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. The moment of truth:

. WTO members confront the challenge of retonciling'

_; . the WTO s trade paradigm with development goals

By | Carin Smaller and Soph|a l\/lurphy

The debate on food and livelihood sccunty and rural devclopmcnt in the World
: Tradé Orgam/anon (WTO) Doha negotiations on aguculturc has come to a
head. The debate was tnggercd by recent proposals from the U.S., Thailand and
Malaysia, and a-framework paper on special pr oducts (SPs) from the Chair of the
i agricultare talks, Ambassador Crawford Falconer of New Zealand. On May 11
the G—33—the Group of 33 also known as the Alliance on Special Products and
P a Special Safeguard Mechanism, and now comprlscd of 42 WT'O members—
“joined with the Aftican Group, Least Developed Countries (LDCs) and the -
! Africa-Caribbean- Pac1ﬁc‘(A‘CI’) group to voice their protest at what they saw to -
be a misrcprcschtation.of the ncgoﬁﬁdohs to date. The ambassadors of Indone-
: ‘sia and the Philippincs issded a joint press statement to complaiﬁ that the ‘ellair’s
' framework papcr failed to capture the G-33’s development concerns and sccmcd ‘
“to pre]udgc the question.of how many tariff lines might be needed to make SPs
i operational. The framework paper dismisses the G-33 proposal (of at lcast 20.

percent.of all agucultme tariff lines) as far too generous

' New Zealand’s Ambassador Crawford Falconer’s reference peper points to the.
eli’fﬁculties and uncertainties of establishing indicatofsv based on:food and live-
lihood security, particularly given the diversity of situations both among.and
i within WTO members. His paper instead encourages the debate to focus on
numbcrs how many tariff lines should get how much additional ﬂcx1b1hty to
{ maintain rclanvcly higher tariffs. No doubt Ambassador Falconer sees this as
a practical way of moving the debate forward. Yet his illustration of two (un-

: named) developing countries that could use 20 percent of their tariff lines to in
fact protect upwards of 94 percent of the value of their import trade in agricul-

1 ture is an illustiation of how arbitrary the use of numbers in tariff lines is. Logi-

, cally, the same two countries could—if they chose—use 80 percent of their tanff
lines to protect 6 perccnt or less of their import value. The point is surely that
{ WTO members need to struggle with some qualitative mcasurcs; and not just '

¢ numbers.

Falconer’s shift to a numeric focus, elearly supported by a number of WI'O
members while strongly resisted by the G-33 and others, is a rnissed opportu-
nity to show that the WTO really can accommodate development priorities. It

¢ is precisely the inability of the current trade rules to cope with qualitative differ-




ences—either within membérs’ different economic sectors or among developing countries as a group—that has done
so much to damage the WIO’s credibility in the eyes of the many civil society organizations and 1ndccd the general

publicin a numbcr of dcvclopmg countries..

Since \VTO members agreed to the Doha Agcnd';\ at the fourth WTO ministerial conference in Doha in November
2001, a number of developing countties (many of them now members of the G-33) have argued tirelessly for th_e'
inclusion of mechanisms that would allow developing countries the policy space to protect rural development priorities
within the framework of the renegotiated Agreement on Agricﬁlture In July 2004, the G-33 succes;sfully convinced |
the WI'O membetship to. include SPs and the SSM in the “July Package,” which ensured the mechanisms a place in
the final agreement with the details still to be worked out. Since then the G-33 have engaged in extensive worlk, both |
at the national level and in Geneva, to develop a set of indicators to determine which kinds of products should be -
eligible for ¢ spcc1a1” treatment and what that treatment should be. Similarly, thcy have worked to define rules for the”
opelauon of a new SSM.

At the sixth WTO rmmstenal conferénce, hcld in Hong Kong in December 2005, WTO members agreed that devel-
oping countries would be allowed to selﬁdeslgnate special products with a ceiling established by a still to be defined .
percentage of all tanff lines. The designation is to be “guided by indicators based o the criteria of food security, liveli-
hood security and rural development.” In addition, the G-33 succeeded in getting agreement for both a price and a

volume trigger for the SSM, over the objections of many developed and some-developing countries.

WTO mémbﬁrs are now struggling to conclude the Doha Round (the agriculture and nonagricultufal market access .
talks were due to be concluded on April 30, but governments again failed to meet the deadline). WT'O members have
been discussing SPs and the SSM, alongside a number of other issues on the agriculture agcnda Several WT'O mem-
bers that are most skeptical of the mechanisms, such as the U.S., Malaysia and Thailand, have submitted contributions |
of their own. These contributions, particularly those from Malaysia and Thailand, shed light on just how difficult it is

for trade negotiations framed by the Doha agenda to properly take account of development concerns.

The U.S. proposal focuses on numbers rather than qualitative indicators. The U.S. proposal establishes a target of five
tariff lines (out of a rough average of +2000 agricultural tariff lines notified pcf WTO member) and includes several
criteria to limit the tariff lines eligible for SP treatment. Agricultural products are notified to the WTO ata detailed
levcl so, for example, instead of notlfymg “dzury” as one product, a country will notlfy cream, sklm milk powder, yel-

low cheese, white cheese and so on each as a separate tariff line.

The U.S. proposal shows it is not interested in accommodating the development needs outlined by the G-33 (and, '
indeed, by the Africa Group, LDCs and ACP). To suggest five tariff lines at the detailed level used at the WTO could
adequately address food and livelihood security and rural dcvelopment concerns in developing countries is astonish-
ing. The result of the proposal has been to worsen the already strained relations among negotiators; the G-33, together
with many of the WI'Q’s smallest and weakest members, are insulted, and with good reason. The U.S. proposal ig-
nores the extensive range of proposals, submissions and ministerial declarations made by G-33 countnes over the past
few years on SPs and the SSM.

The proposals from Thailand and Malaysia focus on the chaﬂcnge of how to deal with pom producers who are inte-
grated into export agriculture production systems. Thailand gives the example of rice farmers and Malaysxa that.of palm
oil producers. In Malaysia, 41 percent of palm oil producers are small-scale farmers. The Thai and Malaysian proposals

claim the development of export markets for commodities such as rice and palm oil has made significant inroads against



‘economic diversity, and who are least able to provide alternative livelihoods when workers are displaced.

There is no simple solution fo thesé complex challenges, but a few things are clear, First, trade liberalization is not an

end to be pursued without regard to other objectives. Trade is a tool and it needs a careful and pragmatic framework .

"~ to work effectively. Second, South-South trade is an important and gr ovvmg phcnomcnon The challenge i to smve

for its emergerice’ along lines that best promote the welfare of thc countties involved, and in particular the Wwelfare of

|
]
|
?
i

the poorest within those countries. Increased trade volumes are a poor indicator of the quality of tladc takmg place.
Third, to address the enormous complexities and uncertainties of food security and rural livelihoods i in a trade negotia”
tion requires something less crude than a ceiling on the number of tanff lines. It rcqun ¢s strong and respected input-
‘ from other multilateral agencies and government officials with the requ1s1tc expcrtlsc If criteria ate hard to determine .
‘and easy to hide behind, then WI'O members must find some way of ]udglng the criteria (and their application) w1th
. experts who know something about rural hvehhoods and food security. T his is ot a. task for trade lawyers alonc

v

Were thé multilateral {:ladc agenda propcrly intcgratcd into the Wider multilateral system of governance such an ap-
proach Would be obvious. Instead, WTO members have ‘deliberately chosen to kecp the WTO mandate outside the

L)

broader multilateral system and therefore strong social and economic policies do not find their place in the talks. The
concept of food and liveliiood security and rural development are now firmly in place in the Doha Round. How WwIO
. members decide to resolve the issues will test whether WTO members can confront the challengc of rcconcﬂmg thc

currcnt trade paradlgm with d‘evelopmcnt goals T
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