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Session 28: Climate change, trade and competitiveness: Issues for the WTO

Organized by: Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies, Geneva

Date: Friday, 17 September, 11:15 – 13:15

Meeting Room: CR II
ABSTRACT

In the absence of an imminent agreement on globally binding emission targets in the wake of Copenhagen, nations will rely increasingly on nationally-determined climate policies. As these policies vary in stringency, governments are likely to face political pressures to “level the playing field”, particularly in energy-intensive industries open to international competition.

This pressure has already resulted in support for specific industries in a number of nations and could lead to the introduction of climate-related subsidies and tariffs in some nations. Such competitiveness-linked policies can distort trade and have the potential to cause conflict with the WTO rulebook on subsidies and new tariffs. Consequently, climate-related tariffs and subsidies may pose challenges to the world trading system.

While the WTO has extensive experience in addressing such disputes, this experience typically concerns issues involving narrow economic sectors, or a narrow range of policies. Trade and climate conflicts would be different.

Climate policies are widely viewed as national imperatives, and any WTO dispute-resolution decisions on trade and climate would engage a broad set of politically influential actors. Unless governments find political accommodation for the relationship between trade-related policies and climate policies, this could pose risks for the WTO, forcing nations to choose between respecting the WTO rulebook, on one hand, and maintaining political support for climate policies, on the other.

As world trade in goods, services, food, technology and energy will be decisive to global climate adaptation and mitigation, it is vital that governments do not allow climate-related trade conflicts to undermine support for the rules-based system.

The goals of this session are to develop an understanding of the issues involved, and to seek to understand solutions that may be available.  The session will draw on the recent conference of the same name, held at the WTO in June 2010.
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