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Thank you very much Doaa. 
 

I am extremely pleased to be opening the WTO’s first Agri-Food Business Day; a form 
of interaction with the business and farming community which I hope will continue well past 
this event.  Close collaboration is vital to ensuring well-functioning agricultural markets. 

 
I would also like to thank the International Agri-Food Network for having assisted the 

WTO in the organization of this event.  This event would not have been possible without their 
support, and their imprint is visible in each and every session of this program. 

 
On behalf of the WTO, I too wish to welcome fellow participants in this opening panel.   
 
I wish to make only brief opening remarks on the state-of-play of the current food crisis, 

and the role of international trade in that crisis – since our goal is to keep this panel 
interactive. 
 

I would start by emphasizing that the food crisis remains very serious, and that it has 
not gone away. It is playing out against the backdrop of major global supply chain disruption 
brought on by the Covid-19 pandemic and the war in the Black Sea region, interest rate hikes 
and a potential global recession, and the climate crisis.  In fact, El Nino, droughts, and other 
weather-related phenomena made it significantly harder at the outset of the war for a number 
of agricultural exporters (like Canafa and India) to quickly step in and compensate for the 
diminished global grain supply. 

 
While the world is in a slightly better position today relative to where it was at the 

beginning of the conflict, food price inflation in many parts of the world remains severe.  We 
know that the FAO Price Index has dropped by nearly 15% from its peak in March this year, 
but that it still remains 2% above last year.  Holding back its recovery to pre-war levels, is 
the continued rise of the price of cereals this October – with the FAO Cereal Price Index 
being 11% above last year.  

 
In many countries around the world like Lebanon and Sri Lanka, food inflation is not 

slowing down – and it is my hope that the IMF Food Shock Window will be able to offer much 
needed relief. 
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In fact, the world’s food import bill is forecast to reach an all-time high in 2022, 

exceeding $2 trillion.  This is a 10% rise over last year’s record levels.  Similarly, the world 
agricultural input import bill is forecast to reach around $424 billion in 2022 - a leap of 
50% relative to last year. Many experts would argue that the fertilizer crisis should worry us 
just as much as, if not more, than the food crisis, because of how it threatens planting seasons 
across the different hemispheres.   

 
The role of trade policy is key in all of this, since according to conservative estimates 

international trade feeds one in every six people around the globe. In fact, if anything, the 
multiple successive crises that the world has faced have demonstrated just how 
interconnected the world is, and how no one country can go it alone whether on food, 
vaccines and pharmaceuticals, or any other product.   

I am pleased that WTO Members were quick to realize the full scope of the current 
crisis, and placed food security at the center of their deliberations at the WTO’s 12th 
Ministerial Conference.  MC12 turned out to be a success, with its outcome being threefold:  

• First was a Ministerial Declaration on the Emergency Response to Food Insecurity:  
o In it, Members expressed their commitment to facilitating trade in food, fertilizers, 

and other agriculture production inputs.  
o They reaffirmed the importance of not imposing food export restrictions or 

prohibitions in a manner inconsistent with WTO rules.   
o And they vowed to minimize the trade-distortive impact of emergency 

measures, keeping their response to crises temporary, targeted, and 
transparent.   
 

• Second was a Ministerial Decision urging countries to refrain from imposing food export 
restrictions on the humanitarian purchases of the World Food Programme.  A particularly 
significant decision given that the WFP was finding itself cut-off from grain supply, and 
therefore unable to adequately service war-torn countries such as Syria and Yemen. 
 

• And, third was a Sanitary and Phytosanitary Declaration on responding to modern SPS 
challenges. Here members acknowledged that the global agricultural landscape had 
evolved since the adoption of the SPS Agreement in 1995, and agreed to launch a work 
program that would address this new landscape - whether for trade in food, animals or 
plants.   

 
But clearly the multilateral trading system must do more – much more, and I hope that 

the WTO’s first Agri-Food Business Day will help Members chart the way forward.  

 
 
First Question to DDG Anabel Gonzalez: Some would say it’s all well and good 

that the WTO is trying to improve the global food security situation, but it has not.  What would you 
say to them, and is the WTO too big to fail? 
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 Doaa, the WTO Agreement on Agriculture and indeed the entire WTO rule-book, and rules-
based trading environment that it creates, are key to well-functioning global agricultural markets. 
 
 Far from failing, since the entry into force of the WTO Agreement on Agriculture in 1996, 
global trade in agricultural products has more than tripled, to reach over $1.8 trillion today. The 
more fair and equitable rules created by the Agreement on Agriculture have also enabled the 
developing world to capture a greater share of world markets.  Today, South–South agricultural trade 
accounts for roughly one-quarter of total agricultural trade flows.  
 
 It is easy to forget what agricultural trade looked like prior to the advent of the Agreement 
on Agriculture.  Trade barriers came in multiple shapes and forms and completely lacked 
transparency.  Developed world trade-distorting agricultural subsidies crowded out developing world 
exports, and the law of the jungle basically prevailed.  We have now come a long way. 
 
 But trade liberalization not only in agricultural products, but in industrial products and 
services too, has made an enormous difference to global food security.   We must not forget that to 
successfully trade in agricultural commodities and food, farmers need tractors, ploughs, fertilizer (all 
industrial products in WTO); as well as multiple services, such as weather forecasting, banking and 
transportation services.  With our food also embodying more technology and creative ideas than 
ever before, like biotechnology and food fortification, the Agreement on the Trade-Related Aspects 
of Intellectual Property Rights has also played a crucial role. 
 
 This said, I know that there is a perception that since the Uruguay Round, the WTO has been 
slow to undertake further agricutural trade reforms.  Some of that perception is true, but some is 
false.   Since the Uruguay Round, the WTO eliminated all export subsidies on food at its Nairobi 
Ministerial Conference, another key step to levelling the playing field.  The WTO also adopted other 
agreements vital to agriculture, like the Trade Facilitation Agreement, which is crucial to slashing the 
red tape at borders that often leads to perishable foods rotting and going to waste. 
 
 But as I said in the beginning, Doaa, of course the WTO must do more.   Since the onset of 
the Covid-19 pandemic and the war, all eyes have been focused food, feed and fertilizer export 
restrrictions.  Why?  Because at times of crisis, countries have historically had a tendency to hoard  
their food.    
 

Since the start of the war, we saw 78 export restrictive measures on food, feed and fertilizer 
be introduced by 33 WTO Members and Observers (72 on food/feed, and 6 on fertilizer to be 
specific).  While 20  of these measures have been phased-out, the trend remains upward.  This is 
concerning.  There is no doubt that the decisions adopted at MC12 on food security will act as a 
restraint against further export restrictions, but we in the WTO know that what the international 
community ultimately needs are not strong declarations but hard-and-fast rules.    

 
 The WTO also needs to continue the agricultural trade reform process.  Yes we reduced tariffs 
and subsidies in the Uruguay Round and improved export competition, yes we completely eliminated 
agricultural export subsidies, but the agricultural sector continues to be light years behind the 
industrial.  In fact, the average bound agricultural tariff (of 55%) is “double” the average bound tariff 
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on industrial goods. So, clearly, as I said in my opening remarks, the reform process must continue 
to go forward. 
 
 The world cannot afford to have the WTO fail. 
 

Second Question to DDG Anabel Gonzalez: When we talk about trade policy in 

the context of the current crisis, there is always a focus on the negative.  What can you tell us about 
the positive trade policy measures that have been enacted to boost international trade? In other 
words, it’s not all negative, is it? 
 
 Indeed, Doaa you are right, it is not all negative, and we need to be giving space to 
the positive stories that need to be told. 
 
 Since the onset of the war, the WTO Trade Monitoring exercise has shown that  63 import 
facilitating measures on food, feed and fertilizers (55 on food/feed, 8 on fertilizer to be specific) were 
introduced by 61 WTO Members and Observers.  These measures have covered essential 
agricultural products, like the vegetable oils, cereals, rice, meat, poultry and fertilizer.   What 
do these trade opening show?  They show that many WTO Members have realized that it is 
in their interest to unilaterally open their markets further to food, feed and fertilizer so as to 
lower food price inflation domestically and address the concerns of the very poor.  While 
some of these measures have been phased-out, I am extremely pleased that the bulk has 
remained.     
 
 In fact, a problem we commonly encounter in WTO agricultural trade negotiations is 
the “gap” between Members’ applied tariff and subsidy rates and the rates that they have 
“bound” or committed to in the WTO.   Bound rates are the legally binding WTO ceilings, but 
in the real world countries frequently operate below them.   It is my hope that from these 
multiple crises will also come opportunity, and that Members will seize this occasion to lower 
bound rates to applied levels – locking them in at WTO – so as to limit trade policy 
uncertainty.  
 
 Examples of these trade facilitating measures – which come from all corners of the 
globe - include: 
 

• In Asia for example, measures taken by Bangladesh to reduce import tariffs on 
soy and palm oil to 5% and to reduce the tariff on rice.  And measures taken 
by Chinese Taipei to temporarily reduce tariffs on 18 agricultural products, 
including bovine meat and wheat. 

• In Latin America, measures taken by Brazil to eliminate import duties on coffee, 
margarine, cheese, pasta, sugar and soybean oil. And in Colombia to 
temporarily eliminate import tariffs on wheat grain, wheat flour and agricultural 
chemical inputs, fertilizers and pesticides. 

• In Africa, a measure by the Southern African Customs Union (SACU) to reduce 
its customs duty on sugar, and by Morocco to temporarily suspend import 
duties on cattle. 
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• Developed countries have taken similar action too. The EU, for instance, 
decreased its import duties on certain types of rice. 

Furthermore, in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic and the war we have also seen a 
big wave of trade-facilitating SPS measures, like the acceptance of electronic certificates in 
lieu of more typical paper-based documentation.  The Covid-19 pandemic, the war and supply 
chain disruption may well end up incentivizing the modernization and digitalization of SPS 
requirements.  In fact, such developments demonstrate the importance of another negotiation 
taking place in WTO – the ecommerce negotiations.  The ecommerce agenda, combined with 
the Trade Facilitation Agreement, should enable a further digitalization of trade. 

__________ 


