on World 
Food Security could be the 

organization administering the 
new trading regime.

• CONCLUDE THE DOHA ROUND:

this is the sine qua non for progress 
in all WTO agricultural negotiations. 
Without the conclusion of the Doha 
Round, there will be no concessions 
on other issues, including:

 >  Reducing internal support in devel-
oped countries so that developing 
countries* and LDCs can regain rel-
ative competitiveness

 >  Creating a special safeguard 
mechanism (SSM) to protect devel-
oping countries* from import surges

 >  A permanent solution on the issue 
of public stockholding

• FORM A COALITION OF 

VOLUNTEERS?

Even if it is unlikely to achieve tangi-
ble results, a coalition of developed* 
and developing* countries could 
decide to move negotiations forward 
by distancing themselves from the 
United States and its veto power. 
Technically speaking, the United 
States is already two years behind on 
its WTO contributions. However, the 
statutes are clear: if a member is not 
up to date with its contributions for 
three consecutive years, it becomes 
a de facto inactive member and loses 
the right to participate in the organ-
ization’s decisions. In every case, 
strengthening trade or supply chain 
networks concentrated in countries 
considered political and economic 
allies, or friendshoring, is a necessity 
in a context of growing geopolitical 
instability.

WHAT SHOULD THE EU DO?

The EU must absolutely reverse its 
position: on the one hand, it cham-
pions multilateralism, while on the 
other hand constantly undermining it 

by signing a myriad of bilateral agree-
ments since 2005. The pace of these 
agreements has accelerated in recent 
years, and since Trump’s second term 
they have served as a clear justi�ca-
tion of the need for diversi�cation 
among economic partners. However, 
this position is detrimental to both 
agriculture in developing countries* 
and European agriculture69.

Regarding agricultural policies in 
European countries, the distorting 
e�ect of the Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP) subsidies has a�eref-
fects on international agricultural 
markets (agricultural dumping). Since 
2005, the European Commission has 
decoupled direct subsidies paid to 
farmers. Decoupling allows subsidies 
to be paid directly to farmers regard-
less of the quantities produced, pro-
duction methods, or price levels, 
which ensures compliance with WTO 
law. In doing so, the Commission has 
created an undi�erentiated approach 
to agricultural subsidies, which 
makes it unable to target sustaina-
ble agricultural practices or farmers’ 
real income.

Conversely, for developing countries*, 
basing agricultural support on direct 
funding is an una�ainable goal as the 
�nancial burden of such aid hinges on 
the number of farmers. In countries 
where the majority of the population 
lives o� agriculture and where public 
�nances are eroded by the burden of 
public debt, these subsidies are �nan-
cially unsustainable. As things stand, 
it is therefore unrealistic to expect 
such support from many developing 
countries*, speci�cally LDCs70.

To correct this imbalance, the EU 
must take action by: 
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• ABANDONING THE PRIVILEGES it 
granted itself during the Uruguay 
Round, that is, transferring its 
domestic support in green box 
support, and thus continuing to 
pursue a clearly export-oriented 
agricultural policy.

• ENDING BILATERAL FREE TRADE 

AGREEMENTS that are slowly kill-
ing any hope of a revival of multi-
lateralism or of cooling down trade 
and diplomatic relations with the 
Global South.

• REVISING THE CAP to make it less 
export-oriented and implement-
ing real and effective control of 
trade-distorting subsidies. In short, 
making the CAP more compatible 
with a multilateralism that is based 
on principles of cooperation and 
respects a hierarchy of norms 
(human rights and the environment 
take precedence over trade).

This state of uncertainty and drift 
in multilateralism could be a unique 
opportunity for the EU to embark 
on a third way between the United 
States and China and thus become 
the standard-bearer for a reinvigor-
ated multilateralism.

UNILATERAL MEASURES

Conditioning access to the EU mar-
ket can be a powerful and a�ractive 
way to encourage trading partners 
to improve production standards or 
to collaborate at a multilateral level. 
Nonetheless, in a multilateral context, 
this approach has its limitations, as it 
operates through coercive regulation 
(no compliance with standards means 
no market access) and tends to strain 
trade relations. Worse still, among 
agricultural producers, the smallest 
and most vulnerable ones will be the 

�rst victims of new European regula-
tions71. While unilateral measures may 
represent a short- or medium-term 
solution for regulating agricultural 
markets, they cannot constitute a 
structural, long-term response to 
international trade imbalances.

The EU must 
abandoned 

the privileges 
it granted itself 

during the WTO’s 
inception.
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The geopolitical upheavals 
in international trade 
threaten to sweep away 
the current economic 
system, or subject it 
to new dictates with 
consequences that 
are likely to be even 
more serious for the 
environment, climate 
change, and food security. 
Both for the economies 
of the lowest-income 
countries and for the 
international institutions 
that have built the current 
trade order since World 
War II, it is urgent to break 
out of the torpor caused 
by this unprecedented 
situation. It is indeed in 
these moments of change 
that it is possible to tip the 
balance in our favor and 
impose a new narrative on 
trade between countries 
and regions around 
the globe.

T
he WTO’s apathy and its ina-
bility to defuse a tense trade 
situation, to move forward with 

agricultural trade negotiations that 
have been stalled for years, or even 
simply to enforce compliance with 
its trade rules, leads to the conclu-
sion that it is high time to put an end 
to the institution. A new trade regime 
must be created, one that promotes 
fair development and cooperation 
between countries and nations, and 
above all, one that places human 
rights and environmental protection 
issues ahead of trade issues. The pro-
motion of sustainable food systems 
requires a major overhaul of the trade 
framework.

4.
Conclusion

The strength of civil society lies pre-
cisely in its ability to be a force for 
change. The proposals examined in 
this study from the Phosphore collec-
tion emphasize the potential that con-
tinues to exist in the cracks that still 
remain within civil society, and which 
it is vital to keep on �lling.
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