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The WTO's 14th Ministerial Conference concludes on March 30 with ministers adopting several decisions as well as
making a commitment to continue work in Geneva on key outstanding issues. PHOTO/COURTESY OF WTO

Developing countries were largely
shown finished texts and asked to
sign. Many had no practical choice:
aid flows, debt relief, and market ac-
cess were tied, explicitly or implicitly,
to compliance.
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We went with
the opportunity
that we could
securea WTO
reform agenda,
one that can
deliver on our
voices. We only
came home
with a chair-

man’s summary |

and instruc-

tions to wait for

BY DEOGRATIUS WAMALA

hen East African trade min-
isters flew to Yaoundé, Cam-
eroon, in late March for the
World Trade Organisation
(WTO)'s 14th Ministerial Con-
ference (MC14), only the sec-
ond time in 30 years its highest deci-
sion-making body had met on African
soil, they carried demands their gov-
ernments have raised since the organ-
isation was founded: fairer agricultur-
al rules, the right to maintain food re-
serves without legal challenge, and a
fair exit for Uganda, Rwanda, and Tan-
zania as they graduate out of least de-

Iy present when those rules were writ-
ten, but presence is not the same as
power. The core terms were negotiated
in what insiders call the Green Room,
aninformal but powerful arrangement
where a small circle of wealthy na-
tions—the United States, the European
Union (EU),Japan, and Canada—meet
privately to agree the real terms before
presenting them to the wider member-
ship as anear-finished text.

Developing countries were largely
shown finished texts and asked to sign.
Many had no practical choice: aid flows,
debt relief, and market access were
tied, explicitly or implicitly, to compli-
ance. What they signed locked them in-
to a system built around the interests
of those who wrote it. The Agreement
on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectu-
al Property Rights (TRIPS) agreement
extended patent law globally, letting
pharmaceutical companies hold exclu-
sive production rights for decades any-
where in the world, creating legal bar-
riers to cheaper generic HIV drugs, ma-
laria treatments, and cancer therapies
that persist today.

The Trade-Related Investment Meas-
ures agreement banned local con-

' tent requirements — the very tools
* the United States, Germany, Japan, and
' South Korea had used during their own
- industrial development, now prohibit-
' ed by rules therich world wrote.

The Agreement on Agriculture used
21986 to 1988 baseline—the historical
peak of rich-country farm subsidies—
to calculate permitted support levels,
permanently locking in an advantage
for American and European farmers

signed ' while constraining developing-country

support to negligible amounts under

the same percentage rules.

These codified existing advantages j
and foreclosed development pathways

for those who had none. Vahini Naidu,
programme coordinator at the South
Centre in Geneva, an intergovernmen-

! Jtal policy research think-tank focusing

‘on developing countries, argues that

.. the current WTO reform agenda re- =

WTO s born.
To unders-
tand Yaoundé,
go back to
Marrakesh,
Morocco, April
1994, where the
Uruguay Round
concluded,

and the WTO
was born. The
agreements
signed there
created a rule-
book, binding
every member
to this day on
who can pro-
duce medicines
and at what
cost, what a
government can
do to support
its industries,
and how much
acountry can
protect its
farmers from
cheap foreign
imports.

flects “a fundamental disagreement
about whose problems the multilateral
system is being reformed to solve™.

For large developed economies, the
priority is disciplining industrial sub-
sidies—rules aimed primarily at con-
straining China. For the African group
and the East African Community (EAC),
the priority is delivering on past man-
dates around agriculture, cotton, and
special and differential treatment,and
addressing structural imbalances built
into the Uruguay Round.

One organisation. Two completely dif-
ferent reform agendas. For 32 years,one
side has consistently prevailed.

Pulling safety netaway

The WTO's architects could not en-
tirely ignore the asymmetry they had
created. So they inserted a corrective
mechanism: Special and Differential
Treatment (S&DT).It’s a set of flexibili-
ties, giving developing and least devel-
oped countries longer implementation
timelines and lower tariff-reduction
targets. It did not rewrite the unequal
rules. But it was an acknowledgement,
written into the treaty, that the weakest
players deserved some protection in a
game they had not designed.

That protection is now being disman-
tled. Six senior diplomats produced re-
form reports before the 14th WTO Min-
isterial Conference (MC14). Reading
them together, Naidu identified that
every document called for S&DT to be
“needs-based and evidence-based,” for
countries to move away from “self-defi-
nition”toward “objective criteria”.

To a general reader, this sounds rea-
sonable. It is not.Under the current sys-
tem, a country declares itself develop-
ing, and protections follow as a legal
right.

What the reform language proposes
is a system where an external body, al-
most certainly dominated by the same
wealthy countries that wrote the orig-
inal rules, decides who qualifies, using
criteria they define. The difference is

- constitutional, and it is one between a

right and a favour. The rich countries,
having built a system that structurally
disadvantaged the poor, are now seek-
ing to convert the poor’s limited protec-
tion into a conditional entitlement dis-
pensed at their own discretion.

Uganda's Assistant Commissioner for
Multilateral Trade, Georgina Muger-
Wwa, says: “We went with the opportu-
nity that we could secure a WTO re-
form agenda, one that can deliver on
our voices. We only came home with a
chairman’s summary and instructions
to wait for Geneva.”
Constitution being rewritten

For the global south, another deferral

is another year of a system designed to
hold them in place. No structural prob-

lem is, however, more dangerous than -

what is happening to consensus, which
is the principle that no agreement
binds the full membership without
every member’s agreement. For coun-
tries like Uganda, consensus is the on-
lymechanism giving them equal stand-
ing with the EU or the United States. It is
being systematically circumvented.

When the General Council couldnot 1
reach consensus on incorporating
a new Electronic Commerce Agree- = ti
ment, a proposal to establish binding i

- global rules on digital trade, covering

. cross-border data flows, taxation of dig- -

© ital transactions, and the regulation of

- online marketplaces, cloud services,

* and digital payments,India and South
Africa were among those who objected.

Their argument was that the agree-
ment would entrench the dominance
of rich-country tech giants, strip de- -
veloping nations of the policy spaceto “-July.Then MC15.Each'
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build their own digital i, \
permanently ban “Uie
digital transmissions, ¢, 4y
South governments reven. g }
not afford to surrender. “ﬁ 5
The proponents, leg
wealthy tech-exporting
accept the outcome. .
lel institution—a bind,inl ]
with more than 40 parti o
dispute settlement mech
explicit strategy: embed th, 1
ly enough that by the timg
poration returns as a )
flows and legal Proceedn:\
ready have been built aroung U,
framework, making
costly than acceptance, Al or g
dressed in language designe:t ty
like housekeeping: “flexible 0%
“critical mass’thresholds, e
“These ideas are frameq ;
improvements, but they aps , -l
technical. They are quite

the Marrakesh iy

Farmersleftbehind, agaj;

Agriculture is where abstra; 3
comes a question of what a b
and what it costs. The Ey Can spl
tens of billions of euros anpuzn
porting its agricultural sector 51 38
main comfortably within Vg o
mitments, because its permitteq oga
was calculated from that inflataq .
peak. Uganda, whose farm sypp.a
the 1980s was negligible, faces fions
gal constraints on what itﬁnoh :
smallholder maize and bean o
today. 3

Two specific remedies haye
promised for decades. The specia] e,
guard mechanism; allowing tep,
rary tariff increases when impory gy
es threaten local farmers, has heepa!
der negotiation since the Doha Rg
launchedin 2001.Undelivered =~

Public stockholding for food seey
governments buying grain at g
teed prices to build national
has been contested since the
isterial in 2013.Unresolved.

At MC14, agriculture did not ey
make the deferred package. On gy
conference's final day, 12 agriculs
exporting nations—A ia, Bra;
Canada, New Zealand among
launched a parallel dialogue on’
ing agricultural trade issues” frama
around sustainability: the agendag
porters want to discuss. ]

It will hold retreats before MC15,ar
ing with polished, institutionallye
bedded proposals.The developmentre
form agenda will arrive at MC15, h:

‘

- ing waited 25 years. “Agriculture s,

gateway issue for the African grou
Naidoo says.

The exporters’ dialogue risks di
ing existing mandates before theye
er deliver. 3
Theverdict 7

The rules were written without Ea
Africa’s meaningful input and d
signed to serve those whowro

ence when coherence is critic:
African countries must carry the
CFTA aspiljation_s into WTO ne
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