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wto forum – doha round

Chairperson, Mr Keith Rockwell

Hello and welcome to WTO Forum.


The Doha Development Agenda, launched in 2001, was the first multilateral trade negotiation specifically dedicated to improving the trading environment for developing countries.  Now, more than eight years on, many believe the outlines of this deal offer a great deal for developing countries.  Many others take the view that the results to date have been disappointing.  So the question today is:  what is on the table in the Doha Development Round for developing countries?


We are very fortunate to have with us today two experts on this topic:  Jeff Schott, Senior Fellow at the Peterson Institute for International Economics, and David Laborde, Research Fellow at the International Food Policy Research Institute.


Gentlemen, welcome to you both.


Jeff, let's start with you.


What's on the table for developing countries in this negotiation?

Jeff Schott

Well, the Doha Round is still a work in progress even though it has been going on for more than eight years.  Already there is substantial agreement on how to cut tariffs and subsidies in agriculture and on manufactures in a way that would substantially benefit developing countries as a whole.


The agreement is still not yet ratified because there are concerns about how the gains from trade will be distributed among the WTO participants.  And indeed, there is a question of whether there is enough on the table to ensure that the overall deal will be ratified in some of the major industrial countries.


So still more work to be done.


But the work has to go beyond what is done in agriculture and manufactures because WTO Agreements only create opportunities;  they do not guarantee sales.  And so for a developing country, and particularly for the poorest countries, there has to be a way to take advantage of the opportunities created to export more to industrial markets and to other developing countries.


And therefore what is done on services, on trade facilitation and improving customs and port facilities, and encouraging investments in infrastructure in the developing countries, in roads and transportation and telecommunications networks. All these things are important aspects of a deal that needs to be put together to ensure that developing countries not only have the rights in the WTO but also have the ability to sell more so they can help use trade to promote their economic development.

Chairperson

David, is what is on the table sufficient?

David Laborde

Yes, I think so.


It will depend, as Jeff has said, on what they will get at the end.  But we have in any case good ingredients to get a good deal for developing countries.


On the one hand, the emerging economies, the big players like Brazil or China, will get significant market access concessions from the developed economies in agriculture and industries.  Now we are ready to focus on the poorest of the poor, and the least developed countries.  And here, since Hong Kong, we have the duty‑free quota‑free initiative, meaning that developed economies are giving, or should give, full access to the market to least developed exports.  But here we are faced with some technical subtleties because the initial initiative was to say that we are going to give them full access, so 100 per cent coverage.  And now some countries say, okay, just give them 97 per cent coverage.  And due to their structure of trade in the concentration of exports in a few key products, 97 per cent or nothing is similar.


So, if we manage to give the least developed countries a 100 per cent market access in developed economies, and if we manage to convince the big players like Brazil and China and India, that will gain a lot from the agreement, to provide them the same kind of access, then we will have a good deal for least developed countries too.


At the same time we will still need to help these countries with an Aid for Trade package.


And what is on the table today has to be clarified.


But I am confident that, with all the elements we have, we can get a deal.  But some efforts have to be continued.

Chairperson

Has the economic crisis made it more difficult to generate the kinds of gains that developing countries are looking for?

Jeff Schott

Well, the economic crisis has led to reduced volumes of trade.  We are now beginning to see a recovery but that has had a near term impact.  But when we are looking at what is needed over the medium term, then the focus has to be:  what are the conditions for doing business in each of the countries that will encourage the investment that will enable production and employment growth.  And that means:  what does the United States and Europe and Japan do to make sure that there are signals of permanent access to their markets, the duty‑free quota‑free that David mentioned;  and to make sure that the criteria for being eligible for those preferences is not so onerous that countries cannot take advantage of it;  as well as providing additional financial and technical support.  And there the World Bank and other institutions like David's have been doing very important work.
Chairperson

But has the economic crisis in any way hindered the political atmosphere at the time when developing countries need this package perhaps more than ever?

David Laborde

Yes, I think that the economic crisis is such that the trading system can be threatened by this kind of crisis.  And it is important to have a very secure trading system with good rules that will protect all players, and in particular the small players, from protectionism or a kind of retaliation that can take place.  So this is important.


This package, as a signal for good global governance, to show that the system works, and that we still make progress, and that we can believe that trade takes place in a system of rules, is important and so has value for the developing countries.


At the same time, the economic crisis has also shown that depending only on developed markets can be dangerous for all the developing countries.  So we need to unlock South-South trade.  And up to now, bilateral or regional agreements in the South‑South hemisphere have not been very successful.  And the WTO is still one of the best places to open South‑South trade on a mutual basis.

Chairperson

What is the problem with encouraging South‑South trade, Jeff?  Why has this been difficult to develop?

Jeff Schott

Well, in part because of the preferences that the rich countries have given to the poor countries over time;  it has created a competition among developing countries.  But on a more simple note, there is just a question that trade will create integration which leads to political problems.  It is the same thing that we have found in North America between the United States, Canada and Mexico, where you would want to encourage trade, open markets, increase integration, but that will require adjustment, and that adjustment always causes political problems.  And so there has been a reluctance, particularly when developing countries face very strong competition from China, to add to the adjustment burden by opening up their trade with each other.
Chairperson

So the rising competitiveness of some of these emerging countries is something of a two‑edged sword in that it creates anxiety in other developing country markets.
David Laborde

Yes, and I think it's one of the particularities of this Round of negotiations because before China was not part of the deal.  Since the Doha Round, China is, and for many developing countries, in industrial goods, China is a threat, or is actually seen as a threat.  So people will agree to open their markets to EU exports or US exports or Japanese exports, because they are not specialized in the same kind of products in the same quality range, so it's not direct competition for their own industry.  But opening their market to China can be much more challenging with higher adjustment costs, as it has just been said.
Chairperson

Jeff Schott, your final thoughts.

Jeff Schott

Well, I think this is an opportunity because just as President Obama has realized that trade has to be a part of US economic recovery and US economic growth going forward, it is even more important for developing countries, that have more limited resources at their disposal, to push their economic development.  So those resources have to be used very effectively and they have to be used in a way to attract investments from other countries.  And the best way to do that is to open up markets, create new opportunities for producers and workers in developing countries to take advantage of trade, and that will help promote, in conjunction with the country's overall economic policies, an atmosphere that is conducive for investment and growth.
Chairperson

David Laborde, you have the last word.

David Laborde

I think that we have a great opportunity with this Doha Round to achieve significant success in terms of development.  At the same time, we have to be honest.  Trade will not solve all the development problems:  it is a wider strategy and a much more complex story.  So just ask the WTO to contribute for what it can do: bringing good rules. Delivering market access in a fair way to all partners is, I think, the most important objective we have today.  And with what we have on the table today we are close to this.  We still need some adjustment to be sure that all developing countries, but also all developed countries, find the deal acceptable.  And then it will be a success.  But at the same time do not ask the WTO to solve all the problems in one round.

Chairperson

David Laborde, Jeff Schott, thanks to you both.


And many thanks to you for watching WTO Forum.

__________
