
Latin America: in favor of multilateralism and the modernization of the WTO 
 

We are a group of Latin American professionals who in different capacities in government, 
academia and international organizations have been linked to trade issues. On the occasion 

of the G20 summit, we wish to express our concern with trade policies that are eroding 
multilateralism and our view on modernization of WTO. 

 
1. The multilateral trading system (MTS) is in deep crisis. The two main economies are 
engaged in trade disputes that affect the global economy and transgress WTO disciplines. 
Other countries have reacted with retaliatory measures. For its part, the USA is blocking the 
appointment of new members of the WTO Appellate Body which could render it inoperative 
by the end of 2019. The proximity of a terminal WTO crisis alerts to the need to preserve it, 
by reforming and adjusting it to the new requirements of the global economy. 
2. The MTS has not been able to deal with the economic and trade challenges of the 21st 
century: the intensity of technological change; the emergence of China and other countries 
in Asia as relevant players in world trade; the industrial organization around value chains; the 
plethora of preferential trade agreements promoted by the US, China and the EU; and finally, 
digital trade and the links of trade and environment, climate change and the world of labor. 
3. The great merit of the WTO lies in its founding principles, which all its members have 
committed to abide by. Key in this regard are Non-discrimination embodied in the principles 
of National Treatment and Most Favored Nation; Reciprocity; Transparency and of course 
escape clauses used in well-defined situations.  What is at stake is to either defend trade 
governed by rules or go into different system where political power prevails in trade and 
investment. In the latter scenario, developing countries would be affected the most. 
4. The main players in world trade have opted to negotiate bilateral preferential agreements, 
limiting the WTO's capacity to address new issues. As the Doha Round was unable to deal 
with the outstanding issues of the 20th century, the relevance gap between WTO and 
preferential agreements has been increasing. This tension between the multilateral, regional 
and bilateral levels weakens the WTO, rendering it incapable of addressing the issues of the 
21st century, without having fully resolved the outstanding problems of the 20th century, 
particularly agriculture. 
5. Improving the pertinence and relevance of the WTO requires strengthening its functions: 
administration of trade agreements, trade negotiations forum, dispute settlement, review 
and monitoring of trade policies. This a complex and long-term agenda that is urgent to 
address with pragmatism and gradualism. It is obvious that this challenge cannot be 
addressed without the United States, but neither can it be done without China. 
6. Multiple initiatives have emerged to address these issues. The most recurrent themes refer 
to: i) improving the monitoring and transparency of trade measures; ii)improved  subsidy 
disciplines that limit the most distorting ones; iii) international cooperation and control of 
anti-competitive practices of state and private enterprises; iv) conclude negotiations on 
agriculture, substantially increasing access to markets, reducing all domestic support that 
distorts, with a view to its progressive elimination; v) strengthen the mechanism for reviewing 
national trade policies (Trade Policy Review Mechanism). 
7. The WTO must: i) update the Special and Differential Treatment, adapting it to economic 
and commercial realities, ii) improve procedural aspects, facilitating flexible multilateralism, 
with variable geometry, including through plurilateral agreements which benefits are 
extended to all members of the WTO. 



8. The monitoring and analysis capacity of the WTO Secretariat needs to be strengthened to 
level the playing field and reduce information asymmetries, improving the quality of 
notifications, reinforcing its collaboration with the OECD, the World Bank and UNCTAD. and 
the IMF, among others. 
9. An increasingly relevant issue is to address the links of trade with inclusive and sustainable 
development. Legitimizing trade as a tool for growth, innovation and access to new 
technologies requires a reflection on its link with other public policies, especially to 
compensate the losers. Financial and technological support to SMEs and job training should 
be more integrated with trade agreements. 
10. The reform and modernization of the WTO to defend multilateralism is the main challenge. 
To adapt it to new times and requirements is peremptory. This not only refers to the new 
trade issues but also to the need to incorporate trade into an inclusive and sustainable 
development framework. Latin America cannot remain on the sidelines of this crucial debate. 
It is time for our leaderships to manifest itself. Mercosur and the Pacific Alliance have an 
irreplaceable role but so far it has not been manifested. The next meeting of the G20 in 
Buenos Aires is an opportunity for the region to pronounce itself. 
11. The deterioration of multilateralism in trade and the politicization of trade and investment 
threatens to bring the cold war of the 21st century to our region. Latin America should not 
allow it. To proactively participate in the WTO reform and modernization debate is a good 
step towards preserving multilateralism. To defend the achievements in trade and regional 
integration, favoring the convergence of Mercosur and the Pacific Alliance is another. 
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