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Keith Rockwell


Hello and welcome to WTO Forum.  There are few problems more pressing for governments today than that of food price volatility.  The causes of this volatility are manifold:  climate change, increased use of bio‑fuels, growing populations, change in dietary habits.  But trade, the conveyor‑belt between supply and demand, can be a factor too.  When, for example, governments employ, sometimes for understandable reasons, export restraints on agricultural products, they take supply out of global markets and drive prices up.  So the question is:  how should the WTO address the issue of export restrictions in agriculture?  We're very fortunate to have with us today two experts on this matter.  We have Debapriya Battacharya, Distinguished Fellow at the Centre for Policy Dialogue in Dhaka, and former Bangladeshi Ambassador to the WTO, and Nicolas Imboden, Executive Director for the Geneva‑based IDEAS Centre.  Gentlemen, welcome to you both.
Debapriya Battacharya and Nicolas Imboden


Thank you.

Keith Rockwell


Deb, let's start with you.  How should the WTO address this matter?

Debapriya Battacharya


Well, if you look at this export restriction issue, and particularly in connection with food supplies and processed foods, then the subject is not so new.  If you go back into the history, you'll see during the GATT's negotiations.  So when we got it in there was an article which talked about disciplining the export restrictions.  During the conclusion of the Uruguay Round, there was also this whole idea of giving special and deferential treatment to net food‑importing developing countries.  So there was a marriage declaration.  Then along with the agricultural agreement there is this article which also talks about putting discipline and bringing more transparency in the process.  Whilst we went into the Doha Round negotiations the modalities also talked about keeping those concessions or keeping those tariff lines which affect food security more farther liberalizations or away from export restrictions.  And in the recent past if you look at the LDCs and net food‑importing developing countries in their various ministerial documents this issue has come out very strongly particularly in the backdrop of the 2007‑2008 food crisis.  And finally the G‑20 has finally come on board on this  particular issue.  So the issue was there very much in that way.  

So, how WTO is going to deal with it?  I think the first point is to implement what is already there on the table because all these articles of WTO‑related jurisprudence provide some guidance in terms of keeping this transparent and to make those notifications, before they are applied, available to all the member states.  So we will have to make WTO work better than what is already there.  The second one is that this food issue is associated with humanitarian issue.  It's a food safety issue, food security issue, quite often in post‑conflict countries, food supplies issues.  So can we really carve out some areas where we should not be under the domain of export restriction?  Even if you do export restriction you should leave those things outside your ambit.  And finally least developed countries and the net food‑importing developing countries are the most vulnerable group of countries.  We are talking about 70‑80 countries over here.  And this are essentially food importing countries.  So whether we can keep them also out of the application of export restriction if it is at all necessary for some countries.
Keith Rockwell


Nicolas, your thoughts.

Nicolas Imboden


Well, I fully agree with what Deb has said.  I think what is important to know is that food security or access of net food imports to the market is a condition although that they are remaining net food importers.  You cannot ask from a country to open up the market and to import and then, when there is a shortage, you know, not have any food.  So while it is a big problem, you know, for LDCs, etc., who should and may be carved out it is also a big problem for other countries like Japan and Switzerland.  If you cannot show the people that you can feed them when there is a danger there will be pressure for food security.  For self‑sufficiency.  So given these factors, you know, I think the WTO has to strengthen the rules.  You know, the WTO is responding, is a rules‑based mechanism and responds to issues.  In the past, in the Uruguay Round, the issue was always supply and low prices.  So they regulated subsidies and access to the market, you know, imported it as things.  Now we are in a different world.  We have shortages and high prices and volatile prices.  So we have to look at disciplines for exports.  Now it's very difficult for exports because food security is like national security, you know.  You cannot ban any restrictions on exports because nobody will do it.  So you have to find, you have to have a realistic package of measures and that includes clearly an application of the rules given, better agreement on the definitions:  what is an export crisis;  what is a food crisis;  what is taking into account the interests of the importing countries;  what does that mean?  You know, we can specify that.  And I think also it is clear that we have to make, to have an international understanding that food restrictions can only be eliminated if governments have alternative measures, and the alternative measures are internal measures.  You know, that we can either manage demand or manage supply internally because if they have no way of reacting to a severe food crisis in the country, the country will impose restrictions.  So we need a combination of measures to be able to address this issue.
Keith Rockwell


Do you think picking up what Nicolas said there, Deb, with respect to a combination of issues, does that imply as well, perhaps, coordination among international organizations and agencies?

Debapriya Bhattacharya


Definitely.  I wanted to tell you, you mentioned there at the very beginning that the causes of this is not exclusively trade‑related issues.  There are other structural issues in the global phenomena and the changes which the world economy is undergoing in terms of supply‑demand and other demographic changes, etc.  It is also true, a major issue is policy coherence.  Policy coherence among the trade policy and for example the ODA policy, Overseas Development Assistance Policy, or for example the other policy related to climate change because climate has a severe impact on the food circumstances yield rate and everything else.  So those things, policies have to be somehow integrated.  And one major area which comes out very strongly, is that whatever success we had during the earlier decades in the agricultural area of food production, a large part of it was due to the global public goods available as hybrid seeds, the biotechnology, the fertilizer uses, etc.  So it is possibly time that we invest more over there both in the policy coherence and creation of global public goods as it goes.  But if you take me back to the trade issues, if you see that what more could be done, I am not giving my opinion but I am just flagging the issue.  For example, many countries are in the accession process.  Should we give them the opportunity to say that they will, as they accede, they will not use export restriction vis‑à‑vis a low income country, or a food‑vulnerable country for that matter.  Those in the global field who are negotiating now free trade agreements or regional trading agreements, would they agree that they will disallow export restrictions?  Or, if they're allowing, there should be some very transparent trigger mechanism only when they can use it.  And that's what Nicolas said, that possibly giving due importance, due consideration, to the food‑importing countries, how do you do that?  So definitely there is much scope to strengthen the existing thing, consolidating the existing rules and their proper applications for transparent procedures, and there is also many other things happening in the trade arena in this building as well as outside, which we can also fine‑tune for the future.

Keith Rockwell,


Deb hinted at something, Nicolas, which was obviously important, and that's the question of increasing yields.  With the population growing as it is, at the end of the day that's something we have to take into account as well, is it not?

Nicolas Imboden


Definitely.  But I think we have to make a distinction between a basic structural issue, which is the fact that we have come through a period of relative abundance and low prices and we are entering, according to all predictions, into a period of relative scarcity and relatively high prices.  Nothing the WTO is doing is going to avoid that.  Those are structural issues which have to be addressed, as you mentioned, you know, through research, public goods, getting productivity increase, especially given the fact that we have also increased sustainability of agricultural production.  I think we have to, in WTO what we can address is actually short‑term volatility, or not make it worse than it actually already is.  And I think we have to keep WTO to that, you know.  And there the measures are very important.  Now at the same time that you coordinate better with the World Bank and so on to look what the structural requirements are in terms of trade, definitely it's important.  But I don't think we can bring in all the problems of the world into WTO because we kill it if we do that.

Keith Rockwell


Deb, your final thoughts.

Debapriya Bhattacharya


No, I think we already have a lot of the problems of the world in the WTO so I would definitely agree that we don't bring the rest of the problems over here.  We want to finish our problems which we have in the name of the Doha Round.  I am very much eager to do that.  My final thought would be that we are going to have in the December the Aid Ministerial in that way.  One of the deliverables for this Ministerial could have been a better conduct in the area of agricultural products export restrictions, which are being applied in various countries, whether we can have a much more reiteration of the existing disciplines, a way forward for the new disciplines or the new measures, and also some carve‑outs for the humanitarian agencies, as well as to look into the genuine concerns of the net food importing developing countries and the LDCs.  I know that many countries will look in different ways but in this moment of global food structural shortage or market volatility, I think it will be very well appreciated by across the countries across the citizenry of the world.

Keith Rockwell


Adopting and building on the G‑20 proposal.

Debapriya Bhattacharya


And the G‑20 has a lot to contribute farther in this particular area.  Not only the political leadership but also the technical areas which they have tried to figure out in the declaration in France.
Keith Rockwell


Nicolas, you have the last word.

Nicolas Imboden


Well, I will be very short because the problem with him is that I always agree with him, you know.  But I just wanted to say I do think that, you know, adding this issue of export restriction in the name of food security is not going to make it more difficult in the Doha Round.  As a matter of fact it's going to make it easier because, if I'm supposed to take measures or commitments in terms of internal support for agriculture and so on, I am much more able to do that if I am assured that I have access, if I need, to the world market.  So I believe by adding this element, you know, to the Doha Round we are not increasing the troubles of the Doha Round but actually we might help the Doha Round to come to a conclusion that is taking also into account the change in the supply and demand situation of world food markets.

Keith Rockwell


Nicolas Imboden, Deb Bhattacharya, thank you to you both.  And thanks to you for watching WTO Forum.
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