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History and Overview of the 

WTO 

 

The aim of the world trade organization is 

to promote free trade among states. 

According to its mission statement, “the 

World Trade Organization — the WTO — 

is the international organization whose 

primary purpose is to open trade for the 

benefit of all.”1  

 

The origin of the WTO dates back to the 

General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 

(GATT), first created after the World War 

II peace agreement in 1947. The economic 

isolationist policies pursued by Europe and 

the US, involving prohibitively high tariffs, 

closure of trade markets, and inconvertible 

currencies, inflicted heavy economic costs in 

the 1930s and served as an ultimate catalyst 

for the rise of fascism and the fascist turn 

toward economic autarky. The victors of the 

War recognized that free trade was an 

important condition for international peace. 

In the WTO mission statement, the idea 

that trade is mutually beneficial for all 

participants is emphasized – “open trade for 

                                                        
1 “About the WTO — a statement by the Director-
General”. World Trade Organization. 2012. 
http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/wto
_dg_stat_e.htm 

the benefit of all.” Unlike the world of 

realpolitik in which states compete for 

power gains at the expense of others’ 

power, the world of free trade can 

potentially benefit all.  

 

While protectionist policies usually lead to 

retaliatory protection from other countries 

and costly trade wars, free trade allows for 

mutual gain as each partner specializes in 

the production of goods in which they have 

a competitive advantage. With the goal of 

open economies in mind, the UN at Breton 

Woods in 1944 created an economic system 

comprised of the International Monetary 

Fund and the International Bank for 

Reconstruction and development, now 

under the World Bank Group. Furthermore, 

Bretton Woods fixed members’ currencies 

to the dollar, which was fixed to gold.,The 

IMF aimed to stabilize exchange rates while 

the GATT, in 1947, aimed to reduce tariffs. 

Both measures promoted greater volumes 

of trade. However, established as a general 

agreement, GATT lacked enforcement 

measures. Thus, 76 GATT members 

worked to form the WTO, culminating in 

1995 at the end of the Uruguay Round of 

trade negotiations (1986 to 1994).2 China’s 

                                                        
2 WTO 
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ascension in 2000 inaugurated a decade of 

export-driven high GDP growth, averaging 

around 10% growth rate annually. In August 

2012, Russia and Vanuatu became the 

newest members of the WTO. In total, the 

WTO has 157 members.3 

The functions of the WTO have 

expanded over time. The organization now 

serves as a forum for negotiation, trade 

monitoring, trade disputes/conflict 

resolution, and standardization of trade 

rules and practices. It is implicated in issues 

far beyond the realm of tariffs, from 

biosafety to food regulation to 

environmental protection. This committee 

will focus on simulating the negotiation 

aspect of the WTO. In the process, we may 

set new precedence for trade rules, such as 

concerning intellectual property, genetically 

modified organisms, and nontariff barriers.  

 

Procedures for negotiation 

In the trade negotiation rounds, 

GATT and then the WTO facilitate 

negotiations among states to eliminate trade 

barriers, such as tariffs, quotas, and other 

technical barriers. Under the most-favored 

nation principle, any tariff reduction 

achieved between two countries will 

                                                        
3 WTO 

automatically be granted to all members. 

This eliminates the need to coordinate a 

tariff negotiation between all 157 members 

and is one of the ways that the WTO 

reduces the cost of pursuing free trade 

policy. Instead, bilateral or multilateral 

agreements are first reached in smaller 

discussions, and then can be generalized to 

the whole assembly. The first five 

negotiation rounds under GATT were very 

successful in reducing import tariffs for 

many industries. However, agricultural and 

textile industries were exempt from 

negotiations starting in the 1950s. The two 

industries are now the source of many 

formal and informal disputes within the 

WTO. Notably, in 2003, the US, Canada, 

and Argentina launched a complaint against 

the EU’s ban of genetically modified 

agricultural products. In 1995, Costa Rica 

launched action against US restrictions on 

the import 

of 

underwear

.4 The 

most 

recent 

                                                        
4 Breckenridge, John. “Costa Rica’s Challenge to US 
Restrictions on the Import of Underwear.” Managing 
the Challenges of WTO participation: Case Study 12. 
http://www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/casestu
dies_e/case12_e.htm 
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round of negotiations in Doha, initiated in 

2001, is still underway. The focus of 

negotiations has moved more and more 

towards nontariff barriers that many 

countries erected following tariff reductions.  

 

The WTO negotiation rounds reach 

a decision by consensus, in that all members 

must agree before a decision is passed. 

Small, weak countries have the possibility of 

blocking strong and powerful countries such 

as the US. This contrasts most strongly with 

a weighted-voting system, such as in the 

IMF. In the IMF, countries are allocated 

votes based on their financial contribution 

to the fund, which ensures that countries 

with the most financial stake will have the 

dominant voice in decision-making. 

However, the WTO system of “consensus-

based bargaining” aims to give smaller 

countries an equal voice. As Richard 

Steinberg points out, developed countries 

must consider the interests of developing 

countries and discuss issues that could 

potentially benefit all countries.5 Yet, given 

the addition of many developing countries 

to the WTO, developed countries also 

wished to prevent a majority of developing 

                                                        
5 Steinberg, Richard H. 2006. "In the Shadow of Law 
or Power?: Consensus-Based Bargaining and Outcomes 
in the GATT/WTO". International Law and 
International Relations. 543-567. 

countries from dominating the 

organization.6  

 

Stages of a Trade Round 

 

At the launch of a new trade round, 

nations can propose topics that will form 

the primary discussions of the entire round.  

Once an agenda receives unanimous 

agreement, the round is launched. For 

example, in the Doha Round, the US 

proposed topics central to American 

interest: agriculture, service, intellectual 

property, and eliminating tariffs on e-

commerce.7 Developing countries proposed 

issues based on their own interests, such as 

the right of developing countries to 

subsidize agriculture and extended time to 

implement intellectual property protection. 

To reach consensus, all issues proposed, 

reflecting both developing- and developed-

country interests, were added to the agenda. 

In 2001, the Doha Round was officially 

launched. 

After agreeing on broad areas of 

discussion, delegations come up with 

specific proposals. Through negotiations 

and discussions with other countries, a 

package of proposals will form. After more 

                                                        
6 Steinberg. 
7 Steinberg. 
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adjustments, the package of proposal will be 

submitted for final approval. In order to 

build support for their own proposal 

packages, countries can arrange side deals, 

exemptions with other countries in informal 

meetings. Afterwards, a final draft usually 

emerges that passes with consensus in the 

formal meeting of all WTO members. Much 

of the substantive negotiation happens in 

informal settings between small groups of 

countries. Yet proposals must receive input 

from a large number of countries before 

reaching a form ready for final approval. 

Once a draft passes, all members receive 

most-favored nation status and benefit from 

all tariff reductions included in the draft. 

Traditionally, the US and EU have 

dominated development of proposals. 

Discussions usually start with the US and 

EU. Then, the agreed-upon draft of a 

proposal is sent to larger groups such as G-

7 and the OECD countries.8 Then, it is 

discussed among 25-35 select countries and 

necessary amendments are made. Once the 

draft passes this stage, it is rarely blocked by 

countries in the general assembly. Powerful 

countries, such as the US and EU, do have 

ways of exerting pressure on weaker 

countries into agreement. The “invisible 

                                                        
8 Steinberg. 

weighting” can happen when the US or EU 

threatens to rescind access to their large 

markets or offers access as an enticement 

for smaller economies.9 Powerful countries 

generate consensus around their own 

proposals by offering side deals to smaller 

countries.  

Despite their traditional dominance, 

the US and EU now face increasing 

challenges from emerging economies, 

especially the BRICs (Brazil, Russia, India 

and China). Their ability to dominate 

discussion may be more and more 

restricted. In addition, the transatlantic 

partnership has also weakened recently. In 

areas such as climate change, food 

regulation, and environmental protection, 

the US and EU now have diverging views. 

Lack of consensus between the two powers 

could further 

jeopardize their 

agenda-setting 

position within the 

WTO. Thus, the Doha 

Round offers new 

opportunity to 

developing countries 

to affect the rules of international trade.  

 

                                                        
9 Steinberg.  
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FORMAT OF THE 

COMMITTEE 
 We will attempt to follow the actual 

procedures of a trade round as closely as 

possible. However, some modifications are 

necessary as the consensus-building process 

is a long and arduous process that often 

takes several years! The scope of our agenda 

will also be more limited. In the committee, 

we will primarily focus on intellectual 

property (IP) and agricultural products. 

 Before the conference, each delegate 

should research the position of his or her 

country on IP and the country’s agriculture 

and food policy. In the agenda-setting stage, 

delegates will have the chance to explain 

specific proposals, such as greater 

protection for biopharmaceutical IP or 

mandatory labeling of GMO export 

products. The agenda-setting stage is a 

chance to make one’s position known to the 

entire committee, which is helpful in later 

bargaining. Feel free to add any proposals 

that you feel is especially pressing to your 

country, even if it is non-IP or agricultural 

related.  

 Next the delegates will hold bilateral 

or multilateral negotiations, in a formal or 

informal caucus. Discussions should start in 

small groups. Individual proposals will be 

merged and amended until a consensus is 

reached in the small groups. Then, the 

drafts should be introduced into larger and 

larger audiences in order to build consensus, 

and more bargaining and amendments 

should occur. In the closing stage, only one 

draft will be voted on. The draft requires 

four-fifths of the total votes in order to 

pass. Thus, the draft should ideally reflect 

the interests of at least 80% of the 

delegations present. Keep in mind that once 

passed, the proposals will apply equally to 

every member country under the most-

favored nation principle. If the draft does 

not pass, negotiations resume until an 

acceptable document emerges.  

  

I. TOPIC 1: AGRICULTURAL 

PRODUCTS 
 

GMOs 

First commercialized in the mid 

1990s, genetically modified organisms (or 

GMOs) in agriculture had initially been 

hailed as the drivers of the second “Green 

Revolution,” capable of helping a new wave 

of underdeveloped countries attain food 
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security. Yet, GMOs are shaping up to be 

one of the most unpopular modern 

technologies. Much like nuclear power, 

“frankenfoods” engender intense, emotional 

reactions from consumers in some 

countries.10 

In the 1980s, agricultural 

biotechnology, promising transgenic seeds 

with higher yield, pest-resistance, and 

drought-resistance, enjoyed support from 

regulators on both sides of the Atlantic. 

Biotechnology firms and farmers in Europe 

and America alike favored early 

commercialization of GM seeds, which 

would give them an advantage over global 

competitors.11 In the early 1990s, the first 

GMO seeds hit the market. At that time, the 

GMO position of most groups were still 

undetermined and in flux. As International 

Relations theorist David Vogel stresses, the 

regulatory divergence that happened in late 

1990s was not at all obvious or inevitable.12 

While the US became a big proponent and 

exporter of genetically modified grain, 

Europe adopted strict regulation of GMOs 

                                                        
10 Paarlberg, Robert L. 2008. Starved for science: how 
biotechnology is being kept out of Africa. Cambridge, Mass: 
Harvard University Press, 1. 
11 Vogel, David, and Diahanna Lynch. 2001. “The 
regulation of GMOs in Europe and the United States: a 
case-study of contemporary european regulatory 
politics.” New York/Washington: Council on Foreign 
Relations.  
12 Vogel 2001.  

that served as prohibitive barriers to GMO 

exporters. In 1998, the EU imposed a 

moratorium against the import of genetically 

modified foods, which effectively closed the 

European food market to GM food 

exporters.  

The Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) 

measure gives the WTO authority to 

regulate GMOs.13 The WTO will allow 

national regulation to ban GMOs with risks 

proven by scientific studies. However, the 

WTO will also rule against regulation of 

GMOs without scientific basis. Excessive 

regulation could serve protectionist 

purposes and would constitute as nontariff 

barriers to trade.   

 

In the 1990s and 2000s, several 

widely-publicized cases of failures in food 

regulation arose in Europe. Notably, the 

“mad cow disease” in England and more 

recently, the e. coli outbreak in 2011 fed 

consumers’ desire for stricter food 

regulation. Europeans became distrustful of 

food authorities and regulators responded to 

public dissatisfaction with tougher rules, 

especially toward hormone-injected beef 

and GMOs. In Europe, anti-GMO 

environmental NGOs, such as Greenpeace 

                                                        
13 Bernauer 2003, 152 



PMUNC 2012  WTO 

 Page 9 of 19 

and Friends of the Earth, successfully 

mobilized a large group of consumers 

against GMOs. GMOs became a “public 

outrage” problem, holding high emotional 

value.14 Consumers, through their 

purchasing power, then influenced certain 

food-retailers and farmers to focus on the 

production of non-GM foods. European 

regulators preferred extra precaution in 

dealing with sensitive topics like food. 

GMOs were deemed to be “guilty, until 

proven innocent”.15  

In the US, concerted lobbying 

efforts from agribusiness and biotechnology 

firms such as Monsanto created a political 

environment favorable to GMOs. 

Regulation was lax to give GMO innovators 

a competitive edge. Firms in exporting 

countries, such as the US, Canada, and 

Argentina, would benefit from the opening 

up of food markets around the world.  

Developing countries have been 

placed in the middle of the dispute. African 

and Asian countries with burgeoning 

organic industries might support the EU’s 

                                                        
14 Bernauer, Thomas, and Erika Meins. 2002. 
“Scientific Revolution Meets Policy and the Market: 
Explaining Cross-National Differences in Agricultural 
Biotechnology Regulation.” SSRN Electronic Journal 
(0144).  
15 Clapp, Jennifer. “The Political Economy of Food 
Aid”, 88 in Falkner, Robert. 2007. The international 
politics of genetically modified food: diplomacy, trade, and law / 
edited by Robert Falkner. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan.95. 

tough stance against GMOs to preserve 

their access to the large EU organic market. 

The threat of exclusion from global GM-

free food markets is a compelling economic 

reason for countries like China and Brazil to 

remain GM-free. Both countries export 

GM-free soybeans, which serve as 

feedstock. Stringent regulation in the EU 

requires food exporters to separate and label 

all GMOs. Fearing a rise in export cost, 

many developing countries choose to 

remain completely GM-free rather than 

label and separate their fields. To the US 

and other GMO exporters, this constitutes 

an unreasonable barrier to trade.  

On the other hand, some developing 

countries also face chronic food shortages 

and could improve their crop yield through 

GMO technology. The GMO debate is also 

linked to debates surrounding intellectual 

property. The holders of gene manipulation 

patents are all large multinational 

corporations. With a monopoly on the 

technology, companies could set high prices 

on GM seeds. Thus, developing countries, 

especially post-colonial countries like India, 

are wary of depending on western GM 

technology for fear of losing their 

agricultural self-subsistence.  

In India, European-based NGOs, 

such as Greenpeace, actively promoted its 
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anti-GMO position by aligning with ready 

local partners, such as the Research 

Foundation for Science, Technology and 

Ecology (RFSTE). Greenpeace’s India 

chapter sponsored direct public information 

campaigns as well as petitions against the 

patent rights of Monsanto’s Bt cotton.16 Bt 

cotton has been modified to produce toxins 

against cotton’s main pest, the bollworm. 

With reduced pesticide use and higher yield, 

farmers could gain on average 6534 rupees 

per hectare from GM cotton.17 Globally, 

India has the largest total acreage of cotton 

fields, but it has one of the lowest yields due 

to severe bollworm infestations.18 

Monsanto, an international agritechnology 

firm, holds the patent rights to Bt cotton 

and leases it to Indian farmers annually. The 

anti-GM coalition enlisted prominent 

intellectuals, such as Professor M. D. 

Nanjundaswamy for KRRS, the Karnataka 

State Farmers’ Movement, and Vandana 

Shiva of RFSTE.19 In her campaign against 

the Green Revolution, Shiva had already 

become an internationally well-known 

activist with expertise in mobilizing Indian 

agricultural politics. As Ian Scoones 

                                                        
16 Vandana Shiva. 2007. Profiteering From Death: TRIPS 
and Monopolies on Seeds and Medicines. Revista Brasileira de 
Direito Internacional – RBDI, 4. 
17 Herring 2003.  
18 Herring 2003.  
19 Herring 2003.  

explains, the “well-educated, urban, middle-

class profile of many activist meant they 

were also well-connected.”20 However, the 

elite status of the leaders also means that 

their values could potentially differ from 

those of the lowest social classes. 

In Africa, food aid has become 

another space to carry on the GMO debate. 

During the 2001 famine, the US sent GM 

corn to Zambia, Zimbabwe, Malawi, 

Swaziland, Mozambique and Lesotho. 

Zambia and Zimbabwe refused the GMO 

food aid and requested its removal. The 

other countries accepted the corn after it 

was milled. The rejection of food aid 

revealed that these countries had adopted 

anti-GMO positions. GM and non-GM 

crops are not segregated in the US, which 

makes GM-free food exports impossible.21 

Probably alarmed by the closure of these 

potential African food markets, the US 

promoted its GM food aid more 

aggressively. Threatening to cut off aid, the 

US insisted that Sudan remove its request 

for GM-free food aid in 2003.22 European 

governments, in turn, have applied 

economic influence through their cash 

                                                        
20 Scoones, Ian. 2008. “Mobilizing Against GM Crops 
in India, South Africa and Brazil.” Journal of Agrarian 
Change 8 (2-3) (April): 315-344. 
21 Clapp 2007. 
22 Clapp 2007. 
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donations, which can only be used toward 

purchasing non-GM food.23  

Norman Borlaug points out, 

“privileged societies have the luxury of 

adopting a very low-risk position on the 

GM crop issue…but the vast majority of 

humankind does not have such a luxury”.24 

EU consumers pay 3 to 5 billion euros more 

per year for non-GM food.25 But the real 

losers might be impoverished consumers in 

the developing world, who might spend half 

of their income on food, and poor farmers, 

who will miss out on potential productivity 

gains of GM crops. Yet, developing 

countries are also justified in their fear of 

becoming testing grounds for unsafe GM 

technology from Western multinational 

corporations.  

 

The IP implications of GMOs 

 

Potential innovation in 

agribiotechnology could have more direct 

benefit for the poor. To generate positive 

publicity, some biotech firms have invested 

in so-called “pro-poor biotechnology,” 

which increases the nutritional content of 

staple crops as opposed to the crops’ 

                                                        
23 Clapp 2007. 
24 Qtd in Paarlberg 2008.  
25 Graff, Hochman, and Zilberman 2009.  

productivity. Golden Rice is rice that 

contains a gene producing Vitamin A, a 

nutrient chronically deficient in populations 

whose staple grain is rice. It will likely be 

commercialized in 2012, after undergoing 13 

years of biosafety approval.26 To meet tough 

regulatory requirements, it has taken ten 

times the money and time to bring Golden 

Rice to market as compared to a non-GM 

crop.27 

Excessive regulation increases the 

cost of bringing new GMOs to market, 

making large commercial farmers the main 

clientele that biotech companies cater 

toward.28 It essentially serves as a nontariff 

barrier to trade. Driven by demand from 

agribusiness, research will continue to 

concentrate on productivity traits. Instead 

of researching crops like Golden Rice, 

biotech companies will focus more on 

developing pesticide-resistant, high yield 

crops. Without the large regulatory hurdle, 

smaller biotechnology firms and public 

R&D could enter the industry and compete 

with the incumbents. 

 

Country-specific questions to consider 

                                                        
26 Potrykus, Ingo. 2010. “Regulation must be 
revolutionized.” Nature 466(July 2010): 561 
27 Potrykus, Ingo. 2010. “Regulation must be 
revolutionized.” Nature 466(July 2010): 561. 
28 Paarlberg 2006. 
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 How much of your economy is 

dependent on agricultural production? How 

much of that production goes toward 

domestic consumption, how much surplus 

is left to export? Or are you an importer of 

food? 

What are the potential gains in yield 

if your farmers adopt GM-technology? 

 What are your consumers’ responses 

to GMO foods? 

 Who are your major trading partners 

in terms of food? What are their positions 

on GMO technology?  

 What are the benefits of staying 

GM-free? Note that once your fields adopt 

GM crops, it will be very costly to revert to 

non-GM crops. Due to cross-breeding, it is 

very easy for genetically modified crops to 

contaminate non-genetically modified foods. 

The decision to adopt GM crops implies 

much higher costs in the future, if your 

countries wishes to develop an organic, 

non-GMO sector. 

 

 

GMO is just one of many areas to 

explore in the contentious arena of 

international food politics. As you 

research more topics, you will realize 

that agricultural trade policy has very 

important consequences for 

development, environmental protection, 

climate change, land use, patent 

protection, corporate responsibility in 

local economies, and more. More topics 

to consider:  

 

Biofuel (corn, soybeans, sugarcane) – in the 

US, corn production receives a subsidy. 

Should nations be allowed to subsidize 

agricultural production so that they can sell 

at a lower price globally or so that they can 

be used for biofuel production? What are 

the implications for poor grain importers as 

corn is diverted increasingly toward fuel and 

not food? 

Hormone-treated beef, poultry – what 

standards should be applied to hormone-

treated meat? Consider the health risks to 

the consumer, the costs of regulation and 

enforcement, and the costs to meat 

producers and exporters.  

Rights to fish in international waters – who 

has the rights to fish in international waters? 

How to protect against overfishing and the 

tragedy of the commons? 

Common Agricultural Policy – The EU has 

a common policy toward agriculture 

production. What are the implications of the 

EU acting as a collective market for grains? 

While individual European nations have far 

smaller economies compared to the US, the 
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collective EU (27 countries) has a large 

enough economy to rival with the US and 

China (the top 2 economies in terms of total 

GDP). What are the implications if 

individual European nations fail to reach a 

consensus in agriculture policy? What if they 

all pursue individual policies that benefit 

themselves? 

 

II. TOPIC 2: 
INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY 

 

Overview of IP 
Beyond physical capital, ideas and 

knowledge are valuable components of a 

productive society. There are several forms 

of intellectual property protection—patents, 

copyrights, and trademarks. Invention, 

functional improvements, and design can all 

be patented. The patent is meant to give the 

inventor a monopoly over the product to 

compensate him for his initial cost in 

research and development. The monopoly is 

usually 20 years, after which rights to the 

product becomes common property. Thus, 

innovators must keep innovating in order to 

make profit. With prospective monetary 

gain, inventors are then incentivized to 

innovate, which contributes to the 

technological advance. For an economy to 

achieve healthy economic growth, it must 

offer protection to the intellectual efforts 

that drive growth.  

 Copyright rewards creative 

expression. Songs, books, any other form of 

artistic and literary expression can receive a 

copyright. Under current US law, copyright 

protection can last up to 95 years. 

Trademarks are distinctive signs that help 

consumers “distinguish the goods or 

services of one undertaking from those of 

other undertakings.”29 Company brands 

connect consumers back to the company’s 

reputation and provide assurance about the 

quality of service one can expect from the 

company. Counterfeit brands erode 

consumers’ confidence in the company.  

 Within the WTO, the Trade Related 

Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights 

(TRIPS) Agreement is an attempt to create 

common international rules regarding IP 

protection. It was signed during the 

Uruguay Round and dictates that each 

WTO member offers a baseline level of IP 

protection to other members. Patent 

protection must be 20 years and copyright 

protection must be offered for a minimum 

                                                        
29 “Intellectual property: protection and enforcement” 
World Trade Organization. 2012. 
http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e
/agrm7_e.htm 
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of 50 years.30 In addition, the WTO has the 

power to enforce provisions of the TRIPS 

agreement and resolve IP-related disputes 

between members. Traditionally, the World 

Intellectual Property Organization has set 

international standards for IP protection but 

has lacked the enforcement capabilities. The 

new WTO/TRIPS effort has also 

galvanized WIPO into greater activity.31  

 One of the major issues is 

coordinating national IP protection. In 

general, developed countries offer higher 

levels of protection than developing 

countries. With the international transfer of 

goods, some goods that receive protection 

in one country may not receive protection in 

another. Thus, TRIPS is an initiative to 

standardize IP protection. When preparing 

for your country’s position, consider 

whether conforming to international IP law 

is the best solution or whether special 

conditions in your country demand some 

exceptions to the international rule. How 

are the cost-benefit analyses different for 

developed and developing and least 

developed countries? Should developing 

nations restrict their potential growth to 

                                                        
30 Ibid. 
31 Chon, Margaret. 2006. “Intellectual Property and the 
Development divide.” Cardozo Law Review. Vol. 27, pp. 
2821-2912. 

meet higher standards set by countries that 

have already benefitted from development?  

 

Pharmaceuticals 
 
An average drug cost at least $4 billion to 

develop at a major pharmaceutical 

company.32 From 1997 to 2011, Pfizer spent 

a total of $108 billion in research and 

development. However, once a drug hits the 

market, Pfizer holds the monopoly for 20 

years and can price the drug at the level 

necessary to recoup the initial R&D costs.  

 

The positions of the developed vs. developing world 
 

Although opinions differ across the 

Atlantic on the issue of genetically modified 

foods, there is a consensus among 

developed countries regarding 

biopharmaceuticals. In the US and EU, large 

pharmaceutical companies have well-

organized lobbies that push for strong 

patent protection. Domestic lobbies at 

home have led the US and EU to demand 

stronger international patent protection 

through the WTO. The developed world 

has put pressure on developing countries to 

                                                        
32 Herper, Matthew. “The Truly Staggering Cost Of 
Inventing New Drugs.” Forbes. 2 Oct 2012. 
http://www.forbes.com/sites/matthewherper/2012/0
2/10/the-truly-staggering-cost-of-inventing-new-
drugs/ 



PMUNC 2012  WTO 

 Page 15 of 19 

build up the infrastructure for adequate IP 

protection.  

While developed countries support 

protection of patented drugs, developing 

countries support protection of generic drug 

production. Hundreds of thousands of 

people suffer from curable diseases 

worldwide because large pharmaceuticals 

hold the patent right to the needed drugs. In 

the case of HIV, victims can enjoy a much 

better standard of life if they had access to 

antiretroviral drugs. Developing countries, 

such as India and Brazil, have the 

technology to mass produce HIV drugs that 

are still under patent protection. These 

generic drugs are cheaper and contribute to 

social welfare by giving the poor wider 

access to life-saving drugs. Thus, IP 

protection sometimes conflicts with the 

developmental needs of the poor. A divide 

has emerged regarding patent drug 

protection between the global North and 

South.33  

Countries in sub-Saharan Africa 

negotiate with biotechnology firms for the 

right to mass-produce AIDS or malaria 

drugs to distribute to their own civilians. 

                                                        
33 Note, the North has often been used to refer to 
developed economies (ie. Europe, US, Japan) while the 
global South designates emerging and developing 
economies. However, as the South experiences greater 
growth, the separation becomes less distinct.  

Some Western pharmaceuticals have also 

partnered with African R&D centers so that 

rights to any drugs developed will be given 

to the public. However, many 

pharmaceutical companies are against giving 

licenses for generic production. Instead, 

they prefer to negotiate price reductions for 

poor countries while maintaining patent 

rights.  

In one case, the drug fluconazole, 

which treats cryptococcal meningitis, is 

licensed to Pfizer. In the US, the drug, 

marketed as Diflucan, sells for $12.20 per 

unit.34 Drug manufacturers in Thailand 

could sell a generic version of fluconazole 

for $0.29 per unit, though Pfizer technically 

holds all rights to production in Thailand. In 

South Africa, where around 10% of HIV 

victims contract cryptococcal meningitis, the 

price of the drug has been reduced to $8.25. 

Importing the generic drug could have vast 

public health benefits. However, Pfizer has 

refused to grant licenses for generic 

production. South Africa representatives 

have “led a faction of nations calling for 

reduction in the level of protection provided 

for pharmaceuticals in TRIPS.”35 In another 

                                                        
34 Thomas, Caroline. 2002. "Trade policy and the 
politics of access to drugs". Third World Quarterly. 23 (2): 
251-264. 
35 USTR. 1999. www.ustr.gov/releases/1999/04/99-
4.1html. 
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case, GlaxoSmithKline took Cipla, a generic 

drug company in India, to court for 

exporting HIV drugs to Ghana, where 5% 

of the population suffers from HIV. The 

court action effectively stopped export of 

the generic drugs.  

 

Question to Consider 

How much of your economy 

depends on research, development, and 

innovation? What are the benefits of patents 

on your economy? Yet, what are the costs to 

your government to enforce patent laws? 

How widespread is piracy and IP 

infringement? 

 What is the state of your country’s 

pharmaceutical industry? What is the 

medical and pharmaceutical needs of your 

population? How to balance the interests of 

these two groups? 

What compromises could you reach 

with other countries? 

What are the implication of losing 

your international credibility if you do not 

conform to international IP laws?  

What are the long-term benefits of 

complying with international law (is it 

enough to offset the short-term costs)? 

What might incentivize other countries to 

subsidize your country’s costs of 

compliance?  

 

Other topics in Intellectual Property 
 

Music and film piracy in developing 

countries 

Inadequate trademark protection for 

luxury brands 

CONCLUSION 
 

The 1999 riots in Seattle during the WTO 

ministerial meeting demonstrate a growing 

concern over globalization. Local economies 

are tied to volatile international business 

cycles and face harsh competition. They 

must cede control to not only international 

organizations but also profit-driven 

multinational corporations. Frequently one 

finds that in trade disputes, local interests 

are pitted against international norms, 

interests of the developed world against 

those of the developing, the North against 

the South. Countries pursuing goals of free 

trade seem insensitive to local 

developmental needs. At the same time, 

national regulations, sometimes enacted 

with protectionist aims, serve as new forms 

of barriers to trade. In both the areas of 

agriculture and intellectual property, the 
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barriers dealt by the WTO are much more 

complex and subtle than those presented by 

tariffs. The challenge for the WTO in the 

upcoming decades is find compromises and 

balances that allow trade to continue 

benefiting all. 
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