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UNCTAD (United Nations Conference for Trade and Development) was founded
following an international conference convened in Geneva in 1964 and subse-
quently every four years in a different location. In the 1970s it became a focal
point for the discussion of world trade¹ in close connection with the demands
for a New International Economic Order (NIEO) formulated at the UN by the de-
veloping countries with oil exporting countries as leaders. UNCTAD as well as
NIEO aimed to reach a “structural adjustment” between developed and develop-
ing countries that would be more profitable to the latter.² However, once an es-
sential forum where the world economy was hotly debated, UNCTAD has today
lost its importance, to the point where even its past centrality has almost fallen
into oblivion. In the 1980s and the 1990s, interest in UNCTAD declined dramat-
ically, until it fell again within the scope of interest shown by historians in the
2000s, along with the NIEO.³ Renewed interest came on the one hand from re-
search into the origins of what came to be called “globalization” in the 1980s⁴
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and on the other hand from a historiography critical of the current neoliberal
consensus in economic thought, especially since the 2008 crisis.⁵ Whether the
attempt to build a new world trade order was successful is not the subject of
the present chapter. Drawing mainly on internal sources of UNCTAD and espe-
cially on archival material held by its General Secretariat, it intends instead to
raise the question of planning in the field of international trade, using the
1970s attempt to build new trade relations at the world level as an opportunity
to observe how international trade was debated and how policies were elaborat-
ed in that field.

At first glance trade might seem unlikely to fall within the scope of planning.
Resulting from the mutual consent of two parties, trading activities hardly seems
to be fit to be ‘planned’ by anyone else other than by those parties. This first im-
pression is reinforced by the notion of the market as it was defined by classical
liberal economists. A ‘market’ can be considered as a space where parties ex-
change goods multilaterally according to prices resulting from supply and de-
mand, thus creating its own spontaneous order that seems to exclude any
form of planning. However, at the earliest in the late nineteenth century,
among neo-classical economists, and at the latest in the mid twentieth century
with the Keynesians, it became obvious that markets were not self-regulating in-
stitutions, and this opened the debate on the sort of action that could be taken
toward markets and trade.

Drawing upon the belief that markets had to be regulated to be efficient, UN-
CTAD was founded as a response to the failure of the project of a World Trade
Organization after the Conference of Havana in 1948 analyzed by Francine
McKenzie in her chapter. It aimed at redefining world trade relations multilater-
ally to bring development to every country in the world, especially to the newly
independent countries that appeared in the wake of Decolonization. As a result
of that goal, the member countries sat in groups that were created according to
their perceived level of development. However, UNCTAD also had to take into ac-
count different regional groupings as well as the Cold war divide, accommodat-
ing so-called different “economic and social systems” among its members. As a
result country members did not vote individually but collectively, according to
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their affiliation to “groups” that had been created to take into account develop-
ment, regional as well as ideological factors (see table 1).⁶

Table 1: Groups at UNCTAD and their number of votes

 

Group A (developing countries)  

Group B (market economy developed countries)  

Group C (Latin America)  

Group D (socialist countries)  

Total  

Thanks to the diversity of ideological and economic models it had to deal with,
UNCTAD offers a stimulating insight into different models of planning it strove to
reconcile in order to reach its own goals as an international organization.

UNCTAD and the notion of “planning”

UNCTAD’s executive organ was the Trade and Development Board, where every
country member basically had a representative. When he made a statement be-
fore the Trade and Development Board in 1970, Secretary General Manuel Perez
Guerrero very clearly set the terms of debate:

It is not a question of rigidly planning trade, but rather of acting within a flexible frame-
work, introducing dynamic incentives and disincentives which favor particular trends
and avoid dangerous disruptions in terms of the International Development Strategy
and, in addition, enable all countries to draw up their plans on more secure and harmo-
nious bases.⁷

In that statement Perez Guerrero rejected any idea of planning international
trade in a narrow sense but he did find it necessary to shape a frame for the mar-
ket in order to steer the trade activity toward a desirable goal.

Michel Christian,”UNCTAD” in Den Kalten Krieg vermessen. Über Reichweite und Alternativen
einer binären Ordnung, ed. Frank Reichherzer, Emmanuel Droit, Jan Hansen (forthcoming in
2018).

 UNCTAD, TDB/A8015/Rev.1: Report of the Trade and Development Board (24 September
1969–13 October 1970), 1971, 234.
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To understand what Perez-Guerrero meant, it must be recalled that UN-
CTAD’s project rested on three principles. First, in contrast to the theory of mod-
ernization popularized by W. Rostow, UNCTAD’s founders saw the many coun-
tries of the world not through their individual path but through their mutual
relations. That perspective mostly reflected the ideas of the first UNCTAD Secre-
tary-General Raul Prebisch (1964– 1969), who had been an high ranking Argen-
tinian economic official and Director of the Central Bank of Argentinia in the
1930s and the Executive Secretary of the UN Economic Commission for Latin
America in the 1950s. Together with the German economist Hans Singer, he de-
veloped the “thesis of the deterioration of the relative prices of primary commod-
ities,” known as the Prebisch-Singer thesis. As a result of that “structural” per-
spective, UNCTAD supported a multilateral and global approach based on the
idea of an economic adjustment that would apply to poor and wealthy countries
alike in order to create a new, fair international division of labor.⁸ That idea of a
“structural adjustment,” which in the 1980s would be imposed unilaterally on
poor countries, had its roots in the studies of the “world economy” that saw
the world as a single economic unit in which disparities of development had
to be reduced progressively as had already begun in national economies.⁹

Secondly, UNCTAD by no means questioned the necessity of the market as
the natural framework for international trade. This is why the terms “trade”
and “development” were linked in the very name of the organization. In fact,
one of the recurring demands of the developing countries, backed by the social-
ist countries, was the “liberalization” of the market in the field of manufactured
products as well as the removal of the “protections” that existed in the devel-
oped countries, in order to foster a new international division of labor. Yet, the
international market needed interventions to be stable, as had been practiced
in national economies since the Great Depression, and those interventions had
to be coordinated.

Thirdly, whether it be to ensure market stability or to implement a mutual
adjustment between developing and developed countries, economic planning
was needed. A shared view within the UNCTAD General Secretariat, such plan-
ning included international measures giving the developing and especially the
“least developed” countries the material possibility – in terms of transportation,
shipping or storage – to produce goods and sell them to every country in the
North as well as in the South. Other non material measures had to be taken to
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create regional monetary institutions or to favor regional economic coopera-
tion.¹⁰ The necessity of framing international trade was very well reflected in
the explanations given by the Indian economist and newly appointed UNCTAD
staff member Surendra Patel in a letter he wrote in 1967 to a friend in his home-
land:¹¹

In theory this is of course quite true [that multilateral trade has advantages] – no more or
less than the validity of the statement that under certain competitive conditions general
equilibrium in an economy is maintained by the changing relationships between the fac-
tors of input and their prices. But as you know, real economic life rarely provides a perfect
example of a general theory. Hence the significance of the changes toward planned eco-
nomic development in post-war years. Nowadays, economists have come a long way in ac-
cepting that planned development is not after all impossible, or even irrational, as com-
pared with unplanned development. The next logical step in my way of thinking is to
extend this experience to the sphere of international trade. In any such extension, bilateral
(or triangular, or multilateral) trade agreements would seem to serve in the field of interna-
tional exchange presumably the same purpose as planning is now serving in the domestic
field.

The consensus on the necessity of some planning in the field of international
trade was congruent with the fact that from the 1960s to the 1980s, the UNCTAD
Secretaries-Generals had prior experience in national economic planning in their
home countries. That was for instance the case with Manuel Pérez-Guerrero, UN-
CTAD Secretary-General from 1969 to 1974, who had been Director of the Office
for Coordination and Planning in Venezuela from 1959 to 1963 and Gamani
Corea, UNCTAD Secretary-General from 1974 to 1984, who had been Head of
the Planning Secretariat in Sri Lanka from 1952 to 1960. On the contrary, the Gha-
naian Kenneth Dadzie who was UNCTAD Secretary-General from 1986 to 1994, at
a time when planning ideas had declined, had led a diplomatic career as an am-
bassador – and not as a planner – in several African and European countries be-
fore joining UNCTAD.

In spite of their respective backgrounds as planners, the successive Secreta-
ries-General did not use the term “planning” to deal with international trade. As
showed by the minutes of the Trade and Development Board, they preferred
other words like “stabilization,” “framework” or “forecast.” They might have
avoided use of the term“planning” because they did not want to take a stand
in the rivalries between the so-called “market economies” and the “centrally

 Proceedings of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, 1964, vol.2, Policy
statements, 60–63.
 UNCTAD, ARR 40/1929, box 547, TD 810: Patel to Rosario, 1 June 1967.
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planned economies”. It is yet more convincing to suppose that, heading an in-
ternational organization, they could hardly have supported economic planning
directly, because international trade was too complex a level to be planned
and because it would have been perceived as an infringement of the sovereign-
ties of the member States. More generally, in the discussions at the Trade and
Development Board, where every member-State had a representative, the term
“planning” was mainly used in two contexts. Either it was used for the national
level referring to “national plans,” “economic plans,” “industry planning” or
“technology planning,” which included the socialist countries (until the 1960s
also called “centrally planned economies”), or it was used for the planning of
development, as in the expression “development plans,” which was often linked
with the national level as in the expression “national development plans.”

In this regard, there was little about the use of the term “planning” that dis-
tinguished UNCTAD from the other UN agencies. In the UN, the term appeared in
the 1940s in the context of “housing and town planning” but from the 1960s on
it became closely associated with the notion of “development”. A “Committee
for Development Planning” – also often referred to during the Trade and Devel-
opment Board session – was created in 1966 as a consultative body of experts
chaired by economist Jan Tinbergen, with the task of “making their experiences
in development planning available to the UN for use in the formulation and ex-
ecution of development plans.”¹² More frequently, the term “planning” was used
to describe planning instances in specific countries. Reflecting this selective use
of the term, Maurice Bertrand – a long-life UN civil servant and respected mem-
ber of the “Joint Inspection Unit” – noted in a comprehensive 1969 evaluation
report on the UN system, that “programming methods” were “more and more ef-
ficient,” yet they remained “in a well defined national scope,” He emphasized
that “all the known methods . . . have been put to the service of the States”
and that “such programming is not possible at the level of the UN.”¹³ As in UN-
CTAD vocabulary, the term “planning” was associated with national sovereignty,
which means that any form of planning in the field of international trade implied
a cooperation between States in the first instance.

 Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations, Planning and plan imple-
mentation, Publications des Nations unies (New York: United Nations publications, 1967).
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Promoting policies to reshape world trade
in the 1970s

At the beginning of the 1970s, the end of the Bretton Woods fixed exchange rates
regime and the oil embargo that had changed the world’s power balance were
taken as an opportunity by developing countries to have a declaration adopted
in April 1974 by the UN General Assembly “for the Establishment of a New Inter-
national Economic Order,”¹⁴ which was followed in December by a “Charter of
Economic Rights and Duties of the States.”¹⁵ Like UNCTAD, the NIEO aimed at
redefining the world economic order more in favor of developing countries, with-
out questioning the market mechanisms and without taking a position on the
most desirable economic model at the national level. Identifying itself with
the NIEO program, UNCTAD’s General Secretariat became instrumental in pro-
moting policies aimed at building a new framework for international trade.

Yet the General Secretariat, in UNCTAD as in other UN institutions, had no
decision-making power. The main policy orientations were adopted by the Con-
ference while their implementation depended upon the work carried out by com-
missions formed on an intergovernmental basis and upon the decisions of the
Trade and Development Board as UNCTAD’s executive organ. This is why the UN-
CTAD General Secretariat had to use other, softer means to have new policies
adopted and implemented. On the one hand, it tried to craft a common frame-
work that could reconcile the free market with various conceptions of planning.
At the same time, he sought to build coalitions with different actors, avoiding as
well as using the Cold war divide. This concern for planning as well as for East-
West and North-South relations makes UNCTAD a relevant ground for observing
planning models and how they circulated, coexisted or competed.

With its General Secretariat as the main driver, UNCTAD developed a wide
range and a great variety of policies.¹⁶ The core of UNCTAD activity since its
foundation in 1964 had been the elaboration of new trade regulations more fa-
vorable to the developing countries. This included first and foremost commodi-
ties which made up the largest part of the developing countries’ exports. There
had been some international agreements on olive oil as well as on tin previous
to the foundation of UNCTAD. Not only did UNCTAD help to extend those previ-

 UN, A/RES/S-6/3201, see also http://www.un-documents.net/s6r3201.htm (accessed on 15
February 2017).
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“It is not a Question of rigidly Planning Trade” 291



ous agreements but it also negotiated new ones on sugar, wheat and cocoa,
adopting a so-called “commodity by commodity” approach. Initiated in 1974
and officially adopted by UNCTAD IV in Nairobi in 1976, the “Integrated Program
of Commodities” broke new ground in supporting a systematic approach, pro-
moting the establishment of a common fund and of buffer stocks to stabilize ex-
port earnings while at the same time launching a coordinated round of negotia-
tions on 18 commodities.

Another matter of discussion in trade regulations at UNCTAD was the elab-
oration of a Generalized System of Preference (GSP). According to free trade prin-
ciples, every country should offer others the same conditions as it offered the
most favored country (“most favored nation clause”). That principle was ques-
tioned given that reciprocity and non-discrimination could only work between
countries with similar levels of development. As a result, the GSP was launched
at the second convening of UNCTAD in New Dehli in 1968. UNCTAD II adopted
the reverse principle of the “most favored nation clause” by taking into account
the structural asymmetry between developed and developing countries and by
offering them systematic non-reciprocal preferences and compensating discrim-
ination. The principle of a GSP in the field of manufacture was acknowledged by
the GATT in 1971 but it was only progressively implemented, beginning with the
EEC in 1971.

One of the problems the developing countries faced was their trade depend-
ency on the developed countries’ markets, often continuing previous colonial
trade relations. This is why UNCTAD also supported “economic cooperation be-
tween developing countries” by helping them to create regional market organi-
zations, such as the Andean Group in 1969. However, during the course of
1970, mainly as a result of the embargo led by oil exporting countries, economic
cooperation began to be envisioned as a way to help developing countries devel-
op themselves independently of the developed countries, which was termed “self
reliance.”

A last UNCTAD policy in trade regulation was to promote the trade “between
countries having different economic and social systems,” meaning the trade be-
tween socialist countries and developing countries. UNCDAT acknowledged the
existence of state planned economies and popularized their potential advantag-
es for the developing countries. Socialist economic planning was viewed as more
predictable and thus more likely to bring stability to international markets. Trade
with socialist countries took the form of trade agreements between sovereign
states. They were negotiated and often also had a technical aid dimension
which could be attractive to non-industrialized countries, as industrial plants
made up an important part of exports from socialist countries. In a longer-
term view, state-planned economies had another advantage from the perspective
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of a global mutual economic adjustment. Because of their central and hierarch-
ical character, they were regarded as easier to restructure and more likely to con-
tribute to a new international division of labor. The program adopted by the
countries of the Council for Mutual Economic Aid (CMEA) in Bucharest in 1971
explicitly mentioned their efforts to integrate more trade relations in their
plans, although these were external factors.

The UNCTAD General Secretariat did not limit itself to mere trade regula-
tions. According to its global vision of trade and development, it also worked
on the material and practical conditions of trade. Transport was a problem.
Most of the trade was done through liners owned by companies that were
based in the developed countries and decided freight rates on their own at so-
called “liner conferences.” UNCTAD supported the adoption of a “Code of con-
duct on liner conferences” as well as the creation of national fleets. The difficul-
ties were even greater for landlocked or insular countries, for which UNCTAD
elaborated a special aid program. Not only material but also immaterial infra-
structure played a significant role in trade. This is why legislation on patents
and licenses was also a concern from the beginning of UNCTAD, which led to
the elaboration of an International Code of Conduct for Technology Transfer
in the late 1970s. Likewise, the lack of national insurance and reinsurance sys-
tems in the developing countries worsened the dependence upon the developed
countries. UNCTAD helped the former build their own systems.

In the 1970s, in the new context created by the affirmation of the NIEO, UN-
CTAD’s General Secretariat not only became more assertive in the areas where it
had already developed policies, but it also took the initiative in two new areas.
First, it took the opportunity of the crisis surrounding the Bretton Woods system
to attempt taking over the role of a forum for the setting up of a new internation-
al monetary system. In particular, UNCTAD’s General Secretariat advocated for
the inclusion of the developing countries in that process and for the so-called
“link principle” between Special Drawing Rights and the financing of develop-
ment. Second, UNCTAD’s General Secretariat not only made an attempt at rede-
fining regulations but also at bringing direct help in creating and strengthening
the industrial capacities of the developing countries. It did so by researching
how to use subventions and elaborate “national foreign export plans” as well
as national “technology plans.” Those initiatives were taken in collaboration
with the United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), which
was increasingly influential in the 1970s, as illustrated by the “Program of
Lima” that was adopted at its conference in 1975. This extension from the con-
cern for regulation to the concern for industrialization was accompanied by
the development of “technical aid,” mainly in the form of training, a kind of ac-
tivity that had originally not been envisioned by UNCTAD’s founder and first Sec-
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retary General Raul Prebisch.¹⁷ The concern for the industrialization of develop-
ing countries reflected the long-term project of building a new international di-
vision of labor, which lay at the core of UNCTAD’s endeavors.

Crafting a common intellectual framework

Having those policies adopted was not an easy task. A first means of influence
on member states was upstream work: thanks to its own staff and to numerous
collaborations with external research institutions, UNCTAD’s General Secretariat
was able to demonstrate an expertize capacity that was used to craft an intellec-
tual framework in which the promoted policies would make sense for all parties.
That framework was meant to link planning with free market and was opened to
a wide range of options, from Keynesian market economies to socialist planned
economies.

Regulating the market of commodities

Any proposal that had successfully moved from draft to official policy in fact al-
ready had a long history as a research topic in the various divisions of the General
Secretariat,well before being put on the political agenda. This is well illustrated by
UNCTAD’s attempt at establishing “buffer stocks,” that is, internationally-owned
stocks covering a wide range of commodities in order to stabilize market prices.
The idea was not a new one and had already been formulated – but not adopted
– at the Bretton Woods Conference in 1944.¹⁸ The establishment of buffer stocks
financed by a common fund was set as a goal at UNCTAD’s fourth conference
in Nairobi in 1976.¹⁹ But the topic had been announced and dealt with at the
Trade and Development Board for the first time in 1974²⁰ and UNCTAD’s Commod-
ity Division had been working on it at least since 1969. That year the Commodities

 As stressed by UNCTAD official Paul Berthoud, who described Prebisch in his memoirs as
“rather indifferent to the involvement of UNCTAD in micro-assistance of a technical nature,”
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Division contributed to a study on the “Stabilization of Prices of Primary Products”
initiated by the World Bank,²¹ in which the proposal of buffer stocks was very
clearly articulated.²²

The same year, UNCTAD’s Commodities Division was charged with the task
of working out a framework to prepare the work of an intergovernmental techni-
cal group on buffer stocks. For that purpose, the division commissioned a study
from Sri Lankan economist Lal Jayawardene. That study was to draw on Keynes’
proposals for the establishment of buffer stocks, dating back to 1942 when he
was preparing the Bretton Woods conference. Jayawardene’s study was not sup-
posed to repeat but to adapt Keynes’ proposal to the current situation. In a series
of critical comments written to Jayawardene, UNCTAD researcher Alfred Maizels
underlined that, while Keynesian proposals of buffer stocks were of course rele-
vant, their envisioned implementation was far too limited, Keynes’s view even
being called “extreme laissez-faire.” In Maizels’ mind, buffer stocks should in
fact not only be used for short-term stabilizing purposes, but also for “long-
term action to improve the trend of prices and earnings.”²³ At the same time,
however, Maizel thought that the study should also deal with “supply engage-
ments” in order to respond to the concern of the developed countries that
were affected by the oil embargo. The latter would then be more likely to accept
the principle of buffer stocks.While providing a study to a “technical” group, the
Commodities Division was in fact giving guidelines for the future discussions.

However, that process was not exclusively determined by experts. Each divi-
sion of the General Secretariat was accountable to the Trade and Development
Board where representatives of the member states had a word to say on the ac-
tivity of the divisions, including on their research agendas. This is clearly shown
by the debate over the question of the indexation of the prices of commodities
that polarized the Trade and Development Board in the 1970s. The indexation
was meant to counteract the “deterioration of the terms of trade” between devel-
oping and developed countries. When Secretary General Gamani Corea men-
tioned a study on indexation in 1974,²⁴ he triggered a debate on the very sub-

 UNCTAD, ARR 40/1882, box 409, TD 310/3: Maizels to Macone, 7 August 1969.
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stance of the subject. Whereas the representatives of developing countries em-
phasized “the critical importance [to them] of earnings from exports of primary
commodities,” the representatives of the developed countries stressed the com-
plexity of such a policy as well as its potential negative consequences for all con-
sumer countries including the developing countries.²⁵ In 1975, hot debates were
rekindled when the Secretary-General presented a report on the work of the Ex-
pert Group on Indexation, one representative stating that “this question raised
insoluble problems and that it was practically impossible to establish a scientific
index or to determine objectively the reference prices on which to base indexa-
tion.”²⁶ The debate had practical consequences for the research project: at stake
was the extended funding of a position to have the study on indexation contin-
ued.²⁷ Thus, the production of knowledge had a political dimension from the
start.

Bringing together socialist state planning
and UNCTAD’s action

This political dimension of knowledge production systematically appears in the
work of the Division “for the commerce between countries with different eco-
nomic and social systems” – also called Division for the Trade with socialist
countries or TRADSOC division. A result of a special demand from the USSR dat-
ing back to 1963, this rather small division of five to ten members consisted in the
majority of citizens from socialist countries (mainly from the USSR and from Bul-
garia), supplemented by citizens from developing countries or neutral European
developed countries. The division had the primary goal of promoting trade be-
tween socialist and developing countries and was accordingly tasked with re-
porting on “trends and policies in trade between countries having different eco-
nomic and social systems,” with popularizing “technical assistance projects in
the sphere of trade relations between socialist and developing countries” and
with documenting the “problems of co-ordinating long-term agreements with de-

 UNCTAD, TDB/ A/9615/Rev.1: Report of the Trade and Development Board (12 September
1973– 13 September1974), 1975, 30–31.
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velopment plans and programs in both socialist and developing countries, in-
cluding possibilities of co-operating in planning.”²⁸

Building a coalition involving different and potentially conflicting views on
planning was not an easy task, because of the tensions not only between the
member states but also inside the various General Secretariats divisions. These
kinds of tension clearly appeared during the preparation of a training seminar
for the “planning of foreign export.” First entrusted to the UNCTAD’s New
York Office, the preparation was then transferred to the Research Division in
Geneva that included trade with the socialist countries in the program “to
make the topic a little more concrete,” as trading with planned economies ap-
peared to be a logical way to plan foreign export.²⁹ Disagreeing with that initia-
tive, the New York office took back the project, focusing exclusively on market
matters like protection, forecast, econometric analysis or capital requirements.³⁰

More fundamentally, the TRADSOC division had to counter negative dis-
courses or representations of socialist countries as being unable to trade effi-
ciently with developing countries. First, it had to refute the idea that planned
economies were autarchic economies. When UNCTAD was founded, there was
no clear conception of the role of foreign trade in the socialist planned econo-
mies. Exports were often said to be first of all a means to gain foreign currencies
necessary to pay imports that were needed for the national economy, as stated by
the Soviet expert M.Gousev himself at a UN-funded training session in 1964.³¹ At
exactly the same time, however, East German experts participating in the CMEA
working group that had been formed for the preparation of the first UNCTAD
stressed the necessity to anticipate a change in the current exports of the devel-
oping countries, from primary commodities to more manufactured or semi-man-
ufactured goods. Although the GDR would experience some “adjustment difficul-
ties, since [it had] important production capacities for those commodities in the
country,” this trend was seen as rational and the GDR should be able to find its
place by delivering machines or turnkey industrial plants, thus contributing to a
new division of labor.³² By the beginning of the 1970s, the latter conception had
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become central to the discourse of the TRADSOC division, drawing on the 1971
CMEA Program of Bucharest. The draft statement prepared for the intervention
of the UNCTAD Secretary General at the 1971 session of the Trade and Develop-
ment Board strongly recalled that the “need for rational structural changes in na-
tional economies” appeared “among the priorities in national plans.” As a re-
sult, “the idea of complementing progressively economic structures of the
socialist countries with those of the rest of the world [seemed] to be becoming
more and more part of the planning considerations.”³³

Second, there was the “wrong concept” – as presented in a draft letter to be
sent to the delegates of developing countries in 1970 – that “the import policy in
the socialist countries of Eastern Europe [was] rather a result of arbitrary deci-
sions of the central management without them giving due weight to the existing
demands and preferences of final consumers.” To counter this argument, the di-
vision prepared two studies on the “[d]ecision making process in respect of im-
port in selected socialist countries (the interdependence of central management
and final users)” and on the “[w]ays of introducing new products from develop-
ing countries into selected socialist countries’ markets.”³⁴

A third and final obstacle the division had to deal with was the strong bilat-
eral character of socialist countries’ trade. CMEA integration, which was decided
in the 1971 Bucharest program was supposed to favor multilateral trade, as ex-
plained by the UNCTAD Secretary-General at a session of the Trade and Develop-
ment Board in 1977: “Over the recent past, the bilateral economic relations of so-
cialist countries of Eastern Europe with developing countries are gradually
supplemented by various forms of multilateral co-operation which provide for
greater flexibility in their trade and economic relations.”³⁵ He mentioned the
transferable ruble that enjoyed considerable attention because it was supposed
to be used by socialist countries to pay their trading partners, who in turn could
use that currency to buy products in any other socialist country. The division
even created an ad hoc commission composed of international experts to deal
with the transferable ruble.³⁶ But in the same statement, the UNCTAD Secreta-
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special session of Trade and Development Board, 25 February 1977, 3.
 UNCTAD, ARR 40/1830, box 67, TDO 287/5: Intergovernmental group of experts to study a
multilateral system of payment between the socialist countries of Eastern Europe and develop-
ing countries, October 1977-December 1977.

298 Michel Christian



ry-General had to recognize that “bilateral links will continue to play a predom-
inant role in the future.”³⁷ In a similar statement the same year, he added that
“the transition to multilateralism was a long process.”³⁸

Along with those efforts to clear up any misunderstanding, the division
avoided any glorification of socialist countries’ type of state-planned economy
as opposed to capitalism. Instead, the line of the division for trade with socialist
countries consisted in highlighting again and again the objective positive effects
of state-planned economies on trade with developing countries. In this way, the
division performed a kind of translation from the usual Marxist-Leninist dis-
course to the UNCTAD’s developmental discourse. As a result, some dividing is-
sues were carefully avoided. Among them was the question of the ownership of
the means of production: the very terms of “capitalism” or “capitalist countries”
were not used in the TRADSOC division. But the same division regularly recalled
that any country that wished to trade with the socialist countries first had to es-
tablish some kind of state organization to deal with them, assuming that states
were the only relevant agents in trade matters. Another core issue at UNCTAD,
the idea of development through trade, was also avoided: while showing a
real interest in trade with developing countries, socialist countries were at
odds with the idea of implementing national development plans primarily on
the basis of export earnings. Their representatives at the Trade and Development
Board, unlike the more cautious staff of the TRADSOC division, instead called for
deeper political and social transformation at the national level, having in mind
their own historical path.³⁹

UNCTAD as an agent in the field of economics

As shown above by their cooperation with researchers of the World Bank, UN-
CTAD researchers did not work alone. That was particularly true in the 1970s
in the matter of commodities. UNCTAD’s researchers had a relationship of
trust with some of their World Bank’s counterparts, contributing to a common
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mode of thinking and calling them by their first names and vice versa.⁴⁰ World
Bank official Dragoslav Avramovic, in a letter to Director of UNCTAD’s Commod-
ities Division Bernard Chidzero in 1974, referred for instance to their “stimulating
discussion in Geneva” and shared with him some thoughts on the “adequacy of
current stock levels” and on the possibility that the IMF make resources availa-
ble for the acquisition of stocks.⁴¹ Those relationships show that there were hor-
izontal networks between international organizations, which were likely to play a
role in the production of legitimate knowledge.

However, the majority of UNCTAD studies, as in other international organi-
zations, was not produced internally, but via commissions to experts who were
most often scholars in universities and research institutes. Those studies were
then supervised by UNCTAD’s own staff, as in the case of Lal Jayawardene’s
study on bufferstocks mentioned above. Due to UNCTAD’s status as an interna-
tional organization, its staff came from a great variety of countries. On the con-
trary, the cooperation with non-UNCTAD experts involved a majority of US Amer-
ican universities, like the University of Pennsylvania, Georgetown University or
Cornell University, and British universities, like those of Sussex, Bristol or Man-
chester. In some areas like trade with socialist countries, there was also some co-
operation with French institutions, like the Centre d’Economie internationale des
pays socialistes in the Sorbonne, East German and Soviet institutions, not forget-
ting the ties with numerous foreign trade ministries in the socialist countries.
Among the developing countries, UNCTAD only had strong ties in one country,
India, with Bombay University and the Indian Institute of Foreign Trade in
New Dehli.

Not only did UNCTAD employ economics experts from various, mainly devel-
oped countries, but it also tried to influence the research agenda in economics.
In accordance with its project of building new relations in international trade,
the UNCTAD General Secretariat had a strong interest in macroeconomic models.
Buffer stocks for instance made sense only “on the assumption that the neces-
sary prescience [was] shown in anticipating the trends.”⁴² At the beginning of
the 1970s, macroeconomic modeling was flourishing, with models being elabo-
rated on a global scale as analyzed by Jenny Andersson in her chapter. One of
the most significant among them was the so-called “Link project,” that was
launched in 1969. It immediately caught the attention of UNCTAD’s Commodities
Division researchers, who described it as “a new econometric project trying to
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link models in different countries with a model of network of trade and financial
flows in order to build an econometric world model.”⁴³ As early as December
1969 UNCTAD General Secretary wrote to the leader of the project, Lawrence
Klein from the University of Pennsylvania.⁴⁴ While expressing his support for
the Link project, he also suggested some changes in the orientation of the proj-
ect. First, he emphasized the significance of primary commodities exports for de-
veloping countries, thus asking for a “much finer breakdown of exports than is
contemplated at the present time.” Second, he asked for “longer term projec-
tions,” because it was “important for the long range planning of adjustments
in world trade policies to have some notion of the most important changes to
be expected in the structure of world trade over periods, say, ten years
ahead.” Yet, participants in the Link project seemed to have precisely the oppo-
site interests. They were described by UNCTAD’s researchers as a “relatively ho-
mogenous group with similar interests in short-term projections for developed
countries,” while “the question of international commodity trade” appeared to
them to be “peripheral.” Accordingly, UNCTAD’s researchers saw it as their
task to persuade “them to accept the complication which will inevitably result
for them from introducing commodity trade into the picture.”⁴⁵

On the one hand, their efforts to influence the Link project seemed to be suc-
cessful. In 1977, Secretary General Corea made an announcement to the Trade
and Development Board. By then, the Link project consisted of “72 forecasting
models for developing countries and 36 commodity models of export interest
to developing countries.”⁴⁶ UNCTAD had greatly contributed to the integration
of the developing countries into the model and the same was true for the social-
ist countries that were first mentioned in 1971⁴⁷ and were the subject of a meeting
of experts in Geneva two years later.⁴⁸ Lawrence Klein also referred positively to
UNCTAD participation in his press statements.⁴⁹ In 1976, he saw the future of the
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Link project as an “international development agency” that would work out a
“full global simulation of economic activity.”⁵⁰ On the other side, UNCTAD’s
staff seemed to be completely overwhelmed by the task implied by the project.
As early as 1970, the director of the Commodities Division wrote to the General
Secretary that working out 20 to 25 commodity models in one year would
make a team of 30 necessary, instead of three individuals. In 1973, a member
of the Commodities Division said he doubted whether “we shall have resources
for undertaking studies the usefulness of which would be restricted to the devel-
opment of the LINK model.” While praising the integration of the developing
and socialist countries as well as of the commodities in the Link model, Klein
and his colleagues remained mainly interested in the initial question of the
Link project, as shown by their personal publications.⁵¹ Only a few of his stu-
dents published works on developing countries and intermittently asked the
Commodities Division for help, as economist Kanta Marwah did in 1973.⁵² The
results of UNCTAD’s attempts to influence the research agenda had thus only
been half a success.

Building coalitions

Without the support of a vast majority of member states, it was not possible for
the General Secretariat to have its policies adopted. Thus, while crafting a com-
mon intellectual framework, UNCTAD’s General Secretariat developed an intense
diplomatic activity, maintaining relationships with various countries and organ-
izations in the hope of forming a vast coalition. An initial task of the General Sec-
retariat was of course to maintain unity inside the Group of 77 where very differ-
ent countries coexisted. All were considered as “developing,” but they were at
the same time both large and small, socialist or capitalist, more developed or
less developed. The unity among the Group of 77 became all the more crucial
after the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) decided
on an oil embargo in 1973. With the rebalancing between developing and devel-
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oped countries there was hope for an increase in economic cooperation among
developing countries. Soon after the OPEC decision, the term“self-reliance”
began to be used at the sessions of the Trade and Development Board⁵³ and
was central in the “Program for Collective Self-Reliance” adopted in Arusha in
1979. It took a great deal of diplomatic efforts on the part of the General Secre-
tariat to promote that idea of cooperation among developing countries.

However, at no point did the General Secretariat leave aside cooperation
with the developed countries, without which no global agreement on world
trade was to be found. But the acceptance of the new UNCTAD policies by the
latter was variable and fragile, if not impossible. That was the great weakness
of UNCTAD. In particular, the USA expressed an ongoing hostility towards UN-
CTAD’s new policies in the 1970s, as did other European countries like Great Brit-
ain, France or Belgium. That did not prevent individuals from those countries ex-
pressing their support. British citizen and member of the House Commons
Jeremy Bray for instance wrote several letters to the Secretary General to air
his views on the planning of the markets, drawing on the so-called “control theo-
ry.”⁵⁴ But on the whole, the General Secretariat experienced difficulties in finding
allies among developed countries. Yet, there were at least two cases of successful
diplomatic work, with the socialist countries and with the European Economic
Community (EEC). These two very different and even opposed groups of coun-
tries helped to build a coalition around the newly promoted policies.

The socialist countries:
dealing with the forbidden issue of East-West trade

Socialist countries had strongly supported UNCTAD from the beginning but with
their own agenda.⁵⁵ Evidence from the GDR archives shows that the primary con-
cern of the socialist countries in the phase of preparation for the first UNCTAD
conference in 1964 was not the development of poorer countries, but the removal
of the barriers socialist countries of Eastern Europe were facing when trading
with Western Europe. Only when it became clear that UNCTAD would concen-
trate on development exclusively did they shift their position and support the de-
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mands of the developing countries.⁵⁶ After the foundation of UNCTAD, the social-
ist countries did not give up. They obtained the creation of a division “for the
trade between countries having different economic and social systems,” a convo-
luted wording that left the door open to a possible inclusion of the East-West
trade issue on the agenda. However, that issue was in fact not a priority in the
work program of the division, because UNCTAD was not meant to deal specifi-
cally with trade between countries considered as “developed.”

This is why the socialist countries used their representatives in the Trade and
Development Board sessions to address the matter of East-West trade barriers
and express their demands. Their exchanges with their West European counter-
parts had a quasi-ritual character, Eastern European socialist countries blaming
Western European countries for de facto discrimination, while the latter simply
recalled that East-West trade was already dealt with in the Economic Commis-
sion for Europe, where negotiations were in fact completely deadlocked. As
the very expression of the trade discrimination they allegedly suffered, socialist
countries systematically denounced the EEC. The negative effects of that so-
called “economic grouping of western countries” were regularly discussed on
their initiative as a specific agenda item. For socialist countries it was the occa-
sion to focus on the trade discrimination measures the EEC was supposed to im-
pose not only to them but also to developing countries. They used UNCTAD as a
forum to try to structure the internal power balance around the East-West divide.
The UNCTAD General Secretariat did not counteract that strategy because social-
ist countries regularly backed its proposals.

That diplomatic bargain entered a new phase at the beginning of the 1970s,
with the adoption of the Bucharest Program by the member states of the CMEA
in 1971⁵⁷. The General Secretariat had in fact anticipated that initiative with a
1970 study on the “expansion of trade through the promotion of complementary
economic structures.”⁵⁸ Welcoming that new program in his speech at the 1971
session of the Trade and Development Board, Secretary General Perez-Guerrero
considered that “the idea of co-ordinating progressively the economic structures
of the socialist countries with those of the rest of the world might become more
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and more part of their planning considerations” and drew attention “to the pos-
itive foreign trade impact of the new economic plans which would guide the
economies of the socialist countries of Eastern Europe in the period 1971–
1975.”⁵⁹ As a result of that new interest, the staff of the division for the trade
with the socialist countries grew from five to ten between 1968 and 1983. One
of its tasks now consisted in using the sessions of the Trade and Development
Board to encourage meetings between representatives of the socialist countries
and interested developing countries and enter into talks, which was a first
step towards the conclusion of a trade agreement.⁶⁰ UNCTAD’s General Secretar-
iat also built a new relationship with the CMEA itself, which had not enjoyed a
great deal of interest so far, not even in the TRADSOC division.⁶¹ Secretary Gen-
eral Corea paid the first official visit to the CMEA’s headquarters in Moscow in
1975. As a result of that initial contact, the TRADSOC division soon asked
CMEA for studies on industrialization and leveling of regional development
gaps⁶² as well as on the possibilities of interregional trade.⁶³

That initiative was not without benefit for the socialist countries. Promoting
trade between socialist countries and developing countries was also an opportu-
nity to spread their specific model of state-planned economy. The attractiveness
of that model in UNCTAD reached its zenith in the second half of the 1970s. In a
1976 policy paper prepared by the TRADSOC division from the perspective of UN-
CTAD IV in Nairobi, economic national planning and UNCTAD’s goals were al-
most made identical: “In view of the growing role of planning in developing
countries’ economic management in recent years and the rich experience of
the socialist countries of Eastern Europe in this sphere, multilateral effort in
the field of planning could be of particular importance in the context of UN-
CTAD’s contribution to the establishment of a new international economic
order.”⁶⁴ Likewise, a 1979 study by the same division not only described the pos-
itive effects of the socialist planned economies on trade with developing coun-
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tries, but also how those countries had progressively come to adopt some fea-
tures of the socialist planned economies.⁶⁵ The will to spread the socialist
model of economic planning was also congruent with the fact that every trade
agreement with a socialist country involved the state as a contracting party
even in a market economy, thus strengthening its role as an economic actor.
When participating in a seminar with representatives of developing countries,
staff members of the TRADSOC division stressed the necessity of “an appropriate
mechanism at the governmental level, bringing together various organizations
and enterprises of the partner countries.”⁶⁶ The division for trade with socialist
countries also gave a lot of attention to the “mixed commissions” that were cre-
ated between the trading partners and worked as a channel to exert influence on
their economic model.⁶⁷

Another significant benefit for the socialist countries resulted from a revision
of the General Secretariat’s previous policy of not dealing with East-West trade.
As it was not possible to address intra-European matters in UNCTAD, the General
Secretariat chose an indirect strategy by making a case for the so-called “trilat-
eral industrial co-operation.” That co-operation resulted mainly from the context
of the détente. It was intended to associate economic actors (business organiza-
tion as well as governmental agencies) from the socialist countries and from the
capitalist developed countries in a third, developing country⁶⁸. The idea was for-
mulated as early as 1969 in a proposal made by a representative of developing
countries to have those countries participate “as sub-contractors in East-West in-
dustrial co-operation projects.”⁶⁹ In fact, the idea of socialist and capitalist de-
veloped countries cooperating for the benefit of developing countries enjoyed
great support among the Group of 77. In this spirit, the TRADSOC division con-
ducted surveys of such cooperative ventures, analyzed them, and formulated rec-
ommendations to promote the practice. Accordingly, the division held a seminar
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on the subject in December 1975.⁷⁰ Division director Mikhail Davydov went on to
participate in a conference organized by the GDR Academy of Sciences in Dres-
den in March 1976⁷¹ that was attended by academics from the United States, the
USSR, Poland, and Great Britain. The division also published two studies on that
topic in 1979 and 1984.⁷² Yet, while officially supporting cooperation for the ben-
efit of the developing countries, socialist countries had their own interest in par-
ticipating. Due to the technological asymmetry between East and West, they
would actually benefit from the transfer of technology that was intended for de-
veloping countries. This is why trilateral industrial cooperation appeared to be
the magic formula that would satisfy everyone.

EEC: the good boy of UNCTAD?

In July 1971, the member states of the EEC became the first developed countries
to implement their “system of preferences” towards developing countries. It
formed the first part of the General System of Preferences, designed by UNCTAD
to favor the exports of manufactures from developing countries. Other European
countries would only follow in 1973, like Hungary and Sweden, while the USA
would wait until 1976. By 1971, the establishment of a common external tariff
was a recognized advantage of the EEC. But that achievement of the EEC system
of preferences was also the result of close work between the EEC and UNCTAD.
In preparing the future system, the Commission worked closely with the UN-
CTAD Manufacture Division. As early as 1966, the Assistant Director of the Man-
ufacture Division, Harry Stordel, mentioned an “informal contact” he wished to
strengthen with Di Martino, from the EEC External Relations General Directorate.
Calling him his “dear friend,” Di Martino sent material about tariff matters to
Stordel the same year. In 1968, Stordel in turn sent documents to Di Martino,
stressing that he should “treat them as having been given to [him] on an infor-
mal basis” and that he should “ensure that they are not at any stage quoted as
an official source.”⁷³ One month later, the Director of the Manufacture Division,
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Rangaswami Krishnamurti, forwarded a study on the rule of origin to the EEC
Director-General for External Relations Axel Herbst,⁷⁴ who acknowledged re-
ceipt, saying he was “greatly impressed” by that work.⁷⁵ The same year, Krishna-
murti went to Brussels and after his return to Geneva, wrote to Herbst: “My dis-
cussions in Brussels on the subject of tariff preferences were most helpful and
provided me with the opportunity to establish the necessary contacts with the
officials in the various departments in the Commission.”⁷⁶

In addition to that working relationship, UNCTAD Deputy Secretary General
Stein Rossen also had ties with the European Parliament, as shown by the letter
he wrote to its President in 1970 in thanks for the support the Parliament gave to
the General System of Preferences.⁷⁷ Likewise, the Secretary General of UNCTAD
himself, accompanied by the main division’s directors, paid several official visits
to Brussels, where he met the successive Presidents of the European Commission
– Jean Rey in March 1969,⁷⁸ Franco Malfatti in May 1971⁷⁹ and Sicco Mansholt in
November 1972.⁸⁰ The relationship with Mansholt, which was especially friendly,
seemed to rely on common ideals and when he left the European Commission,
Perez-Guerrero wrote to him personally: “We in UNCTAD have felt always that
you were one of us in this fight for justice in the international economic relations
which at present are so much lacking of it.”⁸¹

For the European Commission, the commitment to the General System of
Preferences was not merely a way of helping the developing countries. Since
the achievement of the customs union in 1968, it in principle had the ability
to set the external common tariff, and working on a system of preferences was
an opportunity for the EEC to assert its new competence in foreign trade simply
by implementing it. However, that involvement was also causing problems be-
cause, like other UN organizations, UNCTAD was based first of all on sovereign
nations, and international organizations like the EEC were not supposed to have
more than an observer status.Yet, in the meetings on manufacture and commod-
ities, the EEC representatives claimed an exclusive right and power in the name
of the member states, which led the Director of the Manufacture Division Krish-
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namurti to ask for internal legal advice.⁸² UNCTAD’s lawyers’ opinion was to
allow only a limited participation of the EEC.⁸³ But UNCTAD’s officials who
worked with EEC representatives expressed a different opinion: in the Manufac-
ture Division, Stordel supported EEC’s participation as such, as was already the
case in the GATT;⁸⁴ in the Commodities Division, Assistant Director Unsworth
suggested the EEC be given a status “somewhat more different from that of a
mere observer.”⁸⁵ Secretary General Perez-Guerrero again asked UNCTAD’s
Legal Counsel about the status of the EEC “as observer or as participating
fully,” stressing the difference between the committees’ meetings on manufac-
ture or commodities and the sessions of the Trade and Development Board,
where only states could sit. The Legal Counsel acknowledged it and suggested
a status as participant without the right to vote, seating them next to represen-
tatives of EEC member states. But it also invited the EEC to “recognize that it
would not be in its interests to process for a more formal status, to the point
of arousing opposition from members of the body concerned,” probably bearing
in mind socialist countries’ hostility towards the EEC.⁸⁶

To link the EEC to UNCTAD’s project of building a new economic order was
an achievement that resulted largely from the personal ties and good working re-
lationships formed at the lower level. Beside that achievement, there was how-
ever a matter of permanent concern in UNCTAD: the EEC led its own trade and
development policy towards African and Asian countries that had been under
colonial rule by the European countries⁸⁷. Until the Treaty of Rome was signed
in 1957, France had negotiated very hard to ensure its colonies the same trade
privileges in the EEC as the metropolitan territory. Those privileges were then
granted in 1963 and renewed in 1969 for the newly independent states that sign-
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ed the Yaoundé Agreement.⁸⁸ The Lomé Convention of 1975 not only extended
trade preferences to new, former British colonial countries, forming the African,
Caribbean and Pacific Group of States (ACP), but it also introduced some new
stabilization mechanisms. The most important among them was the STABEX
(Système de Stabilisation des Recettes d’Exportation), a kind of regional com-
mon stabilization fund that was strikingly similar to the buffer stocks dealt
with at UNCTAD.⁸⁹ On the one hand, the Lomé Convention seemed to be in
line with UNCTAD’s project and even to be ahead of it. On the other hand,
such a regional trade organization ran counter the very principles of UNCTAD
by maintaining and strengthening ties with the former metropolitan countries
and preventing the new independent developing countries from trading with
their neighboring countries, thus hampering economic cooperation between
the developing countries.

The EEC’s policy of “association” was internally criticized in UNCTAD itself.
This is for instance how the Deputy Secretary of the Trade and Development
Board, Moses Adebanjo, understood “association”:

There is a strong international pressure for the removal of barriers to trade and for gaining
freer access to world markets especially for products exported by the developing countries.
Association is incompatible with the the objectives of UNCTAD as it creates artificial eco-
nomic relationships between the metropolitan states and the associated countries and
also restricts through the ingenious contrivance of reverse preferences the developing coun-
tries’ choice of suppliers.⁹⁰

This suspicion of the EEC policy of association was also reflected in the fact that
the Joint Assembly of EEC and ACP countries established by the Lomé Conven-
tion was not recognized before 1990, when Secretary General Dadzie wrote an
official Letter to its then president Leo Tindemans.⁹¹ During the sessions of
the Trade and Development Board, the association policy was regularly under
attack from the socialist countries as well as from some developing countries.
In 1973, as the Convention was discussed, one representative stated for instance
that association “constituted a threat to the principle of non-discrimination and
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faced the developing countries with a new form of discriminatory policy.”⁹² An-
other asserted that “compensation for commodities imported from ‘associable’
countries were intended to destroy the unity of developing countries.”⁹³ An
EEC spokesman tried to recall that the EEC “had paid special attention to the in-
terests and the preoccupations of developing countries.”⁹⁴ He especially present-
ed the Lomé Convention as an extension of the General System of Preferences to
the field of commodities.⁹⁵ In 1975, as the Convention had been signed, he went a
step further by calling it “an example of the way in which common problems
could be tackled.”⁹⁶ It must be stressed that not all developing countries were
hostile to that policy, as shown by the statement of by a representative from
one of the beneficiary countries, stating that the Lomé Convention was “a useful
example of the type of treatment that must be accorded to all developing coun-
tries.”⁹⁷ The fact that the developing countries did not share the same views on
the one hand and desired to save the good results obtained with the General Sys-
tem of Preferences on the other hand, might explain why the General Secretariat
did not make a case against the Lomé Convention.

Conclusion: the decline of UNCTAD

In the 1970s, UNCTAD’s strength rested not only on the political consensus
among the developing countries in the Group of 77, but also on its ability to in-
volve developed countries from the West as well as from the East. UNCTAD’s
General Secretariat managed to do that by crafting a common intellectual frame-
work in which Keynesian views on market regulation could coexist with state
planning, while making diplomatic trade-offs with groupings of countries like
the socialist countries or international organizations like the EEC.

However, most of the policies promoted by UNCTAD were implemented very
slowly, if at all, because they were confronted by a strong reluctance from devel-
oped countries. That reluctance culminated in Ronald Reagan’s refusal to go into
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further into discussions at the Conference of Cancun in 1981, thus putting an end
to the NIEO process. In a lucid report he wrote to the new Secretary General, Ken-
neth Dadzie, in 1986, Commodities Division’s Director Ashiabor gave a negative
assessment of the previous ten years since the NIEO program had been adopt-
ed.⁹⁸ At the same time, differentiation had been increasing among the develop-
ing countries, with the South Asian countries booming, the South American
countries suffering from a deep financial crisis and the majority of the “least de-
veloped” countries remaining in Africa. The basis of consensus was crumbling
among the developing countries, while developed countries were not as ready
as before to collaborate.

At the level of UNCTAD’s divisions, it is possible to document the deteriora-
tion of the coalitions built in the 1970s. For instance, the EEC’s status in Com-
modities or Manufacture Committee was again questioned in a 1982 letter
from the General Secretariat’s Legal Council⁹⁹ and no solution was found in
the following years. At committee sessions, EEC member states were not allowed
to group themselves under a common ‘EEC’ sign. The interdivision tensions
about the socialist countries also rose: the “consultative machinery” that had
been created to facilitate trade contacts between the developing and the socialist
countries was now criticized by the Manufacture Division, whose proposal it was
to integrate it into the Special Committee for the General System of Preferen-
ces.¹⁰⁰ Staff members of the TRADSOC division were increasingly confronted
with the view that the socialist countries had protectionist practices too, and
they struggled in response to present a “correct picture” of those countries.¹⁰¹
Such criticism gave the impression that the TRADSOC was losing ground: in
1986, division director Evgeni Krasnov expressed his feeling to the Secretary Gen-
eral that his division was excluded from preparations for the forthcoming UN-
CTAD.¹⁰²

The very intellectual framework that had made it possible to conceive such
coalitions was under severe strain. The assumption that laid the basis for the
NIEO was national sovereignty, which was congruent with the legitimacy of
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state intervention and planning in the economic field. But in the 1980s, as a re-
sult of the rise of neoliberal economic conceptions. Many countries shifted their
policies accordingly, not only in Europe and North America, but also among de-
veloping countries, like India, South Korea or Vietnam. By redefining the role of
the state, the neoliberal ideology also broke the framework that combined
Keynesian regulation and socialist state planning as two forms of economic
planning in a continuum. In that sense, the failure of the NIEO and UNCTAD
was first of all a failure of the state as a political model.

It is true that during the 1980s, UNCTAD’s Secretariat General promoted a
range of policies that relied on state intervention: among others, it supported
the idea of state trading and of “countertrade”¹⁰³ and helped to found the Asso-
ciation for State Trading Organization (ASTRO) in 1984, meant as an expression
of “self-reliance,”¹⁰⁴ by organizing a training seminar to promote it in 1980.¹⁰⁵
However, the initial project of planned world trade resulting from a multilateral
dialogue between equal nations had in fact shrunk to a handful of countries
practicing countertrade due to their lack of currency and levels of indebtedness.
This was very far from the initial project of the New International Economic
Order, which aimed to “correct inequalities and redress existing injustices,
make it possible to eliminate the widening gap between the developed and
the developing countries and ensure steadily accelerating economic and social
development and peace and justice.”¹⁰⁶ Founded in 1994, the World Trade Or-
ganization (WTO) represented a new attempt at establishing a new world trade
order, yet it was based on free trade principles that were completely contrary
to NIEO’s and UNCTAD’s principles and contributed to the marginalization of
those organizations. The WTO experienced few successes and many contesta-
tions. With the ongoing crisis of multilateralism from the failure of the Doha
Round to the present situation, a new fair world trade order is still ahead of us.
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