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Trade and the Sustainability Challenge for Global Food Governance

Jennifer Clapp

Abstract

This paper examines the ways in which the norms of environmental sustainability and trade
liberalization interact in global food governance arrangements. It shows that these two norms are
often presented as mutually supportive goals. The paper unpacks the underlying rationale of this
dominant narrative and shows that it draws on long-standing trade theories and links efficiency gains
from trade to environmental benefits. The paper then examines the weaknesses of this narrative,
outlining the ways in which critics have identified internal inconsistencies within the trade-based
argument and have presented alternative models for sustainability that do not require trade. Finally,
the paper seeks to explain the persistence of the dominant narrative despite its weaknesses. It makes
the case that sustainability and trade continue to be linked in global governance arrangements for
several interrelated reasons, including institutional fragmentation in global food governance, the
carryover of previous normative compromises regarding trade and environment in other settings, and
the influence of powerful interests. Overall, the paper argues that despite the rise of sustainability as a
guiding norm for global food governance across a range of initiatives, the norm of trade liberalization
ultimately determines the shape of sustainability initiatives in the sector, and constrains its
transformative potential.



Introduction

Food system sustainability has risen high on the global governance agenda in recent years. Following
the 2007-08 food price spikes, policymakers turned their attention to the question of how to feed an
expanding world population expected to reach 9 billion by 2050 with limited available land and
resources. Climate change is expected to affect agricultural productivity, particularly in certain parts of
the world such as sub-Saharan Africa where levels of hunger remain high (Godfray 2010). At the same
time, there is growing awareness of the fact that the global industrial food system, as it is currently
organized, is not environmentally sustainable. The agricultural sector is responsible for a significant
proportion of greenhouse gases and contributes to biodiversity loss, water depletion, and deforestation,
among other environmental impacts (Foley 2011; Garnett 2013). For these reasons, it is widely
understood that the world must transition to more sustainable food systems on a global scale if we are
to improve food security over the long run. This recognition of the importance of sustainability in the
global food system is stressed in a range of global governance initiatives that sets the rules and norms
of behaviour for food and agriculture.

This shift toward a wider embrace of sustainability as a guiding norm in global food governance is
welcomed as a positive sign by most observers. But at the same time, it is important to unpack the way
in which the sustainability norm is understood and articulated into policy if we are to fully grasp its
potential to bring transformative change toward more environmentally sound food provision.
Governance frameworks are rarely guided by just a single normative idea, and often it is the
interaction of different norms that determines the shape of policy outcomes. Sustainability has risen on
the agenda for international governance initiatives, but it is forced to share the stage with another
powerful norm that had already settled into this governance space: the norm of trade liberalization.
Both norms now feature prominently in a variety of formal governance arrangements that are
important for food and agriculture, from the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), to the World
Trade Organization (WTO), to the Committee on World Food Security (CFS), to the Group of Twenty
(G20), among others. At the same time, increasingly popular voluntary sustainability initiatives for
agricultural and food commodities, including for soy, beef, and palm oil, are predicated on an open,
liberal global trade regime. The norms of trade liberalization and sustainability are often presented
side by side in these various governance settings, in an unproblematic fashion. Indeed, the global
governance arenas that espouse both of these norms typically stress not only the compatibility of these
norms, but also promote a liberalized trade regime as a central means by which to achieve
sustainability in the sector.

In order to assess the likely effectiveness of sustainability initiatives in global food governance, it is
important to unpack the ways in which the norms of trade liberalization and sustainability interact, and
how this interaction shapes policy outcomes. Such an exercise begs important questions: What is the
underlying rationale within the dominant narrative for presenting trade liberalization and sustainability
as mutually supporting norms? What are the limitations of this dominant narrative? How can the
persistent influence of the dominant narrative be explained?

This paper seeks to address these questions. First, it shows that the dominant narrative draws on long-
standing trade theory to argue that trade liberalization enhances efficiencies that in turn are essential
for sustainability in the food sector. Second, it demonstrates that there are important weaknesses in the
dominant narrative, including the existence of viable alternatives that do not require trade, as well as
inconsistencies within the trade model itself. Finally, it argues that the persistence of the dominant
narrative, despite widespread recognition of its flaws, is the product of several interrelated factors.
These include problems related to the fragmented nature of global governance arrangements for food
systems, the carry-over of a broader ideational ‘compromise’ between liberalism and sustainability to
the food governance arena, and the ability of powerful interests that benefit from a liberal trade regime
to navigate these features of the governance landscape to their advantage. Overall, the paper argues
that despite the rise of sustainability as a guiding norm for global food governance across a range of
initiatives, the norm of trade liberalization ultimately determines the shape of sustainability initiatives
in the sector, and constrains its transformative potential.
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1 Trade Liberalization and Sustainability Norms in Global Food Governance: The
Dominant Narrative

International norms set out standards of behaviour, and can influence rights and obligations that are set
out in international agreements and upheld by international institutions (Krasner 1982, p.186;
Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). Trade liberalization has been a dominant norm in the global economy
since the advent of the 1947 GATT that seeks to promote a progressively open and liberal trade
regime. The norm of trade liberalization is relatively new to food and agriculture governance.
Agricultural trade was largely exempted from the GATT agreement until the adoption of the
Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) under the Uruguay Round in 1994, as agricultural “exceptionalism”
was a dominant norm for much of the 20™ century (McCalla 1969; Skogstad 1998). With the adoption
of the AoA, the idea of trade liberalization has become a powerful idea that shapes global food
governance, despite the fact that it is highly uneven by allowing powerful countries to continue to
subsidize their farmers while simultaneously requiring extreme market opening in developing
countries (see Bukovansky 2010).

Sustainability concerns have also risen on the agenda in global governance arenas since the late 1980s
and early 1990s and were accompanied by the adoption of a growing number of international
environmental agreements. It is only more recently, however, that sustainability as a norm has been
explicitly articulated into global food system governance frameworks. The norm rose to prominence in
the wake of the 2007-08 food price spikes that were accompanied by growing concern with the ability
to produce sufficient food supplies without causing irreparable environmental damage (Foley et al.
2011). Over the past decade, the promotion of sustainability in food systems has risen to the top of the
agenda in most governance arenas addressing food security, including both formal intergovernmental
arrangements as well as voluntary and market-based initiatives.

Trade and Sustainability Norms Placed Side-by-Side

Evan as trade liberalization and sustainability norms rose to prominence along different trajectories,
they have been placed side by side in global governance arrangements that matter for the food system.
Global food system governance is currently spread across a number of institutions and arrangements,
spanning economic, food, and environmental governance spheres. Most formal governance
arrangements make explicit reference to the compatibility of an open trade system with the goal of
more sustainable food systems, or at least to the need to ensure their compatibility. Most voluntary and
market-based governance measures for sustainability are built on the premise of a liberal and open
trading system. The close articulation of trade liberalization and sustainability in these contexts is
outlined briefly below, starting with the trade governance regime, to which other governance
arrangements often defer.

The WTO is a central force in the trade governance arena, and this dominance is relevant for how
agriculture and food systems are governed in a global context. The WTO has fully embraced the norm
of trade liberalization, the promotion of which is the core of its mandate. Matters related to policy
space for both food security and environmental protection have been debated at the WTO in recent
decades. The 1994 Agreement on Agriculture included language on "nontrade concerns" including
food security and environment (WTO 1994; Sakayuma 2005). The preamble of the WTO also stresses
its commitment to sustainability (WTO 1995). The Doha Declaration that launched the Doha Round of
trade negotiations in 2001further emphasized that the goal of environmental sustainability is
compatible with an open multilateral trade system:

We strongly reaffirm our commitment to the objective of sustainable development... We are
convinced that the aims of upholding and safeguarding an open and non-discriminatory
multilateral trading system, and acting for the protection of the environment and the
promotion of sustainable development can and must be mutually supportive (WTO 2001).



The Doha Declaration also pledged to consider crafting rules to give countries policy space to address
non-trade issues such as food security and environment as they relate to agriculture. The negotiations
on trade and environment more generally, however, were confined to examining cases where
multilateral environmental agreements might conflict with WTO rules (WTO 2001), and as such were
not discussed in any detail in the Agreement on Agriculture negotiations. The negotiations on the
Agreement on Agriculture in fact stalled over the question of whether food security concerns of
developing countries have been adequately taken into account. The WTO is neither a food security
organization, nor an environmental one, and as such it is not surprising that the question of whether
trade enhances or detracts from the sustainability of food systems has not been subject to any
extensive discussion or negotiation.

Global food security governance is coordinated most prominently within the UN Committee on World
Food Security (CFS) housed at the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and open to member
states of the FAO, World Food Programme and IFAD. The CFS was reformed in 2009 to include non-
governmental organizations more fully in its deliberations (albeit non-voting) and is widely seen to be
the premier institution for coordinating governance on food security (McKeon 2009, 2015). A
prominent mandate of the CFS is to examine issues at intersection of food security and environment,
but the body has been explicitly discouraged by its member states from discussing trade issues in
relation to food security (Clapp and Murphy 2013, p.134). Although this body is often silent on
matters of trade in its deliberations, the norm of trade liberalization shapes it nonetheless. The Global
Strategic Framework (CFS 2014), a guidance document for CFS regularly renegotiated by its
members, stresses the need for open trade flows and multilateral trade negotiations in numerous places
throughout. At the same time, much of its mandate is to address issues of environmental sustainability,
especially resilience of food systems in the face of climate change, and the GSF mentions the need for
agro-ecological practices. The body is more introspective on the potential tensions, however, when it
notes, “it is important to promote consistency of trade and development and environmental policies...”
(CFS 2014, p. 19).

The work of the CFS builds on the Rome Declaration of the World Summit on Food Security held in
2009, in the aftermath of the food price crisis. The declaration embraces and outlines the Five Rome
Principles for Sustainable Global Food Security that countries agreed to adhere to. These include,
under Principle 3 (Strive for a comprehensive twin-track approach to food security) a statement
(paragraph 22) that: “we support WTO-consistent, non-trade-distorting special measures...” and “We
agree to refrain from taking measures that are inconsistent with WTO rules...” Also under Principle 3
(paragraph 25) the document stresses: “We will implement sustainable practices, including responsible
fisheries, improved resource use, protection of the environment, conservation of the natural resource
base and enhanced use of ecosystem services” (WSFS 2009). There is no mention in the document on
how to ensure that these goals are mutually compatible.

Other multilateral governance initiatives that touch on food security have followed a similar approach.
The recently adopted Sustainable Development Goals also place these norms side by side. They call
for sustainable food systems in Goal #2, but also stress, in Goal #17, the need to “promote a universal,
rules-based, open, non-discriminatory and equitable multilateral trading system under the World Trade
Organization, including through the conclusion of negotiations under its Doha Development Agenda”.
The text of the SDGs stresses that these goals are deeply connected and inseparable (UN 2015). The
Group of 20 also recently adopted an Action Plan on Food Security and Sustainable Food Systems in
Turkey in fall 2015. This plan stresses the importance of “building food systems that are more
sustainable and resilient” while at the same time stating: “We reaffirm our commitment to the
fundamental role of a rules-based multilateral trading system in global food security and to the on-
going WTO negotiations with a view to promptly conclude the Doha Development Agenda” (G20
2015).

Global environmental governance arrangements that are relevant for food and agriculture also follow a
similar pattern. Global environmental agreements on climate change and biodiversity, for example,
have recognized the importance of the food and agriculture sector as it intersects with environmental
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change. At the same time, these agreements make clear that they will abide by the norm of trade
liberalization. The UNFCCC states clearly: “The Parties should cooperate to promote a supportive and
open international economic system that would lead to sustainable economic growth and development
in all Parties, particularly developing country Parties, thus enabling them better to address the
problems of climate change” (UNFCCC 1992). The biosafety protocol to the Convention on
Biodiversity, which explicitly governs the trade in genetically modified organisms, also positions itself
as being mutually supportive of trade agreements, rather than in conflict with it (CPB 2000).

In a context where the pro-trade norm is firmly embedded across formal trade, food security and
environmental governance institutions, voluntary, multi-stakeholder initiatives have taken a prominent
role in shaping new governance approaches to address sustainability concerns. Voluntary private
certification schemes for more sustainable agricultural commodities have emerged and are gaining
prominence in debates over sustainability of the global food system (Fuchs and Kalfagianni 2010;
Auld 2014). Voluntary initiatives organized with the major corporate players are often cast as a middle
ground that seeks to promote both greater food trade and a more sustainable food system. They also fit
neatly within broader economic norms guided by neoliberalism that promotes free and open trade and
a reduced role for the state. Prominent initiatives in this vein include the Roundtable on Sustainable
Palm Oil (RSPO), Roundtable for Responsible Soy (RTRS), Bonsucro (sugar), the Better Cotton
Initiative (BCI), the Roundtable on Sustainable Biofuels, and the Global Roundtable on Sustainable
Beef (WWF 2012).

The Underlying Rationale for Casting Trade and Sustainability as Mutually Supportive

In order to assess the effectiveness of global governance efforts for food system sustainability, it is
important to understand underlying rationale for presenting these norms as mutually supportive. The
dominant narrative focuses its analysis within the language of trade and economic theory, focusing on
the ways in which trade generates economic efficiency gains that can be harnessed to promote
sustainability in the food system. The association of trade with greater efficiency draws on the concept
of comparative advantage, which is frequently referenced in both academic and policy documents that
take this perspective.

Comparative advantage, first outlined by David Ricardo in 1817, is the idea that gains will arise from
international trade even for countries that do not have an absolute advantage in producing any
particular good. According to the theory, all countries have different opportunity costs to produce
different goods, according to their unique endowments of land, labour, climate, capital, and
technology. Because of these differences, all countries have a comparative advantage in producing at
least some goods over others. Ricardo showed that if all countries specialize in the goods for which
they have the least opportunity costs, and then engage in trade, world welfare would increase because
there would be more goods produced globally and thus more available for everyone (see Schumacher
2013; Prasch 1996). The mechanism by which gains are realized is through improved efficiencies in
production across all goods (because production is focused on goods for which countries have the least
opportunity cost) and efficiencies in allocation of those goods among users (because with international
trade all partners should be made better off).

The dominant pro-trade narrative draws liberally on the concept of comparative advantage to make the
case that trade supports sustainability (see, for example, Baldos and Hertel 2015; Lamy 2011, 2013;
UNEP-WTO 2009). The concept has wide appeal for its logical explanation and mathematical
demonstration of the economic efficiency gains from trade. Those who view trade’s role as a positive
force for sustainability in the food system typically put forward several types of arguments, all of
which refer back to the "efficiency" gains from trade in one way or another.

Perhaps the most common argument for trade supporting sustainable food systems is that trade allows
for the capture of efficiency gains on a global scale, minimizing the overall use of natural resources
required for agriculture by shifting production to countries best suited to it (Lamy 2011). Trade
advocates highlight the fact that some countries are naturally endowed with an appropriate climate for
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growing certain crops, enabling them to produce those crops with minimal additional inputs and
without practices that could deplete natural resources (Lamy 2012). Some countries, for example, have
access to abundant water and fertile soils, and these countries should focus on producing crops that
rely heavily on those resources, and export their surplus to other countries that are less able to produce
those crops, but which hold comparative advantage in producing other crops (Meridian 2011, p.19).
Through trade, countries that face severe natural resource constraints can preserve their natural
resources by relying on imported food items rather than expanding production at home. As the OECD
pointed out in a recent publication:

“Trade will be essential in order for supply increases to be achieved sustainably. Trade
enables production to locate in areas where natural resources, notably land and water, are
relatively abundant, and where systems are more resilient to the effects of climate change”
(OECD 2013, p. 18).

The dominant narrative also notes that the economic benefits associated with greater production
should increase the capacity of farmers to obtain new technologies that support more sustainable
agricultural production and enable adaptation to climate change (UNEP-WTO 2009, p. 31). This
argument fits with the broader economic arguments that income growth associated with trade will lead
to environmental improvements, as shown by the Environmental Kuznets Curve (Gallagher 2009).
Trade advocates often stress the need for technological solutions to sustainability challenges, such as
the adoption of drought tolerant genetically modified seeds and other technological strategies for
‘sustainable intensification’, alongside their prescription for greater trade liberalization, as the two are
seen to positively reinforce one another (e.g. World Bank 2007; OECD 2013; Godfray and Garnett
2014). Trade, for example, is promoted as an important channel for the global spread of environmental
technologies (UNEP-WTO 2009, p.31).

The promotion of trade as a delivery mechanism for sustainability in food systems is also often
justified on grounds that restrictions to trade introduce inefficiencies that can directly result in
environmental degradation (UNEP-WTO 2009). Trade advocates draw on scientific studies regarding
agricultural resource constraints (e.g. Fader et al. 2013) argue that restrictive trade policies that
implemented in the name of food self-sufficiency are misguided because self-sufficiency is
biophysically impossible for a number of countries, in addition to being highly inefficient from an
economic perspective (Lamy 2012). Insistence on producing food domestically, they argue, can
increase a country’s reliance on irrigation, which puts stress on water resources, and also encourages
land clearing, which is associated with deforestation, biodiversity loss, and release of greenhouse
gases. Trade distortions, such as subsidies and other restrictions, according to this narrative, only
disrupt trade’s contributions to sustainable development (UNEP-WTO 2009; Baldos and Hertel 2015).

These arguments are often utilized in the context of climate change, which is likely to make natural
resource constraints more problematic in certain parts of the world. Sub-Saharan Africa, for example,
is widely expected to experience productivity declines as a result of a changing global climate (Porter
et al. 2012), and climate change is likely to exacerbate existing food production imbalances between
rich and poor countries (FAO 2015, p.13). Many import dependent countries are already facing natural
resource constraints that prevent them from producing all of their own food (D’Odorico et al 2014).
Developing country agricultural imports are expected to double as a result of climate change
(Campbell et al. 2011, p.35). More open trade channels, advocates argue, can help to address climate
change by cushioning the severity of its impacts in the agricultural sector by enabling countries to
access food and agricultural products from trading partners that are less affected (UNEP-WTO 2009,
p. 62). Trade is also seen from this perspective to mitigate greenhouse gases by reducing the need to
clear more land for agricultural production in countries facing resource constraints.

Trade is also actively promoted as an “economic” adaptation strategy for climate change, because it
can enable those countries that are likely to see their agricultural production diminish to still obtain
food from other parts of the world without needing to resort to measures that would constrain their
natural resource base further. A free and open trading system is also widely seen by promoters of this
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narrative to play a role in reducing price volatility that may occur as a result of production disruptions
linked to climate change. Further, countries’ comparative advantages over the long run are likely shift
as a result of climate change, and in this context trade is promoted as a strategy for adapting to
climate-related changes in countries’ opportunity costs (Baldos and Hertel 2015).

The dominant narrative does not deny that there are environmental challenges associated with the
global food system, and even associate some of them with industrial agriculture (e.g. Hertel et al.
2014). But they do not tie these problems to trade, and they do not advocate trade as a way to address
them. Economists in the dominant narrative stress that if externalities arise within sector, they can be
dealt with through appropriate pricing mechanisms at the domestic level, rather than through the use of
trade policy (see Bhagwati 1993). As Pascal Lamy, former Director General of the WTO noted in a
2011 speech:

“: ... no matter how sophisticated our trade policies are, if domestic policies do not
themselves incentivize agriculture, and internalize negative social and environmental
externalities, we will not be satisfied with our agricultural systems... Trade policy — no
doubt — has its place in this picture. But it cannot and does not, by itself, answer each and
every challenge in agriculture” (Lamy 2011).

A suite of economic tools for cost internalization in the agricultural sector has been developed in
recent decades, from payment for ecosystem services to tax and subsidy programs. The rise of
voluntary market — led certification schemes in the agricultural sector are also widely seen to be
mechanisms by which environmental externalities associated with the production of certain export
crops can be internalized into the price of the goods and this is seen to be more appropriate means by
which to address externalities than the restriction of trade. Such schemes do not conflict with WTO
trade rules and articulate well with the above arguments regarding the means by which international
trade can contribute to sustainability in the food system.

2 Trade and the Ecological Crisis in the Food System: Weak Points in the Dominant
Narrative

The theoretical arguments about trade’s contributions to sustainability have broad appeal because they
promise efficiency that will agriculture’s impact on natural resources while increasing production.
These aims appeal to many environmentalists who are concerned about capturing efficiencies in a
resource-constrained world. But do the arguments on which the dominant narrative’s case is made
hold up? Many would argue that it does not. One line of critique comes from food sovereignty
advocates, who often reject trade liberalization in favour of more locally oriented food systems based
on agroecological principles that they argue are more environmentally sound (Holt-Giménez and
Altieri 2013). This critique is important, but does not engage with trade theory itself. I argue here that
there are further weaknesses with the dominant narrative, in particular that it suffers from its own
internal contradictions that highlight the many ways in which the promised efficiency gains are in no
way guaranteed. Together, these various lines of critique show that the underlying rationale of the
dominant narrative is inherently weak.

A key line of argumentation against organizing food systems around a liberalized trade regime is that
the agricultural sector serves multiple functions in society and that it is important to consider those
functions that go beyond tradable commodities (Rosset 2006; Desmarais 2007; Witman et al. 2010).
Prioritizing economic efficiency over other goals can easily lead to unbalanced outcomes for the sector
that have negative environmental and social consequences. Agricultural systems are integral to food
security, culture, and environmental quality, and as such are not merely economic in nature (Potter and
Tilzey 2007). In environmental terms, agriculture provides essential ecosystem functions, such as
carbon absorption and water and air filtration (Altieri 2002; Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2013). These
ecological services are threatened by modern industrial farming systems that are promoted by the trade
model that encourages specialization and large-scale high-tech farming operations (Altieri and Nichols
2008; Sundkvist et al. 2005).



Ecological resilience in the agricultural sector, increasingly required in a context of climate change,
can also benefit from a degree of redundancy. Redundant agricultural practices may be “inefficient” in
economic terms, yet it is important for the protection of ecosystem services over the long run (Fuchs
and Hoffmann 2013; Puma at al. 2105). More diverse farming systems based on agroecological
principles, however, enhance ecological services that in turn strengthen resilience. Scientific research
on this type of farming methods shows that it is in fact ‘climate cooling’ because it is on balance
carbon absorbing rather than carbon-emitting (Martinez-Alier 2010; Holt-Giménez and Altieri 2013).
Ecologically diverse farming systems that may not be profitable in strict economic terms also provide
meaningful livelihoods and ensure the preservation of plant genetic diversity, providing enormous
social benefits for a large segment of humanity and strengthening the resilience of food systems
further by creating positive synergies (Sachs et al. 2007). Small-scale producers provide around 70
percent of the world’s food production, and the preservation of their diverse farming systems is a vital
component of both food security and sustainably (ETC Group 2013). Recognition of these dynamics
have led to calls for greater assessment of the balance between efficiency and resilience in global food
production and trade (Puma et al. 2015, p. 12).

These ideas have been embraced by the food sovereignty movement, which has promoted agroecology
as key component of its vision for more sustainable food systems, on both ecological and social
grounds. The critiques of the dominant narrative that focus on the ecological benefits of small-scale
and local agricultural systems do not tend to engage directly with economic trade theory. Rather, they
typically draw on social and ecological traditions point out the association of trade with large-scale
industrial production that contribute to ecological risks, and present an alternative that does not require
international trade to deliver sustainability. This critique is important and has wide appeal among
critics. At the same time, it is useful to note that trade theory has weaknesses even on its own terms.
Drawing on the work of critical economists, I outline below the ways in which the problems these
scholars have identified with trade theory is relevant to understanding the links between trade and
sustainability outcomes in the food and agriculture sector.

A number of critical economists have pointed out that the assumptions that underlie the theory of
comparative advantage more broadly — the basis on which the dominant narrative builds its case in
linking trade to sustainability as outlined above — simply do not hold in today's world (Daly 1993;
Prasch 1996; Chang 2009; Fletcher 2010; Moon 2011). All economic models are built on assumptions,
but if those assumptions are unrealistic, then the predicted results that arise from those models become
less reliable in practice. Comparative advantage rests on the idea that only goods are mobile across
borders, and that labour and capital are not. In the primary example Ricardo gave to demonstrate the
gains from trade —Britain and Portugal trading wine and cloth — these goods were the only items that
crossed borders. The assumption that only goods are mobile across borders is indispensable to the
theory because otherwise capital would seek out investments where absolute advantage, rather than
comparative advantage, holds, negating the gains from trade for all partners (Schumacher 2013). The
original model also referred to exchange of goods by barter in perfectly competitive markets that did
not take transportation costs or externalities into account (Daly 1993). These critics point out that these
are unrealistic assumptions that do not hold in today’s world, and when these conditions do not hold,
environmental quality is at risk when trade is increased without appropriate safeguards built into trade
policies.

These critiques of comparative advantage were not originally advanced with specific reference to the
food system, but the ideas can easily be extended to it. Even a cursory look at the global food system
today reveals that the assumptions on which Ricardo built his theory are not applicable in today’s
context. To start with, trade within the global food system is much more complex in the current era
than it was 200 years ago. Today, most of the world’s food trade takes place within complex global
supply chains that are controlled by a handful of large transnational corporations whose operations
span the world (Murphy 2008). The ability of transnational corporations to invest in multiple locations
around the world, and at numerous points along global supply chains, undermines the most basic
assumption of comparative advantage, which is that capital is not mobile between countries (Clapp
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2014a). In cases where agricultural markets are dominated by transnational corporate actors operating
in several countries, any gains from trade are likely to accrue to the owners of the capital, who
typically reside in other countries, rather than to the local farmers that supply those firms or work as
paid labour on large-scale foreign-owned farms (McMichael 2013). Such an outcome would
undermine the dominant narrative's arguments that increased income from trade will encourage
farmers to adopt more sustainable farming practices.

Corporate concentration is also rampant in the food system, demonstrating that perfect competition is
merely a notion that is rarely achieved in practice. Economists consider situations where the top 4
firms control 40 percent or less of the market as generally constituting a competitive market. Ratios
higher than that imply some degree of market control, which in economic terms is considered
inefficient. Concentration ratios in the food and agriculture sector, however, often exceed that
percentage, indicating very high levels of concentration that lead to uncompetitive and distorted
markets (Murphy 2006). Just four firms dominate the global grain market, for example, accounting for
over 70 percent of the world’s grain trade (Murphy et al. 2012, p.9). Market power of this sort enables
firms to manipulate prices in ways that result in inefficient outcomes (Gonzalez 2011, p.771).
Competition is also undermined by the highly financialized nature of global agricultural value chains.
Following the food crisis of 2007-08, large volumes of transnational financial capital moved into the
agricultural sector, sparking widespread concern about the impact of speculative financial capital
driving agricultural production decisions and their ecological consequences (Isakson 2014; Clapp
2014b).

The original formulation of comparative advantage also did not take externalities into account.
Instead, it assumed that all costs of production are paid for by producers of goods, and as such are
incorporated into market prices. This assumption is important, as internalized costs are important for
determining comparative advantage and ensuring the efficient allocation of resources. This assumption
has been widely critiqued for being unrealistic, and in particular for ignoring environmental costs of
production (Daly 1993; Fletcher 2010; Prasch 1996). Some economists have recently calculated that if
external costs were incorporated into prices of food, that these costs would outweigh any possible
gains from trade. Schmitz et al. (2012), for example, have calculated that although trade liberalization
in the period to 2045 will likely result in efficiency gains of around US$9 trillion, these gains will be
accompanied by an increase in carbon emissions of around 75 giga tons. The increased CO, emissions
are largely due to land use change to accommodate comparative advantages, with the result that
tropical forests, particularly in Latin America, are likely to be converted to production of agricultural
crops for export (Schmitz et al. 2012). The transportation required for trade also emits carbon and
other forms of pollution, as does the storage and processing infrastructure required for the industrial
food system to function (Garnett 2013). These costs are rarely considered within the dominant
narrative. But with growing levels of international food trade, including the widespread practice of re-
exporting agricultural goods, the environmental consequences of these transportation — related
externalities can be significant.

As noted in the previous section, most mainstream economists today see externalities as unfortunate
but relatively rare occurrences due to inefficiencies and a failure to price nature correctly in the
marketplace through a variety of policies. Critics, however, argue that those externalities are
inextricably linked to the operation of the trade-based food system and that simple valuation exercises
will not reduce them. The organization of agricultural production and trade into complex supply
chains, as noted above, encourages more industrial forms of agricultural production, which come with
enormous external costs for the environment. Policies to improve efficiencies on the margins of this
system ignore the ecological costs associated with the system as a whole (Weis 2010; Moon 2011).
Many of the food items that are central to today’s industrial food system and whose trade has grown
remarkably in recent decades — palm oil, soy, maize, sugar, meat and processed and packaged foods -
are the very food items with some of the highest ecological impacts in terms of land degradation,
water depletion, biodiversity loss, carbon emissions and chemical pollution (e.g. Foley 2011; Garnett
2013; Nepstad et al. 20006).



Beyond direct critiques of the inapplicability of comparative advantage in the contemporary context,
other critical economic studies have stressed the need to examine not just economic indicators, but
also biophysical indicators, in assessing the ecological impact of trade. Taking such an approach
reveals the uneven distribution of ecological effects of food production in a globalized food system.
Some have pointed to ecological ‘hot spots’ where certain countries become stuck producing crops
with high ecological impact for the export market. Just five countries account for over 95 percent of
soy and palm oil production, for example, and it is these countries that pay the highest environmental
costs in the form of deforestation, carbon emissions, and biodiversity loss (MacDonald et al. 2015, p.
283). It is difficult to see how trade in this scenario contributes to sustainability. These are the kinds of
scenarios that voluntary sustainability initiatives aim to correct for market failures, but critics have
shown that these measures are patchy in their coverage and overall weak in their requirements (e.g.
Fortin 2013). Others have stressed the need to consider efficiency in socio-metabolic terms — that is, in
physical terms as measured by use of energy, water, and land per unit of output — rather than simply in
monetary terms. Doing so reveals that industrial agricultural models that the trade system is organized
around are in fact highly inefficient in terms of energy (Martinez-Alier 2011) and water use
(D’Odorico et al. 2014).

These various critiques of the trade-oriented model of sustainable food systems are important because
they point out the ways in which the conditions required for comparative advantage to deliver gains
for all participants do not hold, which undermines the claims that efficiency gains will result from
trade. And because the mainstream, pro-trade narrative relies on the delivery of efficiency gains for its
argument that trade promotes sustainability, there is no guarantee for this claim, either. But it is not
just the failure of comparative advantage to deliver that is the problem for critics. They also make the
case that economic efficiency should not be the driving factor determining decisions in the food sector
in any case, especially when it comes to questions of ecological sustainability that are not measured in
economic terms. It is important to point out that critics of trade liberalization are not calling for an end
to food trade and complete self-sufficiency. Rather, they are questioning full-scale liberalization of
trade and investment in the sector that constrains the ability of states to promote more sustainable food
systems, including measures that foster more diverse, small-scale and agroecological production at the
local and national scale.

3 Implications for Sustainability Initiatives in Global Food Governance

As outlined above, critics have made a powerful case that trade liberalization is unlikely to deliver
ecological sustainability in the food system. At the same time, they have put forward alternative
models - based on local, small-scale, agroecological farming methods - that offer a greater chance of
delivery ecological resilience than a fully liberalized trading system. These alternative models have
been shown to be more efficient in biophysical terms, and contribute to the mitigation of climate
change. To be clear, these critics are not arguing that all trade is necessarily always problematic, but
they do make the case that the promised economic gains coming from the dominant narrative are in no
way guaranteed, and in many cases are actually counterproductive in ecological terms. Yet despite
these serious weaknesses, the dominant narrative has prevailed in global governance arrangements,
with little policy space for the promotion of these alternative food system models on sustainability
grounds.

What explains the persistent influence of the dominant narrative in these settings? Three types of
explanations for outcomes in global environmental and food governance are frequently referenced in
the literature, which also have relevance for the case of food governance and questions of
sustainability. These include the ability of powerful material interests to influence governance
arrangements in ways that serve global capital, the influence of norms and ideas that have previously
gained legitimacy in global governance settings, and the fragmentation of the institutional landscape
that weakens some approaches to issues and favours others. As I argue below, each of these
explanations is important in explaining the continued dominance of the narrative that views trade
liberalization is essential for sustainability. These forces interact with and reinforce each other in ways
that lock in the dominant approach, with important consequences for the transformative capacity of
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sustainability initiatives within global food governance.

Critical scholars have highlighted the ways in which power and interests play important roles in
determining global food and environmental governance outcomes. Rules and institutions in these
governance arenas tend to take shape in ways that serve the interests of powerful states and
transnational corporations (Clapp 2012; McKeon 2015). These governance structures are seen by
many scholars to be mechanisms that reinforce opportunities for the accumulation of capital, thus
reinforcing the power of certain players in the international system (McMichael 2009, 2011; Newell
2012). This work highlights ways in which powerful actors ensure that rules that serve their own
interests are the ones that dominate the agenda (e.g. Fuchs 2005). These strategies include the exercise
of their structural power in the broader economic system, which can be made apparent through threats
to exit governance arenas if the rules do not suit them appropriately. The exercise of structural power
often takes place at the time of agenda-setting in new governance arrangements, but can also take the
form of ‘forum shifting” where powerful actors seek out new governance arrangements that better suit
their needs (Margulis 2015). Powerful actors also employ tools such as lobbying in rules-setting
arenas, as well as the use of discursive framing around key issues (Clapp and Fuchs 2009).

Ideas are also important forces in explaining the shape of global governance outcomes (Finnemore and
Sikkink 1998 Bernstein 2000), including global food and agriculture governance (Margulis 2013;
Clapp 2015). As noted above, powerful actors often use discursive framings as a strategy to give
legitimacy to their own ideas about how to address global problems. Ideas and discourses also shape
political processes in broader ways that lock in certain approaches to governing issue areas that can
preclude different ways of conceptualizing issues. The notion of ‘sustainable development’, for
example, was a powerful idea that emerged out of the Brundtland Commission in the late 1980s, and
in effect was a ‘merger’ of what were previously seen as competing ideas of economic growth and
environmental protection. This ‘compromise of liberal environmentalism’ (Bernstein 2000), for
example, has since become institutionalized in governance frameworks for addressing major
environmental issues, from climate change, to biodiversity, to voluntary sustainability initiatives. The
mechanism by which this idea came to be so prominent was tied to the ways in which new norms and
ideas articulate with broader or longer-standing norms that have already gained legitimacy in the
international system, such as trade liberalization (Bernstein 2001, p. 8). Although linking new norms
to existing ones can raise the profile of the new norms and move them up the agenda in global
governance arenas, it also influences the ways in which new norms are interpreted and operationalized
(Bernstein 2001). Different norms have also been connected in the food governance arena, including
the linkage of food security and the right to food, affecting how both are interpreted (Margulis 2013).

Institutional dynamics also provide important insights to outcomes in global food governance (Young
2002, 2010). Many issue areas in the global arena lack a singular governing body, and instead are
governed by a range of institutions in a ‘regime complex’, that is often characterized by fragmentation
among the different governance arrangements on that issue area (Biermann et al. 2009; Zelli and Van
Asselt 2013). Complex and fragmented governance arenas can have diverse effects, depending on
their dynamics. Fragmented governance within a given issue area can promote positive synergies, can
lead to greater cooperation, or they can lead to conflict and dysfunction when those arrangements
contradict one another (Biermann et al. 2009). The WTO is often identified as an institution that
conflicts with those in the environmental sphere, which overshadows others due to its institutional
structure that includes binding rules and a dispute resolution mechanism (Biermann 2000). Other
governance arenas are often portrayed as being “in the shadow” of the WTO as a result (Newell and
Mackenzie 2004). Global food governance is unusual in that it is characterized by a regime complex
that spans not just food oriented institutions such as the FAO and CFS, but also trade and human rights
governance arrangements (Margulis 2013). It also includes informal and voluntary industry-led
governance arrangements that have emerged in recent years, creating tensions between private and
state based initiatives (Barling and Duncan 2015). The internal decision-making processes of
institutions also matter, where organizations that are closed and driven by power politics, such as the
WTO, are less open to new ideas and approaches than institutions that are more open and
participatory, including a role for civil society input, such as the CFS (McKeon 2015).
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My intention here is not to privilege any one of these approaches in explaining why trade liberalization
is consistently presented as source of sustainably in food system governance. Rather, my aim is to
illustrate the dynamics between institutional settings, ideational norms and material interests within
governance arenas draws. Each of these forces offers important insights into political outcomes, and
they interact with one another in important ways in arenas of global governance and political economy
(e.g. Cox 1981; Williams 2005; Clapp 2012; Margulis and Porter 2013). Examining Together, they
can help to explain why it is that the dominant narrative persists in governance frameworks, despite its
inherent weaknesses.

To begin with the institutional setting, there is a complex range of governance institutions and
arrangements that are relevant for setting rules regarding sustainability in the global food system.
These include not just the governance arrangements that are prominent in the food sphere (FAO and
CFS), but also include those in the economic sphere (the WTO, G20, and private market-based
voluntary measures), as well as environmental sphere (e.g. the UNFCCC and the Biosafety Protocol).
It is not just that these institutions are fragmented because they are spread across ostensibly different
‘issues areas’ and that food systems are integral to each. But there is there is an imbalance across this
institutional landscape where governance institutions in the economic sphere have more clout than
others in global governance more broadly, largely due to the strong internal institutional coherence
and legal weight of the WTO.

These institutions in the economic sphere also have a a tighter fit with each other in ideational terms,
while the ideas that form the basis of the institutions in the other spheres are more diverse. This is
because the ideas that underpin the economic institutions are concentrated in neoclassical economic
theory that is not challenged internally, whereas food and environmental governance spheres are more
interdisciplinary in their approach to the issues and constantly bringing in new ways of approaching
complex problems that challenge previous understandings of those problems. The existence of pre-
existing norms of trade liberalization and liberal environmentalism in the WTO, as well as in
international environmental agreements, also set the ground for a transfer of the norm of ‘liberal
environmentalism’ to new food governance arrangements in an unproblematic way. In other words,
the compromise had already been worked out between trade liberalization and environmental
sustainability in other institutional settings, and it was simply overlaid onto the newly reformed CFS
and at the World Summit on Food Security that adopted the Rome Principles for Sustainable Food
Security.

In this context, it has been relatively easy for powerful interests to ensure that sustainability norms in
food governance arenas are articulated in ways that support trade liberalization. Indeed, the text of
each of these governance arenas reinforces the WTO’s legitimacy and authority on the issue, despite
the fact that the WTO is not an environmental organization, nor a food security organization. This
situation leaves little room for maneuver to suggest new governance approaches that challenge the
dominant norms or institutions within the regime complex.

Conclusion

This paper has shown that trade liberalization is promoted across a range of governance forums as
central ingredient to achieving a more sustainable and resilient food systems. The norms of both trade
liberalization and food system sustainability have been effectively linked in global governance arenas
that matter for the food sector and have formed a dominant narrative that food system sustainability
requires liberal and open international trade. The rationale behind this norm-linkage draws on long-
standing economic trade theory and economic notions of efficiency. Critics have effectively
challenged the dominant narrative, not only providing alternative models for food system
sustainability that do not rely extensively on trade, but also by demonstrating that the narrative itself
suffers from internal inconsistencies that raise questions about its ability to deliver what it promises.
Although many of these governance settings have adopted some of the key terms and concepts of the
critics, such as resilience, ecosystem services, and agroecology, these ideas have now been embedded
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in the dominant narrative that is locked in a framework of a liberal and open trade regime. The
persistence of the dominant narrative, even in the face of its weaknesses, is the product of dynamics
around ideas, institutions, material interests in governance arenas.

In this context, it is not surprising that global governance for sustainability in the food system has
tended to come in the form of broad aspirational statements and voluntary measures, since these
initiatives do not challenge the dominant norm of trade liberalization. As such, the transformative
potential of for sustainability initiatives in the food sector has been seriously curtailed, as the
environmental problems associated with the operation of the globalized food system are not easily
dealt with by measures that do not confront that system directly. Measures that provide greater
flexibility to deal with trade-related market failures that result in environmental degradation, for
example, could be useful tools for states that are particularly affected by the ecological hot spots
linked to a concentration in export crop production. A border tax for carbon adjustments could also be
useful in encouraging more sustainable food trade. A more thorough examination of the potential to
use the general exceptions rule of the GATT, Article XX, for environmental problems associated with
food trade, could prove useful.

The current situation, and the hurdles that must be gotten past to bring change, present a dilemma for
advocates of food systems sustainability. Some have opted focus on building sustainable food systems
from the ground up, at the local scale (e.g. Blay-Palmer et al. 2015). The food sovereignty movement,
for example, has rejected the legitimacy of the WTO and has opted not to engage with it, instead
focusing on local responses instead (Desmarais 2007). This is important work, but building sustainable
food systems at the local level will continued to face challenges if the structures of the global economy
are pushing in the other direction. And as Burnett and Murphy have pointed out, there are many small
farmers in the world whose livelihoods depend on agricultural exports, for whom local food system
work may not include consideration of their needs (Burnett and Murphy 2014).

Sustainability advocates can also pursue change in the structures of global governance. Such efforts
can help to reshape the interpretation of norms and rules in ways that unlock their potential to bring
transformative change that can support sustainable food systems, even those that involved trade. As
this analysis has shown, the WTO is a key location where a change in the rules could influence the
rules structures in a host of other governance arenas working on food sustainability issues. The WTO
has been deadlocked for 15 years over questions of policy space for food security, and pressuring it to
open further policy space for food sustainability measures could take decades before any change along
these lines is realized. But it is important to remember that the norm of agricultural trade liberalization,
although dominant in food system governance today, has only really been dominant in the past 20-30
years. Advocating for ‘food exceptionalism’ on sustainability grounds may gain currency as climate
change challenges the resilience of the sector.

International norms are constantly evolving, shifting, and colliding (Halliday and Shaffer 2015). Norm
change can seem to take place at a glacial pace, and then it can change all at once in a global cascade
(Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). A strong ideational articulation of the need for change is a crucial part
of advocacy campaigns for norm changes, along with a willingness to engage with global institutions
that implement those ideas, and convincing powerful actors that adopting new norms is in their
interest. This is no small task, but then again, perhaps worth taking when the stakes are so high.
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