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Hello and welcome to WTO Forum.  In the past, trade policy has been the preserve of a small number of experts in economic ministries in capitals around the world.  But as the number of issues which intersect with trade has grown, and as the profile of trade‑related institutions like the WTO has become enlarged, more and more actors have become involved in the trade policy debate, be they business groups, members of civil society or academics.  The question for today is, what role should non‑State actors play in trade policy and in the workings of the World Trade Organization.  We're very fortunate to have with us today two experts on this matter:  Anne Capling, Professor at the University of Melbourne in Australia;  and Alexander Chandra from the Trade Knowledge Network in Jakarta, Indonesia.  Welcome to you both.

Anne Capling and Alexander Chandra


Thank you.

Keith Rockwell


Anne, what is the role of non‑State actors in the WTO and in trade policy generally?

Anne Capling

I think it's fair to say that business associations and organized economic interest groups like farmers and producer groups have always been active in pursuing their interests, either to stop trade or to pursue market access openings.  So that's not such a new part of the story.  But probably since the 1990s what we are seeing are civil society organizations that don't necessarily have a traditional self‑interest becoming involved in trade issues.  Now, that's partly to do with the Uruguay Round and the way that trade agreements, multilateral trade agreements, reach much more deeply into domestic regulatory structures and affect people's lives much more than the traditional tariff liberalization used to.  It's partly, I think, because of some of the disquiet initially around some of the dispute settlements in relation to environmental issues and probably because some of the regional free trade agreements that have also attracted the interest of civil society organizations.  It makes life terribly difficult for governments, and it makes life much more challenging for the WTO, but by and large there are immense benefits associated with working through these issues.  Civil society organizations are really important conduits back into society and can in fact be very valuable in helping promote messages about the benefits of trade.  They are very useful to governments for, for instance, monitoring whether other countries are keeping up to their commitments.  They are very valuable for bringing different views to the table than you would get from producer groups.  So, all in all, they make life difficult, but they make trade policy more legitimate and, I think, probably better in the end.
Keith Rockwell


Is that your view, Alex?

Alexander Chandra


Well, I guess so.  But I think one thing that we have to understand is that the impact of trade policies is reaching all levels of different societies.  I think to the extent the goal of different special groups is becoming increasingly important.  In the past, of course, the governments have always been focussing on the private sector.  But I think increasingly also the civil society organizations who are actually working with the different sectors like labourers and also fishermen and farmers on the ground, they also actually provide timely information that can be quite constructive for the policy‑making both at the national and also at the international level.
Keith Rockwell


Do you think that governments, the WTO and other institutions have responded adequately to this challenge?

Anne Capling

That's a very good question and it's a very mixed story.  I think one of the most pleasing things that we've seen at the national level, not just in rich countries but in many developing countries, are quite organized efforts by governments to develop mechanisms to engage with, in particular, civil society organizations that have traditionally not been a part of the trade policy‑making debate.  Now that's a patchy story, and there are capacity issues especially for civil society organizations in poor countries where, I think, probably the greatest success has been made is actually in the WTO itself.  The WTO, especially after the débâcle at Seattle in 1999, has made huge efforts to engage in civil society organizations and that makes it quite different from many of the other major institutions and global economic governments.
Keith Rockwell


You mentioned, Alex, that the WTO could do more to improve its transparency.  What is it that we could do?

Alexander Chandra

Well, yes, I think one of the, as I said before, there has been quite a significant progress by WTO to improve its transparency and openness.  But I think there are improvements that can be made.  For example, the way in which, how the civil society organization and also maybe the wider NSAs to be able to observe the negotiation process, which sometimes it can be quite difficult for governments to do this.  But I think this is probably one of the ways in which greater trust can be generated from the public.

Keith Rockwell


Is that a view you share, Anne?

Anne Capling

Probably not so much the negotiating process.  I think that really does have to be secret until an outcome is reached because there is just such a risk of fragile deals or coming to terms being undone.  However, the WTO does a lot of committee work that can be very important for exactly what you're saying, Alex, sharing information, enhancing the legitimacy of the organization, and there's no reason why that should be secret.  I suppose there could be just infrastructure issues.  How could you predict how many people would want to come into a room, for instance?  But perhaps they could be televised, for instance, and posted on the WTO website.  So, there are functions of the WTO that could easily be made more accessible, but I think that there are some that should be off limits.

Keith Rockwell


Alex Chandra, your final thoughts?

Alexander Chandra


Well, again, I think trade policy‑making is now becoming more complex and trade itself actually is reaching the impacts of trade and negotiation and affecting millions of different layers of society and, as such, I think it's important for policy makers to think about the way in which the interests of a wider public can be represented in the actual policy making.

Keith Rockwell


Anne Capling, you have the last word.

Anne Capling

Really, only to endorse what Alex has said.  I do think, though, fundamentally, trade policy‑making begins at home, and that it's back in capitals, that there needs to be in many cases a greater effort to engage with all the societal actors that want to have a say in trade policy‑making.  It doesn't mean that you can accommodate them all the time, but it's very important to have that dialogue, to identify where there's conflicts, where there's interests you haven't considered, and to really hash them out openly, even if you can't agree.  It's fundamental for social cohesion and for the legitimacy of trade policy‑making.

Keith Rockwell


Anne Capling, Alex Chandra, many thanks to you both, and many thanks to you for watching WTO Forum.
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