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Carney and the “rupture” in Davos, January 2026

• WTO among institutions that are 

greatly diminished

• We knew the story of the 

international rules-based order 

was partially false. 

• That the strongest would 

exempt themselves when 

convenient. That trade rules 

were enforced asymmetrically. 
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Later, in Sydney, March 2026

• Carney said he wants “to build a 

bridge between the TPP and the 

EU which would create a new 

trading bloc of 1.5 billion 

people.” 

• This bridge is “effectively going 

to be under [the] WTO. It's going 

to be a modernization of WTO 

rules…” 
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Is the WTO doomed?

• With the old order dead and the new one struggling to be born, why 

should anybody pay attention to an organization that is a creature of 

the old? 

• Few topics in global governance can have occasioned such a 

stratospherically high words-to-action ratio as: “What to do with the 

World Trade Organization?”

– Alan Beattie, Financial Times, March 26, 2026
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Have you ever attended a WTO meeting? 

5General Council, February 18, 2025 | WTO



Prepared instructions for a meeting?
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Drafted a notification?
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Drafted a question in a committee?

The representative of Canada expressed concern about the recent draft 
decree issued by India regarding quality control for toys. Without wishing to 
question the right of India or any other Member to implement measures to 
ensure the safety of children, his delegation considered that the draft Order 
included multiple levels of accreditation, tests, registration fees and 
approvals necessary for a single product to be sold in the Indian market. 
Moreover, after a long approval process, companies would have no 
certainty that they would ultimately be allowed to sell their product on the 
market. Canada encouraged India to notify the measure to the TBT 
Committee as soon as possible and to provide Members with a reasonable 
period of time to provide comments.

TBT Committee  23 September 2019  G/TBT/M/78
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Consulted a TPR?
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Briefed colleagues on how a WTO rule 
applies?

• Proposed subsidy

• Government procurement

• New regulation
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Cabinet Directive on Regulation



Back to the PM

“The system of open global trade anchored by the United States — a 

system that Canada has relied on since the Second World War, a 

system that while not perfect has helped deliver prosperity for a country 

for decades — is over.”

PM Carney election night speech, April 28, 2025

• Not so fast: WTO remains foundational for the trading system
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Why is WTO foundational?

• Forum for negotiations and deliberation

– Source of rules and norms for the trading system 

• Institutional structure for implementing multiple trade agreements

– Including GATT, GATS, TRIPS

• Surveillance of implementation, and settling disputes

– Routine work of Councils and Committees

– Dispute settlement system 

• Still working despite Appellate Body being gone, but Multi-Party 
Interim Appeal Arbitration Arrangement (MPIA) is an alternative way 
to appeal
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Wait, there’s more

• WTO agreements are like the operating system for world trade, e.g

– Customs Valuation Agreement

– Standards agreements (SPS and TBT)

• Main trade agreement with China, India, Brazil and other developing 

countries 

• All FTAs build on WTO 

– “WTO” appears 87 times in CUSMA
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Regional deals proliferate
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Many FTAs have more designed than implemented 
institutionalization

• Committees often moribund, or meet with less frequency than WTO 

– Regulatory chapters often rely on WTO notification and surveillance

• Dispute settlement mechanisms rarely used

– Some CUSMA cases, but implementation of results is … uneven
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Do regional deals increase trade within the group?

16Are regional pacts the future of world trade? PIIE March 31, 2026



So what’s the point of new regional deals?

• Will this time be different?

• Lots of less-than-multilateral discussions where new norms are 

emerging

• RTAs allow innovation and experimentation

– Javier says not much use (so far) on digital?

• Reduce uncertainty?
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Is WTO toothless, or irrelevant?

• Countries do not automatically comply with any international 

obligation, including trade

– Still most WTO Members do much of the time

– US misbehavior is not being emulated

• Natural tendency to look at breaches of the rules and not underlying 

compliance

• Constraints are in capitals not Geneva

– Hoping for multilateral deals in any domain seems quaint today
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Is WTO relevant to AI? Yes

• lowering hardware costs: Information Technology Agreement (ITA)

• promoting regulatory transparency and international standards: 
Agreement on Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) [maybe discuss AI 
too? Probably not]

• facilitating AI-related services trade: General Agreement on Trade in 
Services (GATS) 

• supporting IP protection and technology diffusion: Agreement on 
Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) 
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Can WTO do anything new on environmental issues?

• Canada and Costa Rica coordinate TESSD*, umbrella for inter alia

– Working group on trade-related climate measures

– Working group on circularity

– Working group on environmental goods and services

– Working group on subsidies

• Also reported at MC14

– WTO Dialogue on Plastics Pollution and Environmentally Sustainable 
Plastics Trade

– Integrated Forum on Climate Change and Trade

– Fossil Fuel Subsidy Reform Initiative

20
* Trade and Environmental Sustainability Structured Discussions 



MC13 redux: They didn’t agree to this in Yaoundé
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Going ahead anyway
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Our assumptions for this event

• China’s ability to dominate one 

industrial sector after another is 

testing Canada’s commitment to 

its legal obligations in the WTO

• Commitments made when the 

prospect of competition from an 

economy with China’s unique 

characteristics was not on 

anyone’s radar.
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Can WTO accommodate China’s economic system?

• China cannot be isolated — maintaining a rules-based trading system 

without the active engagement of one of the world’s largest traders is 

nonsensical. 

• China claims to be a good multilateral citizen 

– better to encourage more transparency—good for their own 

credibility—than to whine

➢US would call this naïve; Aaron Fowler too?
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MFN a problem? Code for complaints about China

• Foundational norm of peaceful international relations 

• All sorts of exceptions and work arounds in GATS, TBT, SPS

 

• Also S&D, general exceptions (Art. XX), safeguards, Enabling Clause

• Annex 4 Plurilaterals when critical mass in schedules won’t do

– Consensus not MFN is the problem

25



Can WTO accommodate US? Section 122 tariffs…
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Will the US walk away?

• The U.S. isn’t going to spend 30 years waiting for the WTO to 

respond to the needs of American workers and businesses. The WTO 

was of no use during the first “China shock,” which crushed American 

manufacturing, and it’s no help amid today’s huge trade imbalances.

– Op-Ed by Ambassador Jamieson Greer: Another Fish Story From 

the WTO, April 08, 2026

• The U.S. has ignored WTO rules with impunity, so membership has 

not been a constraint. Why would it leave and cede the field to China?
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Has the US disengaged?

• Trump sent a new ambassador (remarkable given how many posts are 
vacant) and nominated a new Deputy Director-General 

• Engaged in committees and some negotiations 

• Submitted hundreds of documents including notifications  since January 
20, 2025

• Made some budget payments

• It’s not that Trump doesn’t like the WTO — it is in a better position than 
many other international organisations.
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Is the WTO treading water post MC14?

• Yes

• Peter Ungphakorn and I wrote 

that would count as success in 

the circumstances

• But there was a curious incident 
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The curious incident in Yaoundé

Gregory: "Is there any other point to 
which you would wish to draw my 
attention?”

Holmes: "To the curious incident of the 
dog in the night-time.”

Gregory: "The dog did nothing in the 
night-time.”

Holmes: "That was the curious 
incident."

– Arthur Conan Doyle, Silver Blaze 
(1892)
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What was curious? External pressure not heard

• Finance Ministers are not complaining about subsidies

– They drove work on farm subsidies in the 1980s

• Led to latest OECD PSE work

– Not pushing on industrial policy

• Farmers are (mostly) not protesting in the streets

– When negotiations showed promise, farmers complained, loudly

• No loud demands from business except for e-commerce 

– They lobbied for services and TRIPS in the 1980s and 1990s
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How long can the WTO tread water?

• Boring technical stuff in 
committees carries on, ensuring 
that the lights stay on

• Treading water is a short-term 
expedient but the impetus for 
change is missing 

• Will external impetus come from 
capitals?
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Fine words, but what will they DO?
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Fundamental purpose of a trade agreement 

• Reduce uncertainty and trade 

costs for importers and 

exporters  

• How much certainty can WTO 

provide in the current context?
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Back to Carney’s rupture

• If WTO is allowed to fade away, 

and world trade fragments into 

multiple small agreements, that 

will increase uncertainty and 

costs for everyone. 

• It won’t be as instantaneous as 

closing the Strait of Hormuz, 

but it will still be bad.
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Thank you! For more…

robert.wolfe@queensu.ca

Peter Ungphakoorn’s TradeBeta blog https://tradebetablog.wordpress.com
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