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Summary 

The four panellists of the inaugural session provided points of view on the four sub-themes of the Public Forum and detailed some of the questions to be addressed in the sessions of this year's event. In the context of food security, the discussion dealt with how derivative speculation and subsidies for biofuels impact on grain price. The issue of sustainability and how trade can contribute on the way ahead was at the heart of the debate on trade in natural resources. On the Made in the World initiative, the prevalence of intermediary goods in current trade flows was noted, as well as the necessity to adjust trade accounting practices to this new reality. Finally, discussions on the way ahead for the multilateral trading system highlighted some of the challenges faced by the Doha Round negotiations, including the possibility to shift to sectorial or plurilateral agreements on some of the topics and so unblock the negotiations.

1. Presentations by the panellists

Mr Franklin opened the floor for brief comments from each of the panellists to be followed by a discussion.

(a) H.E. Mr Mahamadou Issoufou, President of Niger

Mr Issoufou recalled that the Doha Development Agenda has been aiming to address dysfunctions in the world economy and trade since 2001. In the case of Niger, the key challenge is to aid the poor — most of them women — in gaining access to industrialized markets that currently limit the trading possibilities of the global South. According to Mr Issoufou, although liberalization is often spoken of, it is only pursued in areas where developed countries have comparative advantages, and this is at the heart of the problems faced by the Doha Round. 
Further, Mr Issoufou blamed derivative contracts and exchange rate volatility for fluctuations of grain prices, rather than an imbalance of offer and demand, and suggested that this was an issue to be discussed at the WTO. Regarding trade of natural resources, he discussed how revenue from the exploitation of Niger's resources, like uranium, coal and oil, could be optimized to better serve its people. He identified unequal exchanges as a difficulty that should also be addressed at the WTO. Loans for production are becoming more expensive, while the decrease in commodities prices has resulted in a wealth transfer from the global South to the global North. He encouraged the WTO to support the development of infrastructure through the Aid for Trade programme, saying that it is crucial to cultivating trade and improving the competitiveness of regional economies. In the case of Niger, he signalled the two handicapping factors in this context being energy and transportation.  
Answering a question on the short-run impact of the events in Libya and in the Arab world on Niger, he noted that they related first to security, due to the increased trafficking of weapons in the country. They also had an economic impact, as exchanges between Niger and Libya and projects financed by Libya, such as investments in telecommunication and roads, had been arrested. Socially, this affects about 210,000 migrants from Niger, who have had to return and thus have ceased the economic transfers they used to make to Niger. Initial responses have focused on security with the aim of preventing the development of terrorism in the region, but in the long run they will have to address economic and social development as well. According to Mr Issoufou, poverty offers the conditions from which terrorism develops. As to the trade opportunities that can stem from these events, he noted that trade and FDI can flourish when countries are stable, with strong, durable democratic institutions.
(b) Mr James Leape, Director-General, WWF International

Mr Leape discussed the sustainability challenge and what it means for the global trade regime. He noted that there is enormous pressure on the earth’s resources, which is escalating as population and consumption per capita grows. According to him, the world will have to produce as much food in the next 40 years as it has produced in the last 8,000 years. He affirmed that sustainability is not a special interest to be addressed in the trade regime, but is a central theme, since there will be no shared prosperous economy if we do not find a way to render trade ecologically sustainable. The trade regime could be a powerful engine to eliminate barriers to sustainability, bringing markets to a more sustainable use of resources, e.g. by disciplining subsidies. Commenting on how to avoid protectionism disguised as environmental rules, he affirmed that vigilance is needed to spot protectionism in favour of the interests of the North at the expense of the South and that the WTO would need to navigate through this challenge. 

(c) Dr Maximo Torero, Director, Markets, Trade and Institutions Division, International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI)

Dr Torero commented on the role trade can play to lessen the dangers of food inflation and security. He noted that food supply will have to increase dramatically to cope with demand in the next decades, not only at the local but also at the global level. Since the production of grain is highly concentrated, spikes in prices can occur due either to restrictions from suppliers or to governmental policies, such as those that aim at diverting crops to the production of biofuels. Financial markets linked to the future food commodities market increase the pressure on prices. In this context, trade plays a crucial role in finding ways to improve market access and satisfying these new demands, reducing long-term imbalances. This also implies supporting developing countries and investing in their infrastructure in order to improve inter-regional movement. 
Dr Torero considers it to be necessary to adopt an operational definition of when a country has a food emergency, with a time frame for the resolution of problems. He also pointed to the need to reduce production losses in post-harvest periods, which can reach 20-25% in developing countries and BRICS. On speculation and food prices, Torero said that some level of speculation is good, since it provides liquidity to the markets. "Excessive speculation”, however, can be dangerous, since it can exacerbate volatility, with consequences for the poor. Defining what constitutes “excessive”, however, is complicated.

(d) Mr Pascal Lamy, Director-General, WTO

Finally, Mr Lamy discussed the four themes for this year's Forum, which were selected as a result of the sessions proposed by other organizations, and mentioned their long-term importance. On the first theme, food security, he affirmed that trade must be activated as a transmission belt between offer and demand. He said that ending the impasse in the Doha Round negotiations would enable the WTO to tackle other challenges, and would also answer expectations by developing countries that the multilateral trading system can respond to their hopes for an end to subsidy-driven unfair competition for their agricultural products.  
Regarding trade in natural resources, the second sub-theme of the Forum, Mr Lamy noted that concerns of sustainability are increasingly present in the WTO, as the case law of panels and the Appellate Body shows. The availability of raw materials, which will undergo increasing pressure as a result of rapid development in emerging countries, will bring medium-term concerns, which the members of the WTO will have to deal with.
On the third sub-theme, Mr Lamy noted that the Made in the World initiative represented a shift of perspective towards current trade patterns, which, except for fatal commerce, are made up of intermediary goods. Given that most added value does not necessarily come from the last stage of assembly, he suggested that the way trade is accounted for, as well as origin labelling, should be updated so as to reflect this reality. 
As to the last sub-theme, on the challenges ahead for the multilateral trading system, Mr Lamy commented on the progress of the Doha round. Of the 20 topics in the negotiation basket, some are more advanced than others; if just one stalls, all are blocked. A further problem lies with the GATT's system of reciprocal concessions, which originated at a time in which a different geo-political reality prevailed, in which the rich were powerful and the powerful rich, which is not the case today anymore. On the prospects for a Doha lite, he admitted that some members have asked whether a sectorial or plurilateral approach should not be adopted on some issues, delivering results on more urgent matters for developing countries. The Ministerial Conference in December should provide some direction on what to do over the next two years.
2. Questions and comments by the audience: 

A rich debate ensued, covering the spectrum of issues raised by panellists. On the volatility of grain prices, Mr Leape stressed that subsidy-driven conversion of corn to ethanol distorts the market and should be abandoned. The focus on future biofuels should be on technologies that require liquid fuel only, while the rest move to electricity produced by other means (e.g. wind or solar power), reducing pressure on biofuel as part of the solution.
In response to questions about trade and exchange rate fluctuations, both Mr Issoufou and Director-General Lamy remarked that the issue was simpler under the pre-1970s international regime of fixed exchange rates, under which a bridge existed between the GATT and IMF regimes, (GATT Article XV). Mr Lamy stressed that the WTO was not the forum for addressing exchange rate levels; the IMF and the Financial Stability Forum exist for that. Nevertheless, he observed that discussing the trade implications of exchange rate movements is no longer a taboo at the WTO — in fact, a WTO Working Group on Trade, Debt, and Finance has started to discuss the issue.
Asked whether the institutional design of the WTO, with its consensus focus and veto for every member, was to blame for the Doha impasse, Mr Lamy noted that the source of the disagreement was an old-fashioned difference between two groups of countries about how much to open their markets. He said that consensus would remain a core principle of the WTO, not least because finding an alternative would be harder than Doha. On the other hand, procedural issues, such as whether to retain the single undertaking or to authorize plurilateral agreements, could be revisited by consensus.

