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S&DT on the spotlight
• Brazil agreed to forgo S&DT in future WTO 

negotiations
• US moved to exclude India and Turkey from 

duty-free preferential market access (GSP)
• US submission in the WTO to have larger 

countries play by the same rules
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S&DT in the WTO
• Each country may ’self-declare’ as developing to 

benefit from S&DT
• Except in limited cases (e.g., LDCs), no formal 

differentiation among developing countries
• S&DT is a departure from key WTO principles of 

reciprocity and non-discrimination
• The exact meaning of S&DT is defined in each 

negotiation
• Positive actions by developed countries in favor of developing
• Exemptions from the overall rules and liberalization 

commitments 
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S&DT in WTO agreements
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The role of larger developing countries 
in the trading system
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Should larger developing countries have 
access to S&DT in future negotiations?

• When players –advanced or emerging- are large, their 
actions can have sizeable economic effects in 
international markets

• Strong rationale to have them play by the same rules
• Multilateral rules provide incentives to governments to 

make the right trade policy choices
• Failure to find a solution could result in advanced 

economies opting to work around the WTO
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US proposal on who cannot  claim S&DT 
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Will the US proposal work?
• Finding the right differentiation criteria is tricky

• US proposal would disallow India, Indonesia and Vietnam 
to self-declare, even though they are certainly developing 
countries

• In a rebuttal to the US, China, India and others make the 
point that per capita indicators must be used

• Yet, from an economic perspective, the issue is whether a 
country is large enough in terms of world trade shares that 
its policy decisions can impact global prices

• Agreeing on a formal categorization in the WTO can 
become a byzantine negotiating exercise, with little chance 
of success given the diversity among developing countries

• But in practice, differentiation does occur (e.g., TFA; Brazil, 
Taiwan) 8



S&DT track record
• Theoretical foundation for S&DT is shaky and the 

empirical evidence inconclusive
• System benefits only those countries that participate 

in multilateral negotiations with reciprocal exchanges 
of concessions

• Preferences can foster exports of particular products 
and sectors in beneficiary countries, but S&DT does 
not support growth-promoting strategies

• By exempting themselves from the rules, developing 
countries forego a commitment device to help them 
make good trade policy choices
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So, why adhere to S&DT?
• Smaller, poorer members may lack the ability to 

effectively negotiate and implement trade agreements 
and to leverage the opportunities of international 
trade

• Rationale for technical assistance and capacity 
building, along with transition periods, as with the 
Trade Facilitation Agreement

• Sometimes S&DT is used to block progress in 
negotiations developing countries consider stacked 
against them

• Active engagement in the system would bring the 
benefits of contractually based nondiscriminatory 
liberalization, stability, and predictability
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An alternative course of action
• Self-decision not to claim differentiated treatment 

(e.g., Brazil)
• Self-decision not to claim differentiated treatment in 

a specific negotiation (as in TFA)
• Flexible negotiating formats (plurilateral 

agreements)
• Well-designed provisions (no permanent 

exemptions)
• Technical assistance and capacity building support 

(as in TFA)
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