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#WHATIF

MEMO
German Council on Foreign Relations

On January 1, 2030, a cold fog seeps over the headquarters of the World Trade Organization from Lake Geneva. This day 
should mark the WTO’s 35th birthday, but there are no big celebrations. The halls of the stately building, which once buzzed 
with activity, are empty. The WTO, which for decades ensured rule-based trade and held power politics at bay, is all but 
dead. China and the United States have long abandoned the organization and the EU recently followed. This scenario not 
only illustrates where forsaking multilateral cooperation can lead but also provides context for better navigating today’s 
challenging geo-economic environment.

DISCONNECTION AND 
MUTUAL MISTRUST

The 2030s begin with the world divid-
ed into three economic blocs – led by 
the United States, China, and the EU 
– that are surrounded by a fragment-
ed scattering of national markets. In 
the absence of the WTO, all countries 
have raised their average tariff levels to 
way above 20 percent, not least because 
they have identified so many products, 
from those used in agriculture to semi-
conductors, as relevant for national se-
curity. Fora like the G20 and even the 
G7 have been abandoned because their 
informal nature was not strong enough 
to bridge divides.

EU member states have banded togeth-
er behind these high tariffs, and Euro-
pean industry is losing competitiveness. 
Prices for consumer goods, technolo-
gy, and food are skyrocketing. Germany 
and other European countries increas-
ingly need to hand out income support 
to cushion the standard-of-living crisis 
– not only to poorer households but al-
so the middle class. This helps explain 
why Marine le Pen was elected in 2027, 
and why the European Commission is 

now presided over by a French politi-
cian from the right-wing populist par-
ty Rassemblement National. 

For its part, Germany no longer has 
the capacity to serve as a more liberal 
counterweight to France: Still mired in 
recession, it is also struggling with do-
mestic right-wing populist movements. 
Berlin has permitted the EU to adopt a 
“Fortress Europe” approach to econom-
ic autonomy, with Brussels heavily sub-
sidizing the creation of “European Only” 
champions such as high-speed train 
production and batteries, accelerating 
the destruction of global supply chains.

In addition, the three blocs have intro-
duced mutually incompatible technical 
standards on goods, further diminish-
ing global trade. Due to a lack of co-
operation among Beijing, Washington, 
and Brussels, institutions such as the 
International Standards Organiza-
tion have lost their rationale and been 
shuttered. Companies can only pro-
duce for one regional market, causing 
them to lose the benefits of economies 
of scale and making them more vulner-
able to the economic and political situ-
ation in that region.

For a decade now, the world econo-
my has continuously been on the brink 
of a deep recession. Developing and 
least-developed countries, the poorest 
of the poor, are suffering most. Income 
inequality, poverty, and hunger are ris-
ing worldwide.

THE POPULIST MOVEMENT 
MAKES A GLOBAL IMPACT

After Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 
2022 and the emergence of an increas-
ingly illiberal and aggressive China, 
the world slid into recession. Inflation 
skyrocketed, reaching levels of over 
15 percent, and states tightened their 
monetary policy. The results were di-
sastrous: curbed investments, rising 
unemployment, and growing income 
inequality. Winter 2023/2024 proved 
particularly painful as cold tempera-
tures held countries in their grip, and 
many households were unable to pay 
their high heating bills. While some 
governments were able to buffer the 
recession through greater public 
spending, they quickly ran out of fis-
cal space. 
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Consequently, populist movements 
gained traction in many countries. In 
November 2024, Donald Trump was 
elected US President for the second 
time. His first day in office began with 
him again tearing up the global rule-
book, withdrawing US membership 
from the WTO. Trump also fell into his 
old habit of painting the EU as a foe – a 
parasite on the US economy, an unreli-
able partner against China – and aban-
doned all dialogue with it. 

China, still under the presidency of 
Xi Jinping, soon followed the United 
States out of the WTO but for differ-
ent reasons. It had successfully cre-
ated Chinese Champions through 
massive subsidies, lessening its depen-
dence on trade. This national success 
precipitated China’s abandonment of 
the G20 in 2027. As for the G7, start-
ing in 2028, it met only at a techni-
cal level, as there were no longer any 
overlapping interests in trade, climate, 
and other global challenges – and the 
smallest of the seven members were 
getting smaller still.

It was only a matter of time before 
the EU abandoned the WTO as well. 
The triumph of Marine Le Pen in 2027 
had changed Europe’s attitude toward 
global cooperation. Even in the run-up 
to her election, the new buzz phrases 
in Brussels were “national champions” 
and “strategic autonomy” – the less 
dependence on others the better. This 
led to increased subsidies and higher 
tariffs in Europe, significantly lowering 
the standard of living.

FROM A DIVISION OF LABOR 
TO EUROPE ON ITS OWN

Starting in 2024 with the reelection of 
Donald Trump, it became clear that 
power politics in trade were there to 
stay. With the United States abandon-
ing the WTO, the EU started to realize 
the value of the existing fabric of pref-
erential trade agreements with Afri-
can, Asian, and American countries as 

a safety net for rules-based trade. It 
soon finished and ratified several out-
standing trade agreements to enhance 
economic partnerships. 

Most German parties agreed to this on 
the grounds that it was the only way to 
support growth and forge international 
alliances in the new geo-economic en-
vironment. However, with the election 
of Marine Le Pen and the dominance 
of French politics at the EU level, this 
strategy was quickly abandoned in fa-
vor of subsidizing EU economies and 
decreasing economic interdepen-
dence. The EU only focused on ne-
gotiating deals with select countries 
to secure critical raw materials and 
energy.

Due to high debt, the European Union 
loses its triple A rating, the best giv-
en by international credit rading agen-
cies. To counter this, its member states 
– including Germany – agree to im-
plement the banking union. Countries 
that were previously opposed to it now 
assent. At the same time, strict restric-
tions on outward foreign direct invest-
ment are introduced to protect the 
EU. To support the euro, the Europe-
an Central Bank must repeatedly inter-
vene in currency markets. 
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