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Executive Summary 

 

Specific proposals for breaking the deadlock in agricultural trade negotiations 
have been put together by a group of independent experts from a broad range 
of backgrounds and affiliations1. 

Why this proposal now? 

The multilateral trading system as embodied in the WTO is under threat. A 
breakthrough in agriculture could boost confidence and demonstrate that multilateral 
solutions are possible and potentially highly beneficial. After many years of 
negotiations on agriculture, new approaches are needed to re-invigorate the process 
and enable countries to change positions without fear of losing out. Evidence 
gathering ad sharing about current policy settings are crucial as building blocks for 
longer term solutions.  

What is the scope of the proposal? 

The starting point is the frame established by the Uruguay Round Agreement on 
Agriculture (AoA) and the mandate to continue the reform process contained in its 
Article 20. New and pressing concerns around climate, resources, food security and 
nutrition are also acknowledged. The importance of systemic issues in the operation 
of the WTO for the negotiations in agriculture is recognised (developing country 
status, dispute settlement, etc.) but those issues are left to be resolved in the broader 
context. The paper does not consider the use of specific trade policy instruments in 
pursuit of climate change mitigation, nutrition improvements or other issues beyond 
the scope of the original AoA, but it does provide a framework for domestic measures 
which is accommodating. 

 

1 The work was coordinated by Carmel Cahill and Stefan Tangermann with co-
authors Lars Brink, Shenggen Fan, Joseph Glauber, Anabel González, Tim Groser, 
Ashok Gulati, Joanna Hewitt, Anwarul Hoda, Alan Matthews, and Guillermo Valles 
Galmes. Contact at New.Pathways@outlook.com 
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What are the essential features of a new agreement? 

The proposals are guided by basic economic principles and the quest for an agreement 
that will contribute to sustainable growth and development. An accurate and up-to-
date evidence base describing market and policy settings globally is a key starting 
point. All protagonists are called on to move away from long held positions. An explicit 
effort is made to address grievances arising from the operation of the AoA and from 
the failure to update it. It is considered that disciplines across the three pillars need 
to be linked and mutually reinforcing, and additionally, that explicit disciplines on 
export restrictions are desirable. 

The structure 

The proposals are organised around the same seven topics that are being discussed 
at the WTO in the run-up to the  Ministerial Conference in November 2021. Options 
with increasing levels of ambition are presented varying from technical fixes to 
conceptually new approaches and, in some cases, allowing for simplification. Specific 
modalities are not proposed, rather the general nature of disciplines is described 
leaving the degree of stringency to be determined. Nevertheless, the intent is that the 
effort be ambitious and that the contribution of countries reflect both their initial 
policy settings and their importance in terms of markets and trade.  

Market access 

Three options are presented. All call for tariff simplification. All call for ambitious tariff 
reductions either using a tiered formula or applying the Swiss formula to ensure that 
the higher starting tariffs are reduced by proportionately more. The phasing out of 
the Uruguay Round’s Special Safeguard (SSG) is proposed more or less rapidly 
according to the different options. A price based Special Safeguard Mechanism is 
introduced for developing countries, with a limit on the period during which any 
additional tariff can be charged. More restrictive options prevent the new tariff from 
exceeding the previous bound level and limit the possibility to use this mechanism to 
a transition period of five years. 

Domestic support (Article 6) 

Three options are offered. A pre-requisite in all cases is full compliance with 
notification requirements of the AoA, and the creation of a new version of the market 
price support indicator using the most recent international reference prices in place 
of the fixed reference prices from the period 1986-88. In all options, the starting point 
for reductions in domestic support incorporates previously exempted blue box 
payments (Article 6.5) and input subsidies (part of Article 6.2).  

Option 1 is conceptually closest to the existing disciplines with reductions starting 
from a base combining a price gap using current reference prices to capture market 
price support and all budgetary support deemed to be distorting in nature. Option 2 
proposes, instead of the price gap, a new indicator capturing the support associated 
with administered prices underpinned by government purchases but without the 
need to resort to international reference prices. A third option is purely budgetary in 
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nature combining government spending (such as on procurement) to underpin 
administered prices with all other expenditures deemed to be distorting.  

Where pertinent, anti-concentration measures are also proposed with a view to 
avoiding very high rates of support for specific commodities. 

In all options the higher the starting level of distorting support, the bigger the 
percentage reduction required, using a tiered formula. The ultimate aim is for WTO 
Members found to be above the benchmark level of distorting domestic support (that 
is the maximum allowed) to move towards it.  

Green Box 

The role of the green box is preserved as the depository of information about 
spending on measures in respect of which exemption from discipline is claimed 
because they are deemed to be non or minimally trade distorting. Clarifications are 
proposed in relation to some measures, tightening is proposed for some others, while 
some easing is proposed in provisions governing social, developmental and public 
good programmes.  

Concerning domestic food aid, any ambiguity about the exemption of programmes 
targeting urban and rural poor is removed. No market price support is deemed to exist 
if government procurement prices are at or below international reference prices. In a 
further variation, programmes which target food insecure households using coupons 
or cash transfers are exempted from notification requirements.  

Finally, in a significantly more restrictive option, it is proposed that to qualify as 
decoupled income support, in addition to the conditions already described,  payments 
would be required to be transitory in nature and assigned to an intermediate category 
between the Green Box and Article 6 support. Under this option payments would be 
subject to reduction, albeit at a lower rate than required for the most distorting 
category of support. The rate of reduction and the length of the implementation 
period could be set such that exemptible direct payments are eventually reduced to 
zero. Payments under any new schemes must not exceed the reduction of other forms 
of support resulting from policy reform, and would be subject to the same reduction 
requirements as pre-existing schemes. 

Public stockholding 

Under both the domestic support provisions and the Green Box proposals, key 
clarifications and changes already outlined resolve issues which have arisen 
concerning public stockholding. A permanent solution to the public stockholding issue 
which has worried several developing and emerging countries emerges automatically.  

Export competition and export restrictions 

To consolidate the Nairobi decision to eliminate the use of export subsidies, this 
proposal calls for full compliance with the transparency provisions associated with 
that decision. Close monitoring of all the channels whereby indirect export 
subsidisation could circumvent the ban on export subsidies is recommended, 
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including the need for state trading enterprises in agriculture and food to be subject 
to tighter transparency requirements and disciplines.  

This proposal also calls for reinforced disciplines on export restrictions. While 
recognising government's need to reserve the possibility to use export restrictions in 
support of food security in certain circumstances, the proposal seeks to subject export 
restrictions and export taxes to a tariffication and reduction process, akin to that 
undertaken for import barriers under the market access pillar of the AoA.  

Cotton 

The general disciplines proposed under the market access and domestic support 
provisions would go a long way to removing the distortions afflicting global markets 
for cotton. It is proposed in addition that specific measures affecting cotton could be 
implemented more expeditiously than for other products, and in an even more 
ambitious step it is proposed that the reduction (in tariffs and in commodity specific 
domestic support) applied to cotton be that of the highest tier, irrespective of the 
starting point. 

The evidence base 

The Uruguay Round was made possible in part because up-to date, credible, 
comparable information and quantification of policy settings was available. This 
continues to be a pre-requisite today. It is therefore proposed that as a first 
instalment and as a signal that progress can be made, countries should agree to 
comply fully with all outstanding notification requirements and should do so within a 
short time frame following the 2021 Ministerial. In addition, as further confirmation 
of a commitment to needed transparency, countries could also agree to the creation 
of the new indicators, using current parameters, proposed under Option 1 of the 
domestic support heading. With the assistance of the international organisations 
already active in the monitoring and measurement of policy efforts among WTO 
Members, it is proposed that this phase be undertaken for all key players within a 
relatively short time frame of one year from the 2021 Ministerial.   

The overall package 

The ideas and options presented here constitute a “whole”. They have been designed 
to point the way to achieving significant improvement in the functioning of global 
markets for agriculture and food products, while allowing ample scope for win-win 
policy solutions supportive of social, developmental, environmental, and climate 
goals as well. The overall package is balanced, allowing grievances to be addressed, 
but also aiming to persuade countries to concede on long held positions on some 
issues in order to gain significantly from the overall package. A holistic approach going 
forward on all the issues under negotiation is therefore to be preferred over 
piecemeal efforts. 


