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E C O N O M I C G L O B A L I Z AT I O N I N V O LV E S the most fun-
damental redesign and centralization of the world’s
political and economic arrangements since the Industrial
Revolution. Yet the profound consequences of these
changes have been exposed to almost no serious public
scrutiny or debate. Despite the scale of the global
reordering, our elected officials, our educational insti-
tutions, and the mass media have made no credible
efforts to describe what is being formulated, to explain
its root philosophies and its inner workings, or to
explore its multi-dimensional effects. The occasional
descriptions offered by the media or government usu-
ally come from global corporations or the great new
global trade bureaucracies, such as the World Trade
Organization (WTO). Because they are the leading
advocates and beneficiaries of this new order, the
visions they offer are unfailingly positive, even utopian:
Globalization will be a panacea for all our ills.

Thus far, the optimism is unwarranted. The single,
clearest, most direct result of economic globalization to
date is a massive global transfer of economic and politi-
cal power away from national governments and into the
hands of global corporations and the trade bureaucracies
they helped create. This transfer of power is producing
dire consequences for the environment, human rights,
social welfare, agriculture, food safety, workers’ rights,
national sovereignty, and democracy itself.

The WTO is the primary rule-making regime of the
globalization process. Its 134 member countries have
ceded to it vast authorities and powers that once resided
within their own bodies politic. In only five years of
existence the WTO has come to rival the International
Monetary Fund as the most powerful, secretive, and
anti-democratic international body on earth. It is rap-
idly assuming the mantle of a bona fide global government
for the “free trade era,” and it actively seeks to broaden
its powers and reach.
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Children line up for the latrine in this slum outside the business center of Jakarta, Indonesia. According to the 1999 United Nations
Human Development Report, even though net capital flows have skyrocketed in countries such as Indonesia as a result of economic
globalization, the gap between the rich and poor within such countries has increased by dizzying proportions. The UN report directly
blames the inequalities of the global trading system for the widening gap.
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T H E C E N T R A L O P E R AT I N G P R I N C I P L E of the WTO is
that global commercial interests—actually, the inter-
ests of global corporations—should always supersede
all others. Any obstacles to the smooth operation and
rapid expansion of global corporate activity should be
suppressed. In practice, however, these “obstacles” are
national, provincial, state and community laws and
standards that are made on behalf of labor rights, envi-
ronmental protection, human rights, consumer rights,
local culture, social justice, national sovereignty, and
democracy. Such standards of nations are viewed by
the WTO and global corporations as impediments to
“free trade,” when they are actually national expres-
sions of democratic processes within individual coun-
tries that reflect local values, cultures, and interests, as
we will see repeatedly throughout this document. The
WTO’s role is to expand the freedom of movement
and rights of access for corporations, while diminish-
ing the rights and options of nation-states and citizen
movements to regulate commerce for the sake of
human beings and nature.

The WTO was formed in 1995 by an agreement
among 125 countries (since expanded to 134) and
was given powers far greater than have ever been
granted to any international body, including the three
primary characteristics of governments: executive,
legislative, and judicial authority. 

Operating from Geneva, Switzerland, with an
administrative staff of 500 people, the WTO has now
incorporated within itself more than 20 separate inter-
national agreements, including the once-dominant
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The
WTO has full executive authority over all these accords.

The WTO’s legislative authority stems from its
ability to strike down the domestic laws, programs,
and policies of its member nations and to compel
them to establish new laws that conform to WTO
rules. This authority extends beyond the national
government level, all the way to provinces, states,
counties, and cities.

The WTO’s judicial powers are expressed through
its Dispute Settlement Body (DSB). This is comprised

of panels of corporate and trade lawyers and officials
with no education or training in social or environ-
mental issues, who preside in secret hearings as final
judges and arbiters of disputes among members. As
discussions of individual cases will show, the ruling of
a dispute resolution panel may have profound impacts
on workers, society, and nature in all countries. 

Unlike other international bodies, including the
United Nations, the WTO has also been granted
extraordinary enforcement powers. It has the ability to
demand compliance from its members, and to coerce
and force compliance where necessary by means of a
variety of disciplines, penalties, and trade sanctions
which can be so economically severe that even the
largest nations must yield. 

That member nations should have granted such
powers to an unelected, non-transparent, virtually
invisible global body is surprising in itself. But the sub
rosa manner by which most member nations rapidly
approved this transfer of sovereign powers was scan-
dalous. If the public and the legislative bodies in the
United States and other countries had been fully
informed about what was being given away to global
corporations and their bureaucracies, there is little
chance that we would now have a WTO in anything
like its current form.

The purpose of this report is to help begin a public
dialogue about the WTO, and to provide some basic
information about its policies and operating philoso-
phies, its inner dynamics and powers, its rulings, and
its enormous impacts upon human beings, nature, and
democracy.

invisible government
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E C O N O M I C G L O B A L I Z AT I O N S E E K S to integrate and
merge the economic activity of all countries on the
planet within a single, homogenized model of devel-
opment. Countries with cultures and traditions as varied
as those of India, Sweden, Thailand, Brazil, France, or
Bhutan are all meant to adopt the same tastes, values,
and lifestyles, and to be served by the same global cor-
porations, fast food restaurants, clothing chains, tele-
vision, and films. The homogenous model serves the
efficiency needs of the largest corporations, allowing them
to duplicate their efforts on an ever-expanding terrain.

The globalization process has some key character-
istics: free trade, deregulation, and privatization of as much
economic activity as possible, and the rapid commodification
of every remaining aspect of life. These include the
few remaining pristine elements of “the commons,”
elements of life that have so far been outside the trad-
ing system: culture, fresh water, seeds, and the genet-
ic structures of life. All are being privatized and com-
modified as part of the globalization project.

The ideological heart of this model is free trade
(now often called “trade liberalization”) which demands
the elimination of national regulations, laws, or tariffs
that slow down corporations and their investments as
they move across national borders. The goal is global
integration in order to achieve greater and cheaper
access to scarce resources, new markets, and cheap
labor, wherever they are. More recently, free trade has
also begun to apply to capital itself (i.e., currency, stocks,
etc.), which is now traded at a higher volume than
global trade in goods and services. Modern information
technology has made it possible to shift unimaginably
large sums of money instantaneously, across borders,
anywhere in the world, at the strike of a computer key.
This has already had awful destabilizing effects on some
countries’ economies, and was a precipitating cause of
the 1997-1998 global financial crisis. (Current free trade
models defy traditional free trade notions as espoused
by influential economic gurus Adam Smith and David
Ricardo, whose names are often invoked by free trade
advocates. Neither Smith nor Ricardo believed that
corporations should be mobile, or that capital should
be permitted to leave its own community.)

The only exception to the present trend toward
the elimination of economic borders applies to labor,
which is still mostly not legally free to move at will.
A mobile labor force would seriously complicate mat-
ters for corporations seeking the lowest possible wages
and wage competition among countries. As it is, many
countries of the world, the United Kingdom among
them, have begun to advertise that they have the lowest
wages in their region.

Another key ingredient of the free trade model is
export-oriented production, based on the theories of
specialization. Several hundred years of colonial rule
had already created dependence on a few export
commodities in many countries. Still, until the 1980s,
many small countries of the world followed policies
that sought greater national and regional self-reliance,
especially in crucial areas like food production. Some
achieved considerable success and long-term stability
by emphasizing a diverse local economy with a broad
industrial and agricultural base. This was particularly
important for food production and security. Trade
activity remained lively, but mainly in economic areas
that could not easily be satisfied locally. 

Local or regional self-reliance, however, is subver-
sive to free trade and economic globalization, which
depend upon hyper-activated economic activity in
every dimension. It is far less economically rewarding
for global corporations when local economies care for
or feed themselves than it is to have each country ship-
ping a massive volume of commodities across oceans
(export) and receiving others (import) on ships that
pass each other in the night. So, during the 1980s and
1990s, tremendous pressures were applied to all countries,
particularly by the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund, to abandon the idea of self-reliance—
it came to be synonymous with “isolationism” and
“protectionism”—and to instead specialize in producing
a much smaller number of commodities for export. 

Threats of boycott and exclusion from the inter-
national community were finally effective, and many
small countries dropped their barriers to foreign invest-
ment and entry. Global corporations were then free to

the new economy: theory and result
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enter, buy out, and otherwise
dominate many sectors of the
local or national economy,
including food production. In
agriculture, diversity of food
production and an emphasis
on staple foods to feed local
people were sacrificed for single
crop monocultures producing
luxury crops for export markets, using massive inputs
of chemicals and machines. In the end, self-reliant
economies and communities, small businesses, and
small farms were undermined by a system that sends
mass-produced manufactured and agricultural goods
steaming around the planet at staggering environmental
costs in the form of ocean and air pollution, energy con-
sumption, and devastating infrastructure developments
(new roads, ports, pipelines, dams, and airports). 

Much of the pressure to change came packaged in
the form of structural adjustment programs that the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund forced upon
small countries. These programs included conditionalities
for receiving the loans that would theoretically help
them make the transition to an export-oriented, free
trade economy. In addition to demanding tariff reduc-
tions and opening up to foreign corporate investment,
the loan conditions required sharp reductions in
spending on social programs such as education, health-
care, small business assistance, wage supports, and
other social services. Without these supports, poor
people were suddenly much poorer. In addition, currency
devaluations were advised so as to make the new mono-
culture production more appealing for export markets.
All of these measures, combined with the pressures to
privatize national industries, left economies that had
been relatively self-reliant utterly dependent on and
massively indebted to banks and global bureaucracies, a
situation from which they are now trying to find relief. 

The rationale for all of these free trade and free
market theories was that they would produce acceler-
ated economic growth because they gave corporations
greatly expanded access to resources and markets and
freed them from pesky environmental laws and social
standards. Free trade theorists claimed that the “rising
tide will lift all boats,” providing broad economic
benefits to all levels of society. The evidence so far

clearly shows that it lifts 
only yachts.

All recent research confirms
that only a small number of
people at the top of the global
corporate pyramid—CEOs of
global corporations and a small
number in upper management
—experience significant bene-

fits from all the growth, expansion, mergers, and consol-
idations created by globalization. The gaps between
the wealthiest and poorest people in society, and
between management and workers, have never been
so great as they are today. This comes following a
period of the most rapid acceleration of global eco-
nomic activity in history.

A recent report from the Institute for Policy Studies
shows that American CEOs are now paid, on average,
419 times more than line workers. The Economic
Policy Institute’s 1999 report shows that median hourly
wages, when adjusted for inflation, are down by 10
percent in the last 25 years. The U.S. Federal Reserve
reports that the top 20 percent of the U.S. population
owns 84.6 percent of all the wealth in the country.
And the wealth of the world’s 475 billionaires is equal
to the annual incomes of more than 50 percent of the
people on earth. Of the 100 largest economies in the
world, 52 are corporations; only 48 are countries. As
for jobs? The top 200 global corporations of the
world—enjoying the efficiencies of scale and consoli-
dation—employ only one-half of one percent of the
global work force. Lifting all boats indeed. 

Meanwhile, according to a UN study, the gap
between rich nations and poor ones is also expanding
because of inequities in the global trading system.
Third World are beginning to fully understand that
the rules of globalization are meant to benefit not
them, but only stateless global corporations.

In addition, environmental havoc created from this
system has reached an unprecedented level. Global
destruction of habitat and species, expanding ozone
holes, rapid climate change, and other results previous-
ly noted are all dramatically exacerbated by a system
designed and constructed to place economic values
and corporate self-interest above all other values. 

Free trade theorists claimed that the

“rising tide will lift all boats,” providing

broad economic benefits to all levels of

society. The evidence so far clearly

shows that it lifts only yachts.
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T H E A D V O C AT E S O F E C O N O M I C globalization try to
describe it as an inevitable process, the result of econom-
ic and technological forces that evolved over centuries
to the present form, nearly as if they were forces of
nature. But while global trade activity and free trade
concepts have existed for centuries, economic global-
ization in the modern era is not some kind of accident
of evolution. It emerged directly from a set of institu-
tions and rules created on purpose for a specific goal:
to give primacy to economic values above all others. 

In fact, the modern globalization era has a birthdate
and a birthplace: Bretton Woods, New Hampshire,
July 1944. That was when the world’s leading econo-
mists, politicians, bankers and corporate figures gathered
to determine what to do following the devastation of
World War II. They decided that a new centralized
global economic system was required to accelerate
worldwide economic development, and that the best
instruments to rationalize that process would be new
institutions and rules that could offer greater mobility
and new markets to large corporations. 

Before Bretton Woods, most international trade
rules were made through bilateral country-to-country
deals. Bretton Woods instituted a more concerted global
effort, led by private enterprises, to invest and develop
throughout the world to create a win-win situation:
people around the globe would be wealthier and cor-
porations would reap profits. To facilitate this approach,
new instruments were created that later became the
World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF),
and soon after, the GATT. From 1948 on, the rules of
GATT were the principal regime regulating global
trade, but it was mainly limited to manufactured goods.

During the following years, business interests
exerted considerable pressure to extend GATT rules
beyond setting tariffs and quotas for trade in manufac-
tured goods to include regulating investment, services,
and other areas. GATT member countries met occa-
sionally for new “rounds of negotiations” which slowly
expanded the powers and purview of GATT. The heav-
iest push began in the 1970s as corporations based in
developed, or northern, countries lobbied harder for

access to more unregulated labor and consumer mar-
kets and an expanded supply of natural resources. In
response to transnational corporations’ needs, trade
rules began to take on a new, expanded status. 

The WTO was not established until 1995, after
completion of eight years of transformational negotia-
tions under the GATT Uruguay Round. GATT was
then folded into the WTO, together with numerous
other multilateral agreements. The WTO administers
these agreements, facilitates future trade negotiations,
and oversees and enforces trade dispute resolution. (See
page ** for list of agreements included in the WTO.)

Many industry trade groups had direct access to
the government delegations that conducted the GATT/
WTO negotiations. In the U.S., over 500 corporations
and business representatives were officially credentialed
as security-clear trade advisors. The advisory list reads
like a “Who’s Who of Global Industrial Interests,” and
includes groups such as the Chamber of Commerce,
numerous Fortune 500 companies, and the Business
Round Table, as well as lobbying groups from specific
industries seeking their own favors. In stark contrast,
no access was given to non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) representing the environment, social justice
issues, consumer rights, human rights, democratic
sovereignty, or labor.

Developing, or southern, governments also point
to the degree of their exclusion from the negotiating
process. The most important negotiations were privately
held behind closed doors by a few key industrial nations’
trade delegations and business interests. Agreements
were written, and only then presented to Third World
participants as a fait accompli. It was a take it or leave it
offer. If countries decided not to accept the provisions
—many of which were strongly biased against the
poorer, smaller nations and favored unfettered entry
by transnational corporate interests from the developed
world—they were told they would be abandoned by
the global trading system, and were threatened with
reduced access to IMF and other international loans.
Fearing that exclusion would be economic suicide, most
developing nations went along with the ultimatum,

the “evolution” of the wto
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but they continue to be unhappy with many of the
provisions to this day. (For a more complete discus-
sion of the WTO bias against southern countries,
please see Views From The South: Third World Perspectives
on Economic Globalization and the WTO, published by the
International Forum on Globalization, October 1999.)

The approval process was no more democratic
than the negotiating process. Many countries gave
approval to the Uruguay Round, and to the WTO, by
simple executive order; most of their citizens knew
nothing about it. Even in the large western, so-called
democratic nations, approval was normally obtained
by underhanded secret processes. In Spain, it took a
midnight, Christmas Eve, “rump” session of parliament
to gain approval over vast public opposition. A similar
process obtained in the Philippines. In the United
States, the first lame duck Congress in 14 years was
called so that retiring and losing representatives could
vote in a special session. Staggering amounts of “pork”
were doled out by the Clinton administration. Few
members of Congress had even read the agreement. 

In fact, in the run-up to the U.S. vote in late 1994,
Ralph Nader, leading U.S. consumer advocate, offered
a prize of $10,000 to any senators or congressmen who
would sign an affidavit saying they had read the agree-

ment and could publicly answer twelve questions
about it before they voted. Only one accepted the
challenge and, having read the agreement, changed his
vote from “for” to “against.” So, the members of the
U.S. Congress made what could be the most significant
vote of their careers—changing global power arrange-
ments as never before—without having read what
they voted on. Neither was the general public made
aware of the agreement’s contents; not even the media
had access to the draft agreement until a public inter-
est group heisted a copy from Geneva and distributed
the draft. But by that time, it was much too late in the
process to affect the outcome. 

After its formation the WTO immediately
announced itself as “the biggest reform of international
trade since 1948.” Indeed, this was true for two main
reasons. First, the WTO was not limited strictly to
trade in goods; it took authority over so-called non-
trade-related activity, including foreign investment
rules, intellectual property rights, and domestic regu-
latory mechanisms—including local laws, services
such as insurance and transport, farm policy, and food
and environmental standards.

Second, unlike GATT, which was effectively a
business contract between nations, the WTO has
been given “legal personality.” It has international sta-
tus equivalent to the United Nations, with the addi-
tion of having enormous enforcement powers. When
governments are ruled to be non-compliant with
WTO standards, very significant economic and trade
sanctions may result. An offending government can
quickly become a pariah.

WTO rulings are so powerful that they take
precedence over all other international agreements,
including labor agreements and multilateral environ-
mental agreements (MEAs) such as the Convention
on Biodiversity, the Montreal Protocol on Substances
that Deplete the Ozone Layer, the Kyoto Climate
Change Accord, and similar accords. Its rulings also
apply to laws at every level of domestic governance,
whether federal, state, regional, or local. It doesn’t
matter whether a law protecting public health is a U.S.
law, a California law, or a county law. If it is challenged
successfully in the WTO and found to be an “illegal
barrier to free trade” it’s got to go.

The biotech industry claims that genetically engineered foods
are needed to feed a hungry world, but protesters displaying this
sign disagree. Does anyone really believe that the invention of
biotech plants whose seeds are sterile has something to do with
stopping hunger? The biotech industry’s goal is not to feed the
hungry, only to feed itself.
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I T W O U L D B E D I F F I C U LT to identify any issue of
social, economic, health, culture, or environmental
significance that is not now strongly affected by
WTO rules. These rules are first worked out during
negotiations among the trade ministries of the mem-
ber nations, usually under the strong influence of the
trade delegations from the so-called Quad Powers,
that is, the U.S., Canada, Japan, and the European
Union. Every two years the trade ministers and rep-
resentatives of the member nations meet at WTO
Ministerial meetings, such as the Seattle meeting in
late 1999, where agreements are formally established
and the scope of further negotiations is defined. 

As with GATT, many existing trade agreements, and
the principles upon which they are based, have been
incorporated into the WTO framework. The sweep and

scope of the subjects that fall under WTO jurisdiction,
and their effect on everyone’s daily life, is broad and deep. 

Most important, however is the WTO’s Dispute
Settlement Body (DSB). This is where a member
country can go if it decides that another member is
not in compliance with WTO rules. Anyone con-
cerned about jobs, labor rights, human rights, health
and safety, forests, endangered species, social justice,
democratic processes, or the sovereign rights of
nations should be deeply concerned about the inner
workings of the WTO’s dispute resolution system. 

Under the DSB, any member nation can chal-
lenge any other member country’s laws if these laws
might be viewed as impediments to free trade under
WTO rules. A final ruling by the WTO means that a

mechanisms of wto governance
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China hopes to become a member nation of the WTO. If accepted, China’s agriculture system and food supply could be threatened
by WTO agriculture policies. Most Chinese farms use intensive organic farming methods so sound that fields are still fertile after 20
centuries of use. China feeds 22 percent of the world’s population on only 7 percent of the earth’s arable land.
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country’s existing environmen-
tal, food safety, health or
other laws must be eliminated,
or it must pay perpetual fines,
or face severe retaliatory trade
sanctions. Even without chal-
lenges, WTO policies and
agreements, in effect, dictate
domestic farm policies, invest-
ment rules, insurance require-
ments, government expendi-
tures, taxation policies and
more, on national, local and
state levels. To avoid such
challenges, many governments
have conformed their laws to WTO rules or, under
the threat of a challenge, have “chilled” possible new
laws. Through such direct and indirect powers, the
WTO has assumed the role of a global governing body,
promoting trade liberalization, and allowing trade
issues to dominate over all other political, social, and
environmental concerns. 

For example, a consumer organization attempting
to pass a law requiring all genetically modified food,
or “Frankenfood,” to be labeled is likely to find that
such a law could be ruled a barrier to trade and invest-
ment by the WTO. Such a law would then have to be
either discarded, re-written, or “paid” for via trade tariff
penalties or direct payments. Environmental groups
working at the national level to ban trade in products
that pose threats to a species quickly learn that laws
that protect species or ban certain products may already
have been ruled in conflict with WTO rules, and are
therefore invalid under its jurisdiction. Or, those wor-
ried that their country’s farming tradition or culture is
threatened and who are encouraging their government
to assist family farms find, once again, that the policies
and regulations of the WTO will probably have more
impact on the future of small farms than domestic
agriculture policies set by elected representatives.

When a member nation brings a case to the WTO,
asserting that another member country is violating a
WTO agreement, a three-person dispute resolution
panel, comprised of trade officials and commercial
trade lawyers from member countries, is convened.
Because their only job is to judge whether a country’s

policy is a “barrier to trade”
under WTO rules, these
officials rarely have any train-
ing or expertise in the subject
areas about which they are
ruling: environment, patents,
agriculture, or finance. Infor-
mation about consequences to,
for example, public health or
democratic sovereignty are
not on the table. Public interest
NGOs and any other non-
commercial interests are entirely
excluded from every stage of
the process. Finally, there are

no conflict of interest rules for the panelists empowered
to judge WTO cases. The only procedural rule included
in the WTO is strict confidentiality of all documents
and proceedings. The entire dispute process is con-
ducted behind closed doors; only representatives of
the trade offices of national governments, often aided
by lobbyists from affected industries, can present
legal briefs. The public and press are firmly excluded.

Given such a biased structure, it is no surprise
that, in rulings administered to date, the WTO has
invariably favored the interests of corporate enterprise
over the rights of nations and democratic laws made
in the public interest. The WTO has consistently
ruled against environmental, health, and democratic
concerns. Such outcomes are not accidental; the bias-
es are built into the process.

Panel decisions can be appealed to a standing
seven-member Appellate Body. But only a unanimous
vote of all 134 nations can overturn a WTO ruling, a
practical impossibility as it would have to include a
vote from the very party that has just won its challenge.
Once a final WTO ruling is issued, a losing country
has three choices: change its law to conform to the
WTO requirements, pay permanent compensation to
the winning country, or face harsh, permanent trade
sanctions from the winning country.

The permanent compensation a losing country is
required to pay is often significant. Substantial penalties
can be especially painful for developing countries;
northern countries can more easily absorb them. Also,

Many industry trade groups had direct

access to the government delegations

that conducted the GATT/WTO

negotiations. ...In stark contrast, no

access was given to non-governmental

organizations (NGOs) representing

the environment, social justice issues,

consumer rights, human rights, demo-

cratic sovereignty, or labor.



a winning country can retaliate by imposing trade
sanctions on areas and items that will hurt the losing
country the most. In other words, it’s not bananas for
bananas (see The Banana Case, page 26). For example,
the U.S. recently won a challenge against an EU ban
on imports of beef that have been fed rBGH, a hormone
many people feel is dangerous to human health. The
U.S. retaliatory tariffs against the EU do not target beef
products, but luxury specialty items like Dijon mustard,
prosciutto, fancy cheeses, and other lucrative export
items crucial to Europe’s traditional agricultural system.

The majority of WTO challenges have been initi-
ated by a small number of wealthy industrial nations.
The U.S. has been the most aggressive. Of 117 chal-
lenges to date, the U.S. has initiated over 50 cases.
Although Third World governments are not excluded
from the dispute resolution process, they rarely have
the resources or staff to mount equal challenges
against wealthy industrial nations. Third World coun-
tries have begun to view the WTO system as strongly
biased against them.

9

agreements within the wto

T H E F O L L O W I N G I S A PA RT I A L L I S T of the most
significant agreements that have now been incorpo-
rated within the WTO. 

t h e  g e n e r a l  a g r e e m e n t  o n  
ta r i f f s  a n d  t r a d e  ⁽ g at t ⁾
First established in 1947, a few years after the Bretton
Woods meetings, GATT was originally confined to
regulating tariffs and quotas for trade in manufactured
goods. Broadened since then, the rules it established
following the Uruguay Round of negotiations (1994)
now form the core agreement of the WTO. The GATT
contains some of the most important articles controlling
the general principles of the WTO, including: National
Treatment, Most-Favored Nation, and Elimination of
Quantitative Restrictions (Import and Export Controls).

a g r e e m e n t s  r e g u l at i n g  ta r i f f s

The WTO now administers 22,500 pages worth of
individual countries’ commitments on tariffs and tariff
reductions on goods and services. 

a g r e e m e n t  o n  a g r i c u lt u r e

Before the Agreement on Agriculture, international
trade agreements restricted their purview over agricul-
ture to setting quotas and tariffs. Under the WTO,
rules on agriculture now affect domestic policies down
to the level of domestic supports a nation may give to
its farmers, a country’s ability to maintain emergency
food stocks, and many other areas critical to the
livelihoods of farmers and to food safety and supply.

g e n e r a l  a g r e e m e n t  o n  t r a d e  
i n  s e rv i c e s  ⁽ g at s ⁾
This is the first multilateral, legally enforceable agree-
ment governing international trade in services. It covers
such areas as banking, insurance, data management,
communications, and financial services. Planned talks on
GATS include extended rules that would cover the health-
care and education sectors. Some parties within the
WTO would like to extend GATS rules to specifically
apply to healthcare, education, water (including munici-
pal drinking water and waste systems), and other serv-
ices traditionally under the purview of domestic gov-
ernments. Under the principle of National Treatment,
foreign corporations would have completely uninhib-
ited access to own and operate these sectors within
any WTO member country. 

a g r e e m e n t  o n  t r a d e - r e l at e d  
i n t e l l e c t ua l  p r o p e r t y  r i g h t s  ⁽ t r i p s ⁾
The Uruguay Round brought intellectual property
rights —copyrights, trademarks, patents, and biotech-
nology issues— into the GATT/WTO system for the
first time, using the patenting laws of the United
States as its model. This is extremely controversial
because it permits patenting of some plant and animal
forms as well as seeds. Great resistance to this agree-
ment is developing in Third World countries. Recently,
transnational pharmaceutical corporations have
invoked TRIPS to stop developing countries from
providing generic, cheaper drugs for AIDS patients.
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a g r e e m e n t  o n  t h e  a p p l i c at i o n  

o f  s a n i ta ry  a n d  p h y t o - s a n i ta ry

s ta n d a r d s  ⁽ s p s ⁾

The SPS Agreement covers many aspects of food
safety—from pesticides and biological contaminants,
to food inspection, product labeling, and genetically
engineered foods. The SPS designates the Codex
Alimentarius, an agreement largely authored by food
industry representatives, to set international food
safety standards. The SPS also covers animal and
plant health. 

a g r e e m e n t  o n  s u b s i d i e s  a n d  
c o u n t e rva i l i n g  m e a s u r e s  

This agreement sets limits on what governments may
and may not subsidize. It is another area of great con-
troversy because of its many loopholes favoring
northern countries and agribusinesses.

a g r e e m e n t  o n  t e c h n i c a l  
b a r r i e r s  t o  t r a d e  ⁽ t b t ⁾
This agreement ensures that nations do not have reg-
ulations (called “non-tariff barriers”), such as environ-
mental laws, that would interfere with trade liberal-
ization. It has been used in many dispute cases that
have challenged domestic environmental regulations.

a g r e e m e n t  o n  t r a d e - r e l at e d  
i n v e s t m e n t  m e a s u r e s  ⁽ t r i m s ⁾
TRIMS sets forth limitations on what governments can
do to regulate foreign investment. Some governments
want to expand this agreement to introduce a revised
version of the Multilateral Agreement on Investment
(MAI) that would set tighter limits on the ability of any
government to control the rate or quality of foreign
investment.

a g r e e m e n t  o n  g o v e r n m e n t  
p r o c u r e m e n t

This agreement sets limits on what guidelines or restric-
tions governments are permitted to use when purchas-
ing goods. “Domestic content,” domestic owners, or
reinvestment laws are some of the areas restricted by
this agreement. The agreement is important because
in some nations government expenditures can be as
high as one-third of GNP.

Other important WTO agreements with wide ranging
impacts include:

a g r e e m e n t  o n  a n t i - d u m p i n g

a g r e e m e n t  o n  t e x t i l e s  a n d  
c l o t h i n g  ⁽ at c ⁾

a g r e e m e n t  o n  s a f e g ua r d s

a g r e e m e n t  o n  i m p o r t  l i c e n s i n g  
p r o c e d u r e s  

ag r e e m e n t  o n  p r e s h i p m e n t  i n s p e c t i o n

a g r e e m e n t  o n  r u l e s  o f  o r i g i n

a g r e e m e n t  o n  c i v i l  a i r c r a f t

t r a d e  p o l i c y  r e v i e w  m e c h a n i s m

u n d e r s ta n d i n g  o n  r u l e s  
a n d  p r o c e d u r e s  g o v e r n i n g  t h e  
s e t t l e m e n t  o f  d i s p u t e s  

As traditional, local livelihoods disappear to make way for the
global economy, former farmers, artisans, and small business
owners must move to already overcrowded cities and find jobs 
in manufacturing plants such as this. WTO rules give large
corporations the ability to move in and out of countries as they
please. As a result, a bidding game between countries hoping to
attract industry has decreased labor standards, real wages,
and job insecurity worldwide.
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T H E D E C E M B E R 1999 W T O Ministerial meeting in
Seattle, Washington, the first ever in the U.S., has
heightened attention on the WTO and the larger
economic development model it expresses. Because 
of the tremendous impact of this powerful body, it is
critical to understand the details of the agreements it
administers and negotiates. 

The biannual Ministerial meeting gathers the top
trade officials from all WTO member nations. At Seattle,
WTO initiatives and rules that cover areas such as
intellectual property rights, pesticides and food safety,
agriculture, finance and investment measures, as well as
crucial disputes that involve environmental and other
issues will be discussed. 

In addition, many global corporations and leaders
of developed countries are pushing to launch a new
“Millennium Round” of negotiations, which would open
up many new areas for inclusion in the WTO and
accelerate talks in other areas. 

This proposed Millennium Round has raised grave
fears, particularly among WTO members from devel-
oping countries, many of whom have been hard hit

by financial crises in the last year and a half. They
believe that further trade and financial deregulation
need to be introduced very slowly and carefully, if at
all. Civil society leaders in the developed nations are
also concerned about an agenda that moves too quickly
because, in light of some current WTO rules and its
recent dispute settlement decisions, it is evident that
environmental, labor, civil, and social issues are
invariably overruled in the interests of corporations. 

Matters may be improved if the WTO process can
be made more open, transparent, and democratic, and
when the publics of all countries are made fully aware
of the profound consequences of the WTO rulings.
Meanwhile, a strong movement has developed among
NGOs throughout the world that is demanding “No
new round, turnaround.” They strongly believe there
should be no expansion of WTO powers and no new
round of negotiations. They are calling for a reassess-
ment of the entire WTO system, a system many feel
cannot be reformed.

the 1999 seattle wto ministerial
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Part Two

crucial issues 

in the wto

THE WTO’S RULES, agreements, and dispute resolution

system have had significant effects on the environment,

agriculture, food safety, public health, the world’s

finance and investment systems, human rights, intellec-

tual property, including biotechnology, and even cul-

ture. This section summarizes the effect the WTO is

having on these vital areas. 

For the sake of convenience, we have presented WTO

dispute case descriptions under specific categories,

though several have implications for other areas as

well. For example, finance and investment rules often

have profound implications for the environment and

agriculture. We will cross reference where appropriate.
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Sludge generated by a copper mine in Mount Kinabalu, Borneo—To produce one ton of copper, over 110 tons of soil and rock must
be extracted. In addition, the heavy metal wastes such as arsenic, cyanide, and lead, pollute ground water, rivers, and oceans. Third
World Resurgence magazine reports that investment liberalization policies, such as those enforced by the WTO, has led to an increase
in mineral exploration and mining and creates a climate where countries eliminate or ignore environmental protections in order to attract
new investment.
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E C O N O M I C G L O B A L I Z AT I O N is the number one
threat to the survival of the natural world. National
governments are losing the ability to regulate the
globalization process and its effects on the environ-
ment because WTO rules do not consider the value
of such elements as clean air and fresh water. Instead,
corporate values, like profit and expansion, take pri-
macy over community values. The job of the WTO 
is to enforce that primacy and amplify its powers.

In Part One we illustrated how export-led pro-
duction, specialization, deregulation, privatization,
and hyper growth all effectively conspire to increase
resource extraction, increase waste generation and
disposal problems, and to advance the commodification
of all elements of life. In addition, globalization is
inherently destructive to the natural world because it

requires that products travel thousands of miles around
the planet, resulting in staggering environmental costs
in the form of unprecedented levels of ocean and air
pollution from transport, increased energy consumption
and fossil fuel emissions (furthering climate change),
increased use of packaging materials, and devastating
new infrastructure developments —new roads, ports,
airports, pipelines, power grids—often constructed in
formerly pristine places.

The last of the planet’s forest resources are rapidly
becoming direct victims of the globalization process
as national governments and local communities find it
increasingly difficult under WTO agreements to
retain laws that control the scale or speed at which
trees are cut down for foreign markets. This has
severe implications not only for forests themselves

the environment
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but also for the earth’s air
quality, for climate change,
and for the survival of the
earth’s biodiversity. Even
efforts to make laws that pre-
vent the export of raw logs to
protect domestic processing
jobs have come under attack from global corporations
and trade bureaucracies. A new “free trade agreement
on wood products,” which consists of new rules being
introduced into various WTO agreements, will make
matters far worse if passed. (Please see Free Trade, Free
Logging, How the World Trade Organization Undermines
Global Forest Conservation, published by the International
Forum on Globalization, October 1999.)

Similar pressures are now being applied to
fisheries and wildlife protection measures such as the
U.S. Endangered Species Act (ESA) and the Marine
Mammal Protection Act (MMPA), auto emission stan-
dards, and pesticide controls. This is happening at a
time when the increased use of resources raises the
pressure on the earth’s “sink” capacities—its ability to
absorb and dispose of waste. Given the current climate
change, atmospheric ozone depletion, ocean pollution,
dwindling supplies of clean fresh water, habitat loss,
and species extinction, the WTO is pursuing a course
of action that will bring on a  global environmental
collapse. 

A more subtle effect of globalization is that the
environmental costs of trade liberalization have been
structurally externalized. While corporations are
given almost unrestricted access to exploit natural
resources and to bring in polluting industries, meas-
ures that would require them to prevent pollution and
to clean up or restore the exploited areas are consid-
ered barriers to trade, leaving the costs of cleanup
externalized, i.e., placed upon citizens rather than
corporations. 

Much of the cost is diverted to poor people of
the Third World. Martin Khor of the Third World
Network, comments, “Their resource base is destroyed
by chemicals or modern technology; their forests and
lands are taken away because of ‘development proj-
ects’; their water resources are polluted by industrial
wastes; their rich diversity of trees and plants is turned

to desert and sand; their
fishery resources are scooped
out of existence; and their
hardy seeds are taken away to
be replaced by hybrid vari-
eties that are more susceptible
to pests.” 

key wto agreements with 
environmental effects 

T H E R E I S N O E N V I R O N M E N TA L A G R E E M E N T, per se,
within the WTO; however, most aspects of the WTO
adversely affect the environment and constrain the
rights of individuals and governments to maintain
environmental rules or standards.

The key elements that combine to mitigate against
environmental as well as other protections, derive
from the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade that
is now embodied within the WTO as its core agree-
ment. These are articles I, III, XI, and XX.

a r t i c l e  i  ‒  m o s t  favo r e d  n at i o n
t r e at m e n t  ⁽ m f n ⁾
A RT I C L E I S AY S that any favorable treatment granted
to products from one country “shall be accorded all
other contracting parties.” In other words, this rule
prohibits governments and citizens from setting stan-
dards that favor goods that have been produced, for
example, in a more environmentally sustainable man-
ner. Under MFN, a country cannot place restrictions
on the import of “like” products such as shrimp, based
on the way the shrimp was caught or produced. The
same rule could apply to imported forest products—
i.e., a country could not favor products harvested in a
sustainable manner. This rule also contradicts provi-
sions of several multilateral environmental agreements
(MEAs) which allow discrimination against countries
not following these agreements.

a r t i c l e  i i i  ‒  n at i o n a l  t r e at m e n t  

A RT I C L E I I I S AY S that foreign products “shall be
accorded treatment no less favorable” than local or
domestic products. National Treatment restricts nations
from favoring domestic goods that may be produced in
a more safe, humane, or environmentally friendly
manner. An example of how National Treatment has

The WTO has consistently ruled

against environmental, health, and

democratic concerns.



been applied may be found in the pre-WTO GATT
ruling on a U.S. law that banned the importation of
tuna caught by fishing practices lethal to dolphins.
The GATT panel said that no distinction could be
made between process and product. This means that
tuna caught by processes that kill dolphins and tuna
caught in a way that does not harm dolphins must
be treated equally as “like” products. 

a r t i c l e  x i  ‒  e l i m i n at i o n  o f  
q ua n t i tat i v e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  

⁽ i m p o r t  a n d  e x p o r t  c o n t r o l s ⁾
U N D E R T H I S A RT I C L E ,  W T O member countries can-
not limit imports or exports of resources or products
across their borders. This rule effectively eradicates a
nation’s right to allocate its natural resources. The
nullifying effect of Article XI on measures such as an
export ban on raw logs or a prohibition against trade
in endangered species makes it clear why there is great
concern for the environment under WTO jurisdiction.

a r t i c l e  x x  ‒  g e n e r a l  e xc e p t i o n s  

D E F E N D E R S O F T H E W T O agreements often cite the
General Exceptions of GATT Article XX as evidence
that human and environmental concerns are protect-
ed. The article reads:

...nothing in this Agreement shall be construed to prevent the
adoption or enforcement by any contracting party of measures:

b) necessary to protect human, animal or plant life or health;...

g) relating to the conservation of exhaustible natural resources if
such measures are made effective in conjunction with restrictions
on domestic production or consumption;

When Article XX has been invoked, trade dispute
panels have always found reasons why it did not apply.
When a WTO panel ruled that part of the U.S. ESA
was GATT-illegal, they noted that Article XX excep-
tions are “limited and conditional.” (See Significant
WTO Rulings below.)

t h e  a g r e e m e n t  o n  t e c h n i c a l  
b a r r i e r s  t o  t r a d e  ⁽ t b t ⁾
T H I S I S A “S TA N D A L O N E”  A G R E E M E N T, i.e., it is not
part of GATT but instead is a separate agreement that
is part of the WTO.

The WTO’s complex and detailed TBT agreement

basically ensures that no “non-tariff barriers,” such as
environmental laws, interfere with trade liberalization.
It is one of the tools used to lower the bar on envi-
ronmental standards.

Under the TBT agreement, a nation must be pre-
pared to prove, if challenged, that its particular environ-
mental standard is both “necessary” and “the least trade
restrictive” way to achieve the desired conservation
goals. (These criteria also apply to other areas such 
as food safety and health standards.) Incredibly, this
means that a country must now bear the burden of
proving a negative—that no other measure consistent
with GATT/ WTO is reasonably available to pro-
tect environmental (or social, cultural, labor, et. al.)
concerns. For example, in the Shrimp-Turtle Case, the
WTO ruled that the U.S. ban against the import of
shrimp caught without using a device designed to
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Washington State—These are clearcut private timber lands bor-
dering the Gifford Pinchot National Forest. Proposed WTO
initiatives to further reduce or eliminate tariffs on wood products
would, according to the forest industry’s own consultants, “allow
a 3-4 percent increase in consumption.” Such an increase will
be devastating to the world’s few remaining pristine forests.
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save endangered turtles was not the “least trade
restrictive” way to enforce its environmental law. This
is only one of the several WTO tests that environ-
mental and conservation measures have failed to meet.
The result is that the U.S. must now allow all shrimp
through its borders, regardless of how it was caught,
or face severe penalties.

The fact that “least trade restrictive” is unclear
and open to arbitrary determination by WTO panels,
leaves countries second-guessing. This, in turn, cre-
ates a “chilling effect” on environmental standards;
countries, especially smaller, weaker ones, tend to
avoid even enacting standards in the first place, for
fear of expensive, difficult challenges by another
country (Please see Gerber vs. Guatemala’s Infant Health
Law and AIDS Drugs Denied, page 35.)

environmental rollback

W T O A G R E E M E N T S H AV E A L R E A D Y rolled back years
of hard-won environmental gains made by individual
countries through national legislation and internation-
ally through MEAs. Even measures agreed upon as
recently as the 1992 Rio Summit are being rolled back. 

d o m e s t i c  i m p l i c at i o n s

T O D AT E,  I N E V E RY D I S P U T E C A S E that has chal-
lenged a domestic environmental regulation, the
WTO has ruled against the environment. Its very first
ruling, in fact, seriously weakened a part of the U.S.
Clean Air Act. In 1997,as a result of this ruling, the
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) changed
some of its clean air rules to allow dirtier gasoline as 
a result of this ruling. In addition, the WTO ruled
against provisions of the U.S. Endangered Species
Act; the U.S. is now considering ways to change its
law to comply with the WTO. (See WTO Rulings on
next page.)

Further, in order to advance trade liberalization,
commercial interests advising governments say that
they must have a system in which rules are consistent
from country to country. However, instead of setting
even minimum standards for environmental rights and
responsibilities, WTO agreements and dispute rulings
effectively place a limit on how high these standards
can be. This ensures that environmental regulations
sink down to the lowest common denominator, result-
ing in a downward harmonization of global environmental
standards. 

i n t e r n at i o n a l  i m p l i c at i o n s :  
e f f e c t s  o n  m e a s

P R O P O N E N T S O F E C O N O M I C G L O B A L I Z AT I O N and
its institutions like to argue that MEAs are evidence
that environmental concerns continue to be addressed.
However, MEAs are, in effect, voluntary agreements.
No body has the power to enforce the provisions of
agreements such as the Convention on Biological
Diversity (CBD), the Montreal Protocol on Substances
that Deplete the Ozone Layer, the UN Framework
Convention on Climate Change, or the Convention
on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild
Fauna and Flora (CITES). (Although both the Montreal
Protocol and CITES authorize use of trade sanctions,
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Led by the U.S., some nations are proposing that the WTO
offer global corporations further rights and access to domestic
fresh water sources and water systems, including the commercial
operation of municipal drinking water systems.



there are no mechanisms to
challenge or significantly
enforce whether countries fol-
low the rules of these agree-
ments.) In stark contrast, the
WTO has a broad range of
enforcement mechanisms,
including the power to
impose economic penalties
against member nations if
they do not follow its rules. 

In fact, when MEAs do sanction the use of trade
measures, WTO rules often conflict with these obli-
gations. For example, CITES may disallow trade in a
species from one area while permitting trade in the
same species from another geographic area. The Basel
Convention restricts international trade in hazardous
wastes, but doesn’t seek to regulate domestic trade.
These two agreements contradict, respectively,
GATT/WTO Most Favored Nation and National
Treatment rules by providing more favorable treat-
ment to trade from specific regions or to domestic
trade. Many of the MEAs also discriminate between
the production and process methods of “like” prod-
ucts. However, this also is against WTO rules. The
ability to choose a product based on how it was pro-
duced and processed is one of the central ways to help
encourage sustainable, safe environmental policies.

Furthermore, the rules of the CBD, signed at the
Earth Summit in Rio, are being undermined by the
WTO at three levels. First, the CBD was formed to
preserve biodiversity and to protect species from
extinction, yet global free trade promotes industrial
agriculture and forestry, which emphasize monocul-
tures; this destroys biodiversity and pushes millions of
species to extinction. (This is a very serious matter.
Scientists tell us that as many as 100 species become
extinct each day. If present trends continue, the world
will probably have lost up to two-thirds of its plant and
animal species by the second half of the next century.
This rate of extinction is far more rapid and extensive
than at any other time in the planet’s history.)

Second, the CBD calls for protection of indige-
nous knowledge. However, the Trade Related
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) agreement pro-

motes the patenting of indige-
nous knowledge by corpora-
tions, a process that is some-
times called “biopiracy.” The
recent U.S.-India TRIPS dis-
pute at the WTO has forced
India to recognize a new for-
eign patent system based on
biopiracy that grants exclusive
marketing rights to global

pharmaceutical and agrochemical corporations.
(Please see Intellectual Property Rights, page 31.) 

Third, the CBD contains provisions for an interna-
tional Biosafety Protocol intended to prevent biohazards,
specifically potential hazards related to genetically
engineered plants and food. This international envi-
ronmental agreement was undermined recently during
the final negotiations in Cartagena, Columbia, by the
U.S. and other countries with commercial interests in
genetically engineered foods. These countries threat-
ened to use WTO rules and agreements against the
Protocol.

significant wto rulings that 
affect the environment

S I N C E I T S I N C E P T I O N, the WTO has made signifi-
cant rulings that have affected the right of member
governments to establish environmental laws and
safety regulations to protect their own citizens. In all
cases, the interests of commerce have prevailed over
the health of the natural world and human welfare. 

The following brief summaries of a few key rulings
illustrate the WTO’s approach to environmental issues.
It should be remembered that because the effects of
globalization are so pervasive and far-reaching, environ-
mental consequences also result from rulings discussed
later in the agriculture and intellectual property sections.

United States Regulations on 
Reformulated Gasoline Cleanliness  
Challenge by Venezuela and Brazil against the U.S. 
[Cases WT/DS2 and WT/DS4]
T H E G A S O L I N E C L E A N L I N E S S C A S E was the WTO’s
first ruling. It dealt a direct blow to a 1993 EPA rule
which required gasoline refineries, both foreign and
domestic, to make cleaner gas in an effort to reduce air
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...instead of setting even minimum

standards for environmental rights and

responsibilities, WTO agreements and

dispute rulings effectively place a limit

on how high these standards can be.



pollution. In order to design regulations that were
effective and economically feasible, the EPA opted for a
program that allowed gradual improvement based on past
performance. Where past performance could not be
reliably ascertained, a refinery’s baseline was set to match
the actual 1990 performance data of all oil refineries.
Thus, some domestic and foreign producers were treated
identically, some domestic producers were held to higher
standards than foreign suppliers, some to a lower one.

The rule was set to expire in 1998, giving refiners
five years to bring baseline standards up to a single clean-
liness target. However, in 1996 a WTO dispute panel
and, later, an appellate body decided the U.S. rules
could be “discriminatory” because the gradual phase-in
violated GATT’s National Treatment rule despite the
fact that the EPA rule was being applied equally to some
U.S. producers. As a result, the EPA, which administers
the Clean Air Act, has been forced to re-write its stan-
dards to allow dirtier gasoline. One of the end results
will be an increase in health problems in the U.S.

Both the original WTO dispute resolution panel
and the appellate body also ruled that the U.S. had
failed to prove that it had used the “least trade restric-
tive” measures to enforce its standard.

The Shrimp-Turtle Case   
Challenge by India, Malaysia, Pakistan and Thailand 
against the U.S. [Case WT/DS58] 
T H E U.S .  E S A requires domestic and foreign shrimp
fishermen to catch shrimp by methods that do not kill
endangered sea turtles. The ESA bans shrimp prod-
ucts from countries that do not use “turtle excluder
devices” (TEDS). In 1998, the WTO ruled that U.S.
laws created to protect turtles violated WTO rules,
including the principle of National Treatment. The
U.S. now has until December 1999 to comply with
the ruling. One proposed solution was that the U.S.
will only be allowed to target individual shrimpers’
boats. The likely outcome of that will be to encour-
age “shrimp laundering,” where shrimp that are har-
vested on boats without TEDs are transferred to boats
with TEDs and passed off as “turtle-friendly” for
import purposes.

This solution also means that many financial and
administrative costs—hiring more border inspection
personnel, training for officials to inspect boats—
become the burden of countries that wish to protect
environmental standards. Previously, the burden of
proof was on the exporting commercial interests. 

Many environmentalists, especially those from
the South, point out that this dispute does not get to
the heart of the matter. It fails to address the non-sus-
tainability of industrial shrimp fishing. Small fisher-
men in both the North and the South have been har-
vesting shrimp for many years with little damage to
other aquatic life. Sea turtles became threatened only
when large, industrial fishing vessels came onto the
scene. Although TEDS may save turtles, the continu-
ation of industrial trawling is what destroys millions
of marine species, along with the livelihoods of mil-
lions of traditional small-scale fishermen.

Tuna-Dolphin I and II   
Challenge by Mexico and the European Union against the U.S.
T W O C A S E S S U C C E S S F U L LY C H A L L E N G E D the U.S.
MMPA ban on the importation of tuna caught by
methods that capture and fatally injure thousands of
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Nets used by industrial shrimp trawlers were responsible for the
slaughter of an estimated 150, 000 sea turtles worldwide in 1998.
In that same year, the WTO ruled against a provision of the
U.S. Endangered Species Act requiring that all shrimp sold in
the U.S. had to be harvested using a turtle extruder device (TED),
which allows sea turtles to escape capture from fishing nets. 

An even larger issue, however, is that sea turtles were only
threatened with extinction when large, industrial fishing vessels
came onto the scene, endangering not only marine species, but
the livelihoods of traditional small-scale fishermen.
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dolphins each year. Because
both of these cases occurred
under GATT rules before the
WTO was created, the U.S.
was able to partially block
their adoption. If the issue is
brought forward under the
existing WTO/GATT rules,
the U.S. would most likely
lose again and be forced to
change the MMPA.

looking ahead

W I T H O U T S O M E R E A L

C H A N G E S, indeed reversals, in
WTO policies, the environ-
ment will continue to degrade
worldwide. However, the
WTO is currently focused on
weakening or eliminating most
environmental protection
measures at the national and
international level, and efforts are underway to
increase unrestricted global trade in wood products
and fresh water, to name just two areas of concern.

t h e  s tat u s  o f  m u lt i l at e r a l  
e n v i r o n m e n ta l  a g r e e m e n t s  

M A N Y E N V I R O N M E N TA L O R G A N I Z AT I O N S around the
globe as well as some member nations would like for-
mal clarification of the relationship between MEAs
and the WTO, and in particular, would like MEAs to
be considered in dispute cases. WTO panels do not
generally consider or consult existing MEAs to pro-
vide guidelines for their decisions. To date, a WTO
study group on trade and environment has been
focused more on how to get environmental measures
out of the way of trade rather than on how to safe-
guard enforcement of the MEAs.

f r e e  t r a d e  i n  wo o d  p r o d u c t s  

A N E W “F R E E T R A D E A G R E E M E N T on wood prod-
ucts,” is being pushed aggressively by the U.S. under
the Advanced Tariff Liberalization (ATL) initiative.
Although forest protections are already being eliminat-
ed under current WTO rules, the ATL and additional
rules being introduced into other WTO agreements

would further accelerate the
elimination of all tariffs on
wood products worldwide.
Forest protection groups
protest that such initiatives
would result in a sharply
increased rate of deforesta-
tion, declining health in glob-
al forests, a significant
decrease in environmental pro-
tections for forests, and an
increase in invasive species.

f r e e  t r a d e  i n  wat e r

C U R R E N T LY,  T R A D E I N B U L K

F R E S H WAT E R is under the
disciplines of GATT. Already,
several corporations around the
globe have begun prospecting
for fresh water reserves and
have made agreements with
various countries to begin
drawing water from lakes and

rivers to be transported across oceans in scrubbed out
oil tankers or giant floating bladders. (Please see Blue
Gold: The Global Water Crisis and the Commodification of the
World’s Water Supply, published by the International
Forum on Globalization in June 1999.)

Some nations, led by the U.S., are now proposing
that another WTO agreement, the GATS, should
offer foreign corporations further rights and access to
domestic water and water systems, including the com-
mercial operation of municipal drinking water systems.
Other countries want to ensure their right to deter-
mine environmental policy, including protecting their
water. 
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...globalization is inherently destructive

to the natural world because it requires

that products travel thousands of miles

around the planet, resulting in stagger-

ing environmental costs such as

unprecedented levels of ocean and air

pollution from transport, increased

energy consumption and fossil fuel

emissions (furthering climate change),

increased use of packaging materials,

and devastating new infrastructure

developments—new roads, ports, air-

ports, pipelines, power grids—often

constructed in formerly pristine places.
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Sugar cane harvesters in Luxor, Egypt—Instead of growing food to feed local populations, the lending policies and global trade rules
of many international institutions and agreements encourage developing countries to grow more and more monocultures (i.e., one crop)
of luxury items, such as sugar cane, for export. This system leads to over production which, in combination with unstable currency
rates, results in dramatic price drops in luxury item commodities. For example, in 1998, the price paid to many developing countries
for sugar cane dropped 38 percent.
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ALTHOUGH TRADE IN AGRICULTURAL goods has been
going on for centuries, small-scale, family farmers have
provided food for themselves and their communities for
millennia. Even today, about half of the world’s people
still live on the land, growing food for their families
and communities. However, things are changing rapidly.
The self-reliant system that emphasizes local production
for local consumption is being taken over by a new,
globally industrialized agriculture system that is central-
ized and controlled by giant agribusiness corporations.
Farmers are being driven off their traditional lands,
communities are being decimated, and hunger is on
the rise. In the South, as global corporations operate
ever larger farms, they replace staple food production
with monocultures of luxury items for export markets.

And, all around the globe, they replace people on the
land with machines and chemicals, leaving once self-
sufficient farmers landless, jobless, and often homeless.

The elimination of self-sufficient, small-scale
farming is usually explained away as an uncontrollable
evolutionary step toward “progress.” This is not so;
the globalization of industrial agriculture has been
deliberate and conscious. Global institutions such as
the WTO have created rules that explicitly favor large-
scale, heavily industrialized export-oriented systems
of production. As Eugene Whelan, former Canadian
federal agriculture minister, observed, “These deals
aren’t about free trade. They’re about the right of
these guys [corporate agribusinesses] to do business
the way they want, wherever they want.”

agriculture, food, and public health



21

the globalization of 
industrial agriculture

T H E W T O A D M I N I S T E R S and enforces several agree-
ments affecting agriculture. All of them serve the pur-
poses of global agribusinesses. Before the WTO,
international trade agreements such as GATT limited
their role in agriculture mainly to setting quotas and
tariffs. But as huge agribusinesses became more intent
on capturing larger markets, the industry began to push
hard for further liberalization in agriculture through
international trade instruments. Then, the Uruguay
Round of GATT produced agreements that greatly
expanded its rule over more aspects of agriculture while
limiting the power of national governments to protect
their own farmers, consumers, and natural resources. 

Globally industrialized agriculture not only drives
small farmers off the land, it also creates terrible inse-
curities and dependencies for those that remain. Instead
of dealing with local trade, farmers are now subject to
market forces generated by giant, vertically integrated
global corporations powerful enough to influence both
supplies and prices at every level of agricultural activi-
ty. The result is enormous price volatility. Farmers are
selling to an increasingly centralized monopoly of food
corporations that can play both the domestic and world
markets using one group of farmers against another in
international pricing games. Since WTO policies have
entered the picture, global prices for the world’s major
crops, such as corn, soybeans, wheat, cotton, and rice
have reached their highest and lowest levels in the last
20 years. The years of low prices have ruined millions
of farmers. The years of high prices have hurt poorer,
developing countries that have become reliant on food
imports, causing malnutrition and starvation. 

Even relatively sophisticated family farmers in
developed countries find that they cannot compete with
the huge capital outlays agribusiness can make, nor do
they receive the preferences and subsidies that favor
agribusiness under global trade rules. As a result, record
numbers of farmers are being driven off of lands that have
been nurtured and maintained by families and commu-
nities for generations. In southern countries, millions
of farmers have been displaced, resulting in massive
migrations into already overcrowded cities. According
to USDA, over 50,000 family farms have disappeared
over the last five years. 

Throughout the centuries, traditional farmers have
developed and protected a treasury of seeds and plants
adapted to local conditions. In India, farmers developed
more than 200,000 varieties of rice; Chile boasts hun-
dreds of varieties of potatoes; in Zimbabwe there are
numerous varieties of maize. This wealth of agricultural
biodiversity is being lost in the conversion to mono-
culture, or single, crops. Scientists fear that future
adaptation to both natural and manmade disasters such
as climate change, flooding, desertification, and the
global transport of pest species is greatly threatened
as the gene pool for crops becomes seriously depleted. 

The new agriculture system is also contributing
to nutritional deficiencies among many populations.
Because industrial agriculture is dominated by western
corporations it promotes a western diet. But people in
developing countries often cannot afford the full
range of a western diet, especially meat. The western
food they can afford is not always as nutritious or cul-
turally desirable as the varied traditional food crops
developed over time. In India, for example, traditional
grains such as sorghum, finger millet, and barnyard
millet have a higher protein content than the variety
of wheat grain used in the North, yet these ancient
grains of India are in danger of being wiped out as a
result of WTO policies that favor agribusiness farms
and industrial monoculture. 

In addition to causing malnutrition, hunger is
exacerbated by this global food production system.
Around the world, over 800 million people go hungry
every day. Athough food production has increased in
the East Asian countries that participated in industrial
agricultural policies encouraged by institutions such
as the World Bank, hunger has dramatically increased.
Countries that were formerly food self-sufficient are
now growing export crops—many of them high-value
luxury items such as exotic plants and flowers, cottons,
exotic fruits and vegetables for export to wealthy
countries. As a result, food production for local con-
sumption declines.

The environmental consequences of large-scale
industrial agriculture are extreme because it requires
heavy chemical and pesticide use, depletes the soil,
increases water usage, and uses large fuel-consuming
machinery, adding to emissions of climate-changing 



gases. The average plate of food that Americans now
eat has traveled some 1,500 miles from source to table,
solely because it benefits the corporate actors who sit
at the hub of the process. The international transport
required by a globalized agriculture system dramatically
increases the need for new infrastructure—more roads,
pipelines, and airports—which is usually destructive
to the environment, as well as requiring a greater use
of fossil fuels. The tremendous growth in ocean ship-
ping increases ocean pollution and brings wave after
wave of invasive species— bacteria, parasites, viruses,
insects and animals—that hitch rides on trucks,
planes, or ships headed for new locales. 

Another environmental consequence of the new
system is an increased dependence on biotechnology
(i.e. genetically modified organisms). This not only
shrinks the crop gene pool further, but there is growing
evidence that genetically modified crops produce a new
kind of “genetic pollution” as the genetically modified
traits spread to neighboring crops and weedy relatives
through cross pollination. In the case of plants altered
to be pest-resistant this new kind of pollution has
already been shown to kill untargeted insects. This
may lead to irreversible changes in plant and animal
genetic structure and in ecological balances. 

the wto agreement on agriculture

T H E A G R E E M E N T O N A G R I C U LT U R E (A O A) intro-
duced agriculture into GATT for the first time. The
AOA was finalized in 1993 through the Blair House
Accord, which was negotiated between the EU and
the U.S. The two superpowers had come to realize
that in their efforts to out-compete one another for
export markets, the tremendous subsidies they were
giving to their respective agriculture sectors were cre-
ating a lose-lose situation for both countries. (At one
point, close to 80 percent of the EU’s budget was
going to support agricultural programs.) They decid-
ed to initiate the insertion of the AOA into GATT to
provide a global framework for price support reduc-
tions and other measures. But other countries, espe-
cially small southern countries, viewed the agreement
as biased and accepted it only under pressure. 

Trade representatives from the North say that the
AOA offers concessions to the South by lifting quotas
and reducing some tariffs on developing country
exports such as palm and coconut oils. However, such
“concessions” mainly benefit huge corporate agribusi-
nesses in the South. For example, the limited gains of
Malaysian palm oil plantations and Philippine coconut
oil exporters are badly offset by the tremendous harm
done to local small farmers who do not have political
clout and are seriously harmed by northern imports. 

As Walden Bello, director of Focus on the Global
South, points out: “The quid pro quo of having greater
market openings for export products such as palm oil
and coconut oil to the North unfortunately means an
even greater access in the South of northern rice and
corn, mostly affecting small farmers in Asia.”

The AOA is one of the most complicated WTO
agreements, and its rules overlap with many elements
of other WTO agreements. With that caveat, here is a
description of some of the main areas the AOA governs.

m a r k e t  a c c e s s  t h r o u g h  ta r i f f  
a n d  n o n - ta r i f f  m e a s u r e s  

TA R I F F S A R E TA X E S on the value of imported goods.
Countries have traditionally used tariffs to control the
quality and volume of imported goods in order to help
ensure that domestic producers are not put out of
business by imports. Free traders consider tariffs out-
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Palm oil plantation in Sabah, Borneo—The 1997 fires that
engulfed Southeast Asia in a cloud of smoke half the size of the
U.S. were mainly caused by plantation companies, which ille-
gally use fire to clear forests to make way for palm oil planta-
tions. WTO agricultural provisions have benefited large palm
oil exporters and encouraged expansion of plantations. Small
farmers in Indonesia, however, have been decimated by WTO
policies that give Northern agribusiness more access to the South.
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rageous and subversive because
they inhibit the freedom of cor-
porations to enter any market
at any time. Most people in
Third World countries depend
on agriculture. They produce
primarily for subsistence and
sell small surpluses at local
markets. These markets have
endured over centuries. The
WTO’s removal or reduction
of tariffs allows cheap subsidized products to flood
domestic and local markets, thus displacing small
farmers and destroying their way of making a living.
For example, during the last five years, subsidized
meat exports from Europe have helped to wipe out
the pastoral economies and cultures of West Africa.
Reduction of tariffs on soybeans exported from the
U.S. to India have destroyed the entire oil seed and
edible oil seed economy of the country, affecting the
livelihoods of millions of people. 

Non-Tariff Measures are mechanisms that countries
use to promote positive social, consumer, or environ-
mental goals. For example, a country may limit the
amount of pesticide residues allowed on fruits or veg-
etables, or it may discourage tuna fishing by means
that kill dolphins. Examples of non-tariff measures
specific to agriculture include supply management
programs, emergency food stocks, and import controls.
Non-tariff measures may also be used to prevent trade
with countries with bad human rights records. Many
countries did this with the former apartheid regime of
South Africa and are doing it with Burma (Myanmar)
now. Under the WTO, such measures are considered
unfair barriers to trade and must be eliminated. 

Supply Management. Before the WTO existed, most
countries maintained a balance between supply and
demand with a system in which farm marketing boards
negotiated collective prices for products with both
domestic and foreign buyers. In order to create stable
prices, marketing boards also regulated supply to avoid
overproduction. This system is being dismantled through
the WTO’s agenda of prohibiting import and export
controls, leaving nations and farmers more vulnerable
to the actions of larger nations, huge vertically integrat-
ed corporations, and to currency or price speculation.

For example, the resulting
cheap imports take away the
negotiating leverage of farm
marketing boards.

Emergency Food Stocks.
Other WTO provisions
undermine a country’s capaci-
ty to maintain government-
controlled emergency food
stocks. Before the WTO,
many countries kept emer-

gency food stocks to prevent famine in times of crop
failure or drought. Now, countries with crop failure are
expected to buy what they need on the open market.
However, prices in the open market in a globalized
economy are extremely violatile. Therefore, when a
shortage occurs in staple foods such as rice, corn, or
grain, prices for these commodities will often be
much too high for poorer nations. As a result, the
hungry go unfed. 

Import Controls. WTO rules call for a phase out of
governments’ rights to apply quantitative import con-
trols. Before this regulation, a country could use import
controls to stop foreign products from flooding its
market at prices that could wipe out domestic produc-
tion and farmers. Today, the rules say that import quotas
or controls must be transformed into tariffs, but this
gives a large advantage to transnational agribusinesses.
While it is hard for multinational corporations to vio-
late import quotas, they can afford to pay tariffs and
thus continue to gain access to foreign markets, elimi-
nating small, domestic farmers. Poorer countries don’t
have the resources to subsidize farmers. So, once
import quotas are banned, small farmers are left total-
ly unprotected.

d o m e s t i c  s u p p o r t s  

WTO RULES EFFECTIVELY REDUCE or eliminate domes-
tic agricultural price supports, a mechanism countries
have long used to protect their farmers. In addition to
protecting an important economic sector, farm price
supports were a way of sheltering traditional livelihoods,
small communities, and local culture. For example, in
the U.S., the government used to give farmers payments
and set loan rates that would maintain a stable price
for certain commodities. This ensured that farmers
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Farmers are selling to an increasingly

centralized monopoly of food corpora-

tions that can play both the domestic

and world markets using one group of

farmers against another in international

pricing games.



would receive adequate compensation for their crops.
With meaningful price supports draining away, millions
of farmers from both the North and South have been
forced to sell their lands to large agribusinesses and-
move off their lands to already overcrowded urban areas.

During the Uruguay Round of GATT, trade nego-
tiators claimed that reducing or eliminating price sup-
ports would especially benefit developing nations
because they could not afford to support their farmers
as much as northern governments could. Southern
countries argue that the way the WTO reduced price
support systems actually did little to level the playing
field. One reason is that the percentage reductions in
northern countries were pegged to 1986 levels, a year
that the U.S. and Europe gave their biggest subsidies
ever. With 1986 as the baseline, northern countries
sustained a tremendous economic advantage. In prac-
tice, direct payments in the U.S. have risen to $15.3
billion, a 50 percent increase above the level of pay-
ments during the time of the Uruguay Round negotia-
tions. However, these payments were based on 1990-
95 production levels, not on current production levels,
and therefore did not address the dire situation that
most U.S. farmers are currently experiencing as result
of the implementation of WTO provisions. This “de-
linking,” or “de-coupling” of payments from actual

production levels has further increased inequities
between small and large farms. 

Another critical factor is that many farmers from
developing countries never received government price
supports large enough to enable them to purchase the
expensive equipment that would make them competitive
with agribusinesses operating in northern countries.
Again, the result is that the North maintains the mar-
ket advantage. 

Family-Farm Support Programs. These programs are
another kind of domestic support. Current WTO
rules now limit the rights of governments to take
actions (such as tax shifts) to support family farmers.
One result has been the massive growth of corporate-
owned, industrial-style livestock facilities and the
general take-over of agriculture by huge transnational
corporations that are subsidized by other means such
as export subsidies or foreign investment insurance
(see below).

e x p o r t  s u b s i d i e s  

T H E W T O R E S T R I C T S S U P P O RT to family farmers and
other local producers. However, it maintains and even
increases a variety of subsidies for exports. As a result,
many countries now provide higher financial supports
for companies involved in exports, or foreign invest-
ments. In the U.S., the taxpayer-supported Overseas
Private Investment Corporation provides vital insurance
to U.S. companies investing overseas, a significant
subsidy that reduces risk for these companies and
lowers costs. Such subsidies have led, in turn, to an
increase in “export dumping,” as companies are able
to sell products abroad at prices below their actual cost
of production. Ironically, the WTO has rules that ban
dumping, but by permitting export subsidies, it hands
corporations the loophole they need to circumvent
the ban, to dump products at below cost, and to drive
out smaller competitors, usually in smaller countries.

winners and losers

T H E W I N N E R S, whether from the North or the South,
are large industrial agriculture corporations; the losers
are small family and subsistence farmers. For example,
though U.S. pork exports went up by 27 percent in
1998, and large food processors had record profits,
prices paid by processors to small hog farmers fell by
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San Joaquin Valley, California—Large-scale industrial agri-
culture systems require huge amounts of inputs such as heavy
chemical and pesticides, huge amounts of water, and fuel-con-
suming machinery. In the U.S., 2 billion pounds of pesticide are
injected into the environment each year contributing to polluted
water and air, and soil depletion.
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over 200 percent. In India in
1996, Cargill and Continental,
two giant grain traders, bought
wheat at $60 to $100 per ton
from Indian farmers and sold it at
$230-$240 per ton in the inter-
national market. Indian farmers
were deprived of millions in
export earnings because of the
concentrated power of five
major grain merchants. 

Citizens and consumers are also losers. In the U.S.,
consumer food prices have risen 7.6 percent over the
past three years. However, prices paid to farmers have
fallen as the the price of commodities such as wheat,
corn, and cattle purchased by giant food processing
companies have dropped almost 11 percent. This is 
yet another indication that large food distributors are
making money, while farmers are receiving lower
prices for their commodities and consumers are paying
higher prices. In developing countries, increased food
prices can mean hunger and starvation. 

food safety and public health

P U B L I C H E A LT H A N D F O O D S A F E T Y are also greatly
affected by WTO rules, especially by the Agreement
on the Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary
Measures (SPS). The SPS covers many aspects of food
safety—from pesticides and biological contaminants,
to inspection, product labeling, and biotechnology
(i.e., genetically engineered foods). The SPS desig-
nates the Codex Alimentarius, a previously voluntary
agreement heavily influenced by food industry repre-
sentatives, to provide international food safety stan-
dards. The standards it controls include establishing
“safe” levels of pesticides in foods, deciding the levels
of artificial hormones allowed in milk and meat, and
other such issues.

Under WTO rules, Codex standards set a ceiling,
not a floor, on the level of safety a country can enforce.
In other words, countries are not required to have min-
imum food safety and health standards, but they can
be penalized for setting standards that are higher than
SPS and Codex standards. Thus, Codex still permits
DDT residues on grains, dairy, and meat. A U.S.

Government Accounting
Office study found that only
half of Codex standards were
as protective to health as U.S
standards. The result is a
downward harmonization of
food and health standards
with potentially devastating
consequences for public health. 

Many countries base their
food safety and health regula-

tions on the precautionary principle, reasoning that it is
better to err on the side of safety than to find out many
years later that, indeed, a certain product or pesticide
was harmful or deadly. The precautionary principle is
a measure in the Rio Declaration on Environment and
Development that states: “Where there are threats of
serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific
certainty shall not be used as a reason for postponing
cost-effective measures to prevent environmental
degradation.” For example, the U.S. system for phar-
maceutical approval is based on the precautionary
principle. By taking precautionary steps with respect
to possible risks from the use of thalidomide, the U.S.
avoided a potentially disastrous epidemic of birth
defects. (Thalidomide is estimated to have been respon-
sible for deformities in more than 10,000 babies in
countries that approved its use.)

In the Beef Hormone ruling, the WTO summarily
dismisses the precautionary principle (see Beef
Hormone case on the next page). This is a particularly
alarming decision. The WTO now requires govern-
ments to prove that something is unsafe in order to
keep it off the market, instead of requiring industry to
prove that something is safe in order to put it on the
market.

wto rulings affecting 
agriculture, food safety 
and public health

T H E M A J O R I T Y O F C A S E S before the WTO are relat-
ed to agriculture. To date WTO rulings have gone
against member countries’ efforts to safeguard their
citizens’ health and well-being and to set agriculture
policies that protect their farmers and consumers. 
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The WTO now requires governments

to prove that something is unsafe in

order to keep it off the market, instead

of requiring industry to prove that

something is safe in order to put it on

the market.



The Banana Case  
Challenge by the U.S., joined by Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico
and Ecuador, against the European Union [Case WT/DS31]
I N S E P T E M B E R 1997, a WTO panel ruled that the
European Union (EU) was giving preferential access
to bananas produced by former colonies in the
Caribbean. This arrangement had been previously
negotiated between the EU and its former African
and Caribbean colonies under the Lomé Treaty.

The U.S., which does not produce any bananas,
brought this case against the EU on behalf of the
U.S.-based Chiquita corporation, formerly known as
United Fruit. Chiquita produces bananas in Latin
America on huge plantations that are notorious for
exploiting cheap farm labor and using environmentally
damaging techniques. In the Caribbean, which Europe
is favoring, banana producers tend to be small-scale
farmers who own and work their own land (an average
of three acres), often incurring higher production costs. 

This was a very divisive case within the WTO
because of its economic, social justice, and environmen-
tal dimensions. At one point, the U.S. began implement-
ing a threat to impose sanctions on more than $500m
of EU exports, nearly setting off a trade war. The EU
eventually said that it would comply with the ruling but
it is still negotiating with the U.S. over settlement terms.

The Beef Hormone Case  
Challenge by the U.S. and Canada against the European Union
[Cases WT/DS26 and WT/DS48]
T H E E U has banned the non-therapeutic use of hor-
mones in its food industry, citing many studies that
indicate that hormones, particularly implants of pellets
containing estradiol, could cause cancer. Following
the challenge by the U.S. and Canada, citing the
onerous provisions of the SPS Agreement and other
WTO rules, the WTO ruled against Europe’s ban. 

The WTO panel demanded scientific certainty
that hormones cause cancer or other adverse health
effects, thus eviscerating the precautionary principle
as a basis for food safety regulations. This ruling has
frightening implications for the ability of govern-
ments to set high standards to protect public health.
It means that European consumers and governments are
forced to accept imports of beef raised with hormones
or be penalized with harsh trade sanctions. Public
opinion in Europe is strongly demanding defiance of
this WTO ruling. The U.S. and Canada have produced
lists of exports important to Europe, including luxury
items such as prosciutto, cheeses, and Dijon mustard,
among other things, on which they intend to slap 100
percent tariffs if the EU fails to comply. These retalia-
tory measures will total more than $125m.

Dairy Products  Challenge of the U.S. (New Zealand
reserved the right to join) against Canada [Case WT/DS103/1] 
T H E W T O R U L E D that Canada’s system of pricing its
dairy exports at lower rates than its domestic milk is
an illegal export subsidy and must be remedied. The
ruling also ordered Canada to allow an increase in
foreign access to its domestic market. 

Canadian farmers contend that although the ruling
does not directly attack Canada’s supply management
system for milk, it will be difficult to maintain this sys-
tem while being forced to accept more imported milk. 

Pesticide Residue Levels  
Challenge by the U.S. against Japan [Case WT/DS/76/1]
T H E U.S .  H A S A L S O successfully challenged Japan’s
health-related pesticide residue testing requirements
for agricultural imports. In November 1998 and again
in February 1999 (on appeal), the WTO ruled that
these public health requirements violate international
trade rules because Japan’s standards are higher than
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In 1996, the European Parliament, with strong public support,
unanimously voted to ban the sale of beef treated with artificial,
growth-promoting hormones that have been linked to cancer and
premature pubescence in girls. However, the U.S. government
challenged the ban at the WTO and in 1998, the WTO ruled
against Europe.
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WTO standards. Therefore,
Japanese citizens must now
accept fruit and other products
that contain a higher level of
pesticide residue than their
own national legislation and
public deemed to be safe. 

(Also see Gerber vs. Guatemala’s
Infant Health and AIDS Drugs
Denied to HIV-Infected, page 35,
for other ways the WTO has
seriously impacted public health.)

looking ahead 

F U T U R E N E G O T I AT I O N S about the WTO’s role in
agriculture are likely to center around the desire of
large, developed countries, on behalf of large agri-
business, to expand WTO authority. Smaller countries
are pushing to slow the expansion and assess the effects
the WTO has already had. Key areas of conflict can be
expected around the Agreement on Agriculture, Agree-
ments Regulating Tariffs, the TRIPS Agreement, and
agreements that include food safety and biotechnology.

t h e  a g r e e m e n t  o n  a g r i c u lt u r e  

WHILE THE EU, JAPAN, CANADA, and other developed
nations are leading the charge for a new round of mul-
tilateral negotiations that will focus largely on agricul-
ture, most developing countries are still reeling from
the effects of the last negotiations that resulted in the
AOA. They have had to change national policies and
laws to open up their economies further to foreign
goods and services. Because their local firms are usually
small and do not receive subsidies at the level of north-
ern countries (if they receive subsidies at all), they have
been unable to compete successfully with the big com-
panies based in the developed nations. These countries
are resisting further expansion of WTO jurisdiction
over export subsidies, supply management controls,
price controls, and many other issues. 

Concurrently, family farmers and small agriculture
producers in northern countries have also been wiped
out by the last five years of WTO agriculture policies.
Many from both the North and the South want to take
much of the jurisdiction over agriculture policies out
of the WTO.

India and many African
nations are calling for an
exemption from some of the
AOA rules on the grounds that
their food security is threat-
ened. Meanwhile, countries
such as Norway, Japan, and
Korea are trying to broaden
the scope of the discussion
and introduce the concept of
multifunctionality—the inter-
relationship between agricul-

ture, the environment, culture, and other areas—into
the WTO. 

t h e  a g r e e m e n t  o n  s a n i ta ry  
a n d  p h y t o s a n i ta ry  m e a s u r e s  

A S T H E B E E F H O R M O N E and the Japanese pesticide
cases clearly demonstrate, countries have been pun-
ished for protecting their citizens with food safety
and health standards higher than those allowed by
the SPS and Codex. The SPS Agreement does not
safeguard any country’s right to adopt and implement
measures it sees fit to protect human, animal and
plant life or health. As a result, some member nations
would like to remove SPS constraints to ensure the
sovereign right of nations to enact standards to pro-
tect their citizens.

t h e  “ b i o t e c h  a g r e e m e n t ”
T H E U.S .  G O V E R N M E N T wants to negotiate what is
known as a “stand alone” accord at the WTO that will
force countries to accept exports of genetically engi-
neered (GE) foods. The insistence on a separate agree-
ment, rather than simply inserting provisions into an
existing agreement, is an indication of the importance
of the subject to the U.S. biotech food industry. 

Under the proposal currently being discussed,
biotech food corporations would agree to voluntary,
not mandatory, labeling in exchange for member coun-
tries agreeing to open their markets to GE foods. Also
under this proposal, governments would have the bur-
den of proving that a GE product is unsafe before they
can ban or restrict it, instead of requiring manufacturers
to prove that their product is safe. Once again, this pro-
posal reverses the spirit of the precautionary principle.

As Eugene Whelan, former Canadian

federal agriculture minister, observed,

“These deals aren’t about free trade.

They’re about the right of these guys

(corporate agribusinesses) to do busi-

ness the way they want, wherever they

want.”
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Hambukusbu baskets woven by women in Okavango, Botswana—Traditional livelihoods and arts are rapidly disappearing as the
global economy peddles its chain stores, franchised food, and mass-produced wares around the world. Such cultural homogenization
destroys the rich history, diversity, and beauty of many cultures.

T O A N Y O N E W H O H A S T R AV E L E D the globe, it is
obvious that diversity of culture is disappearing.
Communities in Asia, or Europe, or California are
quickly beginning to look more alike than different,
as all are immersed in an increasingly homogenized
lifestyle dominated by the cultural products of western
nations that are flooding the world. People are seeing
the same television and films, wearing the same clothes,
eating the same franchised food and, increasingly, are
motivated by the same consumer values. The argument
is that most countries of the world want to become
like the U.S., and so seek to emulate the kinds of val-
ues and behaviors they see in American and other
western countries. 

Others argue that the western cultural cloning
now underway is the direct result of nearly a century

of deliberate corporate intrusion into other nations,
particularly into smaller, poorer countries that lack
the resources to counter such influence. Corporate
advertising blankets the globe with images that glori-
fy western taste, dress, food, and lifestyle. It is worth
noting that 70 percent of television programming in
the world is imported from the U.S. Similar statistics
prevail in most other areas of communications. In
Canada, for example, 85 percent of magazines on news-
stands are American, a fact that has caused a WTO
dispute between the two countries. Traditional values
and cultures different from those of the West are
viewed as backward, out-of-date, and totally without
value in the modern world unless they can be com-
modified for tourist consumption.

Even so, most countries view culture as their rich-

culture
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est heritage, without which
they have no roots, history, or
soul. Many nations, feeling
that the right to protect their
cultural diversity is as impor-
tant as preserving biological
diversity, strenuously attempt
to resist, or at least control,
the import of foreign culture
into their own domains. They
believe that culture should not
be a tradable commodity; that
it is not the same as steel or
computer parts, and that trade
agreements should have no say in a nation’s attempts
to regulate cultural imports of any kind. Such resist-
ance is particularly strong in France, Canada, India,
China, and some Muslim countries. They recognize
the profound consequences of free trade in cultural
products and are clinging to every protection they
can muster. Some citizens in the U.S. are also con-
cerned about the continued advancement and “corpo-
ratization of culture” and view the WTO as a tool
that perpetuates this process. 

The mainly U.S.- based entertainment-industrial
complex, in contrast, views culture as big business to
be vigorously advanced at the WTO. Mass produced
products of American popular culture are one of the
country’s biggest exports. This industry combines giant
telecommunications companies, movie studios, televi-
sion networks, cable companies, and the Internet work-
ing together in a complex web that includes publishing,
films, broadcasting, video, television, cable and satel-
lite systems, mega-theater productions, music record-
ing and distribution, and theme parks. 

the erosion of cultural 
protections

R E S I S TA N C E T O F O R E I G N cultural domination is not
new, countries have been endeavoring to save their
cultures for decades. In the 1920s, European countries
resorted to screen quotas to protect their film industries
from the influx of American movies. At the GATT
Tokyo Round in the 1970s, the U.S. complained that
at least 21 countries were protecting their film and
television industries. The issue re-emerged at the

GATT Uruguay Round in the
1980s, leading to an agreement
that subjected cultural products
to the same trade disciplines as
bananas, cars, or heavy equip-
ment. These agreements
include investment rules that
stipulate that foreign corpora-
tions and their products must
be given the same treatment as
domestic companies (National
Treatment), and that countries
cannot set quantitative restric-
tions (quotas). This leaves

Disney Corporation, Time-Warner, or Rupert Murdoch’s
various enterprises free to enter any country and cul-
ture and to dominate its publications, television, films,
music, video, and computers. 

There are two small exceptions in GATT. One
allows a country to establish or maintain some screen
quotas under very limited conditions, and a second
general exception (under Article XX) stipulates that
nations may take measures to protect national treasures
of historic or archaeological value. Disney may not be
able to buy the Eiffel Tower, but it can overtake the
French film industry. Mitsubishi may not be allowed to
purchase Mt. Rushmore, though it just might buy CBS.

wto rulings on cultural issues

A LT H O U G H T H E R E H AV E B E E N several complaints
concerning culture at the WTO since 1995, only one
case has been resolved to date. That is the dispute
between Canada and the U.S. over the Canadian maga-
zine market. A 1996 case in which the U.S. complained
that Turkey’s taxation of revenues generated from for-
eign films was a barrier to trade was resolved between
the two parties in 1997 without a WTO ruling.

Canada’s Attempt to Save Its Magazines  
Challenge by the U.S. against Canada [Case WT/DS31]
CURRENTLY, 85 PERCENT of all magazines available at
Canadian newsstands are American. In an effort to pro-
tect its own magazines, Canada gave favorable postage
rates to certain Canadian periodicals and introduced a
tax law that gave an incentive to Canadian advertisers to
place ads with domestic, instead of foreign, magazines. 

Many countries...strenuously attempt to

resist, or at least control, the import of

foreign culture into their own domains.

They believe that culture should not be

a tradable commodity...that trade

agreements should have no say in a

nation’s attempts to regulate cultural

imports of any kind.



In 1997, the WTO ruled that Canada’s measures
were in violation of GATT. Canada has been forced
to comply and has eliminated both the favorable
postage rates for Canadian periodicals and the tax.

Other cases related to culture are before the WTO. 

1. A complaint by the European Community (EC)
that the U.S. permits the playing of radio and televi-
sion music in public places without the payment of a
royalty fee; the EC compensates its artists for such use. 

2. A U.S. claim that a number of TV stations in
Greece regularly broadcast copyrighted motion pic-
tures and television programs without the authoriza-
tion of copyright owners. 

3. An EC allegation that Canada gives more favorable
pricing for Canadian movie distribution than it gives
to movies produced in EC countries. 

looking ahead

THE PROPOSED WTO Millennium Round would launch
new negotiations in the telecommunications sector,

which includes all emerging technologies. If that round
takes place, chances are that several global corpora-
tions will be working to make sure that every time
you turn on your computer, the WTO will be there
to ensure that the ownership, operation, and regula-
tion of just about everything you do comes under
WTO rules and is open to investment and control 
by global corporations. 

b r o a d c a s t  d e r e g u l at i o n

TA L K S O N B R O A D C A S T D E R E G U L AT I O N would also
be on the table. WTO documents reveal that the pro-
posed discussion would include “access and reciprocity
to domestic and foreign markets.” This would open
up the airwaves to takeover by global communications/
entertainment corporations. It could also force countries
to abandon subsidies to and domestic requirements
for public broadcasting, such as National Public Radio
in the U.S., or the Canadian Broadcasting Service.
Ironically, the push for this deregulation is coming
from U.S. corporations, even though the U.S. gov-
ernment has protected segments of its own broadcast-
ing sector in both NAFTA and the WTO as being
“essential to national security.”

t h e  c o m p u t e r  i n d u s t ry  
a n d  e - c o m m e r c e

I N A N O T H E R A R E N A, the computer industry in the
U.S. and other developed countries is calling for
WTO negotiations to establish global rules on e-
commerce, (selling and purchasing products on the
Internet) in the hope of forcing countries to give up
their right to tax or otherwise regulate commerce on
the web. This would provide an advantage to large
corporations for two reasons: (1) businesses that have
physical locations (your local bookstore, market, etc.)
would still have to pay local, state, and national sales
taxes, and (2) full-time Internet access can be too
expensive for individuals and smaller businesses. In
addition to the access charges (which are projected to
go highter due to the industry’s push to de-regulate) it
is expensive to advertise a website and to provide
security for financial transactions, not to mention the
costs of adding a shipping and handling department
to fulfill electronic orders. Thus, small proprietors are
less able to compete. 
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Sahel, Africa—Hollywood comes to a remote village near you:
The number of television sets per 1,000 people worldwide almost
doubled between 1980 and 1995. And the spread of global brands
like Nike and Sony, is setting new social standards from Delhi
to Warsaw to Rio de Janeiro.
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T H E A R E A O F I N T E L L E C T U A L property rights (IPRs)
has become one of the great battlegrounds where
western industrial nations, acting on behalf of their
corporations, battle southern countries attempting to
preserve their genetic resources, traditional livelihoods,
and even to provide cheap life-saving drugs to their
citizens. It’s also, unfortunately, one of the least well-
reported and most confusing of all the trade areas,
though one of great import.

An IPR is a claim to a discovery or an invention
which is rendered through a system of patents, copy-
rights, trademarks, or the granting of exclusive mar-
keting rights. The WTO agreement that sets regula-
tions for a system of IPRs is called the Agreement on
Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS). In
1996, the World Intellectual Property Organization

(WIPO), formerly an independent organization,was
brought under the jurisdiction of the WTO. This
gives the WTO another means to claim the authority
to rule on patents, trademarks, and copyright law. 

Before the WTO existed, individual countries
made their own decisions about whether to grant IPR
protections and at what level. Governments granted
intellectual property rights to reward inventors and
other creative people the exclusive rights to use and
sell the products of their creativity and innovation.
This was based on the belief that people had a right
to profit from their own creativity and to foster tech-
nological growth by providing motivation for innova-
tion. The U.S., for example, grants patents for a cer-
tain period (generally up to 21 years) which allow the
patent holder exclusive rights to develop and market

intellectual property rights

A plant pathologist displays neem oil—Neem, a beautiful tree native to India, has been used in India for centuries as a natural pesticide
and for a variety of medicinal uses. Under the guise of intellectual property rights, this heritage is being stolen. In the last few years,
over a dozen U.S. patents have been granted to large U.S. and Japanese firms for neem-based products.
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an invention. Most IPR patent
holders are large corporations
even if the first patent claims are
made by university scientists. 

Unfortunately, most people
in developed countries have
heard about the battle over
IPRs entirely in terms of the
flood of bootleg software, CDs,
clothing, and other counterfeit
products produced in some
developing countries. Mean-
while, much graver aspects of
IPRs receive no attention. Besides globalizing IPR sys-
tems, the WTO has also introduced patents on living
material, including plants, animals, genes, cells, and
genetically manipulated organisms.

Unlike the U.S., most countries in the world do
not grant patents on life forms such as plants, animals,
and microbes, or on pharmaceuticals because of ethi-
cal, cultural, religious, and socioeconomic concerns.
Many southern countries oppose patenting crucial
elements of the “commons”—seeds, plants, and other
living resources necessary for food and health—
believing that they should be freely available. For
centuries, the commons have been clearly understood
to be part of the cultural, spiritual, and biological inher-
itance of all people. The belief is that such things should
not be turned into commodities to be sold only to
those who can pay for them. In contrast, there are no
commons under the system promoted in the WTO.
Virtually all life forms and resources are available for
corporate ownership. 

The United States and most of the developed
nations find the southern resistance to patenting of
this kind of intellectual property outrageous to the
principles of free trade and a major inhibitor of the
rights and prerogatives of global corporations. Informing
the outrage is the fact that the last reservoirs of the
planet’s genetic and biological reserves are in the South.
According to the World Resources Institute, more than
half the world’s remaining plant and animal species
live in the rainforests of the Third World. Of 120
active compounds now used in modern medicines, 75
percent were derived from the traditional knowledge

of indigenous and Third
World peoples. Fewer than a
dozen are synthesized by sim-
ple chemical means; the rest
are directly extracted from
plants and then purified.
Biotechnology corporations
are fighting fiercely for access
to genetic reserves and the
ability to claim patents on
plant and animal life.

By controlling living
resources through patents, the

biotech industry is trying to replace the natural econ-
omy through which hundreds of millions of people
have long derived their food and medicine directly
from nature. Genetically engineered, patented organ-
isms and products force the world’s people to depend
on corporations for basic needs.

bad trips‒trade related 
intellectual property rights

WITH TRIPS, T H E W T O is able to give corporations a
great deal of help. The agreement privatizes some life
forms under transnational corporate control, creating
monopolies over basic tools of life such as seeds. TRIPS
gives foreign corporations the right to take traditional
indigenous seed varieties, including those that have been
developed by small farmers over centuries, “improve”
them by minor genetic alteration, and then patent them.
These corporations then have the exclusive right to
sell the patented seeds to the communities that once
owned them in common and used them freely. Southern
countries call it “biopiracy,” and there have been mass
demonstrations, most notably in India, to express out-
rage about it. In 1995, a mere 24 of the 1,500 seed
companies in the world already held a combined mar-
ket share of over 50 percent. 

Ironically, the argument that industrial countries
made for globalizing an IPR system was that technolog-
ically altered materials should be part of the “common
heritage of humankind.” This argument rests on an
inherent double standard: materials created and devel-
oped from generations of innovation by farmers and
indigenous people in the South were common heritage,

Many southern countries oppose

patenting crucial elements of the “com-

mons”—seeds, plants, and other living

resources necessary for food and health

—believing that they should be freely

available. In contrast, there are no

commons under the system promoted in

the WTO.



and thus northern corporations had free access. Yet
the benefits derived from this common heritage are
corporate property and protected by patents.

In contrast, many southern countries do not his-
torically extend patents to pharmaceuticals, which are
usually derived from traditionally used local plants
and are considered to be part of the commons. This
prevents monopoly control by foreign corporations,
which in turn helps to assure low-cost medicinal
products and local production.

The negotiations over TRIPS are among the most
appalling examples of the way global corporations
influence and dominate global trade policy and agree-
ments. The framework for the TRIPS agreement was
directly shaped by a lobbying group called the
Intellectual Property Committee, a coalition of 12
major U.S. corporations: Bristol Myers, DuPont,
General Electric, General Motors, Hewlett Packard,
IBM, Johnson & Johnson, Merck, Monsanto, Pfizer,
Rockwell and Warner. In addition, a group of eco-
nomic organizations in Japan called Keidanren, and
the Union of Industrial and Employees Confederations,
the official representative for European business and
industry, had direct access to the negotiators and
helped mold the agreement. Not one person from any
NGO of any country was involved in developing the
agreement or even permitted to comment.

Southern countries were uniquely unified in their
opposition to adopting a U.S.-style patent system. 
As reported in Third World Resurgence (January 1992),
“Developing countries objected to the inherent unfair-
ness in having to give their genetic resource materials
freely when these were being used for developing
biological materials which were then subject to prop-
erty rights. The common heritage of mankind, taken
freely from the South, was now returned as a com-
modity at a price.”

At the end of the negotiations, the TRIPS agree-
ment represented a triumph for the U.S. and transna-
tional corporations. The agreement significantly limits
the rights of countries to set their own domestic poli-
cies in this area. The South did win a few concessions
on the issue of the patenting of life forms. The 1994
TRIPS agreement requires that countries allow
microbes (bacteria, etc.) and processes for the pro-

duction of genetically altered plants and animals to be
patented. However, countries do not have to grant
patents to animals. 

The TRIPS agreement allows countries to set up
their own alternative, or sui generis, system for patenting
plant varieties. (Sui generis is a Latin term that means
“of its own kind of class.”) Developing countries have
until January 1, 2005, to develop an acceptable system
for plant variety protection that will be compliant with
TRIPS. However, what constitutes an alternative sys-
tem that is compliant and acceptable with TRIPS is
undefined, and many countries fear that their sui generis
systems will be challenged by, most likely, the U.S.
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Rain forests, mainly located in Third World countries, cover
only 7 percent of the planet yet contain 50 percent of the world’s
species of plants and animals, including thousands of medicinal
plants that are only found in rain forests. Within this century,
nearly half of these forests have been destroyed. At current
deforestation rates, rain forests in Asia will totally disappear in
only ten years.
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wto ruling on intellectual 
property rights

T H E N O RT H E R N E A G E R N E S S for all nations to adopt a
U.S.-style system of patenting is illustrated by a
WTO challenge that the U.S. brought against India.
The U.S. has brought similar cases against several
other nations claiming that they are not implement-
ing WTO patent rules quickly enough. To date, the
WTO has only ruled on the India case.

Patents on Plant Varieties: 
Advancing the U.S.-Style Patent System   
Challenge by the U.S. against India [Case WT/DS50]
I N D I A’S C U R R E N T L AW deliberately excludes plants
and animals from patenting in order to maintain local
control over these life forms. This helps to maintain
low prices for some products such as pharmaceuticals.

Under the current TRIPS, however, developing coun-
tries must, by the year 2005, provide some form of
patent protection for plant varieties that is GATT-
compliant, i.e., that allows foreign companies the
right to patent local plant varieties. 

The basic complaint by the U.S. was that India
had violated its TRIPs obligations by not moving fast
enough toward compliance. The WTO concurred,
even though its own deadline for compliance is 2005.
India has been forced to grant market monopolies to
corporations on the basis of patents granted by any
other country in the world as a result of this WTO
ruling. 

looking ahead

S O M E P R O V I S I O N S of the TRIPS agreement that are
up for review include agreeing upon a definition of
life forms (to be able to determine exactly what can
be patented) and a review of what kinds of sui generis
systems for protecting plant varieties will be considered
WTO compliant. Meanwhile, the U.S. continues to
exert heavy pressure to allow all plants and animals to
be patented, giving these life forms over to the con-
trol of global corporations. In addition, TRIPS negoti-
ations and initiatives will greatly affect the direction
and the speed at which the biotech industry develops. 

It is not an overstatement to say that the 1999
review of the plant variety protections could deter-
mine both the future of the world’s food and pharma-
ceutical supply, as well as the shape of global agricul-
ture. If the U.S. position prevails, countries will be
forced to allow transnational corporations to patent
virtually all of their biodiversity, including food crops.
Hundreds of millions of farmers will lose control of
their own seeds and be forced to buy patented seeds
from corporations for each year’s harvest. In poor
countries, this could force untold numbers of farmers
off their land. 

During forthcoming TRIPS reviews, many coun-
tries will call for an exclusion of all life forms from
patentability. Groups across the world are demanding
a total freeze on TRIPS until it is fully reviewed and
amended by WTO members in the TRIPS Council.

Child with AIDS, Wat Phrabatnamphu AIDS hospice, Lopuri,
Thailand—The U.S. threatened to challenge Thailand at the
WTO because Thai companies began making AIDS-related
drugs available at a fraction of the cost charged by U.S. drug
companies. Because of this threat, Thailand, which depends on
the U.S. for 25 percent of its exports, stopped manufacturing its
cheaper drugs.
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the chilling effect 

M O R E A N D M O R E F R E Q U E N T LY, proposed national
laws are never put into effect, or are weakened,
because another nation threatens a WTO challenge to
the proposed law or its implementation. Developing
countries are especially vulnerable to such threats by
more affluent developed nations, which have more
resources, both legal and monetary, to take a case to
the WTO. The successful effort of the U.S. to com-
pel India to comply with WTO rules before its own
deadline has already been described. Large countries
also attempt to force smaller countries not to use the
few protections they have managed to win for them-
selves within WTO rules. This is often called the
chilling effect, but it looks a lot like bullying.

g e r b e r  v s .  g uat e m a l a ’ s  
i n fa n t  h e a lt h  l aw

IN ONE WELL-KNOWN CASE, TRIPS was used to thwart
a law designed to protect infant health in Guatemala.
In accord with recommended World Health Organization
(WHO)/United Nations International Children’s
Emergency Fund (UNICEF) guidelines, Guatemala had
banned claims on packaging that equated infant formula
with healthy, fat babies in order to encourage mothers
to breast feed infants. Gerber Products Company (baby
food) induced the U.S. State Department to threaten
a WTO challenge of this regulation, arguing that
Gerber had an intellectual property right under the
WTO TRIPS agreement. Under threat of challenge,
Guatemala revised its law and now allows labeling
that actually violates the WHO/UNICEF guidelines.

a i d s  d r u g s  d e n i e d  t o  h i v - i n f e c t e d
i n  t h a i l a n d  a n d  s o u t h  a f r i c a

I N A N O T H E R C A S E, the U.S. pharmaceutical industry
is attempting to stop South Africa and Thailand from
developing their own versions of AIDS drugs that can
be sold at a fraction of the usual price. TRIPS guaran-
tees a 20-year patent for drugs. However, over objec-
tions from developed nations, Article 31 was inserted
into TRIPS to provide a way for countries to override
the patent through a “compulsory license” clause
which allows a government to grant local companies
a license to produce a drug in cases of health emer-
gencies. (The clause also states that the patent holder
must be given “adequate remuneration.”)

South Africa and Thailand, both areas hard hit by
the AIDS virus, have used this clause to begin to manu-
facture AIDS-related drugs. For example, U.S.-based
Pfizer used to charge $14 for a daily dose of fluconazole,
an antibiotic that can fight off a fatal form of meningitis
contracted by one in five AIDS sufferers in Thailand.
Recently, three Thai companies began making the drug
at a cost of just over $1 per daily dose. Likewise, the
monthly cost of the AIDS drug zidovudine has come
down from a prohibitive $324 in 1992 to $85 in 1995. 

The U.S. threatened Thailand with trade sanctions
under the WTO. Twenty-five percent of Thai exports
go to the U.S. The Thai government has now banned
compulsory licensing even though it has a genuine
health emergency and the right to compulsory licens-
ing under Article 31.

In 1997, the South African government proposed
new legislation to allow compulsory licensing. The
U.S. government is now arguing with South Africa to
discourage such a move from becoming law.

U.S. pharmaceutical companies claim that the
drugs are so expensive because they have spent enor-
mous sums of money on research and development.
They neglect to mention that some of the most
important AIDS drugs were discovered by researchers
in the U.S. National Institutes of Health and by
researchers in other facilities whose budgets are sup-
plemented with government grants. Their discoveries
were then handed over to corporations that produce
the drugs and reap the profits.
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Arguing that Gerber had an intellectual property right under the
WTO TRIPS agreement, the U.S. threatened to challenge a
Guatemalan law that banned packaging equating infant formula
with healthy, fat babies in order to encourage mothers to breast
feed infants. Under such a threat, the Gerber label prevailed.
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Deregulation of banking and financial markets, aided by WTO rules, enable instantaneous worldwide money transfers. With the
split-second click of a button, incomprehensibly large amounts of money shift from country to country and can create massive eco-
nomic breakdowns resulting in human hardship for millions and ecological disaster around the world.

A L L T O O O F T E N, activists, policy makers, and the
media leave investment issues to the investors, finding
the subject too boring or too complicated to pursue.
This is a mistake. Finance and investment rules ultimately
affect almost every facet of life. While few are paying
attention, the WTO is steadily expanding its reach. It
is critically important to understand and control eco-
nomic rights in order to maintain important environ-
mental, social, democratic, and cultural rights. 

Historically, nations have regulated foreign invest-
ment in order to benefit the economic and social
development of their own countries. Governments
often want foreign investors to satisfy certain conditions,
or performance requirements. These requirements might
include hiring a certain percentage of local employ-
ees, or minorities, or women; purchasing inputs for
manufacturing from domestic producers; or balancing

exports and imports. Other types of performance
requirements might require foreign investors to deposit
a percentage of their investments in domestic banks,
restrict the percentage of profits that can be “repatriated”
to a corporation’s home country, place host country
citizens on boards of directors, or transfer technology
in exchange for the privilege of being allowed to invest
in the host country. GATT’s Trade Related Investment
Measures (TRIMS) changes all that. It provides the
framework to restrict or eliminate nations’ rights to
determine domestic finance and investment policy,
including settings performance requirements. 

agreement on trade related
investment measures ⁽trims⁾
T H E C U R R E N T T R I M S A G R E E M E N T covers conditions
on trade-related investments in goods (e.g., clothing,

finance and investment
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apples, iron ore, etc.). In other
words, if a government wishes
to regulate the import of raw
materials or the export of goods,
TRIMS has rules that restrict a
country’s abilities to control the
conditions of such investments. 

For example, TRIMS
currently restricts a country’s
ability to impose local content standards. A host country
can no longer require a foreign corporation to use
local materials or labor. If an auto manufacturer wants
to produce cars in a foreign country, that country can
no longer require the corporation to use a certain
percentage of local content whether it be steel, an
auto part, etc.

At this time, TRIMS does not cover non-trade-related
investments. A law that restricts repatriation of profits
is considered to be a non-trade-related investment rule,
as are many of the other performance requirements
described above. TRIMS also does not include invest-
ment in services. Services, under TRIMS, generally means
services such as banking and insurance. Other WTO
agreements, such as the General Agreement on Trade
and Services (GATS), do cover “services,” and indus-
trial nations are pushing to extend services to include
education, healthcare, and municipal water or waste
disposal systems, which would open up these sectors
to foreign investment.

Although TRIMS does not explicitly eliminate all
performance requirements or stop governments from
determining who can provide public services, it has
already seriously affected the ability of countries to
control finance and investments within their borders.
For example, prior to the TRIMS negotiations, the
Canadian government eliminated its Foreign Investment
Review Act, which set requirements and other invest-
ment criteria for foreign corporations doing business
in Canada. The Canadian government did this to
ensure that it would not be in a compromised position
during the talks. This is only one of several instances
in which TRIMS has “chilled” domestic finance and
investment regulations. 

Not surprisingly, the WTO is quickly moving to
enlarge its domain to include both non-trade-related

investment measures and
investment in services. After
the defeat of the Multilateral
Agreement on Investment
(MAI) at the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) in
spring 1998 (discussed below),
several industrial countries

stepped up their efforts to include many aspects of the
defeated MAI within TRIMS and other WTO agree-
ments such as GATS. Given its existing policies, the
WTO’s desire to expand its control over the invest-
ment rules of individual countries does not bode well
for those concerned with the environment, human
rights, labor rights, consumer rights, public health,
and other areas. A truly worrying example of how the
WTO’s investment regulations can limit citizens’ rights
can be found in a case brought before the WTO
involving Burma that could decide whether a member
nation still has the right to use economic sanctions to
protest human rights violations (see next page).

a brief history of finance 
and investment rules

A S FA R B A C K A S 1955, GATT member countries
adopted the International Investment for Economic
Development resolution that began to weaken an
individual country’s control over the activities of for-
eign corporations that invested within its borders.
This resolution urged greater protection and security
for foreign investment through the negotiation of
bilateral investment agreements. These agreements
encroached upon some countries’ abilities to control
their own economic development because larger pow-
ers were able to get concessions from small countries
as a condition of investing. However, the scope of
these agreements was limited by their bilateral nature.

In the 1980s, the International Chamber of
Commerce (ICC), many of whose members are Global
Fortune 500 transnational corporations, began to
demand a new set of investment rules under GATT.
These new rules were designed to free the movement
of foreign capital and investment around the world,
unfettered by government regulation. The ICC made
two arguments with far-ranging implications: (1) that

It is critically important to understand

and control economic rights in order to

maintain important environmental,

social, democratic, and cultural rights.



governments should not have the right to regulate
foreign investment through performance requirements,
and (2) that foreign-based corporations had a right to
receive security for their investments from the coun-
tries in which they invested. 

Soon, the U.S., Japan, and several European gov-
ernments proposed provisions intended to limit the
power of governments to set performance requirements
and other investment regulations. These provisions
were known as the Multilateral Investment Agreement
(MIA). Many developing countries steadfastly opposed
this proposal. They were concerned that such provi-
sions would inhibit them from determining and meet-
ing the economic development priorities of their own
people and would instead allow foreign corporations,
de facto, to dictate economic policy. Worse, some pro-
posed provisions actually gave certain investment

rights only to foreign corporations, putting domestic
businesses at a distinct disadvantage.

Although many developing nations strongly
objected to several of the investment measures the
industrial countries wanted to include, the current
TRIMS agreement was finally adopted by member
nations. As a result of the dissension, a two-track
approach emerged from the Uruguay Round of GATT:
(1) the adoption of Trade Related Investment Measures
(TRIMS); and (2) a WTO working committee was
formed to “explore,” and keep alive, the development
of the MIA that covers non-trade-related investment
measures and services.

wto challenge

The Burma Case: Human Rights Affected 
by Finance and Investment  
Challenge by the European Community (EC) and 
Japan against the U.S. [Case WT/DS88/1]
I N 1996 T H E S TAT E of Massachusetts enacted a
selective purchasing law that bars companies that do
business with Burma (Myanmar) from bidding for
large public contracts in Massachusetts. The EC
argued that, under WTO rules, including TRIMS, the
Massachusetts restriction is unfair “to the trade and
investment community,” and that it breaches current
WTO rules on government procurement.

Massachusetts questions whether doing business
with a brutal military regime is fair and has cited U.S.
Department of State reports that “...soldiers have
committed serious human rights abuses, including
extra judicial killing and rape.” International trade
unions recently accused the EC of “crimes against
humanity” by trying to force Massachusetts to end 
its boycott. 

Similar economic sanctions were used in the anti-
apartheid movement in the U.S. in the 1980s and
have been credited for hastening the transition to
democracy in South Africa. Should the Massachusetts
law be struck down, the efforts of any social justice
movement advocating government sanctions against
criminal regimes will be severely hampered. The mere
existence of this WTO challenge has already
squelched other efforts to use economic sanctions to
uphold human rights. Hoping to avoid trouble in the
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An anti-apartheid protest in September 1989, Cape Town,
South Africa—In 1997, Japan and the European Community
challenged a Massachusetts law that banned companies doing
business in Burma (Myanmar) from bidding on large public
contracts. If similar economic sanctions were disallowed during
the South African apartheid regime, Nelson Mandela might still
be in jail.
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WTO, in 1998 the U.S.
Administration actively lob-
bied the Maryland state legis-
lature to stop the adoption of
a selective purchasing law
against Nigeria. The proposal
subsequently lost by one vote.

Two U.S. federal courts
recently ruled that the
Massachusetts’ law was an
unconstitutional intrusion on
the federal government’s for-
eign-policy powers and cited
the WTO complaint filed by
the EC and Japan. The U.S. cases were filed by the
National Foreign Trade Council (NFTC), which repre-
sents 580 companies, including many of the biggest
U.S. multinationals. Papers filed in federal courts by the
NFTC suggested that 346 companies were affected,
including Apple computer. The case in now headed
for the U.S. Supreme Court. 

The federal court rulings, together with the
Administration’s lobbying effort in Maryland, serious-
ly call into question the U.S. government’s willing-
ness to act on its legal obligation to vigorously
defend the Massachusetts law against the EC-Japan
challenge, which is currently suspended pending the
outcome of the domestic case. 

“If the actions of Massachusetts, which put the
human rights of the Burmese people above the inter-
ests of a few multinational companies, do not comply
with WTO rules, then the WTO rules need changing,
not the actions of Massachusetts,” said Bill Jordan,
general secretary of the International Confederation
of Free Trade Unions.

looking ahead 

E L E M E N T S C O N TA I N E D in previous MAI and MIA
proposals are expected to re-emerge in future WTO
negotiations. While the developing countries will be
opposing further liberalization of investment rules,
the larger, richer nations would like to extend meas-
ures that protect transnational corporations investing
around the globe.

t h e  r e - e m e r g e n c e  
o f  t h e  m u lt i l at e r a l
a g r e e m e n t  o n
i n v e s t m e n t  ⁽ m a i ⁾
A S A L R E A D Y N O T E D, when 
it became clear during the
Uruguay Round that MIA
rules would not be part of 
the TRIMS agreement, the
European Union, backed by
Japan and Canada, formed a
WTO working committee on
the MIA. In the meantime,
believing that opposition
from developing countries in

the WTO would result in a weak, compromise agree-
ment, the U.S. led an initiative for a MAI at the OECD.
The U.S. hoped that ratification at the OECD would
make it easier to negotiate a stronger agreement in
the WTO a few years later. Thanks to the efforts of
hundreds of NGOs throughout the world, the MAI
was eventually defeated at the OECD. However, sev-
eral industrial countries are still pushing for the WTO
to adopt MAI-like measures.

The newly developing MIA/MAI-type of agree-
ment (whatever it will finally be called) would most
likely be initiated at the proposed Millennium Round.
Such an agreement would extend the WTO’s purview
to include non-trade-related investment measures as
well as investment in services. In other words, govern-
ments would no longer have the right or power to
regulate the entry, behavior, and operations of foreign-
based corporations in their own economies.

Given the terrible hardships that millions of 
people in many developing countries experience as 
a result of the 1997-1998 financial crises, the South
remains opposed to further liberalized investment
rules. However, northern governments, especially
Japan and the European Union, continue to advocate
for stronger, more expansive investment provisions.
The U.S. supports this and will also launch new
investment treaty negotiations at the OECD and
other global institutions.

Industrial countries are pushing for the following
measures to be within the WTO. 
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A truly worrying example of how

WTO’s investment regulations can

limit citizens’ rights can be found in a

case brought before the WTO involv-

ing Burma that could decide whether a

member nation still has the right to use

economic sanctions to protest human
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◆ Investor-State Mechanism.
This mechanism gives foreign-
based corporations the right to
sue the governments of their
host countries directly. This
right has already been put
into practice under NAFTA
when U.S.-based Ethyl
Corporation sued Canada
because of its ban of a known
neurotoxin gasoline additive,
MMT. Ethyl argued that the
ban was an “unfair taking”;
Canadian government attor-
neys believed that Canada
would lose under NAFTA law and advised settlement.
Canada awarded the corporation $13 million in dam-
ages and repealed its ban on MMT. This measure is a
direct assault on the sovereignty of nations and remove
their abilities to control local economies. (Please see
Investor-State Cases on next page.)

◆ Elimination of Performance Requirements.
Governments would no longer have the right to
impose performance standards or requirements on
corporations doing business on their soil (e.g., local
hiring quotas, labeling of products, natural resource
export quotas, etc.). 

◆ Investment Protection for Corporations. Foreign-
based corporations would have “full and constant pro-
tection and security,” particularly “protection from
strife.” Governments would be expected to protect
foreign investors from their own citizens in case of
public protests, and to compensate corporations for
damages.

◆ Subsidies Code. A subsidies code is likely to restrict
governments from granting subsidies to domestic
business enterprises or to require that such subsidies
be equally available to foreign-based corporations
operating within their countries.

◆ Public Enterprises Limits. When a government owns
a hydro-electric plant and provides lower electricity
rates to domestic industries in order to stimulate local
business, this is known as cross-subsidization. Cross-subsi-
dization to help local businesses would be prohibited.

◆ Unregulated Financial
Transfers. Governments would
be prevented from attempting
to regulate the flow of capital
in and out of their countries,
by “speed bump” measures, e.g.,
local bank deposit requirements
intended to control fly-by-
night portfolio stock invest-
ments and to protect countries
from currency flight or specu-
lation, which can, as demon-
strated during the 1997-98
financial crises, devastate
smaller countries .

◆ Broader Expropriation Rules. The definition of
“expropriation” would expand beyond the takings of
physical assets such as buildings, equipment, land,
etc. to encompass public policies (such as public
health laws) and programs, including taxation, as the
basis for claiming compensation. Expropriation would
even include allowing corporations to claim damages
due to lost profits from a planned but unrealized
investment. (See Investor-State Cases, Ethyl/MMT.) 

◆ Rollback Measures. Signatory governments would
agree to alter or eliminate any laws, policies, or pro-
grams that do not conform with the new investment
rules; this includes a “standstill” clause that prevents
the adoption of any new non-conforming laws.

◆ Constrain All Levels of Government. All of the new
investment rules would directly apply not only to the
national governments which are signatories to the
deal, but also to state, provincial, county, and munici-
pal governments, which have taken no part in the
negotiations.

◆ Lock-in Provisions. Signatory governments would
be locked into the new investment rules for at least a
20-year period, with no provisions for withdrawal or
abrogation without severe penalties regardless of
drastic changes in local or international economic
conditions.

Some nations, led by the U.S., are now

proposing that another WTO agree-

ment, the GATS, should specifically

offer foreign corporations further rights

and access to domestic water and water

systems, including the commercial

operation of municipal drinking water

systems.



investor-state cases

O N E O F T H E M O S T C O N T R O V E R S I A L MAI-like provi-
sions in TRIMS is the investor-state mechanism which
allows foreign based corporations to sue national gov-
ernments directly for alleged violations of investment
rules. The original formulation of this investor-state
mechanism is found in chapter 11 of NAFTA.
Amazingly, this rule allows corporations to claim
“expropriation” due to lost profits from a planned but
unrealized investment. The following are some recent
examples of NAFTA challenges whereby foreign-
based corporations have sued national governments.
Such actions will become more frequent if similar
investment rules are incorporated in the WTO.

In 1998, the Ethyl Corporation, a U.S.-based
chemical company, sued the Canadian government
for $250 million (under chapter 11 of NAFTA) for
placing a ban on the sale of its product, a manganese
gas additive, MMT. MMT is known to be a neurotox-
in that can cause brain damage. Part of Ethyl’s suit
claimed “lost profits.” Advised that it might lose the
case and thereby set a precedent, the Canadian gov-
ernment settled with Ethyl Corporation, paying Ethyl
$13 million as compensation for damages and with-
drawing its ban on MMT. The additive is banned in
Europe and California for the same environmental
and health reasons as it was in Canada.

In 1997, the Metalclad Corporation, a U.S.-based
waste disposal company, sued the Mexican state of
San Luis Potosi for $90 million in lost profit (under
NAFTA) because it prohibited the company from
re-opening a plant which had been declared to be an
environmental hazard in the region. While the Metal-
clad case is still pending before NAFTA, it should be
noted that the $90 million being sought by the com-
pany is more than the combined annual income of
every family in the county where the company’s plant
is located.

S.D. Myers, a U.S.-based waste disposal company,
is suing the Canadian government under the NAFTA
investment rules for lost profits incurred because Canada
banned the cross-border export of PCB wastes for a
year and a half. S.D. Myers is claiming $15 million in
lost profits. The case is still pending.

In the fall of 1998, the Sunbelt Water Company,
which is based in Alaska, launched a suit against the
Canadian government for $400 million under the
NAFTA investment rules because British Columbia
enacted a moratorium on the export of fresh water.
According to Sunbelt, the investment rules in NAFTA
allow the corporation to be a major “stakeholder in
the national water policy of Canada.”

In September 1999, Loewen Group, a large
Canadian funeral corporation, filed a NAFTA lawsuit
against the U.S. government, seeking $750 million in
damages because of what it claimed was unfair treat-
ment by a local jury in a Mississippi state court. In
that case, Loewen had been convicted of fraudulently
trying to corner the regional funeral market and was
fined $500 million—but instead of appealing the case
through the U.S. legal system, Loewen made an end
run to NAFTA and subsequently settled out of court.

The Vancouver-based Methanex Corporation filed
a $970 million NAFTA lawsuit in June 1999 against
California’s plan to ban MTBE, the gasoline additive
that is blamed for polluting the state’s groundwater.
MTBE, a suspected carcinogen, has contaminated the
drinking water supplies of at least 300 California cities. 
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Walker Lake, Canada—Under NAFTA investment rules, a U.S.-
based corporation is suing the Canadian province of British
Columbia for recently placing a moratorium on the export of
fresh water. The company claims that NAFTA allows it to be
a major “stakeholder in the national water policy of Canada.”
The U.S., Europe, and Japan would like similar investment
rules to be included within the WTO.
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I N I T S F I V E S H O RT Y E A R S of existence, the WTO has
gained unprecedented powers, powers that threaten the
basic freedoms of democratic societies and the rights
of communities to control their environments, health,
cultural, and social conditions. Because it controls and
defines the global rules of commerce, the WTO has
produced shocking and unexpected political outcomes.
It has also impacted many of the internal political
processes of member nations at every level of govern-
ment from the national level down to provinces, states,
counties, and municipalities. All must now conform
their political choices to the rulings of WTO tribunals.

The WTO intrudes into the affairs of national
governments for the clear purpose of transferring
many real powers of governance away from the con-
trol of countries and their citizens to global corpora-

tions and the bureaucracies that serve them. The ulti-
mate goal is to permanently codify trade issues and
corporate profits making them the primary standards
of a new form of global governance. As the former
Director-General of the WTO, Renato Ruggiero, has
said, the WTO is forming “the new constitution for
the next millennium.”

As we have seen, the WTO has steadily expand-
ed its purview well beyond that of its predecessor, 
the GATT. It has brought under its power many new
aspects of agriculture and investment, as well as intel-
lectual property rights, thus giving global corpora-
tions greater control of seeds, food, farming, and bio-
diversity. Now, global corporations are pushing hard
to expand the WTO mandate even further via the
proposed new Millennium Round of negotiations. 

conclusion: no new round, turn around
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Citizen movements around the globe are rising up to protest recent international institutions and agreements, such as the WTO (or,
as in this photo, the World Bank), that are rapidly implementing policies that place economic values higher than social, democratic,
and environmental values.
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In addition to the important and frightening power
grabs in food and public health standards, telecom-
munications, forestry, and other areas that have
already been discussed, new drives are being made to
extend WTO oversight in the areas of competition (fur-
ther favoring large global corporations over smaller,
local businesses); government procurement (to open up for-
merly sacred areas such as education, healthcare, and
public broadcasting to foreign corporations); and
more control of investment (including the re-emergence
of MAI/MIA agreements). 

These and many other moves to expand the pow-
ers of the WTO come at a moment when, around the
world, governments and their citizens are reeling
from the results of the Uruguay Round of negotia-
tions. Southern countries are particularly concerned
because they are just beginning to deal with the ways
that the formation of the WTO has led to the loss of
livelihood for millions of small farmers and business
people, the harmful transformation of traditional ways
of life, the destruction of native biodiversity, and the
pervasive damage to local economic systems that
have been invaded by dominant corporate and finan-
cial enterprises. They strongly argue that this is the
wrong time to burst into yet another round in which
the largest and wealthiest countries, with their huge
entourages of industry-funded lobbyists, plan to bring
a vast number of changes to the table.

Meanwhile, informed and concerned activists in
the North, and some governments too, are similarly
wary of an expanded and more powerful WTO, hav-
ing already observed the radical way that environ-
mental, public health, food safety, and labor standards
have been ratcheted downward while the dramatic
gaps between the richest and poorest segments of
society have expanded. More than 1,200 organiza-
tions around the world have signed a statement
demanding “no new round” of negotiations, calling
instead for an assessment round to review the effects
that WTO policies have had to date. 

what next?

S H O U L D T H E W T O B E S C R A P P E D? Replaced by some
new institution? Is it salvageable at all? These questions
are being vigorously discussed outside the circle of

WTO ministers by thousands of NGOs all over the
world, all of whom find the WTO seriously flawed.

At one end of the spectrum, some still argue for
reforming the WTO by including, for example, labor
and environmental standards and making its proceed-
ings more transparent and democratic. Another group
wants to reframe the WTO agenda to help close the
economic and power gaps between North and South.
They believe that the strong economy of the North is
built upon the colonialist policies of the past, and that
WTO rules controlling the exploitation of resources
are merely extensions of old policies that favor the
North. Still others say that the main points now are
to prevent further expansion of the WTO into new
terrain and to remove certain areas from its control
such as agriculture, intellectual property rights, water,
and all elements of the commons, including the
genetic structures of life.

Then there is a large, ever growing group that feels
the WTO, like the International Monetary Fund and
the World Bank, cannot be reformed; that it is inher-
ently destructive to the environment, democratic social
processes, and equity. Far better, this line of thinking
holds, would be to advocate for economic systems that
move real powers and control away from the global
center and back to local institutions where there is a
greater chance for democratic representation and
environmental, social, and cultural sustainability.

Advocates of globalization continue to argue that
there is no viable alternative, and that it is Utopian 
to oppose this inevitable process. But what is truly
Utopian is to say that a development model that
defies nature’s limits, marginalizes millions of people,
and destroys economic and social equity can possibly
survive for very long.

I N A N Y C A S E, we believe that whether they favor
reform or dissolution, most of the groups currently
seeking change agree on approximately the following
list of reform conditions for the WTO:

O N E Complete transparency in and public accounta-
bility for WTO decision making.

T W O Full participation by NGOs in the dispute res-
olution process, including NGO representation on
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WTO judicial panels and the right to appeal decisions.

T H R E E One country, one vote in all WTO processes
and decisions to replace the current consensus system
that is dominated by the coercive methods of a few
powerful countries. 

FOUR Remove elements of the commons such as water,
seeds, genes, etc., from the purview of the WTO.

F I V E No expansion of WTO powers or areas of
authority.

S I X No Millennium Round.

SEVEN Begin an Assessment Round with full democrat-
ic participation by all segments of society to make a
complete assessment of the effects of the WTO to date. 

E I G H T Convene a new Bretton Woods meeting—an
international convention with all segments of society
at the table—to work out ways to reform the WTO
so that it reflects a radically different hierarchy of val-
ues that places democracy, social equity, ecological
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Such changes would create a truly viable consti-
tution for the next millennium.
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Mother with a child outside a dispensary near Marrakesh—
As rural settlements are being abandoned and neglected, many
cities are unable to provide adequate housing, food, sanitation,
work and other essential services for all the people. WTO policies
tend to favor industrial society instead of rural communities.
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INVISIBLE GOVERNMENT
The World Trade Organization—Global Government

for the New Millennium. [A Primer] 
Authors: Debi Barker and Jerry Mander
This primer is a basic briefing on the powers, structure, rules, pow-
ers, and values of the World Trade Organization (WTO), and the
agreements it encompasses. It includes a brief description of economic
globalization—the engine driving the creation of global agreements
and institutions such as the WTO. Also included is a history of
post-Bretton Woods free trade institutions, leading up to the WTO,
as well as thorough explanations of WTO agreements and proce-
dures. Analyses of the WTO regime and case studies are included
concerning major recent decisions on: environment, agriculture, intel-
lectual property rights, culture and investment. 50 pages. 

TEN THREATS FROM THE WTO 
ON THE WORLD’S FORESTS

The Globalization of Industrial Forestry
Author: Victor Menotti, Chair of the IFG Environment 

Committee
This is a comprehensive look at the way WTO rules are accelerat-
ing the destruction of the planet’s last pristine forests. Included are
analyses of the giant timber corporations’ role in the creation of the
WTO rules, and how they will benefit from them. Considerable dis-
cussion on the new proposed “Free Trade in Wood Products” provi-
sions. 50 pages. 

VIEWS FROM THE SOUTH
The Effects of Globalization and the WTO 

on Third World Countries. 
Authors: Martin Khor, Vandana Shiva, Walden Bello, 

Oronto Douglas, Sara Larrain, Anuradha Mittal. 
Forward by Jerry Mander. Editor: Sarah Anderson.
A rare chance for a comprehensive perspective on the WTO from
some of the leading voices from the South. Martin Khor
(Malaysia), Vandana Shiva (India), Walden Bello (Thailand),
Oronto Douglas (Nigeria) and Sara Larrain (Chile), as well as
Anuradha Mittal (India and the U.S.) debunk the idea that global
instruments have been designed to benefit the interests of the Third
World or the poor. In fact, exactly the opposite is the case as the
South bears extra burdens from the rules of trade. 100 pages. 

BY WHAT AUTHORITY? 
Unmasking and Challenging the Legitimacy of Global

Global Corporations in their Assault on 
Democracy through the World Trade Organization. 

Author: Tony Clarke, Chair of the IFG Committee 
on Corporations.

This pamphlet looks at the specific corporations that are designing
the new rules of trade, specifically, WTO rules. A sector by sector

analysis (food, public health, fresh water, public education public
broadcasting, forestry, etc.) reveals exactly which corporations are
benefiting from some specific WTO policies. 15 pages. 

THE MULTIPLE IMPACTS OF ECONOMIC
GLOBALIZATION ON THE ENVIRONMENT 

(A Special Report of the IFG Environment Committee). 
General Editor: Simon Retallack 
This is the first full-scale study identifying the hundreds of ways
that economic globalization has intrinsic negative effects on the 
environment. The study examines impacts on forests, agricultural
systems, water, global climate, ozone depletion, public health, miner-
al resources, and other areas. The report concludes that most of these
effects are unavoidable in an export-oriented free trade system that
places development above environmental protection. 150 pages.
$12.00

BLUE GOLD 
The Global Water Crisis and the Commodification of

the World’s Water Supply. 
Author: Maude Barlow, Chair, IFG Committee on the 

Globalization of Water.
The “wars of the next century will be about water,” according to one
figure from the World Bank, and this is the first major study and
report to explain why this will be. The report discusses how
NAFTA, GATT and the WTO have instituted rules that have
resulted in a major global water crisis. Emerging policies from many
governments and global agreements and institutions will likely make
the problems worse. As this report discusses, the privatization of the
world’s fresh water and its subsequent shipment around the world in
commercial tankers to service high tech industry and industrial agri-
culture have very grave social and environmental consequences. 

AFTER THE WTO 
Turning Away from Failure—A Special Report on 

New Rules for a Citizens’ Millennial Agenda. 
Editor: John Cavanagh, Chair, IFG Committee on 

Global Finance.
This publication is an analysis of the systemic aspects of the current
model of economic globalization as implemented by the WTO and
other international trade agreements and institutions. Until now, the
rules of global (and even domestic) commerce have been set by
transnational corporations and the global trade bureaucracies that
serve their purposes. This special report discusses potential alterna-
tives to current policies based on principles of de-centralization and
localization that put human beings, equity, democracy, public
health, and the environment ahead of profits of global corporations.
What should be retained of current institutions? Who should be at
the table? How will citizens control the agenda now controlled by
corporations? How will change be achieved? 45 pages. 
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the International Forum on Globalization presents 

Economic Globalization and the

Role of the World Trade Organization

Teach-In
benaroya hall      3 rd avenue & universit y street      seat tle,  washington

he international forum on globalization 
presents a teach-in on the social, polit-
ical, cultural and environmental effects

of economic globalization, and the world
trade organization (wto). For the first time,
the United States is hosting the bi-annual
Ministerial meeting of one of the world’s most
powerful, secretive, undemocratic and dangerous
bodies: The World Trade Organization. As the
principal rule-making bureaucracy of corporate-
driven economic globalization, the WTO is
quickly emerging as a bonafide global govern-
ment for the “free trade” era.

The WTO’s primary mandate is to diminish
the regulatory powers of nation-states and local
communities—particularly our rights to make
laws about public health, food safety, environ-
ment, labor, culture, democracy and sovereign-
ty—while increasing the powers and freedoms of
global corporations to act without any controls.
The WTO’s decisions affect everyone and every
area of daily life. Please join us in Seattle on the
weekend of November 26 and 27, at Benaroya
Hall, just three days prior to the WTO Ministerial.

The sponsor of this event, the International
Forum on Globalization, is an alliance of more
than sixty economists, activists, scholars and non-
profit organizations from more than twenty coun-
tries. We have joined together specifically to pres-
ent information to the public about the full conse-
quences of economic globalization and its driving
institutions. Prior large teach-ins have been held
in New York City; Washington, D.C.; Berkeley,
California; Toronto, Canada; Santiago, Chile;
London, England; and Lyon, France. 

T

see  other side
for schedule of  events ➛

For More Information 
on this and other related events contact

the IFG at 415-771-8094; or write to 
1555 Pacific Avenue 

San Francisco CA  94109    
web: www.ifg.org      email: ifg@ifg.org



Friday Night, November 26, 1999
▲ Session One: 7:00 p.m. - 10:00 p.m.

the multiple impacts of 
economic globalization
OPENING NIGHT. Broad presentations on the big picture:
economic globalization’s grave effects on nature, culture,
workers, human rights, sovereignty, and democracry. 
Maude Barlow Council of Canadians, Canada
John Cavanagh Institute for Policy Studies, U.S.
Susan George Transnational Institute, France
Martin Khor Third World Network, Malaysia
David Korten People-Centered Development Forum, U.S.
Jerry Mander International Forum on Globalization, U.S.
Vandana Shiva Research Foundation for Science, 

Technology and Ecology, India
Lori Wallach Public Citizen, U.S.

Saturday Day, November 27, 1999
▲ Session Two: 8:30 a.m. - 6:30 p.m.

a day-long series of panel discussions
Presenting focused panels on: Biotechnology; Global
Finance/ Investment; Effects on Forests, Rivers, Oceans;
Labor Rights; Corporate Power; Agriculture and Food
Safety; as well as a special panel on an alternative Citizens’
Millennium Agenda. A partial list of speakers include:
Herman Daly University of Maryland, U.S.
Richard Grossman  Program on Corporations, 

Law and Democracy, U.S.
Mae-Wan Ho Institute of Science for Society, U.K.
Jeremy Rifkin  Foundation on Economic Trends, U.S.
Mark Ritchie  Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy, U.S.
Anita Roddick The Body Shop,U.K.
Hassan Sununu Organization of African Trade 

Union Unity, Ghana
Hassan Yussuff Canadian Labour Congress, Canada

added event: day on agriculture

thursday, december 2, 1999, 
9 a.m. - 6 p.m.
At United Methodist Church, 811 5th Avenue, Seattle
A free all day special event focused on the full impacts of
the globalization of industrial agriculture from the point of
view of farmers, consumers, food safety, world hunger, pub-
lic health, and the environment. Much discussion will con-
cern biotechnology and its effects.
This event is presented by the International Forum on Food
and Agriculture (a division of IFG); the Institute for
Agriculture and Trade Policy; and Public Citizen

Saturday night, November 27, 1999
▲ Session Three: 8:00 p.m.- 11:00 p.m.

special event: views from the south
A rare opportunity to hear a roundtable discussion featur-
ing the most prominent voices of Third World opposition to
the new instruments of re-colonization: globalization, the
WTO and transnational corporations. Mainstream media
rarely cover these viewpoints, but it has been the South that
has borne the extra burden from corporate-led globalization.
Featured speakers: 
Agnés Bertrand  Observatoire de la Globalisation 

Economique, France
Brent Blackwelder  Friends of the Earth,U.S.
Tony Clarke  Polaris Institute,Canada
Herman Daly  University of Maryland, U.S.
Kevin Danaher  Global Exchange, U.S.
Patti Goldman  Earthjustice Legal Defense Fund, U.S.
Yao Graham Third World Network, Ghana
Richard Grossman  Program on Corporations, 

Law and Democracy, U.S.
Randall Hayes  Rainforest Action Network, U.S.
Colin Hines  Protect the Local, U.K.
Mae-Wan Ho Institute of Science for Society, U.K.
Danny Kennedy  Project Underground, U.S.
Andrew Kimbrell Int’l Center for Technology 

Assessment, U.S.
Tim Lang  Center for Food Policy, U.K.
Anuradha Mittal  Institute for Food & Development 

Policy, U.S. & India
Pat Roy Mooney  Rural Advancement Foundation 

International, Canada
David Morris Institute for Local Self-Reliance, U.S.
Meena Ramen Consumers Association of Penang, 

Malaysia
Jeremy Rifkin  Foundation on Economic Trends, U.S.
Mark Ritchie  Institute for Agriculture and 

Trade Policy, U.S.
Anita Roddick The Body Shop,U.K.
Peter Rossett  Institute for Food and Development 

Policy, U.S.
Barbara Shailor  AFL-CIO, U.S.
Steven Shrybman  West Coast Environmental Law 

Association, Canada
Hassan Sunmonu Organization of African Trade Union 

Unity, Ghana
David Suzuki Suzuki Foundation, Vancouver, B.C.
Hassan Yussuff Canadian Labour Congress, Canada
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