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Arguably the single most important action taken by the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) in its 26-year history was the admission of China on December 13, 2001.  

 
Joining the WTO accelerated the process of internal economic reform in China.i  With 

the reforms, China attracted substantial domestic and foreign investment and expanded its 
international trade dramatically.  Trade remains vitally important to China’s economy, to its 
people’s well-being, and to its future.   

 
While all 164 members of the WTO have benefited substantially from progressive trade 

liberalization and expansion of the rules for global trade, China has been second to none as a 
beneficiary of the multilateral trading system during these last 20 years.  With hard work and 
concerted effort, and the integration of China into the world economy, hundreds of millions of 
Chinese were brought out of poverty.  The lives of China’s people were greatly improved. 

 
This is not the end of history.  It is an unfinished story.  The expectation of China’s 

trading partners in 2001 was China would continue its integration with other economies.  The 
purpose of the WTO is a shared commitment to ever greater openness of trade on fair terms, free 
of distortions.  It is about convergence based on this ideal.   

 
By joining the WTO, China pledged that commercial enterprises, whether or not state-

owned, must act solely based on commercial considerations, buying and selling decisions free 
from government interference or influence. This market-oriented behavior is expected of all 
WTO Members.  The WTO rules should make this basic tenet explicit.  

 
China has said that in any new trade agreement it will take on responsibilities in line with 

its capacity.  This is a praiseworthy commitment. Acting in accordance with it will increase trust 
in the trading system. 

 
The WTO was not designed to be static, and indeed would be seriously damaged if it 

does not continue to make progress.  The G20 leaders have repeatedly called for WTO reform. 
As the world’s second largest economy and largest exporter of goods, China has the resources to 
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take a positive leadership role, in tandem with others, to bring about necessary reforms.  China 
should be expected to do so.  

 
What reforms are necessary?  Serious negotiations are needed: (1) to yield new 

agreements liberalizing trade further and extending the rules of the system, (2) to restore dispute 
settlement seen as legitimate by all, and (3) to develop the WTO as an institution with an 
Executive Secretariat to be a more effective administrator of the trading system.  

 
A necessary early topic for expansion of the scope of the system’s rules is the crafting of 

disciplines over industrial subsidies.  The Global Trade Alert informs us that the problem is 
expanding rapidly.  Subsidies are another form of government influence that distort trade and 
must be dealt with. It is unlikely that dispute settlement reform can be achieved without 
improving the WTO’s substantive rules. 
 

Failure to address this subject will result in continuing trade conflicts.  China will be both 
the recipient of complaints and the complainant with respect to the conduct of others.  Areas of 
potential conflict should be reduced by providing clear international disciplines on both 
industrial and agricultural subsidies. 

 
One month ago, speaking at the China International Import Expo in Shanghai, President 

Xi Jinping said that that China is open to negotiations on industrial subsidies and state-owned 
enterprises in order to be accepted into the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for 
Trans-Pacific Partnership. These issues should be resolved on a multilateral basis in the WTO as 
well.   
 

China has been in the forefront of the “joint statement initiatives”, open plurilateral 
negotiations, at the WTO.  China should join with other participants to assure that the outcomes 
of these negotiations are included formally as part of the WTO’s fully acknowledged 
agreements.  The recently concluded negotiations domestic regulation of services provides a 
timely practical opportunity to do so.  Formally incorporating the expected Investment 
Facilitation Agreement into the WTO’s body of agreements should occur as well.   
 

Trade was and is essential to deal with COVID-19 and future pandemics.  China’s 
productive resources, through trade, have helped the peoples of the world to meet the current 
challenge.  The WTO’s members have yet to act collectively to set the rules by which this and 
future pandemics can be dealt with more effectively.  It is imperative that it do so.   

 
China can also make an important contribution by joining the Pharmaceutical Agreement 

which provides duty-free trade in medicines and by updating its product coverage, and by calling 
for the Information Technology Agreement to be updated, including covering pandemic-relevant 
IT products.   

 
Trade will play an essential role in dealing with climate change, bringing foodstuffs from 

areas of plenty to areas in need, and bringing environmental goods from distant factories to 
places where they must be deployed.  Chinese officials have suggested that the Environmental 
Goods Agreement negotiations should be revived. Other countries should take China up on this 
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offer.  Carbon border adjustment mechanisms should also be the subject of multilaterally agreed 
approaches if trade conflicts are to be avoided.  

 
China is an essential party to each of these subjects for negotiations. 
 
Beyond the shared challenges of global health and climate, geopolitical and other strains 

in international relations can easily threaten trade, causing it to be weaponized.  Active 
management is required.  The multilateral trading system was founded in the middle of the last 
century to underwrite and sustain peace.  The WTO can and should play a positive role in 
achieving this objective in the face of current challenges. 
 

China should move to a more active role in making the WTO succeed.  It should join 
with the United States, the European Union, and Japan, with a few like-minded countries, to 
preserve and improve the WTO, by leading the reform effort. 

 
Under the GATT and WTO, the economies of the world have become increasingly 

interdependent.  This should be a cause for celebration and not fear.  Strenuous efforts will be 
needed to keep global economic integration as a positive development, bringing about shared 
economic growth, and sustaining peaceful relations. 

 
The world today is vastly different than the world of twenty years ago.  The WTO is in 

crisis.  It is not in China’s interest to see it fail.  The key anniversary for China in the WTO is not 
this one, but the 25th, looking back at what China has done to sustain the multilateral trading 
system during these next five years.   

 
At events marking China in the WTO at 25, those speaking on panels like this one will be 

able to evaluate what President Xi Jinping foreshadowed when he said at the Shanghai Expo -- 
  
"We support the WTO reform in moving in the right direction, and support the inclusive 
development of the multilateral trading regime, as well as the legitimate rights and 
interests of the developing members," 

 
We will not change our resolve to open wider at a high standard; we will not change our 
determination to share development opportunities with the rest of the world; and we will 
not change our commitment to an economic globalization that is more open, inclusive, 
balanced and beneficial for all."ii 
 
 
 

 
i Two years ago, just before the pandemic made international travel often impossible, I gave a talk at the WTO to 
visiting Chinese students.  I told them about the extraordinary effort involved in China’s joining the WTO: 

• From China’s request to resume its status as a contracting party to the GATT to its final 
accession to the WTO, it took China 15 years to go through the negotiations process (1986-
2001).  
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• Twenty Working Party meetings involving 63 WTO Members were convened in the GATT period 

and 18 Working Party meetings were convened in the WTO period.   
• China signed bilateral agreements on market access with 44 Members. 
• There are 754 pages in China’s Accession Protocol (consisting of the Report and Protocol 124 

pages; Goods Schedule 575 pages; and Services Schedule 55 pages). 
• 168 accession commitment paragraphs were included in the Working Party report (144) and the 

Accession Protocol (24). 
•  After its accession, China reviewed and revised 2,300 laws, regulations and departmental rules 

at central government level, and 190,000 policies and regulations at sub-central government 
levels, covering trade, investment, IPR protection, etc.  

• Of the 160 services sub-sectors under the 12-sector WTO classification, China committed to 
opening up 100 sub-sectors under 9 sectors. 

• By 2010, China had fulfilled tariff reduction commitments, reducing the average tariff level from 
15.3 % in 2001 to 9.8 %. It lowered the average tariff rate of manufactured goods from 14.8 to 
8.9 % and cut the average tariff rate of agricultural products from 23.2 to 15.2 %.(15) 

In addition, China made a number of commitments that go beyond what the other WTO Members at the time were 
bound by.  Notably among these are: 

• China committed not to influence state-owned and state-invested enterprises; so that they could 
buy and sell on the basis of commercial considerations; 

• China was obligated to ‘eliminate all taxes and charges applied to exports’ except for 84 specific 
types of products. For these products, the Protocol sets maximum export duty rates, which may 
not be raised by China except under exceptional circumstances and after consultations with 
affected members, and 

• China accepted a de minimis threshold of 8.5% of the value of production of each basic 
agricultural product instead of the 10% level for developing countries, provided for under Article 
6.4 of the Agreement on Agriculture. 

 
 
ii Xinhua English Multimedia Newswire Service, 5 November 2021, Fourth China International Import Expo (CIIE). 
http://english.www.gov.cn/news/topnews/202111/05/content_WS618488aec6d0df57f98e48c8.html.  Let the Breeze 
of Openness Bring Warmth to the World.  
.   
 

https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/ddgaw_13jan20_e.htm#fnt-15
http://english.www.gov.cn/news/topnews/202111/05/content_WS618488aec6d0df57f98e48c8.html

