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WTO Saga: Agriculture Export
Restrictions in Times of Crisis

Sachin Kumar Sharma, Paavni Mathur, Talha Akbar Kamal, and Teesta Lahiri

1. Introduction

Agricultural export restrictions or
prohibitions (ER) have emerged as
one of the most contentious issues in
global trade governance, particularly
amid recurring food crises, geopolitical
instability, supply chain disruptions,
climate-induced production shocks,
and rising inflationary pressures.
Such measures are widely criticized
because they can undermine food
security in importing countries, drive
up international prices, disrupt global
supply chains, and lead to missed
opportunities for domestic traders
and farmers.

However, several countries
still resort to imposing export
prohibitions, quotas, licensing
requirements, minimum export prices,
and other export control measures
to ensure domestic food availability,

stabilise prices, and protect vulnerable
consumers during periods of market
stress. Also, export restrictions
measures have been applied across
countries, regardless of whether
they are developed, developing, least
developed, or net food-importing,'
India has imposed a temporary
export prohibition on sugar (Box 1),
announced on 13th May 2026. This
is not the only ER that India has
imposed; it has also imposed such
measures on rice, wheat, and onion.
India maintains that these measures
are necessary to ensure domestic food
security and to stabilise market prices
for a population of 1.4 billion (Box 2).
In recent years, some World Trade
Organization (WTO) Members,
including Russia, Argentina, Thailand,
Bangladesh, Malaysia, Morocco,
and Ukraine, have also imposed
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Box 1- Policy Update on India’s Sugar Export

On 13th May 2026, India invoked export prohibition on sugar (raw sugar
white sugar and refined sugar), till 30th September 2026.

1. Loading of sugar has commenced before the date of notification,
or ship bill has been filed, or sugar consignment has been handed

2. Sugar exports may still be permitted to countries facing food
security needs upon request by their government.

Source: Government of India. (2026). Amendment in Export Policy of Sugar- regarding. Notification

No.16/2026-27.

export restrictions or prohibitions
on agricultural commodities under
exceptional circumstances.

Against this backdrop, agricultural
export restrictions have become
a major issue of discussion in the
WTO. The issue has increasingly
become linked with broader debates

transparency obligations, and the
balance between domestic and
international food security concerns.

This policy brief provides
information on reasons why WTO
Members impose export restrictions,
the WTO rules governing such

measures, and recent discussions at

the WTO.

concerning global food security,
policy space for developing countries,

Box 2 - India’s Foreign Trade Policy

Free Trade

Under India’s Foreign Trade Policy (FTP) 2023, all exports are treated as
“Free” unless specifically classified as prohibited, restricted, or regulated
under the Indian Trade Classification (HS) Schedule II.

Strict Justifications
Under Para 2.07 “Principle of Restrictions”, the measure cannot be imposed
arbitrarily. Restrictions can be imposed based on certain conditions, such as:
1. Preventing Critical Shortages
2. Protecting National Security
3. Maintain Public Order

Restrictions are Exceptions

Export Restrictions may be imposed under limited and justified
circumstances.

Source: Directorate General of Foreign Trade (DGFT) Foreign Trade Policy, 2023.
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2. Understanding the
Impact of Agricultural
Export Restrictions

Many WTO members, particularly
from Net Food Importing Developing
Countries (NFIDCs) and the G-10,
argue that export restrictions imposed
by major exporters reduce global
supply, raise international prices, create
uncertainty, and adversely affect food
security in importing countries.

4 G-10 Membersin the WTO Agriculture )
Negotiation Group
(1) Iceland, (2) Israel, (3) Japan,
(4) Korea, Republic of,
(5) Liechtenstein, (6) Mauritius,
(7) Norway, (8) Switzerland, and
(9) Chinese Taipei.
A\ J

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the WTO

Agriculture Negotiation Grouping.

Geopolitical tensions and
pandemics such as COVID-19 have
caused the global food market to
experience shortages and sudden
spikes in international prices. To
safeguard vulnerable populations and
ensure food is available at affordable
prices, countries adopt various trade
measures. Food-exporting countries
impose export restrictions, while food-
importing countries reduce import
tariffs; both use different measures to
boost domestic food supply.?

In the case of food-exporting
countries, several specific situations
often prompt governments to impose
export restrictions:

Firstly, unhindered exports of
toodstuffs during such periods could
not only lead to domestic shortages
and high inflation but could also impact
the food security of the domestic

population. Additionally, importing
countries reduce their tariffs steeply
to encourage more imports.

Secondly, a net-food-exporting
country may become a net-food-
importer in a short time. Thus, export
restrictions are a useful tool to avoid
situations in which a country that was
exporting large quantities now must
import the same product at much
higher prices to meet its basic food
security needs in the domestic market.’
Further, when major developing-
country exporters enter international
markets as large importers during
periods of global shortages, this
can further intensify global demand,
tighten already constrained supplies,
and raise prices, thereby adversely
affecting the food security of smaller
and import-dependent countries.

Thirdly, the importing country
may try to import more than is
required for its domestic food security
and then re-export the surplus for
commercial interests. Additionally,
blanket exemptions for specific
categories of importing Members
could result in products continuing to
enter international markets indirectly
through intermediary trade channels,
thereby weakening the measures
effectiveness and complicating the
exporting Member’s domestic supply
management efforts during periods
of crisis.

Fourthly, some vested interest
groups may exploit the crisis for
financial gains at the expense of
hungry people in the most vulnerable
countries. For example, in 2023, the
United Nations report states that 90
per cent of corn and 60 per cent of
wheat have been exported to high-
and upper-middle-income nations
rather than to countries with high
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levels of hunger under the Black
Sea Grain Initiative, which aimed to
combat hunger amid Russia-Ukraine
geopolitical tensions.*

Consequently, export restrictions
involve a complex policy trade-
off between safeguarding domestic
food security and maintaining stable,

predictable global food markets.

3. WTO Rules Governing
Export Restrictions

The WTO framework establishes a
balance between the principle of free
trade and the policy flexibility required
by Members during exceptional
domestic circumstances.

According to Table 1, Article XI
of the GATT 1994 is the principal
WTO rule on export restrictions.
It generally prohibits quantitative
restrictions on imports and exports,
allowing only duties, taxes, or other
charges.

Article XI:2(a) creates a
key exception. It permits export
prohibitions or restrictions that are
temporarily applied to prevent or
relieve critical shortages of foodstuffs
or other products essential to the
exporting Member. Export restrictions
are therefore treated as exceptional
measures, permitted only under
specific conditions, rather than as
ordinary trade policy tools.

Article 12 of the Agreement on
Agriculture (AoA) sets out procedural
and transparency obligations for
export restrictions on foodstuffs taken
under Article XI:2 (a). Members must
consider the food security concerns
of importing Members, notify the
WTO Committee on Agriculture
as far in advance as practicable, and
consult importing Members upon
request.Under Article 12 of the
AoA, developing country Members
are exempt from these notification
and consultation obligations unless
they are net exporters of the specific
foodstutf, reflecting recognition of
their developmental and food security
concerns.

There have also been country-
specific practices that provide
exemptions from export restrictions
on humanitarian or strategic grounds,
often justified as a way of ‘giving due
consideration’ to the food security of
importing Members.

4. Recent discussion on
Export Restrictions at the
WTO

The issue of agricultural export
restrictions gained considerable
prominence during the COVID-19
pandemic, when numerous countries
imposed export controls on food
and medical products to address

Table 1: How Rules Govern Export Restrictions and Prohibitions

Provisions

Key Disciplines

GATT Article XI: 1

General prohibition on quantitative restrictions

GATT Article XI: 2

Temporary ER allowed during critical shortages

AoA Article 12

Notification obligations for foodstuffs

Source: Authors’ compilation based on selective provisions of GATT 1994 and the Agreement on Agriculture.
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domestic shortages and food security
concerns.” These developments
intensified discussions within the WTO
agriculture negotiations regarding the
balance between domestic policy
flexibility and the stability of global
food markets.

One of the major proposals during
this period concerned exemptions for
tood purchases by the World Food
Programme (WFP). Singapore and
several WTO Members proposed
that food procured by the WEP for
humanitarian purposes should be
exempt from export restrictions.
This proposal ultimately led to the
Ministerial Decision adopted at the
12th Ministerial Conference (MC12),
under which the WEP's food purchases
for non-commercial humanitarian
purposes were exempted from export
prohibitions and restrictions (Box 3).°

Post-MC 12, Members, including
Japan and the United Kingdom, argued
that export restrictions imposed by
major exporters reduce global supply,
increase market volatility, and adversely
affect vulnerable importing countries,
particularly Least Developed Countries
(LDCs) and Net Food-Importing
Developing Countries (NFIDCs).
These Members proposed enhanced

Box 3: Impact of
Exception for WEFP

Since MC 12 Decision: World
Food Programme has procured
a total of 1.8 Million MT of
food, valued at USD 1.4 billion.
Additionally, WFP already
provided support to over 111
million vulnerable people.

Source: Authors; compilation based on WTO
Document (G/AG/GEN/208).

reporting obligations, greater scrutiny
of measures imposed under Article
XI:2 (a) of the GATT, and mandatory
30-day advance notification. But many
countriesbelieve that 30-day advance
notification of imposing export
restrictions can adversely affect
market conditions by exacerbating
shortages and promoting hoarding
and black-market activity (Box 4).

At the same time, NFIDCs and
LDCs emphasised their dependence
on food imports, highlighted the
adverse effects of export restrictions
on their food security, and demanded
exemptions from such restrictions or
safeguards to ensure uninterrupted
access to essential food supplies
during crises.

advance.

Box 4: Advanced notification

e Tor instance, Russia and Argentina, have themselves
tailed to provide advance notification of export
restrictions, highlighting the practical limitations.

0 In practice, most countries who have imposed
Export Restrictions do not notify the measure in

0 As advance notification may trigger market
speculation and hoarding, accelerating exports
before the measure enters into force and ultimately
underming the restriction's effectiveness.
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However, many developing
countries, including India, maintained
that export restrictions remain
legitimate policy instruments necessary
to protect domestic food security and
stabilise prices. India emphasised that
food security should also encompass
domestic availability, accessibility, and
affordability of food, especially for
vulnerable populations.

The discussions at the WTO
continue to reflect differing
perspectives between exporting and
importing Members. While several
Members seek stronger transparency
obligations and tighter disciplines to
ensure predictable and stable global
food markets, developing countries
continue to stress the importance
of retaining adequate policy space
to respond to domestic shortages,
inflationary pressures, and food
security challenges. As a result, there
has been no outcome on export
restrictions at either the 13th or the
14th Ministerial Conference (Box 5).

5. Conclusion

In essence, export restrictions should
be viewed as measures of last resort
used during periods of crisis and

exceptional domestic circumstances.
WTO rules recognise that Members
may require temporary flexibility to
address critical domestic shortages,
food security concerns, and market
instability. Consequently, export
restrictions are permitted only under
specific conditions as exceptions to
the general prohibition on quantitative
restrictions.

At the same time, such measures
can adversely affect global food security
by reducing supplies in international
markets and increasing uncertainty
for import-dependent countries. The
food security concerns of exporting
countries are equally significant and
cannot be overlooked during periods
of crisis. However, it is not only
exporters that adjust their trade
policies; food-importing countries
also reduce tariffs on foodstuffs to
meet domestic food security needs.
These global food security challenges
cannot be addressed solely through
stricter export controls. Therefore,
discussions at the WTO must focus
on the challenges faced by both
exporters and importers, and aim to
strike an appropriate balance.

Box 5: WTO outcome for Export Restrictions

13th Ministerial
Conference

14th Ministerial
Conference

* Transparency

* No major outcome

and notification
proposals
discussion

* WFP exception
decision adopted

on export
restrictions

Source: Authors’ compilation based on documents from the WTO Ministerial Conference.
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