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GENERAL COUNCIL MEETING ON COHERENCE

13 May 2003

INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT BY THE DIRECTOR GENERAL

I would like to express my own deep appreciation to my friends and colleagues, Horst Köhler and Jim Wolfensohn, for being here today, and to say how valuable I believe their presence is at this General Council meeting.  They are both untiring in their support for the WTO, the multilateral trading system, and the success of the Doha Development Agenda, and it is a pleasure for me, personally, to welcome them to the WTO – the first time, I believe, that they have participated together in discussions with the entire WTO membership.

We are meeting here today in the context of the mandate we have to increase the contribution of the WTO to achieving more coherent global economic policymaking.  

There can be no doubt, in my view, about how the WTO’s contribution to Coherence can best be increased in current circumstances.  The Doha mandate has set for us ambitious objectives to increase market access and to strengthen the rules-based trading system.  

Our trade negotiations have the potential to unlock substantial new resource flows to developing countries, far exceeding those that can be generated through official aid or debt relief.  Trade growth is key for economic growth and poverty reduction.  We must recognize the obligation we have to live up to, not only as trade negotiators but also as representatives of governments that have committed themselves to meet the Millennium Development Goals and other vitally important international development initiatives.  

Increased market access and a strong, rules-based trading system also has a key role to play in enhancing financial stability and generating sustainable solutions to problems of foreign debt.  Restricting trade increases the risk of financial crisis and debt problems occurring, and it contributes to the length and difficulty of the economic adjustment that is needed when they do.  

Advancing the trade negotiations has become all the more important in the light of slow economic growth that is now affecting all regions of the world economy.  A boost to economic confidence is urgently needed – a sign that developed and developing country governments alike are committed to opening their markets to competition and setting about correcting structural economic weaknesses that will raise long-term growth prospects and create the conditions for renewed economic prosperity.

The Doha Development Agenda is politically important too – at this difficult juncture, governments need to demonstrate a renewed commitment to multilateral solidarity and cooperation and to shared responsibility for solving problems of poverty and unemployment, which are so closely bound up with problems of international security.

The breadth of the economic and the political stakes that are tied up with the Doha Development Agenda makes it natural, in my view, that we should turn to our sister organizations, the IMF and the World Bank, and seek their support in bringing the negotiations to a successful conclusion, and, no less important, in helping with the long-term task of implementing the results. 

Developing countries are united in wanting trade to play a bigger role in their economic development, but they are saying that they need help to do that, and they need it urgently.  Improved market access for their exports is a sine qua non.  It needs to be backed up by focused and generous support, particularly for the poorest developing countries.

Developing countries need support to participate effectively in the negotiations, particularly to evaluate the implications for their development policies and objectives of negotiating proposals made by their major trading partners, and how they might make best use of the negotiations to advance their own domestic programmes of structural adjustment.  Undertaking difficult economic policy reforms in a multilateral context is often easier than pressing ahead unilaterally.

Developing countries need support also to plan prudently for the domestic adjustment process that their economies will go through as they implement the results of the negotiations.  In this regard, reassurance early on of technical and financial assistance to help them manage external and financial imbalances they encounter in the course of adjusting to trade reform would be particularly valuable, particularly in an environment where many of them are already struggling with sluggish world growth, debt problems, depressed levels of foreign capital inflow and weak terms of trade.  Some of these areas have already been identified in our work at the WTO – support for adjusting to the fiscal effects of reduced tariff revenues, for example, and to the erosion of trade preferences, and in the case of Net Food Importing Countries also adjusting to any temporary increases in their food import bills that agricultural trade liberalization may entail.  I am very grateful to the IMF for the valuable analytical papers they have prepared for us recently.  Further support in policy analysis from the Fund and the Bank will be valuable both at the country level and in the context of our work in the WTO.

Developing countries need reassurance also that they will receive new and sustained technical and financial support to help them develop the trade-related capacity of their economies, and take full advantage of new market access opportunities that will result from the Doha negotiations – from improving their customs to upgrading the supply-side of their economies.  I view this long-term commitment from the international community as being of particular importance.

The IMF and the World Bank are already doing a great deal in support of the Doha Development Agenda.  I have been very encouraged to hear this morning from my friends, Horst Köhler and Jim Wolfensohn, of their commitment to maintain this support, and their preparedness to increase it, as circumstances require, in support of an endeavour which they recognize as being of importance also to the objectives of their own organizations.     

We have heard this morning from both of them also that they view with keen professional interest the substance of certain areas of the Doha negotiations in particular, and feel that the IMF and the World Bank could make important technical contributions in these areas.  Horst Köhler mentioned, for example, the relationship between WTO negotiations on financial services and IMF work on financial stability, and Jim Wolfensohn spoke of the World Bank’s interest in the link between how WTO Members craft provisions on special and differential treatment in the Doha Development Agenda and the World Bank’s mission on poverty reduction.  I welcome these comments, which I see as challenging us to think more broadly than usual about our work in the WTO, and about the very essence of “Coherence” between trade, finance and development polices which is of course the subject of our meeting today.  


This, to my mind, raises the important question of what WTO Members believe might be the most appropriate institutional vehicle within the WTO for continuing our consultations with the IMF and the World Bank on priority areas for collaboration.  When I took up my duties as Director-General last summer, I was surprised to find that arrangements were not in place for more regular contacts between our three organizations where Members and management could be involved in a collective endeavour to enhance our cooperation.  I am delighted that it has been possible to arrange today’s meeting, and I believe that in the WTO we should continue now to give emphasis to this aspect of our work.  I look forward to receiving guidance from Members on whether they share my view, and if so how they feel we could best arrange to have a more regular process of liaison with the IMF and the World Bank under our Coherence mandate and our cooperation agreements.

