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Brazil, India, and China are no longer cooperating at the World Trade Organisation, and this 

provides important insights into the South-South cooperation debate. The BICS’s first successful 

attempt at cooperation, at the Doha Round, proved to be an astonishing success. The WTO reform, 

started in 2018, offered yet another opportunity for cooperation. Thus, I interrogate: To what extent 

the BICs continued to pursue a joint trade agenda onto the WTO reform process? The surprising 

answer is none, decidedly on the part of Brazil. This dissertation draws on primary (declarations, 

speeches and interviews, and statistics) and secondary (academic publications and journalistic articles 

from reputable sources) data to ultimately argue that the BICs’ lack of cooperation stems from cost-

benefit analyses at the expense of genuine solidarity within the tenet of South-South cooperation. 

 

Background 

 

Drawing on Southern nations’ frustration with the trade system’s inequities, Brazil and India – with 

the support of China – built and led successful developing country coalitions in 2003, most notably 

the Group of 20 Agriculture (Clapp, 2006). Fighting industrialised countries’ agricultural subsidies 

was set as the cornerstone of the initiative, as they disproportionately affect the competitiveness and 

incomes of poor farmers in the developing world (Ibid.). This propelled them into gaining a seat 

among the informally appointed agenda-setting countries of the WTO – the Quad –, including the 

United States (US) and the European Union (EU) (Hopewell, 2014). In 2015, negotiations on a 

traditional wide-ranging multilateral deal reached an unsurmountable deadlock (Wilkinson et al.  

2016: 247). 

 

The Reform 

 

Started in 2018, the WTO reform seeks to address three issues explored in this dissertation – i. The 

Appellate Body (AB), within the dispute settlement capacity; ii. The notifications mechanism, 

pertaining the transparency role; and iii. Special and differential treatment (SDT), in the negotiating 

function (Caporal and Gerstel, 2018). In order to identify cooperation, I look for explicit or tacit 
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support for substantially similar reform proposals. As tacit support is also possible, I utilise the data 

available to make reasonable assumptions where needed. 

 

I find that India and China are mostly aligned. They co-sponsor proposals or publicly endorse each 

other’s proposals on the three aforementioned issues. An exception is only observed regarding the 

reform of the AB. Whereas both countries are co-sponsors of a proposal that seeks to offer a long-

term fix for the body, India decided not to be part of an interim appeal arbitration arrangement, 

which China and Brazil support. This is an attempted short-term solution to the AB’s current 

paralysis. Precisely, this is the only solution Brazil supports alongside India or China. Most strikingly, 

the country is re-aligning itself with the global North by no longer seeking special and differential 

treatment and not committing to a common Southern strategy in the WTO reform. 

 

As a major agricultural exporter, 

Brazil saw the reform as its main 

battleground against agricultural 

subsidies (Itamaraty, 2019). Thus, I 

observe its breakaway as motivated 

by India and particularly China’s 

rising farming incentives (see chart 

below). Both now affirm that 

agricultural subsidies are their right 

as developing countries (Hopewell, 

2019: 216), notwithstanding its 

negative impact on other Southern 

nations, particularly poorer ones. 

Hence, I argue that the lack of 

cooperation among the BICs in the 

WTO reform reflects their pursuit 

of self-interests based on cost-

benefit calculations, at the expense 

of genuine solidarity within the 

tenet of SSC. 

 

Contribution 

 

Most notably, this dissertation provides evidence from international trade’s main institution that each 

of the BICs is seeking to reform the system to its own benefit, corroborating the contention of those 

observing a South-South fracture. 
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