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Abstract


This session aimed at exploring ways to promote coherence between the work of the WTO and other international organizations which form part of the global governance, in order to jointly promote decent work, mitigate the effects of the financial crisis and achieve the Millennium Development Goals. Some questions that the session addressed were the following: 

· Is there space for International Labour Organization (ILO)-WTO dialogue and cooperation on promoting common goals?

· Is the work of the ILO and the WTO in certain fields complementary? 

· How could the WTO promote coherence in its work with intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) of the UN system towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals? 

· Could the promotion of decent work reinstate support for and assist the proliferation of free trade? 

· Will the implementation of the “Decent Work Agenda” raise trade barriers? 

· Could the promotion of decent work create fairer trade and better distribute the benefits of globalization? 

· How might decent work be included in the multilateral negotiation system of the WTO?

· How can trade negotiations be used as a vehicle for achieving the Millennium Development Goals?

1.
Presentations by the panellists

(a)
James Howard, Director of Economic and Social Policy Department, ITUC 


Mr Howard provided figures on the impact of the crisis on employment: the crisis had caused 34 million more persons to become unemployed, increasing the total number of persons unemployed worldwide to 210 million. On the other hand, the reaction of some governments in setting up fiscal stimulation programmes had created 23 million new jobs. Furthermore, every year 45 million job-seekers were entering the labour market, creating further labour market challenges for the future.


Even before the food crisis, there had been some 1 billion persons living in chronic food insecurity. 


In Europe, an atmosphere of collective pessimism was being created due to the governments’ decision to prioritize fiscal consolidation and austerity measures. Moreover, the G20’s initial commitment to resolve the crisis had ended up becoming complacency that the crisis was over by the time of their June 2010 meeting in Canada. For such reasons the world was risking a double-dip recession, which could be avoided if steps were taken in the right direction. 


Such measures included: far-reaching investments towards a low-carbon economy in a process of just transition; the increase of social spending for all, and the establishment of social security systems where they were absent; vocational training and education in order to achieve a better skilled and more productive labour force; regulation of the financial sector with a view to making it serve the real economy, with consideration of Mr Lamy’s proposal for a World Financial Organization; the introduction of a financial transaction tax; and a broad reform of global governance. 


The WTO could integrate social and environmental standards in trade negotiations, as well as launch discussions on labour and employment issues in its work programme. The WTO could also strengthen its relations with the ILO and mainstream the “Decent Work Agenda” into the WTO agenda. 

(b)
Robert Kyloh, Senior Economic Advisor, ILO

In responding to the questions posed by the Chair, Mr Kyloh suggested that the promotion of decent work could mitigate fears about further trade liberalization, while promoting fairer trade and a better distribution of the benefits of globalization. 


The ILO and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) had recently demonstrated in a conference held in Oslo, on the theme “The Challenges of Growth, Employment and Social Cohesion”, that it was possible for these two institutions to work more closely together. It might be possible that the WTO could, in a similar way, work more closely with the ILO. 


In the background paper for the above-mentioned conference, the ILO had suggested that increasing income inequality and the declining wage share of gross domestic product (GDP) had contributed to global imbalances and the causes of the recent global economic crisis. In the United States in the 1970s, the top 1 per cent of income earners possessed 9 per cent of the national wealth, whereas today the comparable figure had increased to 24 per cent. There were various other indicators which suggested that decent work deficits had increased in recent decades. For example, employment security had declined significantly for the majority of workers compared with 20 years ago because of the growth in various forms of precarious work and the erosion of the employment relationship. Some of the root causes of these trends included:

· technological change towards skilled labour;

· globalization and trade liberalization; and

· erosion of labour institutions, such as trade unions, minimum wages, and collective bargaining. 


It would be unwise to forsake the economic advantages that have been derived from technological change and globalization. Consequently, if we want to reverse the trend towards widening inequality, the focus should be on redeveloping a balanced set of labour-market institutions. If there was a clear commitment to re-establishing strong and relevant labour-market institutions, fears about the consequences of further trade liberalization might be diminished.  


The WTO has a legitimate interest in these issues because – as pointed out in previous joint studies by the WTO and the ILO – orthodox trade theory accepts that trade liberalization, and the associated operation of comparative advantage and the division of labour, will contribute to increasing income inequality in industrialized countries. Moreover, recent advances in trade theory have suggested that trade liberalization and technological change can weaken the position of labour relative to capital in countries at all levels of development. This stems from the fact that capital is mobile and trade liberalization makes foreign direct investment more feasible, while labour is essentially a non-mobile factor of production. For this reason, income inequalities have expanded in developing as well as developed countries. The ILO and the WTO could refocus attention on these issues, and further elaborate on the first joint study done by the two institutions a few years ago.  

(c)
Gabrielle Marceau, Counsellor at the Legal Affairs Division, WTO

The WTO wants to avoid protectionism; at the same time the WTO makes clear that trade opening has to be carried out along with sustainable development. In this way, governments can restrict trade in order to protect the environment, as long as this is not done in a protectionist manner. Speaking in a personal capacity, Prof. Marceau’s argument was that sustainability has social components and that there are ways – consistent with the WTO treaty – for states to condition market access negatively or positively with respect to certain fundamental social/labour considerations. The Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) Agreement allows technical regulations for various reasons, as long as they are based on legitimate objectives (of which sustainable development is one) and as long as they only restrict trade to the extent necessary. Moreover, the Appellate Body has decided that, under the Enabling Clause, trade preferences can be conditioned on development-related considerations, and seems to have indicated that such considerations could be related to the environment and to labour standards. The ILO 2008 Social Justice Declaration also stipulates that governments cannot invoke their comparative advantage to justify violations of fundamental labour/human rights. Possibly this declaration could be invoked in the WTO to support arguments to justify certain labour-related market-access conditions.


On the other hand, the WTO is not the most competent organization to discuss jobs and redistributive justice because there are no WTO rules dictating what states should do with their growth outcomes. 


Prof. Marceau argued that governments are strengthening labour institutions, and it is up to them to promote such institutions within the legal framework of the WTO. 

(d)
Stephen Hale, Deputy and Advocacy Campaigns Director, and Head of the Geneva Office, Oxfam International

Mr Hale argued that the critical question was not how to design trade policy to ensure that it contributed to decent work and other progressive objectives, but how to create a political system that forced global leaders to make the policy changes needed.   


It is clear that the lack of overall regulation and weak governance led to the economic crisis, and that the causes of the food and climate crises are also in large part due to weak regulation and imbalances of power. Oxfam’s vision is of a future in which global governance and power drive action in each of these crises. Oxfam sees this as the only viable scenario for the future. There is an urgent need for global governance to make sure that action for climate change, jobs, human rights, trade and other aspects of the global system are working coherently for each other. The world needs political leaders who are persuaded or compelled to put this new global governance in place to make the connection possible.

2.
Questions and comments by the audience 

· ILO Conventions create obligations on states. Declarations are more universal but less binding. Does the WTO “feel” obliged by the ILO Conventions too?

· Who is on the other side of the argument that the WTO should promote decent work?

· Trade is a means, not an end.

· Greed leads to growth. What would be the new emotional drive for decent work?


Replying to the first question Mr Howard said that this is a question of soft law against hard law. A charter for sustainable economic activity would put labour provisions on the same level as financial laws in the IMF and the World Bank (WB). The same applies to environmental issues as well. 


Commenting on the statement that trade is a means, not an end, Mr Kyloh agreed that the goal should be the four pillars of sustainable development: social, political and economic development and the protection of the environment. Answering the second question, he replied that those on the other side of the argument are the profit-makers. However, there is a concept of wage efficiency; for example, when an entrepreneur wants a short-term profit by abolishing labour protection, the workers perform less efficiently. Finally, responding to the last question, Mr Kyloh asserted that the enforcement of labour institutions would constrain greed and would bring greater benefit for all. 


Providing an answer to the first question Prof. Marceau said that, hierarchically speaking, trade standards are not above human rights, environmental or labour standards. However, they have a better applicability in the dispute settlement mechanism, and there are sanctions foreseen for their violation. Governments could also use public moral, a dynamic term, to limit trade and help judges make new case law. Public morale can be an ILO Declaration or an agreed term, as happens today with the general term “health”, as in “health protection”. The TBT repeats this principle in Articles 2.4 and 2.5: it stipulates that, if a limiting national measure complies with an international standard, then it is compatible with the WTO treaty. 


Mr Hale suggested that, in many cases, the primary cause of poor global outcomes was not a conspiracy of vested interests, but the level of inertia in a system with highly distributed power.

3.
Conclusions and way forward


In closing the session, Mr Howard explained the importance of different international organizations working together in complementarity in order to achieve efficient and effective global governance and see the world’s problems being mitigated or eliminated. In times of crisis, policy coherence becomes more important, as the problems are aggravated and many people need urgent solutions. He thanked all the participants and the audience for attending the session.
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