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While much of Wall Street was focused on President Donald 

Trump’s trade speech Tuesday in New York, something happened 

across the Atlantic that might add to the angst about the world 

economy. 

In a closed-door meeting in Geneva, a Trump administration official 

floated the idea that the U.S. may block the adoption of the World 

Trade Organization’s biennial budget, according to people in 

attendance. 

 
Because WTO decisions must be made by a consensus of all of the 

trade body’s 164 members, such a maneuver could shut the WTO’s 

doors as soon as Jan. 1, threatening the functioning of the 

organization responsible for enforcing the rules of global 

commerce. 

In a brief statement, the people said, the U.S. highlighted two 

concerns: 
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• The WTO is paying exorbitant fees to members of the 

appellate body 

• WTO funds may be diverted to a proxy dispute settlement 

system championed by the European Union, Canada and 

Norway 

Though some meeting participants said they weren’t entirely 

surprised by the U.S. move, they still described it as unprecedented 

and worrying. 

Of course, it’s fair for the U.S. — which contributes more money 

than any other single country to the WTO’s budget — to question 

the institution’s spending habits. 

But this fight is about more than money. The WTO is central to 

Trump’s overhaul of the global trading system because it settles 

disputes, and the U.S. is trying to push members to address the 

alleged pattern of judicial overreach. 

The budget tactics reveal that the U.S. is willing to use any lever at 

its disposal to force the reform of the WTO appellate body and stop 

the EU, Canada and Norway from creating their own arbitration 

system. 

It’s the kind of maximum leverage gambit that’s favored by Trump’s 

top trade official. U.S. Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer argues 

that WTO appellate body members have strayed from their original 

mandate and is slowly asphyxiating the dispute settlement system 

by blocking the appointment of new appellate members. The seven-

person panel, already down to the minimum of three required to 

sign off on cases, will essentially become paralyzed after two more 

end their terms on Dec. 10. 

So what happens next? 

Ultimately, the U.S. may not follow through on this threat. Complete 

paralysis at the WTO would add a layer of uncertainty about a 



global economy that’s already slowing. It’s more likely to continue 

to block the budget process until the top delegates gather Dec. 9-11 

for the final general council meeting of the year. 

Still, the Rubicon may have been crossed. A founding member of 

rules-based multilateral trading is so set on forcing change that it’s 

sounding more willing to bring the whole system to its knees. 

Charting the Trade War 

The U.S. contributes more money than any other country to the 

WTO’s annual budget — 22.7 million Swiss francs ($22.8 million) in 

2019. The total budget for 2019 was 197.2 million francs, the same 

as a year earlier. 

 


