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New Paper by Peter Sutherland:
A Future for the World Trade Organisation?

In a new paper based ECIPEÕs Second Jan Tumlir Lecture, Peter Sutherland Ð the 
former Director General of the WTO who spearheaded the Uruguay Round of trade 
negotiations to a successful end Ð analyses the current state of the Doha Round and the 
future of the WTO. Sutherland gives a frank account of current problems and says the 
Doha Round needs to change. He wants clearer leadership from world political leaders Ð 
and points to China, a remarkable success story of trade, as a central actor for the 
future of the WTO that needs to show Òvisionary generosityÓ. 

Peter Sutherland praises the accomplishments of the World Trade Organisation, especially its 
solid performance amid the recent financial crisis and the pressures on governments to 
support domestic industries and protect them from foreign competition. He also says that 
many parts of the WTO are working well: the rulings of the dispute-settlement system, for 
example, are reluctantly but voluntarily respected by WTO members. However, Sutherland is 
worried about the failure of the Doha Round and the credibility of the world trading system. 
He says: 

ÒIn the final analysis members of the WTO must do deals Ð make new commitments Ð if the 
system is to remain relevant and fully operational. As trade-related issues outside the 
boundaries of settled current WTO competence grow, they cannot all be left to ad hoc damage 
control through dispute settlement panels and the Appellate Body. There is a need for political 
legitimacy Ð and that comes only through negotiation.Ó

Yet the machinery of trade negotiations in the Doha Round is not working, and Sutherland 
does not expect improvements unless there is a change in crucial factors of the Round. The 
Round, he says, was founded on a notion of historic unfairness that was supposed to be 
engineered out of existence. Hence the Doha Round became perceived as a Òdevelopment 
roundÓ. Whether right or wrong, this notion has hit the buffers of political reality. For 
negotiations to be successful, all parties must be satisfied. Furthermore, the world economy 
has changed too much since start of the Round for old ambitions to remain intact. He says:

ÒClinging on to Doha as it was Ð or was intended to be Ð is not going to work. The ground 
has changed too radically over the past few years. Leadership within the WTO needs to 



adjust. Only then may we enjoy the prospect of negotiating results that provide political 
leaders with a balance of benefits and obligations they are prepared, once again, to fight for 
domestically.Ó

One of the factors that have profoundly changed the conditions for the Round is the ascending 
role of China in the world economy. Since the start of the Round, ChinaÕs merchandise export 
has manifold. It cannot claim special status in the Round and argue that it should not have to 
liberalize because the country is a recently acceded member. Sutherland says: 

ÒBut the idea [É] that we need to wait until sometime late in the third decade of the 21st 
century before China relinquishes benefits from special terms offered because it joined the 
WTO in only the second year of this century is not sustainable and cannot be justified. It is a 
little like giving Chelsea FC a free pass to the quarter-finals of the ChampionsÕ League 
because the team once played in the English second division.Ó
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