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Session 30 

Emerging powers, national interests and the future of multilateralism 

 

Author: Centro de Estudos de Integração e Desenvolvimento (CINDES) 

Summary: 

At the roots of the crisis of multilateralism there is a strong shift in the political and policy 

landscape in which trade policies and negotiations evolve. One of the main factors at the origin 

of such shifts has been “the emergence of the South”. 

 Emerging economies are becoming more and more important in world trade and economy. 

Their influence – individually or in coalitions like the BRICs or BASIC – is growing and 

international economic policy-making must take into account their interests and visions on the 

global agenda. In any post-Doha Round scenario, their stances and interests will be one of the 

main factors shaping the future of multilateralism. Understanding what they think about the 

multilateral trade system and its future is vital to set up a broad and solid basis for the 

development of multilateralism.  

The panel on Emerging powers, national interests and the future of multilateralism aimed at 

bringing together experts of five emerging countries from different regions of the world (Brazil, 

China, India, South Africa and Turkey) to address these issues, focusing on the following 

questions: 

� Which domestic (e.g., the development agenda) and international (e.g. global 

challenges) factors shape the visions of the emerging countries on the future 

of trade multilateralism?  

� Is multilateralism considered relevant and applicable to their domestic 

development agenda, taking into account the challenges these countries will 

face in the next years?  

� Which kind of trade multilateralism synthesizes the preferences of these 

countries for the post-Doha period and how can the emerging countries 

constructively contribute to the improvement of multilateralism, according 

with their interests and preferences? 
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� Is there room for coalitions among emerging countries as a mechanism to 

foster the emergence of a “new multilateralism”?  

Presentations by the panelists: 

1. Pedro da Motta Veiga (CINDES):  Brazi l ,  trade multi lateral ism and the 

WTO: a medium term perspective 

This presentation summarized the results of a task force organized in Brazil with the aim of 

gathering varied views of Brazilian specialists on trade and trade policy in order to build a 

Brazilian agenda proposal for the multilateral trade system. The presentation was organized 

around three main questions:  

• What are the conditioning factors affecting Brazil’s positions in the multilateral trade 

negotiations? 

• What characteristics must trade multilateralism have so as to correspond to Brazil’s 

interests and policy preferences? 

• Which should be the main drivers and components of a Brazilian multilateral trade 

agenda? 

Multilateralism is the negotiating forum historically prioritised by Brazil in the trade area. The 

country does not feel comfortable in the “world” of preferential agreements. The country is 

undergoing a productive transformation whose vectors are the industrial and agribusiness 

segments natural resource-intensive.  

The proposal presented by the task-force was based  on the hypothesis that the most likely 

scenario of productive transformation in Brazil includes: (i) the increase in the weight of 

sectors intensive in natural resources in the industrial structure; (ii) the transformation of the 

industry towards a less diversified, but more competitive, structure; (iii) the consolidation of 

internationalised competitive segments in the service sector; and (iv) the continuity of the 

recent trend for Brazilian companies to invest abroad. These trends would lead to more 

offensive positions in relation to the “external” conditioning factors of Brazil’s trade strategy.   

Other domestic factor to be taken into account in the setting of the Brazilian strategy refers to 

the political dimension of Brazil's insertion in the international order and its aspiration for 

international recognition. Taking into account this aspiration implies reaffirming the priority 

accorded to multilateralism as an instance of affirmation and negotiation of the Brazilian trade 

interests. Brazil will have to assume growing responsibilities in relation to the multilateral 
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trade system – which may require the country to distance itself gradually from its traditional 

position as developing countries’ representative. 

At least three external factors should be added to these considerations: 

• The accession of two large emerging economies (China and Russia) to the WTO, which 

produced a substantial shift in the balance of power within the multilateral trade 

system;  

• The growth in the number of preferential trade agreements, which may generate the 

relative erosion of market access conditions to Brazilian exports vis-à-vis those of the 

signatories of these accords.   

• The emergence of global challenges not directly associated to trade issues, but having 

intersections with the area of trade.  

In any scenario and whatever the policy preference that dominates the setting of the Brazilian 

trade agenda, multilateralism will continue to be the priority negotiating forum for Brazil. The 

main characteristics of multilateralism that fits Brazil’s interests are: 

• The consolidation and improvement of the existing rules; and  

• The gradual incorporation of new issues into the agenda.  

The capacity of the multilateral negotiations to generate results regarding the reduction of 

tariff barriers has been drastically reduced. At the same time, trade flows are growingly being 

distorted by non-tariff mechanisms. New efforts of tariff liberalisation should keep the 

backseat in the multilateral agenda, but they can be pursued in the regional and bilateral 

forums. 

Three elements must be taken into account as priority to define not only Brazil's thematic 

agenda in the WTO, in a medium term perspective, but also the main objectives of the country 

in the negotiation of the selected issues: 

• The economic and political importance that multilateralism has and will continue to 

have for Brazil's international strategy.  

• The global transformations in progress, and, in particular, the profound changes that 

were introduced by the emergence of Asia.  

• The prospect of productive transformation opening up for the Brazilian economy, 

which allows for less defensive positions, making it palatable for Brazil to include, in its 

multilateral trade agenda, some new issues, related to global challenges. 
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The specific thematic proposals presented can be found in the power point presentation 

available on this Web Site or at www.cindesbrasil.org. 

2.  Lin Guijun (University of International  Business and Economics): 
China’s stakes in the WTO and the role it  could play 

China resents being discriminated in the WTO. The main evidences of the discrimination 

against the country are:  

• the creation, for the first time, of special safeguard  mechanism for manufactured 

goods; 

• the invention of non-market economy status for the country; 

• the large number of anti-dumping and countervailing duties against China; 

• the review mechanism after 8 years of accession. 

 Although most of the expansion in China’s exports has been realized after the country’s 

accession to the WTO, the main factor behind this huge growth cannot be explained by 

multilateral reductions in trade barriers. A key factor for this impressive performance is China’s 

participation in global vertical specialization.    

China’s main interests in the WTO are: 

• a relative stable exchange rate system  to protect its foreign exchange assets and to 

reduce uncertainty in trade caused by unpredictable exchange fluctuations; 

• to guarantee market access to OECD economies; 

• to improve access to developing countries’ markets; 

• to develop a new approach to disciplines related to antidumping and safeguard 

measures; 

• to guarantee an uninterrupted and dynamic global supply chain; 

• to deep the opening of its domestic market to foreign investors. 

 

Regionalism cannot protect China’s fundamental trade interests. The country’s exports are 

much diversified across regions, which mean that increased access to global markets is in 

China’s interest. Asia or other type of RTAs are not an alternative, they can only work as 

supplement for multilateralism. 

The main priorities in China’s domestic agenda are the expansion of the domestic demand and 

the upgrading of its industries. The objectives are to move up along the global value chain – 
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improving its production patterns from labor-intensive to capital intensive and skills and 

knowledge-intensive patterns – and to develop new generation of export products.  

China has some bargaining chips to offer in multilateral trade negotiations. It can commit to 

further liberalization in goods and agriculture but also services markets. China has huge foreign 

exchange reserves, which must be expended with imports, a growing domestic demand and 

needs to eliminate its trade surplus. 

The presentation ended by comparing China’s and Russia’s accessions commitments, 

concluding that, in many cases, China’s liberalization measures went far beyond those offered 

by Russia. The power point presentation is available on this Web Site. 

3.  Ümit Özlale (Economic Policy Research Foundation of Turkey) 

The entrance of the country in a Customs Union with the European Union fostered the 

increase of the participation of manufactured goods in the Turkish global exports, but also in 

the country’s exports to the EU. In spite of this, the country has no star industries in its 

exports, and the loss of competitiveness is a major challenge. When compared to the 12 

recently acceded countries to the EU, Turkey competitiveness lags behind in many factors, 

such as education, technological readiness, macroeconomic stability, etc. But it ranks a little 

better than the BRICs countries. 

Actually, after the crisis, the slow recovery process in the European markets affected Turkey 

very negatively. Diversifying exports to the Middle East and North African markets became the 

country’s first response to the crisis.  Diversification helped the performance of Turkish exports 

during the first year of the crisis. But Europe is still Turkey’s major market and the European 

Unions’ share in Turkey’s global exports is still about 46 %.  

There has been an increase in the number of RTAs for Turkey. Some of them are EC, EFTA, 

Egypt, Albania, Macedonia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, Georgia, Israel, Montenegro, 

Morocco, Palestine, Syria and Tunisia.  RTAs are flourishing worldwide, mostly in the form of 

FTAs and common markets. 

There are several reasons for the rise of regionalism and the fall of multilateralism in the 

Turkish agenda: 

• Problems in negotiation; 
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• More bargaining power with RTAs; 

• Higher market share and easier market access; 

• Barriers to trade and NTB in RTAs are reduced more quickly and to a significant 

extent; 

• And as long as multilateralism fails to liberalize international trade, regionalism 

tends to continue. 

But there is the danger of being excluded from the RTA block for non-members and the 

complicated conflicts arising from the multiple RTA memberships (Spaghetti Bowl).  

Europe is Turkey’s major trade partner and the Customs Union agreement between EU and 

Turkey was a major factor for that close trade relation.  EU gave pace to signing FTAs with its 

trade partners, which means that Turkey may no longer to reap the customs union benefits in 

the future. And Turkey can do almost nothing about it. It works like an exogenous negative 

trade shock. 

Although Turkey has successfully diversified its export destinations, after the global financial 

crisis, EU is still (and should be) the main actor. The block contributes to the export 

sophistication of Turkey but also with political issues. 

Increasing relationship with MENA countries could foster the diversification of exports. 

However, it does not provide a long-term solution, due to the quality of exports and the value 

added; to the size of the MENA market as a whole; and to the fact that prospects for the 

MENA region are increasingly uncertain. 

Although Turkey is one of the leading exporters in the region, structural problems such as 

competitiveness exist. There is a high probability that increased regionalism and the associated 

EU policies will further emerge as a challenge. MENA is far from providing a sustainable 

solution. There should be more focus on a new industrial policy design. The power point 

presentation is available on this Web Site. 

4.  Catherine Grant  (South African Institute of International  Affairs  -  

SAIIA) 

In the multilateral trade negotiations, South Africa aims to represent the interests of the whole 

continent. WTO is at the center stage of South Africa trade policy. But inequalities and 
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imbalances in the world trade system hinders the development objectives not only of the 

country but of the African continent. 

From a South African perspective, it is important that the WTO system improves transparency, 

social dialogue and the participation of the stakeholders. 

In terms of content, the country’s agenda for the multilateral trade negotiations includes: 

• Policy space to implement domestic policies geared to foster domestic 

development; 

• Agriculture: improving market access and rules 

• Services and investments: more defensive stances. 

Other relevant issues affecting South African views of trade multilateralism are: 

• Climate change and its impacts on trade. This is a very relevant issue not only 

due to the impacts of domestic policies responding to mitigation policies on the 

market access conditions for African products, but also due the climate effects on the 

production conditions in many countries; 

• Access and participation in the global value chains; 

• Ideological impacts on the trade agenda: stances towards trade vary according 

to political preferences; 

• Mistrust between government and the private sector. There is a disjunction 

that jeopardizes the construction of a national agenda. 

The inclusion of South Africa as a member of the BRICs coalition is considered very relevant for 

the country. South Africa is particularly interested in the creation of the BRICS Development 

Bank. 

5.  Bipul  Chatterjee (Consumer Unity and Trust Society – CUTS 

International)  

India’s  main chal lenges are:  

•  Promotion of economic growth;  

•  Reduct ion/elimination of poverty;  
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•  Promotion of environmental  protection and its  effects on c l imate 

change.  

These challenges demand an important increase in productiv ity,  which cal ls  

for policy space to implement incent ives for  the industrial  sector.  

The opening of  India’s  trade is  increasing but there are  many doubts about its  

impacts on jobs generation and on the participation of small  and medium 

companies,  which are  the main end goals .  More recently,  after  the global 

economic cris is  transactions have been going down.  

Concerning the new issues,  the relat ions between trade and cl imate change 

are very sensit ive to India.  There are many doubts about what should be the 

appropriate approach to incorporate this  issue in the mult i lateral  t rade 

agenda.  

Another very important theme is  food security.  There is  a concern that in the 

long term India might  become a net importing food country and this trend is  

perceived as a serious threat to food secur ity.   

Debates and conclusions:  

Main questions and conclusions from the debates:  

•  There is  a disconnection between the emerging countries  self-

percept ions and the percept ions dominant  in the West regarding the 

situat ion of these economies. The f ive presentations highl ighted 

domestic fragi l it ies and competit iveness  gaps and the need to 

implement domestic polic ies geared to increase product iv ity and the 

upgrading of their  part icipation in the global value chains.  From the 

outside,  the perception is  that  these countries would be self-

confident.  

•  In most countries ,  except for China,  there is  a concern with the r isks of 

reducing diversif icat ion of the production structure.  

•  There is  more competit ion than complementarity among the BRICS 

production structures  and most of them face f ierce competit ion from 
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China in the domestic  and external markets .  This feature makes l itt le 

room for devising common grounds in the coalit ion to shape a  new 

agenda for trade mult i lateral ism.  

•  Except for Turkey,  mult i lateral ism is  the main pr iority for  these 

countries trade agendas. Their  recent good economic performance was 

possible under the current rules of the WTO.  

•  In general,  the domestic agendas for the WTO imply in incremental  

reforms. None of the presentations considered profound reforms in 

trade mult i lateral ism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


