
  15.7.2020  pleasure, that I appear before you today.  

 

I came to this building 35 years ago, as a young negotiator for Egypt to the GATT. That was in 1985. 
We were preparing for the most ambitious reform project in the history of the multilateral trading 
system – the Uruguay Round – 
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The truth is, that the consensus, our common purpose, has faded. One might say we are still in the 
same boat, but we are rowing in different directions. This will not hold. At some point, possibly very 
soon, if the situation is not corrected, the hull of the boat will break under the tension of differences.  

 

I believe that this situation in the WTO calls for a different type of leadership.  

 

This is not a statement about previous DGs
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My view of the problem 

 

The critical importance of trade is now beyond debate, whether for growth, development, job 
creation, poverty reduction or World Peace.  

 

And, remember, trade is no more about merchandise crossing borders. Its also about services and 
intellectual property. 

 

The establishment of the WTO was no doubt the biggest achievement of the 20th century in trade 
cooperation, crafted from history and lessons learned and political will for change. None of the 
candidates will ever question that statement. Nor will anyone doubt that we are today in an existential 
crisis. I urge the Members to ask why we are in this crisis.  

 

We must focus on the right questions to be able to see the way forward. For me, this should begin 
with how the WTO has fulfilled its functions. Also, how world trade has changed in the meantime.  
And finally, more importantly, what have we learned from the past 25 years. 

 

In my view, over the past quarter of a century, the WTO has suffered from a chronic imbalance across 
all its vital functions. That is, dispute settlement, negotiation, and the transparency/deliberative 
functions.  

 

In any legal system, there needs to be a balance between the “legislative” and the “judicial” functions. 
For the WTO, these are the negotiating and the dispute settlement functions. While dispute 
settlement gained strength due to the inherent automaticity of procedures, the negotiating function 
has broken down.  This created an unsustainable imbalance. 

 

At the same time, the international trade landscape has dramatically changed, and the WTO system 
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Here, I would like to stress the critical interconnectedness between these three functions. It is like a 
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Reforms will not result from any decision taken by the Director-General.  

 

Guided by a common purpose, reform conversation must not simply aim to protect the WTO as it 
stands today, but rather to make sure it is fit for purpose, in today’s world, for the next 25 years, and 
beyond. 

 

While ensuring that the fundamental principles of the WTO and its purpose are preserved, reform 
conversations should not be about the “future of the WTO” but about “the WTO of the future”. 

 

Reform efforts must cut across all vital functions, but there are urgent priorities. The breakdown in 
the negotiating function paralyzes the ability to move forward, and to correct inevitable problems. 
We must renew Members’ ability to come around the table and engage in productive discussions 
about the challenging issues. Without this necessary engagement, it would be exceedingly difficult to 
get anything done. 

 

We also need to think of the negotiating agenda itself. The breakdown for the past 25 years leaves a 
backlog of negotiating files, starting with the Built in Agenda of Agriculture and Services which we 
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While these negotiating items are the ones currently “beeping on the radar screen”, the reform 
agenda will no doubt identify additional items for negotiations.  

 

The backlog, including Doha issues is still there. You will recall, in Nairobi, Ministers disagreed on the 
Doha framework as a basis for negotiations, but all agreed on the need to address DOHA ISSUES. 
Reviving the built-in agenda of agriculture and services must be a priority because WTO Members 
agreed on this, and it has not happened. Trade distorting subsidies, both agricultural and industrial, 
will also be a priority.  

None of this would be easily agreed upon for MC12, but we must mobilize our good will and faith to 
move forward.  

 

We must not allow our frustrations to lead our thinking process. We should enable our ambitions and 
aspirations to take the front seat and think about “the WTO of the future”.  

 

Frustrations are “rear-view mirror” images, aspirations are “windshield” view that looks at the road 
ahead. 
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The first is authoritative knowledge of the system and long experience with its functioning, particularly 
negotiation. The WTO DG is perhaps the most technically and politically demanding position in the 
multilateral system. 

 

The second is the trust of Members in his or her impartiality. The confidence in his or her character 
and sound judgement, particularly under the pressure of difficult negotiation, and absolute 
commitment to the neutral advancement of objective and collective interest. 

 

I aim to provide the kind of leadership that matches the gravity of the crisis. 


