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CHAIR LETTER 

Dear Delegates, 

I’m Cara Wilson (they/them) and I will be serving as one of your chairs for this weekend. It is my honor 

and privilege to facilitate debate and watch you all grow throughout the weekend. I am a fourth year Public Policy 

and Archaeology/Arabic major, and I have participated in MUNUC for 2 years. I have been a member of our 

collegiate conference, and even served in the secretariat, since my first year. 

This year we will be discussing global cooperation on international financial flows as well as developing 

new standards for international trade agreements. These topics present two very different looks at how global 

cooperation on finance can be used for good ends, like uplifting countries through equitable trade policies, as well 

as harmful ends like participating in global money laundering. It is my hope that discussing either topic will 

increase your understanding of the global economic system, and the important role that each country plays in 

upholding it and working towards a more sustainable and equitable future together. 

Throughout the weekend, it is my expectation that delegates will maintain a high level of respect and 

civility towards each other. This means listening attentively and working collaboratively to build solutions. It is 

crucial that there is no speech that would be considered racist, sexist, homophobic, xenophobic etc. In order to 

learn as a group, we must ensure that every delegate feels safe and has a comfortable space to contribute their ideas. 

Overall, I’m looking forward to hearing delegates’ creative ideas and watching delegates grow over the 

weekend. I hope delegates learn more about negotiation, collaboration, leadership, and public speaking. I hope 

you leave this weekend with a greater understanding of economics and trade, but also of yourselves and what 

characteristics make an effective, empowering leader. 

Sincerely,  



 
 

Cara Wilson 

  



 
 

Welcome to MUNUC 37! 

I am Jonathan Allen, one of your chairs for this year’s exciting installment of ECOFIN at MUNUC. I 

am a fourth-year student pursuing a BA in Public Policy Studies and an MA in International Relations. I have 

been a part of MUNUC and UChicago MUN since my first year and am excited to see what my final hurrah as a 

part of this conference will bring. 

As someone heavily invested in international relations and the supranational organizations, agreements, 

and policies that influence them, I am eager to see how this committee approaches the topics of Combating Illicit 

Financial Flows and Developing New Standards for International Trade Agreements. Both of these subjects will 

require delegates to come up with thoughtful solutions that account for sovereignty, interact with existing 

international institutions such as the WTO, and bilateral agreements like MFNs. Considering the differences in 

each country’s background, interests, and stances on certain issues, I am confident delegates will engage in 

productive compromise and collaboration to overcome these differences and deliver comprehensive solutions. 

Although this may be an ECOFIN committee that seems relatively isolated from certain sensitive issues, 

we expect delegates to treat one another with respect and keep debate civil. Exclusion, discrimination, or any other 

hostility will not be tolerated by this committee’s chairs. MUNUC and Model UN is an activity meant to bridge 

perspectives through debate and any behavior deemed not in line with this will be swiftly dealt with. 

 

If you have any questions about the topic or structure of this committee, feel free to send me an email. 

 

Best, 

Jonathan Allen 

  



 
 

Hello and welcome to MUNUC 37! 

I’m Eric Olaizola, and I’ll be one of your chairs for ECOFIN. I’m a fourth-year student pursuing a double 

major in Economics and Law, Letters, and Society, and this will be my third year doing MUNUC. I’ve also been 

a part of our college conference for all four years. This will be my final MUNUC, and I’m very excited to watch 

you all tackle the topics we have planned for the weekend. 

We have two topics for the weekend: International Cooperation on Combating Illicit Financial Flows 

and Developing New Standards for International Trade Agreements. Both of them focus on the ways in which 

international standards and cooperation shape the world in which we live. We hope to draw attention to the fact 

that international decisions shape the global economy and highlight the opportunities for change that we have. 

These topics are an opportunity to explore new ways to make the economy fairer and more sustainable in the long 

run, and I urge you all to think big in coming up with solutions. 

We expect all delegates to be respectful to one another and treat the topic with sensitivity. We will not 

tolerate discrimination or exclusion of any kind and will not hesitate to step in to correct a situation. Model UN 

is about collaboration and solution-building, not division and hostility. As we will remind you all throughout the 

conference, it is important to work with people of all backgrounds. 

I encourage you to read the background guide to get an overview of the topic, but don’t feel that you are 

limited by what it says. There are a number of interesting topics you can look into beyond those which we 

highlight. I’m excited to see all the novel solutions you bring. 

If you have any questions, please feel free to reach out to me. 

Best, 

Eric Olaizola 

  



 
 

HISTORY OF THE COMMITTEE 

The Economic and Financial Committee, also known as ECOFIN, is the Second Committee of the 

United Nations. The committee’s purview includes macroeconomic policy, sustainable growth and development, 

as well as poverty eradication and food security. It fosters South-South coordination on development, maintains 

financial stability, and addresses economic inequality in various papers throughout the years. Unique topics 

within ECOFIN’s jurisdiction include scientific innovation in sustainable development or sustainable tourism.1 

ECOFIN was established in 1945 as one of the United Nations’ 6 main committees, which also include 

Disarmament & International Security (DISEC); Social, Humanitarian & Cultural (SOCHUM); and Special 

Political and Decolonization (SPECPOL) among others.2 All General Assembly committees are composed of all 

UN member states, whose votes all have equal weight. It is important to note that ECOFIN’s resolutions are not 

legally binding in the way the UNSC’s are, but they are extremely symbolic and carry significant international 

weight. 

  

 
1 “Economic and Financial Committee (Second Committee),” United Nations, accessed September 4, 2024, 
https://www.un.org/en/ga/second/78/proposals.shtml. 
2 “Main Committees,” United Nations, accessed September 4, 2024, 
https://www.un.org/en/ga/maincommittees/. 



 
 

TOPIC A: ILLICIT FINANCIAL FLOWS 

Statement of the Problem 
The term “illicit financial flows” (IFFs) captures a broad range of transactions across borders or within a 

single country, and can be broadly defined as “money illegally earned, transferred, or used that crosses borders” 

(World Bank 2017). This movement of capital falls into three main categories. Firstly, when the acts performed 

with the money themselves are illegal, like corruption or tax evasion. Secondly, when the funds are a result of illegal 

acts, like trafficking drugs. And finally, when the money is used for illegal actions, like financing terrorism. The 

source of the money or the use of the money can be illegal for it to be qualified as an illicit financial flow. However, 

there are many definitions of illicit financial flows which range from very broad to extremely specific. 

Each year, money is funneled out of mostly developing and transitioning economies in the form of illicit 

financial flows, which harms development and the country’s ability to provide public and private goods, like jobs 

or welfare. Estimates are hard to come by because of the secretive nature of the spending, but illicit financial flows 

cause an estimated $500 billion loss in tax revenue for governments a year.3  

Lack of Development 
Illicit financial flows funnel money away from governments and into shadier businesses who have 

questionable human rights and labor practices. This often takes place through not declaring certain trade to avoid 

taxes and/or global scrutiny. A good example of the lack of development giving rise to illicit financial flows is the 

export of African gold to the United Arab Emirates. 

 
3 Adam Elhiraika, “COMBATTING ILLICIT FINANCIAL FLOWS (IFFs) FROM AFRICA.” UN 
Commission for Economic Affairs, 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2014_2019/documents/acp/dv/hlpreport/hlpreporten.pdf. 

 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2014_2019/documents/acp/dv/hlpreport/hlpreporten.pdf


 
 

 

Gold sourced from shady mines is a prime example of illicit financial flows and their multifaceted effect on the 

economy.4 

 It is often difficult to trace the path of gold from the place where it was mined to its final use. This is 

because after extraction, gold is sold, transported, exported, processed, and often reprocessed and resold. It is 

estimated that 320 - 470 tons of gold are produced each year in Africa without being properly declared, and 

therefore taxed.5 These tons of gold are being smuggled from Africa, and often mined in informal mines, which 

lack safety oversight and causes severe environmental degradation. For instance, chemical treatment of freshly 

mined gold destroys vegetation, and extraction holes weaken the land.6 The illicit financial flows from smuggled 

gold amounts to a “significant loss of revenue for many African states” and a loss of control over important 

industry. Gold is the main source of revenue for many African states, which represents billions of lost tax dollars 

that could have been spent on building roads, schools, and other public goods. Instead, economists project the 

illicit financial flows from the smuggled gold often end up financing armed groups. 

 
4 Ryan McNeil, “UAE and African Gold,” Reuters, 2021, https://www.reuters.com/graphics/GOLD-AFRICA-
SMUGGLING/010091H626J/index.html. 
5 “On the Trail of African Gold,” Swissaid, accessed August 11, 2024, https://www.swissaid.ch/en/articles/on-
the-trail-of-african-gold/. 
6 “Assessing the Environmental Impacts of Artisanal Gold Mining | Landsat Science,” December 14, 2019, 
https://landsat.gsfc.nasa.gov/article/assessing-the-environmental-impacts-of-artisanal-gold-mining/. 



 
 

The UAE has increasingly imported unprocessed gold from Africa, since rising gold prices after the 2008 

financial crisis encouraged informal mining. The illicit financial flows coming from gold were flagged after the 

UAE reported a higher value of gold imports from African states than the states had said they had exported there. 

According to trade economists, this is a red flag for illicit activity as the counts don’t match up.7 This financial 

trick contributes to the illicit financial flows because declaring the price of a good lower than they sold it for lowers 

export taxes. The total undeclared, and therefore untaxed, exports correspond to around $30.7 billion in 2022.  

This is a “huge drain on Africa’s resources” which harms governments, increases corruption, and decreases 

development through expenditure on public and private goods.8 It is a self-reinforcing cycle, with informal mining 

operations never paying taxes to the state. Thus, the state cannot build the proper regulatory infrastructure to 

oversee, regulate, and verify the mining operations are operating in a safe and environmentally sensitive manner.  

Human Rights Abuses 
Even worse, illicit financial flows are directly tied with human rights violations, in cases of smuggling 

persons across a border, in life-threatening conditions. Unfortunately, human trafficking is a highly lucrative, 

illicit business model that treats people like objects to be traded. Highly organized criminal groups take payments 

from migrants and refugees for their human trafficking services. For example, a ring of defendants was accused of 

smuggling in 300 people to Austria over 5 months.9 Fees for smuggling vary by route, but perpetrators tend to 

charge extremely high prices for dangerous crossings in inhumane circumstances. But illicit financial flows from 

human trafficking “arise in many ways, including from the costs involved with recruiting and controlling victims, 

 
7 Ryan McNeil, “UAE and African Gold.” 
8 Adam Elhiraika, “COMBATTING ILLICIT FINANCIAL FLOWS (IFFs) FROM AFRICA.” 
9 Cephas Lumina and Mulesa Lumina, “Illicit Financial Flows, Sovereign Debt, and Human Rights,” In 
Sovereign Debt and Human Rights, 317–36, Oxford University Press, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198810445.003.0018. 



 
 

as well as the revenue gained from exploiting the victims”.10 From creating fake work papers or bribing officials, 

trafficking groups have many sources of illicit money. These groups manage their illicit income through wire 

transfers, informal transfer systems, or direct delivery by a courier.  

Indeed, the UN Office on Drugs and Crime estimates that smuggling of immigrants over the US-Mexico 

border generated $1.1 billion per year in illicit financial flows for smugglers. The enormous profits generated are 

likely “re-invested in illegal markets, fuelling further instability, corruption and criminal activities in the region”.11  

Connected to the previous example of hampering economic development, illicit financial flows reduce 

tax revenues and resources for countries to invest in social programs and services which “underpin the realization 

of human rights, such as the rights to education, health, water and sanitation, adequate housing, and social 

security”.12  

Tax Fraud 
A significant amount of illicit financial flows are legal but unethical practices, like aggressive tax strategies 

that multinational corporations use, such as base erosion and profit shifting. These strategies exploit tax laws in 

countries to artificially transfer profits from high-taxed countries to no-tax countries. 

 
10 Ibid. 
11 “First-Ever Official Data on Illicit Financial Flows Now Available | UNCTAD,” UNDOC, June 8, 2023, 
https://unctad.org/news/first-ever-official-data-illicit-financial-flows-now-available. 
12 Cephas Lumina and Mulesa Lumina, “Illicit Financial Flows, Sovereign Debt, and Human Rights.” 

https://unctad.org/news/first-ever-official-data-illicit-financial-flows-now-available


 
 

 

The Suisse Secrets showed how legitimate financial institutions turn a blind eye to illicit financial flows.13 

A good example of tax fraud is the case of the Suisse Secrets involving Credit Suisse, a Swiss bank. 

Switzerland had extreme bank secrecy laws, originating in the 1700s. Banks legally could not reveal who their 

clients were, allowing people who have laundered money or gotten money from, say, smuggling, to store their 

funds in Switzerland.14 However, a leak in 2022 released the names of account holders at Credit Suisse, some of 

whom are involved in torture, drug trafficking, corruption, and other crimes. For example, one customer was a 

German executive who bribed Nigerian bureaucrats for contracts.15 A case that was argued in front of Swiss courts 

alleged Credit Suisse allowed a gang of Bulgarian smugglers to launder 146 million euros in money from cocaine 

sales through their accounts. Swiss banks were taking money from “clean” clients who weren’t involved in crime 

but wanted privacy, but also had clients involved in crime. Allowing access to the banking system if money was 

gotten illegally, thus an illicit financial flow, is generally accepted to be illegal. An expert on financial crime 

 
13 Süddeutsche Zeitung, “Historic Leak of Swiss Banking Records Reveals Unsavory Clients,” OCCRP, 
February 20, 2022. https://www.occrp.org/en/suisse-secrets/historic-leak-of-swiss-banking-records-reveals-
unsavory-clients. 
14 Kalyeena Makortoff, “How Swiss Banking Secrecy Enabled an Unequal Global Financial System,” The 
Guardian, February 22, 2022, sec. News, https://www.theguardian.com/news/2022/feb/22/how-swiss-banking-
secrecy-global-financial-system-switzerland-tax-elite. 
15 Süddeutsche Zeitung, “Historic Leak of Swiss Banking Records Reveals Unsavory Clients.” 



 
 

summarized the problem simply, stating “the bank has a clear duty to ensure that the funds it handles have clear 

and legitimate provenance”.16 Thus the bank was in violation of international laws when it let illicit financial flows 

be stored securely and secretly in Switzerland, weakening international norms. Activists have criticized the Swiss 

secrecy model as a “business model of taking money out of poor countries” to hide ill-gotten wealth from 

smuggling, illegal mining or logging, and bribes.17  

The secrecy of the Swiss system means they had not exchanged financial information with other countries 

who were conducting tax investigations on their own citizens who were storing money offshore in secret Swiss 

accounts, which meant they couldn’t determine if the citizen was fairly paying their taxes. Economists estimate 

this results in $21 billion in lost revenue for states a year. In the early 2002s, Swiss banks began marketing the 

benefits of “total secrecy” to help wealthy clients hide their money from domestic authorities. Then, in 2007, a 

tax fraud whistleblower named Bradley Birkenfeld leaked the Swiss bank UBS’s illegal money laundering practices 

to the IRS. From the information released, the US collected $11 billion in back taxes from over 56,000 

taxpayers.18  

Illicit Financial Flows Around the World 
Illicit financial flows, while hard to measure, are estimated to be growing. IFFs most often drain money 

from resource rich countries, who possess minerals, diamonds, gold, or other natural resources, to hide illegal 

extraction operations or avoid taxes. They also drain money from states in conflict or states with weaker 

governance in the financial sector. Illicit financial flows are also common when money is funneled away from 

 
16 Ibid. 
17 Kalyeena Makortoff, “How Swiss Banking Secrecy Enabled an Unequal Global Financial System.” 
18 Süddeutsche Zeitung, “Historic Leak of Swiss Banking Records Reveals Unsavory Clients.” 



 
 

countries with higher taxes or stricter bank laws. Overall, every country is affected by illicit financial flows because 

of the destabilizing effects they have on regional economies and their harm to human rights. 

  



 
 

History of the Problem 

Establishing Global “Tax Justice” 
The twin forces of the proliferation of multinational companies and the relocation of money from newly 

independent countries were responsible for the increase of illicit financial flows in the 1960s. Since 1980, an 

estimated $1.3 trillion has left Sub-Saharan Africa in the form of trade invoicing alone.19 However, as long as there 

has been money and crime, illicit financial flows have existed, even if the term and academic thought around the 

subject did not exist yet.  

Pushing back against the narrative of corruption as a problem of exclusively lower-income nations, 

scholars began to establish the Illicit Financial Flows framework in the 1990s.20 It recognized the importance of 

the Western banking system to hide and convert money from illegal activities. It recasts developed nations as 

willing players and beneficiaries of money which is received from unseemly activities like tax evasion or illegal 

operations in developing countries. The paradigm shift can be articulated as “rather than saying ‘Why is your 

country corrupt?’, it asks, ‘What are the drivers of corruption—and where?’”. This approach highlights the 

systemic and interconnected nature of corruption, pointing to the roles of multinational corporations, tax havens, 

and lax regulatory environments in wealthy countries that facilitate these IFFs. By doing so, it emphasizes the need 

for a global perspective on corruption, addressing the demand and supply sides of IFFs.  

The term “Illicit Financial Flows” was popularized in Raymond Baker’s 2005 book, Capitalism's Achilles 

Heel: Dirty Money and How to Renew the Free-Market System.21 Baker traced the origins of the financial 

 
19Landry Signé, “Illicit Financial Flows in Africa Drivers, Destinations, and Policy Options,” Brookings Africa 
Growth Initiative, Brookings, March 2020, https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Illicit-
financial-flows-in-Africa.pdf. 
20 Alex Cobham and Petr Janský, “History and Overview of ‘IFF,’” In Estimating Illicit Financial Flows, 1st 
ed., 7–24. Oxford University Press, Oxford, https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198854418.003.0002. 

 
21 Alex Cobham and Petr Janský, “History and Overview of ‘IFF.’” 



 
 

infrastructure of moving dirty money through tax havens or fake foundations from the capital flight of political 

elites of newly independent colonies in the 1960s and 1970s. His work is a critical one in the field, which 

influenced public policy and concluded that IFFs significantly undermine rule of law and equality.  

The global tax justice movement coalesced in the 2000s. The movement aims to combat tax evasion and 

other illicit financial flows that deprive governments, especially in developing countries, of crucial resources 

needed for public services and development. The Tax Justice Network was the first transnational organization 

founded in 2003 to specifically address IFFs, with policy implementations like creating Tax Inspectors Without 

Borders, who support under-resourced tax authorities in low-income countries in dealing with multinational 

corporations who are evading taxes. 

Another positive development is the explicit linking of IFFs to the SDGs in the 2010s, which means 

international efforts to coordinate responses to IFFs fall under the UN’s budget and purview. A pivotal event was 

the publication of the Mbeki Report, also known as the High Level Panel on illicit financial flows from Africa by 

the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa in 2015.22 This panel had unanimous African Union 

backing and increased political will to fight IFFs in Africa, especially because the panel was chaired by the former 

South African president Thabo Mbeki. This lead to the adoption of the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, which calls 

for “appropriate international institutions and regional organizations to publish estimates of the volume and 

composition of illicit financial flows” and commits the member states to “redouble efforts to substantially reduce 

illicit financial flows by 2030, with a view to eventually eliminating them”.23 Combatting IFFs has also been linked 

 
22 “Illicit Financial Flows: Report of the High Level Panel on Illicit Financial Flows from Africa,” 2015. 
United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, 2015, https://repository.uneca.org/handle/10855/22695. 
23 International Monetary Fund, “The IMF and the Fight against Illicit Financial Flows,” 2023, 
https://www.imf.org/en/About/Factsheets/Sheets/2023/Fight-against-illicit-financial-flows.  

https://repository.uneca.org/handle/10855/22695


 
 

to the sustainable development goals as a primary mechanism for increasing implementation as it increases the 

availability of funds.  

 

Former South African President Thabo Mbeki’s report for the UN was a crucial element to raise the international 

profile of IFFs in the 2010s.24 

Within the US, a landmark law passed in December of 2020 should fundamentally improve future 

enforcement efforts. The Corporate Transparency Act was championed by the Financial Accountability and 

Corporate Transparency (FACT) Coalition, which should lead a decade-long effort to end anonymous shell 

companies.25 The law requires all companies to reveal their true owners to law enforcement, which is a cornerstone 

of corporate transparency.  

 
24 South African Citizen, 2020, https://www.citizen.co.za/news/south-africa/elections/mbeki-slams-anc-for-
list-that-might-send-thieves-to-parliament-report/. 
25 By Veto-Proof Margin, Senate Sends Landmark Bill Ending Anonymous Companies to President,” The 
FACT Coalition, December 11, 2020, https://thefactcoalition.org/with-veto-proof-majority-senate-sends-
landmark-bill-ending-anonymous-companies-to-presidents-desk/. 



 
 

Current NGOs operate extensively in Africa to reduce illicit financial flows using a variety of methods, 

often in conjunction with the government. The Tax Justice Network Africa (TJNA), founded in 2007, is a 

network of civil society organizations, “challenging harmful tax policies and practices that facilitate illicit resource 

outflows and favor the wealthy while aggravating and perpetuating inequality”.26 They build capacity for 

individual governments in regional workshops as well as mobilize the public with strategic communications. 

Other civil society organizations in the IFF space include Stop The Bleeding Africa, ActionAid, Global Witness, 

and Transparency International.  

Current Challenges 
Overall, it has been difficult to coordinate an effective international response to curb illicit financial 

flows. Firstly, there is a lack of clear data because they are deliberately hidden.27 It is difficult to create policies to 

eliminate unknown quantities and sources of these flows. Estimating IFFs involves complex methodologies that 

often rely on indirect indicators and assumptions. For instance, trade mispricing analysis requires detailed trade 

data, which may not always be available. Even in established statistics on IFFs, there is huge variation in the size of 

the flows and their origins. Data also requires robust international cooperation which isn’t always prioritized, and 

countries struggle to navigate differences in joint enforcement efforts. Only in 2022 has the UN published 

standard guidelines for the statistical measurement of IFFs, which can help standardize and harmonize data 

collection efforts.28 So far, the UN methodologies have been implemented in twelve countries in Africa and six in 

Asia.  

 
26 “Tax Justice Network Africa (TJNA),” Tax Justice Network Africa (TJNA), accessed August 11, 2024, 
https://taxjusticeafrica.net/. 
27 “Can We Measure Illicit Financial Flows? Methods for the Measurement of Tax and Commercial Illicit 
Financial Flows,” UNCTAD, 2021, https://unctad.org/system/files/non-official-
document/20210901_IFFs_Egypt_online_Can_we_measure_illicit_financial_flows_DRAFT_en.pdf. 
28 Ibid. 

https://unctad.org/system/files/non-official-document/20210901_IFFs_Egypt_online_Can_we_measure_illicit_financial_flows_DRAFT_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/non-official-document/20210901_IFFs_Egypt_online_Can_we_measure_illicit_financial_flows_DRAFT_en.pdf


 
 

Secondly, the COVID pandemic increased global inequality and altered incentive structures for IFFs. In 

general, crises often lead to increased IFFs, such as the misappropriation of Ebola response funds.29 With the 

massive mobilization of fiscal stimulus to keep economies stable, huge bursts of government spending has been 

subject to lessened oversight and weakened regulatory reporting. This created an opportunity for 

misappropriation of funds and Covid-19 related fraudulent activities, like trafficking fraudulent medical supplies 

which also threatens public health.30  

As the Copenhagen Consensus puts it, “Asking a kleptocratic state to create an effective AML [Anti-

Money Laundering] system is to ask the fox to create a better hen house; it is the governing political elite that 

benefits most substantially from the weakness of the existing system of controls”.31 Reducing illicit financial flows 

is an important, yet difficult task which will require multilateral, creative, and comprehensive solutions.  

  

 
29 Rick Rowden, “Covid-19 and Illicit Financial Flows: What’s to Come,” Global Financial Integrity (blog), 
May 6, 2020, https://gfintegrity.org/covid-19-and-illicit-financial-flows-whats-to-come/. 
30 Angela Me, “RESEARCH BRIEF COVID-19-Related Trafficking of Medical Products as a Threat to Public 
Health,” United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 2020, https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-
and-analysis/covid/COVID-19_research_brief_trafficking_medical_products.pdf. 
31 Ronald F. Pol, “Anti-Money Laundering: The World’s Least Effective Policy Experiment? Together, We 
Can Fix It,” Policy Design and Practice 3, no. 1 (January 2, 2020): 73–94, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/25741292.2020.1725366. 



 
 

Past Actions 
The profound impact of international commerce and the popularization of white-collared crime in 

media has created a cultural conception of illicit financial flows as a more modern development fueled by 

globalism in which well-connected elites cooperate with shady underworld figures. However, the fight against 

these flows has existed since the early 20th century with the foundation of the Economic and Financial 

Organization of the League of Nations in 1920 and the establishment of Interpol in 1923. Since then, fighting 

cross-border financial crimes has evolved beyond the scope of international monetary cooperation and become a 

global priority. Solutions employed to prevent and redress these criminal activities have taken on various forms in 

past decades, yet the basic elements of these solutions address challenges arising from one or more of the following: 

jurisdictional boundaries, political will, and technological capabilities. This section will provide a brief overview 

of the actions taken by the international community to combat illicit financial flows from the start of the 20th 

century until now before providing a contemporary overview of solutions and their different forms. 



 
 

Establishment of Economic and Financial Office of the League of Nations & 
Interpol - 1920 & 1923 

 

Paul Kagame, president of Rwanda, speaks during the 84th General Assembly of Interpol in Kigali in 2015.32 

When discussing the history of significant actions taken against illicit financial flows, the beginnings of 

international cooperation in the realms of financial policy and criminal justice serve as the starting point. The 

1920s saw the first steps of these forms of international cooperation with the establishment of the League of 

Nations’ Economic and Financial Office (EFO) and Interpol, though both bodies were not designed to fight 

financial crimes. Created as a response to the economic crises that followed the First World War, the EFO was 

formally established in 1920. The EFO is partially in response after the Supreme Economic Council created by 

the Paris Peace Conference to tackle the same issues had become somewhat defunct following divisions in how 

 
32 “84th General Assembly of Interpol | Kigali, 2 November 2015,” Flickr, September 5, 2024, 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/paulkagame/22089556454/in/photostream/. 



 
 

these crises should be handled.33 Though it began collecting and publishing economic statistics in 1919, the EFO’s 

activities soon grew to encapsulate policy recommendations for member organizations in the realm of trade and 

industry matters in 1920 before being formalized within the League of Nations in 1927.34 While the nascent forms 

of these organizations were not explicitly concerned with illicit flows, the development of Interpol’s scope would 

see it develop solutions for this issue and the EFO would prove influential in the establishment of the IMF, another 

organization currently invested in fighting these flows.35 

Financial Action Task Force (FATF) & the G7 - 1989 
Formed by the G7 in 1989, the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) sought to foster international 

collaboration to address money laundering. After studying illicit flows, policies targeting them at national and 

international levels, and developing compliance reporting, the FATF was able to deliver the Forty 

Recommendations on Money Laundering alongside the eight Special Recommendations on Terrorism 

Financing, formally establishing a set of global standards. These recommendations are meant to be implemented 

by the members who commit to them at a national level and include practices such as the establishment of 

financial intelligence units to track suspicious transactions, the implementation of customer due diligence 

provisions, and sufficiently criminalizing monetary crimes. Following the 9/11 terrorist attacks, additional 

recommendations on terrorism financing would be introduced.36 

 
33Yann Decorzant, “League of Nations and the Emergence of a New Network of Economic and Financial 
Expertise (1914-1923),” CAIRN Info, 2011, https://shs.cairn.info/revue-critique-internationale-2011-3-page-
35?lang=fr. 
34PATRICIA CLAVIN and JENS-WILHELM WESSEL, “Transnationalism and the League of Nations: 
Understanding the Work of Its Economic and Financial Organisation,” Contemporary European History 14, 
no. 4 (November 2005): 465–92, https://doi.org/10.1017/s0960777305002729. 
35Louis W. Pauly, “The League of Nations and the Foreshadowing of the International Monetary Fund,” Social 
Science Research Network (Rochester, NY, December 1, 1996), 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2173443. 
36Jackie Johnson, “Third Round FATF Mutual Evaluations Indicate Declining Compliance,” Journal of Money 
Laundering Control 11, no. 1 (January 4, 2008): 47–66, https://doi.org/10.1108/13685200810844497. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/13685200810844497
https://doi.org/10.1108/13685200810844497


 
 

 

A map showing the current FATF blacklist countries.37 

2009 saw the FATF introduce a methodology for assessing the compliance of a nation with the standards 

outlined by the FATF for participant countries. Specifically, this methodology evaluated a country’s integration 

of said standards into its legal framework in addition to the effectiveness of its anti-money laundering efforts, 

though it also took into account the capacities of a member nation.38 The FATF also introduced its “blacklists” 

and “greylists” of noncompliant nations in 2000. Blacklist members were seen as noncooperative within the 

international community in fighting financial crimes; greylist members possessed similar traits and 

noncooperative attitudes to a lesser extent. Iran, Myanmar, and North Korea are the only members of the blacklist 

while there are twenty-two members on the greylist.39 

 
37 “Current FATF Blacklist Map,” Wikimedia Commons, accessed September 6, 2024, 
https://commons.m.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Current_FATF_blacklist_Map.png. 
38 Shahid Karim and Usman Hayat, “Pakistan on FATF’s Grey List: What, Why, and Why Now?,” 
DAWN.COM, July 5, 2018, https://www.dawn.com/news/1418143. 
39FATF, “Jurisdictions under Increased Monitoring - 21 October 2022,” www.fatf-gafi.org, October 2022, 
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/publications/high-risk-and-other-monitored-jurisdictions/documents/increased-
monitoring-october-2022.html. 
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Although the FATF does not have any real means of recourse for punishing countries on the blacklist or 

permitting financial crimes, it has been greatly effective in urging countries to adopt its policies as financial 

institutions will shift resources away from noncompliant nations, creating an impetus for their governments to 

adopt FATF compliant policies; countries on the blacklist often experience heavy sanction from other nations as 

well. However, the FATF has been obstructive to the efforts of NGOs in the past as the misinterpretations of its 

recommendations by governments have blocked the distribution of relief aid in times of crisis, leading the FATF 

to introduce new guidance on how its principles should be interpreted in regards to NGOs.40 Additionally, 

academics have found that the FATF’s anti-money laundering efforts have only succeeded in capturing 1% of 

illegal profits while the costs of said efforts far outweigh this yield, providing a case for the revamping of 

approaches to fighting financial crimes.41 

Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime and UN Convention 
Against Corruption - 2001 & 2003 

Introduced in 2001 and 2003 respectively, the Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime 

(CATOC) and the UN Convention Against Corruption (UNCAC) are multilateral treaties with provisions 

concerning a breadth of topics beyond money laundering that are still highly relevant to combating illicit financial 

flows. The CATOC, or the Palermo Convention, was the first convention on fighting transnational crime and 

consists of three protocols called the Palermo Protocols that provide definitions for several forms of transnational 

 
40FATF, “Protecting Non-Profits from Abuse for Terrorist Financing through the Risk-Based Implementation 
of Revised FATF Recommendation 8,” Fatf-gafi.org, 2023, https://www.fatf-
gafi.org/en/publications/Fatfrecommendations/protecting-non-profits-abuse-implementation-
R8.html#:~:text=The%20revised%20Recommendation%208%20(R. 
41Ronald F. Pol, “Anti-Money Laundering: The World’s Least Effective Policy Experiment? Together, We 
Can Fix It,” Policy Design and Practice 3, no. 1 (January 2, 2020): 73–94, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/25741292.2020.1725366. 
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crime including money laundering.42 The UN Office on Drugs and Crime maintains the Palermo Protocols and 

is able to utilize it as a legal instrument against organized crime, but like most other UN provisions its viability is 

determined by a member’s ability to incorporate it into its legal frameworks.43 

The United Nations Convention Against Corruption, however, is one of few legally binding 

international anti-corruption treaties and was adopted by the UN in 2003. It is a seminal document for 

international law as it provides formal definitions for different types of public officials and provides a list of 

activities that must be criminalized by its ratifiers. Additionally, it also outlines ways in which rules surrounding 

the production of evidence of financial crimes can be simplified so financial crimes can more readily be proven in 

court. Nations that facilitate these crimes are subject to sanctions.44 Although the UNCAC has been quite 

innovative in its provisions, its implementations and enforcement mechanics have seen some obstacles. The 

UNCAC’s Implementation Review Group developed a peer review system that allowed member nations to 

review the policies and adherence of each other throughout several cycles that evaluated different parts of the 

UNCAC. The most recent cycle has experienced many delays and only 20 countries had completed the review 

process by the end of 2019, with many developing countries citing technological capacity hurdles as issues for their 

implementation.45  

 
42 Loredana Pianta, “Science X Network :: Phys.org, Medical Xpress, Tech Xplore,” Phys.org, 2019, 
https://phys.org/wire-news/325476267/researchers-simulate-mafia-and-terrorism-recruitment.html. 
43 ENACTAfrica.org, “Weak Laws Make Tackling Organised Crime Harder,” ENACT Africa, November 8, 
2018, https://enactafrica.org/enact-observer/weak-laws-make-tackling-organised-crime-harder. 
44UNCAC, “U4 Theme: UNCAC: Introduction,” Archive.org, 2022, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20090719084024/http://www.u4.no/themes/uncac/introduction.cfm#what. 
45UNODC, “Mechanism for the Review of Implementation of the United Nations Convention against 
Corruption-Basic Documents UNITED NATIONS,” March 2011, 
https://www.unodc.org/documents/treaties/UNCAC/Publications/ReviewMechanism-
BasicDocuments/Mechanism_for_the_Review_of_Implementation_-_Basic_Documents_-_E.pdf. 
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Financial Transparency Coalition - 2009 
Originally conceived of as the Task Force on Financial Integrity and Economic Development before being 

renamed in 2013, the Financial Transparency Coalition (FTC) is a coalition of NGOs united in combating illicit 

financial flows.46 It recommends that governments adopt public country-by-country reporting of sales and taxes 

by multinational corporations, maintain public registers of business ownership, participate in cross-border 

sharing of tax information, promote data transparency, emphasize equitable international standards, and hold the 

enablers of illicit financial flows accountable.47 The coalition also has several non-voting members primarily 

composed of governments from UN member nations such as India, Greece, Germany, Denmark, and South 

Africa.48 

  

 
46Sam Rubenfeld, “Corruption Currents: From Vatican Bank Image Redux to Adopting Rules,” Wall Street 
Journal, May 31, 2013, https://www.wsj.com/articles/BL-252B-773. 
47Financial Transparency Coalition, “Overview: Peter Caruana Rocks the Boat - Financial Transparency 
Coalition,” Financial Transparency Coalition (Financial Transparency Coalition, July 2, 2009), 
http://www.financialtransparency.org/about/overview/. 
48Partnership Panel, “Partnership Panel,” Archive.org, 2024, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20150410045052/http://www.financialtransparency.org/about/partnership-panel/. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/BL-252B-773
https://www.wsj.com/articles/BL-252B-773
http://www.financialtransparency.org/about/overview/
http://www.financialtransparency.org/about/overview/
http://www.financialtransparency.org/about/overview/
https://web.archive.org/web/20150410045052/http://www.financialtransparency.org/about/partnership-panel/
https://web.archive.org/web/20150410045052/http://www.financialtransparency.org/about/partnership-panel/
https://web.archive.org/web/20150410045052/http://www.financialtransparency.org/about/partnership-panel/


 
 

Possible Solutions 

Jurisdictional Boundaries 
To fight illicit financial flows, states can amend their laws and tax codes to prevent multinational 

corporations from using their jurisdictional boundaries for tax avoidance or shady actors from laundering ill-

gotten money. Countries can also further define the jurisdictional boundaries they have control over to prevent 

these same actors from capitalizing on jurisdictional grey areas. Additionally, steps should be taken to ensure 

international financial centers or corporations that could benefit from illicit flows are effectively regulated and 

can be brought to justice. Offshore financial centers (OFCs) should be the first to have this level of oversight and 

supervision, and may be encouraged to do so by other nations by leveraging economic or political incentives to 

impel OFCs to implement practices that will ensure their compliance. 

Political Will 
Implementing any policy requires sufficient political will that can be cultivated through several means. 

Policy advisory and capacity development initiatives undertaken by organizations like the IMF can implement 

anti-money laundering policies and programs obtainable for developing nations, enabling their political 

stakeholders to propose robust and effective solutions to their governments. As previously mentioned, tying 

sanctions and economic relations to a trade partner’s ability to fight illicit flows can also be effective in expediting 

the implementation of necessary policy.49 

Technological Capabilities 
 As money laundering and other financial crimes have been empowered by the rise of 

cryptocurrencies and their anonymity, a need has arisen for technological capacities to effectively fight digital illicit 

 
49International Monetary Fund, “The IMF and the Fight against Illicit Financial Flows,” IMF, 2023, 
https://www.imf.org/en/About/Factsheets/Sheets/2023/Fight-against-illicit-financial-flows. 
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flows. As part of this, Interpol has begun hosting a series of conferences on cryptocurrency-related crimes in 

addition to introducing its Global Rapid Interception of Payments (I-GRIP) systems to foster technology-sharing 

and adapt to this new wave of online financial crime.50 The central banks of many countries have their own 

initiatives or offices that handle the implementation and development of anti-money laundering (AML) solutions 

such as the Hong Kong Monetary Authority’s AML regulatory guide, though the international nature of online 

money laundering requires interoperability of technology and policy to effectively detect and prosecute these 

crimes.51 The HAECHI series of operations was created as a collaboration between INTERPOL and the Republic 

of Korea but has grown to include member nations from Asia, North America, Europe, and Africa.52 When 

developing solutions during this committee, it will be important to consider modes of technology sharing, 

development, implementation, and interoperability between nations in their AML efforts. Additionally, delegates 

should consider how technological capacity gaps between developing and developed nations can be lessened by 

ECOFIN to ensure their proposed AML provisions will be consistently effective globally. 

  

 
50Interpol, “Cyber-Enabled Financial Crime: USD 130 Million Intercepted in Global INTERPOL Police 
Operation,” www.interpol.int, 2022, https://www.interpol.int/en/News-and-Events/News/2022/Cyber-enabled-
financial-crime-USD-130-million-intercepted-in-global-INTERPOL-police-operation. 
51Hong Kong Monetary Authority, “Hong Kong Monetary Authority - Anti-Money Laundering & Counter-
Financing of Terrorism,” Hong Kong Monetary Authority, March 8, 2023, 
https://www.hkma.gov.hk/eng/regulatory-resources/regulatory-guides/by-subject-current/anti-money-
laundering-and-counter-financing-of-terrorism/. 
52Interpol, “Cyber-Enabled Financial Crime: USD 130 Million Intercepted in Global INTERPOL Police 
Operation,” www.interpol.int, 2022, https://www.interpol.int/en/News-and-Events/News/2022/Cyber-enabled-
financial-crime-USD-130-million-intercepted-in-global-INTERPOL-police-operation. 
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Bloc Positions 
Within the international community, most countries have implemented anti-money laundering measures 

(AML) to curb the expansion of money laundering and ensure efficient prosecution of money launderers within 

their jurisdictions. However, the existence of the FATF’s black and grey lists shows that many countries cannot 

implement sufficient AML practices or turn a blind eye to money laundering within their jurisdictions. What 

follows are regional bloc positions outlining steps taken by these regions to coordinate AML goals along with 

positions expressed by countries on the black and grey lists. 

Africa & Middle East 
The Inter-Governmental Action Group Against Money Laundering in West Africa (GIABA), Eastern 

and Southern Africa Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG), Action Group Against Money Laundering 

in Central Africa (GABAC), and Middle East and North Africa Financial Action Task Force (MENAFATF) all 

exist to promote FATF AML standards to their member nations in ways similar to aforementioned 

organizations.53 

Asia 
The Asia/Pacific Group on Money Laundering (APG) achieves a similar goal to the aforementioned 

organizations and fosters enforcement of AML standards amongst its members. It aids members in enacting AML 

laws, provides legal assistance, and supports extradition, among other necessary AML measures.54 South Korea 

was also key in spearheading the HAECHI initiative to prevent money laundering which saw Hong Kong and 

several other Asian nations partnering under the program with the support of INTERPOL. 

 
53 FATF, “Eastern and Southern Africa Anti-Money Laundering Group (ESAAMLG),” www.fatf-gafi.org, 
n.d., https://www.fatf-gafi.org/en/countries/global-network/eastern-and-southern-africa-anti-money-
laundering-group--esaamlg.html. 
54 FATF, “Asia/Pacific Group on Money Laundering (APG),” www.fatf-gafi.org, n.d., https://www.fatf-
gafi.org/en/countries/global-network/asia-pacific-group-on-money-laundering--apg-.html. 
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Europe 
The Eurasian Group (EAG) was established in 2004 in Moscow, though Russia’s membership has been 

suspended as of February 2023. Still, the nation has not been placed under the FATF’s grey or blacklists.55 The 

EAG provides technical assistance with implementing AML measures alongside promoting the 40 FATF AML 

principles among its member nations and has developed a relationship with the International Compliance 

Council to ensure member adherence to these guidelines. 

North & South America 
The Financial Action Task Force of Latin America (GAFILAT) unites 18 countries from North, South, 

and Central America to combat money laundering, terrorism financing, and proliferation of weapons of mass 

destruction amongst its members. GAFILAT has adopted the 40 recommendations put out by the FATF for its 

members.56 The Caribbean Financial Action Task Force (CFATF) is another body that has embodied FATF 

principles and promotes them amongst its members to fight money laundering. It became an associate member 

of the FATF beginning in 2010 and includes Belize, Jamaica, Haiti, Venezuela, and Guyana in addition to 

numerous other countries.57  

Black & Grey List Members 
Myanmar, Iran, and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea are the three sole members of the FATF’s 

blacklist, while Bulgaria, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Croatia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Haiti, Kenya, 

Mali, Monaco, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, Philippines, Senegal, South Africa, Sudan, Tanzania, Venezuela, 

 
55 FATF, “Eurasian Group (EAG),” www.fatf-gafi.org, n.d., https://www.fatf-gafi.org/en/countries/global-
network/eurasian-group--eag-.html. 
56 FATF, “Financial Action Task Force of Latin America (GAFILAT),” www.fatf-gafi.org, n.d., 
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/en/countries/global-network/financial-action-task-force-of-latin-america--
gafilat-.html. 
57 FATF, “Caribbean Financial Action Task Force (CFATF),” Fatf-gafi.org, 2023, https://www.fatf-
gafi.org/en/countries/global-network/caribbean-financial-action-task-force--cfatf-.html. 
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Vietnam, and Yemen compose its grey list.58 The Russian Federation has not been placed upon either of these lists, 

though its membership within the FATF and relevant bodies associated with the FATF were suspended due to the 

second wave of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.59 

  

 
58 FATF, “‘Black and Grey’ Lists,” www.fatf-gafi.org, n.d., https://www.fatf-gafi.org/en/countries/black-and-
grey-lists.html. 
59 FATF, “FATF Statement on the Russian Federation,” www.fatf-gafi.org, June 2022, https://www.fatf-
gafi.org/en/publications/Fatfgeneral/Ukraine-june-2022.html. 

https://www.fatf-gafi.org/en/countries/black-and-grey-lists.html
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/en/countries/black-and-grey-lists.html
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/en/countries/black-and-grey-lists.html
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/en/publications/Fatfgeneral/Ukraine-june-2022.html
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/en/publications/Fatfgeneral/Ukraine-june-2022.html
https://www.fatf-gafi.org/en/publications/Fatfgeneral/Ukraine-june-2022.html


 
 

Glossary 
Anti-Money Laundering (AML) - Any set of legislations or technologies designed to prevent money 

laundering within a country’s jurisdiction. 

Back Taxes - Taxes typically owed from a previous year that were not paid when due. 

FACT - Financial Accountability and Corporate Transparency Coalition, a coalition spearheaded by the 

U.S. to end the practice of shell companies. 

Base Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS) - Tax evasion strategies employed by multinational corporations 

that shift profits to low- or no-tax regions. 

HAECHI - An initiative co-led by the Republic of Korea and INTERPOL designed to combat IFFs and 

money laundering globally. 

I-GRIP - International Global Rapid Interception of Payments, a system implemented by INTERPOL 

to freeze the movement of illicit assets internationally. 

Illicit financial flows (IFFs) - Money laundering, terrorist financing, or other illegitimate, illegal, or 

potentially dangerous means of transferring money. Beyond money laundering, this encompasses white-collar 

crime and terrorist financing. 

Offshore Financial Centers (OFC) - Financial centers that house assets of offshore companies and 

governments that could be used for financial crimes. 

Trafficking - Buying or selling illegal goods. 
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TOPIC B: DEVELOPING NEW STANDARDS FOR INTERNATIONAL 
TRADE AGREEMENTS 

Statement of the Problem 
International trade ties the world together, employing workers from across the globe and distributing 

goods and wealth through vast supply chains. In 2023, an estimated $25.3 trillion worth of physical goods was 

traded internationally, and another $6.8 trillion in services was traded.60 To enable and manage this trade, nations 

create international agreements between each other. These agreements often focus on reducing tariffs, but also 

include legal frameworks for resolving disputes, legal protections for workers and investors, and environmental 

protections. The largest force in international trade is the World Trade Organization (WTO), which has 164 

member nations and works to reduce trade barriers. It has created a number of agreements, and additionally 

provides dispute resolution for a vast number of trade agreements.  

In addition to the WTO, nations frequently enter into treaties with each other. They often take the form 

of free trade agreements, in which nations agree to reduce trade restrictions such as tariffs, import licensing 

requirements, and other limitations on the sale of goods.61 These agreements can occur between two nations 

(bilateral trade), between several (multilateral trade), or even establish a region with no tariffs between members 

(like the European Economic Area). Importantly, trade agreements play a significant role in shaping international 

trade and the economies of participating nations. They reflect the economic and political relationship between 

nations, and thus often contribute to and reinforce international issues. To address a number of important 

 
60 “Global Trade Outlook,” WTO, www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/trade_outlook23_e.pdf.  
61 Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia, "trade agreement," Encyclopedia Britannica, 15 Nov. 2023, 
https://www.britannica.com/money/trade-agreement. 



 
 

economic and social issues it is necessary to redefine international trade agreements and the institutions which 

influence them. 

Protections For Workers 
Across the world, workers’ rights have been on the decline. In a number of nations, particularly in 

developing nations, workers have little or no guarantee of their rights. They may be forced to work in unsafe and 

unsanitary conditions for long stretches, and many face violence or job loss if they attempt to negotiate for better 

conditions. It may be prohibited by law for workers to unionize, or in other cases unions may be disrupted by 

police intervention. In an estimated 42% of nations workers may face violence for speaking out, and in 84% of 

nations around the world there are restrictions on workers' ability to bring legal cases against their employers.62  

A prevalent issue is the lack of legal protection for workers due to a lack of robust and enforceable laws. 

A notable example is minimum wage laws, which are loosely enforced in many developing nations. In Argentina, 

half of the workforce receives less than the minimum wage, while in Kenya that number rises to over 70% for 

skilled occupations.63 The issue is complicated by the fact that many developing nations actually have relatively 

extensive laws dictating minimum wages and worker protections. In fact, some studies have suggested that nations 

with more strict regulations actually enforce them less than nations with fewer regulations. The issue is not just 

that laws have not yet been enacted, but that nations are not enforcing them properly. The reasons why laws are 

not enforced are varied, and may include a lack of resources, a lack of care or skill on the part of inspectors, a high 

degree of unemployment, and many other factors.  
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Miners in the eastern region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo work long days in unsafe conditions.64 

Marginalized groups like women and children are particularly vulnerable. Among the least developed 

nations, an estimated 22% of children are employed in child labor.65 Children are often forced to work for long 

periods of time and are paid less than adult laborers. Despite their smaller size, they may be required to do some 

of the hardest and most back-breaking manual labor. Given the prevalence of child labor in many developing 

nations, a vast array of industries and multinational corporations have been tied to the use of child labor. For 

example, the Ivory  

Coast, which produces 45% of the world’s cocoa beans, has seen widespread reports of use of child labor at cocoa 
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plantations.66 As a result, much of the chocolate industry has, knowingly or unknowingly, profited from the use 

of child labor. The same story plays out across other industries, as children in developing nations are forced to 

work in appalling conditions. The goods they produce are then bought by other nations who benefit from the 

cheap labor. Although the focus has often been rightfully put on multinational corporations for their complicity 

in violations of labor rights and human rights, it is also necessary to attend to the role international agreements 

play in allowing these kinds of abuses.  

Currently, the status of corporations under international law is unclear, which makes it difficult to 

prosecute human rights violations by corporations. International law – the body of law created by treaties, 

including all UN treaties – is traditionally understood to only apply to nations and to international organizations 

like the UN.67 No international tribunal has jurisdiction over corporations, which makes it impossible to hold 

them accountable at the level of international law.68 It is simply not possible to try a corporation for crimes before 

the ICC or a similar international tribunal. Given that tribunals are the primary mechanism through which 

international law is enforced, there are almost no options for an international organization to directly hold 

corporations accountable for labor violations. Thus, investigation of human rights violations by corporations and 

their subsidiaries falls to domestic agencies or, under certain circumstances, bodies set up in trade agreements. A 

nation can punish a corporation operating within its own borders for labor violations, but this raises the same 

problem of limited regulation and enforcement of labor rights in developing countries. These issues must be 

addressed, but it is also necessary to find other means to hold corporations accountable and reduce labor 
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violations. The role of international bodies set up through trade agreements will be explored later, but they present 

one of the few avenues through which labor rights can be better applied. In short, it is necessary for nations to 

take the lead in establishing new forums to try corporations and more broadly to find ways to better enforce labor 

rights. Simply expanding the prosecution of corporations is not enough – it is necessary to strengthen labor 

protections in the developing nations in which corporations operate. How these protections can be strengthened 

through new trade agreements is the question delegates will need to address. 

Tariffs and Trade Wars 
Following decades of increasing globalization, a handful of nations in the 2010s began to turn their backs 

on free trade. Most notably led by the United States under Donald Trump, who initiated tariffs against China, a 

number of nations have begun to enact tariffs. Increasingly, western leaders have for geopolitical reasons turned 

against free trade.69 Key technologies, such as semiconductors and advanced chips, have seen their export banned 

to rival nations in the name of protecting national security. Leaders now fear that, in the event of a major conflict, 

their nations would be weakened by their dependence on goods produced by their rivals. As a result, nations have 

begun to argue in favor of building “resilience” by either developing new supply networks through more favorable 

nations or by increasing domestic production of key industries. The desire to protect against geopolitical threats 

is also accompanied by a desire to punish “unfair” competition.70 The relationship between the US and China is 

the most emblematic of this change, as the US enacted tariffs against Chinese goods due to their use of subsidies 

and restrictions on companies operating in China.  
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The impact of the resurgence in tariffs and export controls remains to be seen, but it is largely agreed that 

they have resulted in higher prices and may stand in the way of addressing critical international issues. The 

reduction in free trade means that cheaper goods are no longer able to be imported, which often forces nations to 

develop their own solutions at high cost. This has been the case with the US’s decision to offer tax incentives for 

electric vehicle batteries produced outside of China, which has led to higher prices and a need for vast 

investments.71 Similarly, the breakdown in free trade has led to a slowdown in addressing international issues. In 

2021, India banned exports of COVID-19 vaccines due to a domestic shortage. Those vaccines had been 

subsidized by a variety of foreign companies and foundations, who had planned on exporting vaccines to other 

nations. The resources devoted to addressing the international issue were thus turned to resolve domestic issues, 

slowing progress at the international level. As these types of actions become more common, it becomes more 

difficult to continually make progress towards international issues. This is particularly critical as it pertains to 

climate change. The US and other nations have begun to place import restrictions on solar panels and other clean 

energy technologies produced in China, despite the fact that this will raise the cost of moving away from fossil 

fuels.72 These restrictions will slow progress towards addressing climate change both by increasing the cost and by 

slowing the pace of innovation. 

Beyond the consequences of trade wars between western nations and China, the rise of limitations on 

free trade have significant implications for other developing nations. As an example, Russia is one of the world’s 

largest producers of wheat. Despite vast sanctions placed against Russia for its invasion of Ukraine, exceptions 

were made due to the importance of its wheat to global food supplies.73 The example illustrates the significant 
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consequences trade barriers can have on developing nations, and the necessity for careful consideration of the 

global impacts. Similarly, export bans on certain technologies and goods to Russia also prohibit other nations from 

buying those goods and then trading them to Russia. If a nation violates these restrictions, they may face sanctions 

or other penalties from the nation in which those goods are produced. It is important that this information be 

communicated to developing nations and to export companies, or else nations may unknowingly violate export 

restrictions and face severe consequences. 74As the number of export restrictions grows, these issues only become 

more pronounced, and the risk to developing nations increases. This is particularly a problem in nations with 

limited regulatory resources, as it becomes more and more of a challenge to make sure that none of its companies 

violate export restrictions.  

International Organizations 
In international trade, the primary international organization is the World Trade Organization. There are 

a number of others which play a significant role, including the International Labor Organization, the World Bank, 

the International Monetary Fund, and the International Trade Center. The role of these organizations in 

international trade is uncertain and, at times, contested. Only twice since 1995 has the WTO enacted a multilateral 

agreement which is binding on all members, due in large part to the fact that its agreements require all 164 of its 

member nations to agree.75 Additionally, since 2019, the WTO’s Appellate Body, which is responsible for 

mediating disputes between members and which constitutes a key method of enforcing trade rules, has been 

unable to operate due to the fact that the US has blocked new appointments to the Body.76 The US has contended 
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that the Appellate Body limits the US by issuing rulings which make it harder to fight against what it perceives to 

be unfair practices. It also has taken issue with the legal status of the rulings, which may be legally binding. 

The WTO has faced a number of additional challenges from a broad spectrum of interests. One issue is 

intellectual property laws, which specifically protect drug patents and which some developing nations have argued 

restrict access to medicine.77 Another issue is the influence of wealthy nations on WTO decisions. Leaders and 

decision makers in the WTO often come from large corporations in the Western world, skewing its decisions 

towards those favorable to wealthier nations. In a number of issues, including agricultural tariffs and foreign direct 

investment, developing countries contend that the WTO serves to uphold western interests.78 One such example 

is the Most Favored Nation principle, which all WTO countries must adhere to. The principle, which is central 

to international trade as a whole, states that each nation must give all other WTO nations equal market access as 

it does the most favored nation. Thus, a nation cannot enact higher tariffs on goods from France, for example, 

than on goods from Ghana. Some developing nations argue that this approach undermines their economic 

development by eliminating their ability to protect domestic industries from much larger multinational 

corporations. Their nascent industries are not able to compete with those of more developed nations, and thus 

without the ability to place tariffs on goods from more developed nations their industries are wiped out.79 These 

arguments are a major source of controversy between WTO nations and among academics, with some developing 

nations in support of tariffs and others against it.  
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High-ranking members of the WTO speak during a meeting of the Ministerial Conference of the WTO, the 

foremost decision-making body of the organization, in 2011.80 
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History of the Problem 

World Trade Before 1945 
The roots of international trade go back millenia, but modern international trade began in the late 19th 

century. Western industrialized nations like Britain and France began to repeal the high duties on foreign imports 

and began to liberalize trade.81 This allowed for goods to move freely throughout Europe and enabled greater 

exportation. Early treaties, like the Cobden-Chevalier Treaty in 1860 between Britain and France, established the 

first preferential trade agreements. The Cobden-Chevalier Treaty lowered British tariffs on French goods and vice 

versa, but also marked the introduction of the most favored nation provision (MFN). This meant that if France 

agreed to lower tariffs with another nation it would need to lower its tariffs with Britain to match. As a plethora 

of trade agreements were signed between European nations, tariffs across the continent fell due to MFN 

provisions.82 Although Europe began to resemble a free trade region as we might recognize it today, it nonetheless 

was built solely upon bilateral treaties. Each nation had to sign a treaty with nations it wanted to engage in trade 

with, and it was only due to the inclusion of MFN provisions that tariffs began to fall for all nations. The bilateral 

system disadvantaged small nations due to the fact that larger nations were less interested in establishing trade 

relations with them. They were thus left out of trade, and when they were able to join they had much less 

bargaining power than their larger counterparts and thus had little leverage to negotiate a favorable agreement. 

Only a few decades after the trade liberalization in the 1870s did nations once again begin to enact 

protectionist policies. Although international trade as a whole continued to grow, nations increasingly enacted 
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protectionist policies driven in part by nationalism and fears of economic insecurity.83 These fears were only 

accelerated by the Great Depression, as nations around the world enacted protectionist tariffs both to preserve 

their domestic industry and to pacify their voters. The United States enacted the Smoot-Hawley Tariff of 1930, 

raising average tariffs to 42.5 percent, and was partly responsible for the 40% decrease in the volume of US trade 

between 1930 and 1932.84  

The tariffs were also partly responsible for other nations raising tariffs in retaliation against the United 

States. Even those that did not respond directly to the US began to raise their tariffs, not wanting to be the only 

nations who failed to protect their industries. Whether or not these tariffs were raised out of genuine economic 

necessity is still debated. One large school of thought argues that the tariffs were motivated not by economic 

concern but rather out of voter interest. This underlies one of the key aspects of international trade: nations make 

deals not just to improve their economic position but also to advance their domestic and geopolitical goals. Raising 

tariffs on the US was driven in large part by the desire to make a political statement and not let their nations look 

weak by comparison. Whatever the reasons for rising tariffs may be, the results were devastating to world trade, 

and between 1929 and 1932 the volume of international trade worldwide fell by 32 percent.85  

GATT 
Less than 15 years later that would all change. Following World War II, the United States emerged as the 

premier economic superpower. Its massive industrial capabilities had been expanded by the war effort and its 

industrial competition had been burned to the ground. The rest of the world needed American goods, and the 
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United States needed exports to grow. Britain was the other dominant force in the post-war economy, and together 

the two built the world economy as we know it.86 

After World War II, the US, Britain, and 21 other (mostly European) nations negotiated and signed the 

General Agreements on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), a multilateral trade agreement upon which modern trade is 

built.87 The treaty was designed to prevent the re-emergence of the retaliatory tariffs of the 1930s and create an 

international framework for trade to work in. The key component of the agreement was unconditional MFN 

status to all signatories (referred to as contracting nations). This meant that tariffs as a whole would trend 

downwards and enabled greater stability, since there was no longer a web of different tariffs for different nations. 

The other key feature was the rule of national treatment.88 This meant that once a good was imported, no further 

taxes or restrictions could be placed upon it. It had to be treated like any other nationally produced goods once 

the tariffs were paid. Another key feature was the almost complete elimination of import quotas. Under the 

GATT system, nations would protect their industries by raising tariffs, but not by limiting the quantity of goods 

which could be imported.89 Other important details included the creation of more standardized laws for customs 

and the attempt to make tariffs negotiations more standardized and less quid pro quo.  

GATT took effect in 1948 and featured reductions in tariffs for some 5000 commodities. Each of these 

tariffs was meticulously negotiated between contracting nations in a “round,” or a trade summit of all GATT 

signatories.90 The longevity and influence of GATT is due in no small part to the fact that it continued to be 
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updated and expanded. More than just a one-off trade agreement, it became an institution for resolving trade 

disputes and a forum for two nations to establish new trade agreements between each other. If contracting nations 

had an issue with trade of a particular commodity, they would use GATT to hold meetings between nations and 

attempt to resolve the issue. These constant small changes were supplemented by much larger changes made in 

each round of negotiation.  

Throughout the development of GATT and the many trade agreements created under its auspices, 

international trade began to develop a coherent body of law. Although international trade law far preceded the 

establishment of GATT, the multilateral nature of it helped lend legitimacy to its treaties. As a result, some of the 

features of GATT treaties became to be considered part of customary international law.91 These were features that 

were considered custom – that is, standard. Even without signing a treaty, a nation needed to follow customary 

international law.  

As time went on, the number of contracting nations grew from 23 in 1948 to 125 in 1995.92 In addition 

to the many nations who were part of GATT, many more were considered de facto participants. GATT allowed 

for nations who were not contracting parties to effectively receive all the benefits as long as they followed the rules 

of GATT.93 By 1995, point global tariffs had decreased from an average of 40% to under 5%, and GATT covered 

about 90% of all industrial trade.  
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The WTO 
At the Uruguay Round of 1994, GATT came to an end and was replaced by its successor, the World 

Trade Organization. Curiously enough, the WTO was very nearly called the Multilateral Trade Organization. It 

was only at the very end of negotiations that the US forced the change. The other nations, tired of the US’s many 

demands, were willing to change the name if it meant finally finishing the agreement.94 

The reasons for replacing GATT were numerous. For one, GATT was not properly an international 

organization the same way the UN or IMF was, which led to issues with its power. Additionally, some nations like 

the US wanted GATT to address more than just trade policy and instead include intellectual property rights, 

investor rights, and dispute resolution. Another key reason was that the political-economic situation had changed 

since 1945.95 New nations were industrializing and wanted to have a say in remaking the economic order, while 

established hegemons like the US also wanted to see change in order to protect their new priorities.  

The new WTO expanded well beyond the limits of GATT both in terms of size and scope. It not only 

includes far more nations than GATT, but those nations dedicate more resources and attention to it. GATT was 

influenced by a select few nations which took the time to deploy large delegations, but the new WTO saw most 

nations assign large and dedicated staffs. One important shift has been the rise of coalitions. Whereas in GATT 

most nations negotiated solely for themselves, in the WTO it has become more common for coalitions to form to 

push for their interests.96 This has enabled smaller nations to get a say in trade policy by banding together, which 

became more important given that the WTO involves almost every nation on Earth. This shift mirrors an overall 

change in how the WTO is approached. No longer is the WTO just a place for individual nations to resolve trade 
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disputes and policy, but instead it is a place for nations to shape and shift global trends. If any nation wishes to 

achieve its goals it has to ally itself with others in order to make it happen.  

These coalitions have become even more official as time goes on. Now, nations form blocs, which are 

official groups that meet formally and informally to agree on trade policy. These blocs are more formal than clubs 

but less restrictive than political parties, and don’t so much as control members' policies as provide a way for 

members to form agreements and provide a united front.97 Blocs can form along many different lines, including 

regional, such as the Caribbean Community (CARICOM), or economic, such as the developing nations which 

form the Group of 77, or may mirror existing organizations, such as the European Union. Oftentimes nations 

will participate in multiple groups at once. 

 

 
97 Ibid. 



 
 

A meeting of the Group of 77 (G77) in 2023. The G77 is a united alliance of developing nations that together 

attempt to promote each other’s economic interests and have collective bargaining power within the United 

Nations.98 

Trade and Development 
Trade and investment are closely tied to the economic development of nations. Developing nations 

depend in part upon loans from wealthier nations in order to develop their economies, but also crucially rely upon 

them for exports of their goods. This had led to a number of criticisms leveled against the way nations, particularly 

Western nations, have used trade policy to influence the development of other nations over the course of centuries. 

One view argues that the structure of the world economy since the 1600s has served to develop three 

distinct categories of nations.99 The “core”, which comprised Europe and later the United States, colonized and 

conquered much of the rest of the world. They not only ruled over their new colonies, but transformed them and 

other nations into the “periphery”. This represented a transformation of trade on a global level. Where trade had 

previously been largely a local affair, occurring within the borders of a nation or within a limited region, it now 

became truly international. Peripheral nations existed to benefit the core, providing it with raw materials and 

manpower. The core nations used their powerful militaries and strong government to impose unequal trade 

policies with the periphery. This meant not only exploiting their colonies, but using their stronger position to 

require other nations to trade the goods they wished to have with them. The periphery thus was economically 

stunted, as its economy became more dependent on exporting raw goods to core nations.  
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To be clear, although the periphery were often colonies, not all of the periphery was a direct colony. The 

United States, for example, was part of the periphery for decades after it was founded. Thus, although the 

periphery was stunted, the continual expansion of the world economy and colonial empires provided an 

opportunity for some nations to make the jump to core nations. 

The third category was the “semi-periphery”.100 These were nations that lacked the military and economic 

power of the core, but which were not subject to the same unequal trade. Semi-periphery nations formed a 

transition between the core and periphery, with more complex and advanced economies than the periphery. These 

nations often developed labor-intensive but advanced goods, in contrast to the raw products which often came 

from the periphery. This three-tiered system of core, semi-periphery, and periphery forms what some scholars see 

as the dominant economic system of the last centuries. This relationship, some scholars argue, continues to exist 

today, as wealthy nations use the cheap labor and goods of the poorest nations to produce their valuable 

commodities, while using the semi-periphery for more advanced production of certain goods and as a market for 

selling their products. In this view, world trade is built upon an unequal relationship between nations. Centuries 

of unequal economic development have led to the present day, thus making world trade unequal even if the 

current agreements are fairer.  

However, this view has received considerable pushback. A number of scholars argue that even though we 

should not discount the long legacy of colonialism, nor deny the injustice and harm that it has caused, the best 

path forward for developing nations continues to be improvements in trade and business.101 This view takes a look 

at the economic history of nations in the 20th century. In this view, the greatest improvements in quality of life 
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for people around the world have come from continued economic growth. There are a number of cases which 

bear this out. Countries that focused on international trade, such as India, Vietnam, and Uganda, saw greater 

economic growth and a greater reduction in poverty than those that did not.102 Several nations in Asia saw 

tremendous success by pursuing a policy of export-driven growth.103 They focused their economies around 

producing industrial goods to export to other nations, such as cars and electronics, and saw tremendous growth 

in the 1970s and 1980s. Korea and Japan both become economic powerhouses in part by pursuing this strategy.  

What does this mean for the core, periphery, and semi-periphery? The answer is complicated. While 

centuries of economic development followed the growth of the core at the expense of the periphery and semi-

periphery, the benefits of economic growth suggest that it may be possible to change the system. The periphery 

and semi-periphery may be able to improve living conditions for their citizens by developing their economies. But 

doing so will be difficult, and will require taking a hard look at existing trade structures. Even if an agreement is 

fair, there are centuries of inequality which have put nations into unequal negotiating conditions. It is necessary 

to take a look at why developing nations are in their current economic situation, and the ways in which these 

economic problems can be remedied. This is more than about just tariffs. It will require careful understanding of 

investments and a nation's position in the global economy. All nations will have a role to play, as ultimately 

economies can only grow if they have someone to sell to. It will be up to each nation to consider its objectives and 

chart a vision of what it wants global trade to look like. 
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Past Actions 
Considering the WTO’s status and influence within the realm of international trade, the perceived issues 

and dysfunctions associated with it deserve close analysis alongside the actions taken to remedy them. What 

follows is an overview of actions taken to rectify these issues. 

Passivity of the WTO & Rise of PTAs 
Due to the unilateral nature of WTO policies and agreements, nations have begun to engage in 

preferential trade agreements (PTAs) with their trade partners as a means of further liberalizing their economies. 

While the entirety of the WTO must agree to change MFN tariff statuses, PTAs allow for countries to determine 

trade policy outside this system and reduce tariffs below WTO levels with members of a PTA. PTAs are allowed 

under the WTO’s Article XXIV so long as they eliminate tariffs on nearly all trade between PTA members and 

that the most favored nation tariffs remain on imports from countries outside the PTA.104 The 1987 Canada-US 

Free Trade Agreement, NAFTA, ASEAN, and the EU’s own trade policies are all examples of notable PTAs 

introduced in the past decades. About 50% of all international trade occurs between nations with shared 

membership in a PTA which has led some to question what role the WTO should play given this explosion in 

discriminatory trade practices. 

Though the WTO has not taken any direct actions against PTAs, their rise has led some to perceive the 

WTO as “weakening” in some regards. As a result, the relationship between PTAs and the WTO should be 

considered when crafting solutions for this committee. In an article seeking to answer whether the WTO is being 

surpassed by PTAs and whether the organization is obsolete, Bagwell finds that the WTO is still efficiency-

enhancing and remains quite relevant for several reasons. First is its dispute resolution mechanisms, a weakness 
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for many PTAs whereas the WTO has had a successful record of resolving bilateral disputes through its 

mechanisms. Secondly, its shallow integration approach to tariff policy that purely concerns itself with trade at 

the border allows for unilateral, efficiency-enhancing trade policies to be adopted internationally more easily than 

a deep integration approach that factors in “behind-the-border” measures that countries could disagree on 

globally. Given that PTAs often are launched due to these behind-the-border factors such as geopolitics or national 

goals, PTAs could complement the shallow approach of the WTO within reason. This committee should consider 

what role they wish to see PTAs play in the international stage and how much they cater to regional interests that 

may not be easily represented in the WTO’s unilateral policy environment. 

 

A diagram depicting the WTO’s dispute settlement process.105 
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The WTO’s Appellate Body & the Doha Round 
As previously mentioned, the WTO’s dispute settlement mechanism is one of its strengths; about half of 

all WTO members have used its dispute settlement processes to settle trade frictions. However, several 

developments have stifled its effectiveness. As briefly discussed in the “History of the Problem” section, the United 

States has blocked appointments to the WTO’s Appellate Body since 2019, making the WTO ineffective in 

enforcing and punishing WTO trade terms violations.106 While experts say that this maneuver was done to skew 

arbitration over matters in favor of the United States, the U.S. maintains that the Appellate Body has been 

overreaching by hearing disputes on the U.S.’s “zeroing” approach to anti-dumping policies. The zeroing 

approach assigns a value of zero when a foreign producer’s export price is above their normal price, which in 

essence helps domestic industries hurt by imports that are being unfairly traded. Since this blocking of 

appointments, the European Union and other members of the WTO established the Multiparty Interim Appeal 

Arbitration Arrangement as an alternative to the Appellate Body that members voluntarily are using until the 

power of the Appellate Body can be restored.107 

This development follows the breakdown in the Doha Round negotiations in 2017. The Doha Round 

commenced in 2001 to prioritize the needs of developing countries, yet this became a sticking point for 

negotiations throughout the many rounds of negotiations over the years. Provisions surrounding the special 

safeguard mechanism for developing countries led to negotiations stalling in 2008. While 2013 saw WTO 

members agree upon the provisions set out in the Bali Package, a trade agreement aimed at reducing obstacles to 

global trade, no progress would be made and many commentators considered the Doha Round dead by 2017. 
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Trade experts and WTO members talking during the WTO Public Forum in 2015.108 
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Possible Solutions 

Addressing the Appellate Body 
Finding solutions for these issues will be an extremely difficult endeavor given the complexity of this 

issue, and while it may be nearly impossible to solve this problem entirely, several steps can be taken to ensure 

progress is made on establishing a new norm for trade agreements in the long term. As previously mentioned, in 

the wake of the U.S.’s decision to block appointments to the WTO’s Appellate Body, the Multiparty Interim 

Appeal Arbitration Arrangement (MPIA) was established. Although ECOFIN itself does not possess direct 

control over the WTO, its power within the UN could enable it to urge member nations to either adhere to the 

MPIA, use collective action to push the U.S. to allow for Appellate Body appointments, or even push to formalize 

the MPIA body into the WTO. Alternatively, ECOFIN could choose to establish new bodies outside the purview 

of the WTO working alongside it on the issue of dispute settlement as another means of circumventing the issue 

of appointments. 

Ensuring Fair Trade Between Developed and Developing Countries 
On the issue of the breakdown in the Doha Round debates, ECOFIN is encouraged to find a way to 

reignite these debates as another means of ushering in a new era of trade agreements. The issue of agriculture is 

the most divisive as it relates to the Doha Round considering that 75% of developing nations are heavily dependent 

on their agricultural industry.109 The United States was previously asked to reduce domestic agricultural support, 

creating trade distortions while the U.S. asked developing countries to reduce tariffs and limit import-sensitive 

and special products protected by tariff cuts. Additionally, the issue of special and differentiated treatment is 

another concern, as some developed nations found the proposals of developing nations on this issue to be 

unreasonable and sought to study the effects of these provisions before making concretized decisions whereas 
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developing nations believed developed nations were not bargaining in good faith. Though some progress on this 

issue was made in 2005 with members agreeing to five special and differentiated provisions, progress still must be 

made on the issue. 

Revising PTAs 
Lastly, an issue that ECOFIN can make a greater impact on is the topic of PTAs. It is encouraged that 

this committee achieves some type of consensus on what the role of PTAs will be in a new era of trade agreements 

and situations in which they improve trade efficiency or not. Many members of ECOFIN are also members of 

PTAs ranging from the EU to ASEAN’s bilateral agreement with China, so agreement on what lies ahead for the 

future of PTAs and if they should be further integrated within international organs or not will be essential. 

Additionally, given their prevalence, mechanisms for dispute settlement within PTAs should be discussed by 

members of ECOFIN given the relatively weak settlement powers of these agreements and if solutions to this issue 

should be embedded within international bodies like the UN and ECOFIN. 

  



 
 

Bloc Positions 
The positions of nations on international trade do not neatly break along the lines of developed and less 

developed. Instead, nations adopt positions based in part on their relation to international trade and their future 

economic goals. One group is composed of developed, high trade nations such as the United States and much of 

Western Europe. Another is composed of nations with a great economic reliance on exports. These nations largely 

benefit from global trade, as it is responsible for a large portion of their economic growth, but nonetheless are not 

in as privileged a position as the first group. The third group is nations which rely on trade but nonetheless seek 

to protect their industries and future growth. This group is composed of many of the least developed nations and 

largely seek to develop their economies beyond a handful of resources or labor-intensive exports. 

Developed, High-Trade Nations 
These nations are the ones which stand at the top of the global trade network. They have highly developed 

economies which produce a variety of goods, from industrial to technology to services. These nations include the 

US, Canada, and members of the EU. They have largely benefited from the system of free trade and are largely 

interested in seeing it continue. Despite this, some reservations have emerged, namely a fear of being undercut by 

competitors.110 A significant pro-tariffs movement has sprung up, advocating for protections against “unfair” or 

cheap labor in developing nations. These nations have begun to adopt a protectionist stance towards key 

industries, using tariffs and technology export bans to protect telecom, oil, renewables, and other industries. Such 

efforts have accelerated following the widespread sanctions imposed on Russia, which underscored the 

vulnerability of key resources to their geopolitical adversaries.  
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At the same time, these nations are still deeply attached to free trade and the current system. Despite the 

ongoing trade war with China, the US continues to trade some $600 billion in goods and services with it.111 Both 

nations are highly dependent on the other, and the same is true for other nations in this group. They are not 

revolutionaries by any means. 

Nations With Reservations 
These nations are in many respects the up-and-comers. Although the largest of these, including China 

and India, are already economic powerhouses, they lack the same economic power as developed nations. India 

serves as a useful model for the group – it has a thriving, growing economy which relies heavily on foreign trade, 

but has adopted a fairly cautious policy. India has been careful with signing free trade agreements with developing 

nations, imposing restrictions to protect key industries and enable continued economic development. In recent 

decades it has developed its trade relationships with other developing nations, pursuing a policy of creating free 

trade agreements with nations in South America as well as in the Middle East and Asia.112 Other nations are likely 

to follow in its footsteps in the coming years.  

The most important takeaway is that these nations are in it for themselves. They seek to carve out a place 

for themselves on the global stage, which requires them to not only continue expanding their free trade but also 

to carefully protect themselves and their economics. These nations are the fastest growing economies in the world 

and will align their trade policy to ensure that continues to be the case. 
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Least Developed Nations 
 These nations participate in global trade, but without the same breadth and depth of industries. They 

are concerned with foreign investment and policies of lending money to governments, an area in which many have 

suffered a great deal from policies which benefit Western nations at their expense. A number of African nations 

are members of this bloc, although it is important to stress that not all African nations are in this position. Much 

of their trade is in commodities, particularly minerals and fossil fuels.113 Their exports are likely to be dominated 

by a select number of commodities, leaving them without a diversified industry at home. These nations have a 

high interest in ensuring that trade policies enable them to develop healthy, diversified economies which will allow 

domestic industries to grow. They may seek to enact tariffs to protect fledgling industries and to develop regional 

trade networks to counterbalance Western influence, but also to continue expanding their trade globally. These 

nations are faced with the sharp reality that exports have both driven much of their economic growth but also led 

them to develop in an unbalanced fashion. 

These nations are also part of a large game of geopolitics. A vast array of players seek to establish trade 

relations with these nations and bring them within their economic orbit. China’s belt and road initiative is one 

example, but the US, EU, and some Middle Eastern countries have all pursued their own policies in hopes of 

tapping into this developing market. Members of this bloc will need to navigate the tradeoffs between aligning 

with a nation and pursuing economic independence. 

 
113 David Luke, “Understanding African Trade Is Key to Helping Its Development,” LSE, January 24, 2023, 
www.lse.ac.uk/research/research-for-the-world/economics/understanding-african-trade-is-key-to-helping-its-
development.  

 



 
 

Glossary 
Anti-dumping - A protectionist tariff imposed on foreign imports that a domestic government believes 

are being sold below their market value in the exporting country. 

De facto - Practices in effect despite not being formalized. 

GATT – General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. The predecessor of the WTO, it operated until 1994. 

Hegemon - A political state that has significant influence over other states. 

Intellectual Property – The copyright of and control over things which aren’t physical goods. This 

includes movies, medications, and patents. 

Multinational corporation – A corporation which conducts business in two or more countries. 

Protectionist - A type of policy that focuses on shielding a country’s domestic industries from foreign 

competitors by imposing restrictions on these competitors. 

Quid Pro Quo - A Latin phrase meaning a favor granted in return for something else; quid pro quo 

exchanges are often not formalized or even disclosed in many cases. 

Tariff – A tax on an import or export. 

Tribunal – An international court which takes cases, often those involving nations. 
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