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AM: This week Michael Gove confirmed that the UK will not ask to 

extend the Brexit transition period. That means that if the UK can’t 

negotiate a deal before the end of the year we will rely on World 

Trade Organisation rules from the 1st of January, 2021. The man 

in charge of administering those rules is Roberto Azevado, the 

Director-General of the WTO. I spoke to Mr Azevado earlier and I 

began by asking him whether we were heading, the world was 

heading for a 30% fall in trade this year. 

RA: Unfortunately it is true and in fact the numbers that we see in 

terms of economic expansion seem to confirm that.  The latest 

release by the World Bank shows the global economy contracting 

by 5%, the Eurozone by 8%. Just to give an idea of what that 

means im 2009 the contraction was 1.8%, so the last time we saw 

in peacetime a contraction of 5% that was really the Great 

Depression in 1932. So this is pretty big. Trade could fall 

anywhere between minus 13 and minus 32%. Again, minus 32% 

was the Great Depression in 1932. So it is pretty significant. It 

means for the regular people jobs are at risk for the moment, but 

the plus side or the positive line here is the recovery can be faster 

than in previous circumstances and if we take care of the 

machine, that we don’t let the engine breakdown during the 

pandemic,  we could recover more quickly than we did in previous 

recessions. 

 

AM: From your point of view, is Britain likely to recover more 

strongly with a deal with the EU or under WTO rules? 
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RA: In these circumstances the less disruption the better.  The 

less turbulence the better and the less turbulence was the closest 

you were before to what you were before. So in my view if you 

can maintain the degree of integration and relationship that you 

had before Brexit, which is a less traumatic situation of course, 

then if you have to go to WTO terms which is not a catastrophe. 

All members negotiate under WTO terms, but it will impose a 

number of adjustments and those adjustments can be painful, 

particularly for some sectors. Overall I think there is a pretty good 

chance that an agreement will be reached and again, in my view, 

the less changes the better. 

 

AM: Which sectors in Britain would be most affected? 

RA: Particularly those that have WTO higher tariffs. For example 

the automotive sector, that the taxes that would apply in trade 

between the two sides will go up considerably, so there will be a 

lot of adjustment there. Agricultural products in general are also 

subject to more disruptive tariffs and other types of quotas and 

mechanisms, more sanitary restrictions.  

 

AM: So time is obviously running out.  How deep and strong a 

deal do you think Britain and the EU can still strike during the 

course of this year? 

RA: It’s difficult to tell because it’s a bilateral negotiation and in 

bilateral negotiations anything can happen. It’s not going to be 

easy. We’ve been saying that for quite some time. Trade deals are 

difficult; they are sensitive. They are touching on very sensitive 

areas of the economy and not the political establishments. It’s 

going to be really, really, really tough. There  was never any doubt 

about that. If the political will is there, if people realise  that a no 

deal scenario is much less than optimal,  I’m pretty confident that 

the negotiator could do this relatively – in a reasonable way with a 

reasonable timeframe. 
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AM: Can I ask you about a specific issue which is that Britain has 

unilaterally said that it’s going to have a light touch approach to 

imports from the EU for at least six months or so. If we do that for 

EU countries does that mean that we have to do it for everybody 

else as well? 

RA: It depends. It depends on the deal.  

AM: What if there is no deal? 

RA: You have transitional periods in most of these trade deals, so 

you may have a period where that light touch may be part of the 

transition agreement, for example. And other members of the 

WTO may take that as something acceptable. It may however be 

done in a way that challenges the rules of the WTO a little bit 

more and then members and people will be looking very carefully. 

But it is not a no go by definition. 

 

AM: We’re talking about the most favoured nation rules here are 

we? 

RA: Well, some of it, yes. For example the issue of recognition of 

standards, of sanitary standards, technical standards. Those are 

things that can be differentiated between regions. Another area is 

tariffs or  the conditions of  trade. Again,  we have the possibility 

of having a transition period, but mind you to have a transition 

you need an agreement. So you need some type of agreement 

that  establishes where you are and where you’re going to, and 

then you establish that transition and you may have specific and 

peculiar rules during that transition. 

 

AM: Critics of the WTO say that it’s been much too easy for some 

countries, above all China, to get round some of the state aid rules 

that applies to everybody else and that China is in effect trading 

unfairly at the moment. What do you say to them? 

RA: I think it’s a fair criticism to the extent that – not that China is 

or is not doing those things, it’s more to the fact that our rules on 

state aid are less than what they could be. We could develop a lot 

more. Systems like the Chinese did not exist when China exceeded 
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to the WTO or when the rules of the negotiations of the WTO 

existed, or were negotiated back in 1995, so the world has 

changed considerably. I think it’s fair to say that the WTO rules on 

state aid need updating.  

 

AM: Donald Trump, I think it’s fair to say, has more or less gone 

to war with the WTO over this, but it wasn’t just him, I can 

remember President Obama saying much  the same thing. Donald 

Trump now says: “We lost almost all of the law suits in the WTO 

because we’ve got fewer judges than other countries. It’s set up 

as you can’t win.” I wonder how damaging to  the WTO is this 

dispute with the United States? 

RA: It’s damaging of course because it’s the largest economy in 

the world, it’s one of the – it used to be the major champion of 

the multilateral rules, particularly in the WTO. So that kind of 

criticism without a proper response by the system is damaging. 

But having said that there is a lot going on at this point of time, 

the US is criticising but it’s also engaging. So we have a number of 

negotiations in the WTO where the United States is participating 

and participating actively. 

 

AM: Let me at this moment introduce a note of surrealism into the 

interview and ask about the future of Newcastle United Football 

Club, because the WTO is about to rule on whether or not the 

Saudi government has been involved in the illegal streaming of 

sports events and that will have a huge impact on the takeover of 

Newcastle. Can you tell me, are you going to be ruling on that this 

week? 

RA: I can’t tell you exactly when but it’s going to come. But the 

dispute is still ongoing, it’s still rather confidential  procedures and 

therefore I cannot comment on that at all, on the substance, but 

that’s one of the good things about the WTO. Very sensitive issues 

like that can be dealt. The will be a ruling. How members are 

going to respond to those rulings it’s entirely up to them. But this 
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is one way of depoliticising and reducing the tension on very 

critical issues like those. 

 

AM: Can I ask you not on the principle whether you have actually 

reached a ruling, and also can I ask in general terms how serious 

a breach of international rules broadcast piracy is regarded by the 

WTO? 

RA: Very serious. I think our agreement on intellectual property 

rights is very clear, that those are fundamental rights as far as the 

functioning of the global economy is concerned and these rules 

have been put in place not by accident, they have been put in 

place because they are to be observed. And I think all members 

recognise that and exceptional situations should be dealt with. 

 

Ends  


