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“More-
advanced 
countries 
receive similar 
treatment to 
those that are 
much poorer, 
undermining 
the initial 
rationale for 
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“Developing 
countries have 
not given an 
inch on their 
long-held 
view that 
the current 
approach to 
providing 
SDT is best 
for the world 
trading 
system.”

More than 30 countries fall into one of these 
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“If SDT needs 
reform, there 
has been scant 
evidence of 
any appetite 
to take 
concrete 
action toward 
such reform, 
apart from 
the efforts of 
the United 
States.”

Nobel Prize–winning economist Amartya 
Sen’s concept of “development as freedom.”20 
As they explain, “Sen . . . rejected the narrow 
argument of measuring growth only by means 
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“A new 
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“The revised 
GATT made 
no attempt 
to provide a 
definition of 
a ‘developing 
country,’ and 
each country 
was therefore 
left to choose 
for itself 
whether it 
wished to be 
treated as 
one.”
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“It was in the 
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“
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“The great 
economic 
transfor
mations that 
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“High-level 
negotiations 
are necessary 
to move the 
discussion 
forward and 
provide a 
clear basis for 
evaluating 
the use of 
SDT.”

of a country’s development status. One of these 
is the Human Development Index (HDI), 
which captures—in addition to economic con-
ditions—measurements of health, educational 
attainment, and other social categories that re-
flect quality of life and living standards.
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“Technical, 
financial, and 
capacity-
building assis
tance remain 
indispensable 
to helping 
the WTO’s 
developing 
members 
meet their 
WTO 
obligations 
and thereby 
advance 
individual 
human 
freedom 
through 
devel
opment.”

for trade in a product or in a sector, the cen-
tral concerns of negotiators would be whether 
granting SDT in that instance would assist the 
requesting member in meeting its WTO com-
mitments more fully in the future and, if not, 
how that member could meet those obliga-
tions without SDT. This raises the critical is-
sue of how much, and what sort of, assistance 
WTO members should provide to developing 
countries in fulfilling their WTO obligations. 
Technical, financial, and capacity-building 
assistance remain indispensable to helping the 
WTO’s developing members meet their WTO 
obligations and thereby advance individual hu-
man freedom through development.

Some of the tools for carving the content 
of SDT according to this new case-by-case 
approach are familiar. This approach applies 
di�erent levels of expectation for developing 
countries’ compliance with new obligations. 
It provides time frames allowing for gradual 
implementation of these obligations. But it is 
unique in that it replaces the goal of exemp-
tion from obligations with the goal of enable-
ment to fulfill them. Doing so would change 
the mentality of WTO members when mak-
ing determinations on SDT. For the first 
time, trade negotiations would consider how 
to make SDT a transitional form of treatment 
aimed at full compliance with WTO obliga-
tions. With this aim in mind, negotiations 
would turn more and more toward how to 
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https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/1154821023197474817?lang=en
https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/1154821023197474817?lang=en
https://www.reuters.com/journalists/joori-roh
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/enabling1979_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/enabling1979_e.htm
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Organization, WT/MIN(13)/45, WT/L/920, December 11, 2013.

26. “Strengthening the WTO to Promote Development and 
Inclusivity: Communication from Plurinational State of 
Bolivia, Cuba, Ecuador, India, Malawi, Oman, South Africa, 
Tunisia, Uganda and Zimbabwe,” World Trade Organization, 
WT/GC/W/778/Rev.1, July 22, 2019, para. 4.5. An updated ver-



23

https://www.cato.org/publications/economic-development-bulletin/debunking-protectionist-myths-free-trade-developing-world
https://www.cato.org/publications/economic-development-bulletin/debunking-protectionist-myths-free-trade-developing-world
https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/ser-rp-2019d5_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/ser-rp-2019d5_en.pdf
https://insidetrade.com/daily-news/korea-poised-forgo-wto-developing-status-meeting-key-us-demand
https://insidetrade.com/daily-news/korea-poised-forgo-wto-developing-status-meeting-key-us-demand
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75. Bacchus, 

https://www.cato.org/publications/policy-analysis/development-dimension-what-do-about-differential-treatment-trade
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