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Abstract
This inaugural session addressed the most pressing challenges facing the multilateral trading system and identified possible ways forward for the WTO and multilateralism in general.

With the recent impasse in the Doha Development Round and the increase in protectionist tendencies, the multilateral trading system is being put to the test. In the words of Director-General Pascal Lamy, “Multilateralism is at a crossroads. Either it advances in the spirit of shared values and enhanced cooperation, or we will face a retreat from multilateralism …”. 

The difficulties encountered by the WTO and other multilateral institutions in recent years provide indisputable proof that yesterday’s solutions simply cannot be applied to today’s problems. The speakers gave their assessment of the current state of the multilateral trading system and of how to proceed from here.
1. Presentations by the panellists
Mr Harvey opened the floor by asking a question about the state of multilateralism.

(a) Hon. Mr Ricardo Lagos, Senator, The Senate of Chile
Hon. Mr Lagos believed that the rule-making aspect had been compromised. However, we should assure that it functioned properly by emphasizing the necessity to separate the lack of results in the Doha negotiations from the state of multilateralism and trade.
(b) H.E. Ms Micheline Calmy-Rey, Former President of the Swiss Confederation
H.E. Ms Calmy-Rey was blunt in assessing the situation of multilateralism, stating that international institutions did not reflect today’s realities, and there was great need for reform.
(c) Mr Nicholas Staheyeff, Vice Chairman and CFO, eBay International
Mr Staheyeff described the current status of multilateralism from a business perspective, indicating that the work of the WTO had led to an increase of trade over time. He saw smaller traders as a nucleus of economic power and success, who want to trade internationally despite the barriers that exist. The WTO should continue to reduce obstacles to trade to help people make a living and have successful global business using online platforms.
(d) H.E. Sheikha Lubna Al Qasimi, Minister for Foreign Trade, United Arab Emirates
H.E. Sheikha Al Qasimi considered that present-day rules are not up-to-date and need upgrading. She stressed that the involvement of members is critical in driving negotiations back on track.
(e) Mr Pascal Lamy, Director-General, WTO

In the same vein, Mr Lamy proceeded to state that multilateralism is outdated, having failed to catch up with the realities of today’s global balance of power. With all the changes in the world, the current system needs an adjustment, but the persistent economic crisis has not made change easy. He also pointed out that international negotiations were about the capacity of WTO members to convince their constituencies to agree on following the path towards greater liberalization.

The second question was addressed to Hon. Mr Lagos regarding multilateralism in Latin America. Mentioning that most of Latin American countries are represented in the United Nations and the WTO, he raised the concern about under-representation of Latin America in the UN Security Council. On trade-related matters, Latin American countries have taken different approaches without having a single voice. There has not been the political will to agree on a common set of rules and standards within the region, due to different agenda of the members and their reluctance to give up some of their sovereignty. Sharing some responsibility would allow Latin America to speak – if not in one voice –in the same tune.

2. Questions and comments
How much protectionist pressure has there been in Switzerland?

H.E. Ms Calmy-Rey provided an illustrative example of how Switzerland prevented protectionist measures by curbing the rise of the Swiss franc after its sharp appreciation in 2007 to the euro, in order to help Swiss exporting industries compete. She underlined that protectionist measures were not an adequate response to the crisis.

What are the advantages of multilateralism for a company like eBay?

Mr Staheyeff based his answer on a study conducted by Genève Internationale, which concluded that 81 per cent of US sellers who do business of more than US$ 10,000 dollars a year export to at least five different countries. Therefore, there is a platform which is already conducting trade in a very robust manner. Having listened to customers, Mr Staheyeff focused on their complaints with regard to trade barriers. He emphasized the need for further promotion of trade facilitation through governments or international organizations. For example, eBay has already set a global shipping platform to improve the livelihood of its sellers. With WTO collaboration, Mr Staheyeff believed the programme would function more smoothly. 

What does the Arab spring mean?

H.E. Sheikha Al Qasimi urged countries to abide by free market policies, focusing more on investment and creating a hospitable environment for business. Countries emerging from the Arab spring need support from WTO members to accelerate the accession process for those who are not in the WTO. Those who are already WTO members have to make sure that they are following their commitments, as it is a political challenge towards political and economic stability. Free trade provides more progress and development as well as an opportunity for more investment.

Reflecting on the aforementioned issues, Mr Lamy emphasized the simplification and classifications of customs procedures, as well as finding a new balance between reciprocity and flexibility in order to create a level playing field. He also raised his concern on trade finance as a main instrument to keep small and medium enterprises alive. 

What about the proliferation of preferential trade agreements?

In answering H.E. Ms Calmy-Rey’s question about the proliferation of preferential trade agreements (PTAs), Mr Lamy made clear that they should be studied on a case-by-case basis. According to Mr Lamy, PTAs can be an effective first step in lowering tariffs, which can then be extended to the multilateral level. However, the problems may arise when non-tariff barriers proliferate, such as rules of origin. He underlined that overall there should be better coordination between multilateralism and bilateral efforts to liberalize trade.
In his intervention, Hon. Mr Lagos stressed the importance of PTAs for small economies, which can help provide greater market access. As an example, he spoke of the Chile–Canada FTA, in which issues such as anti-dumping, subsidies and domestic support are covered.

H.E. Sheikha Al Qasimi pointed out that the WTO provides rules on PTAs. Despite perceptions that such agreements are easier to agree upon, she stated that their ratification can be challenging. She noted that many countries find it easier to negotiate as a group, such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). However, when it comes to protectionism, focus turns to the WTO Dispute Settlement Body.

H.E. Ms Calmy-Rey concluded by showing her support for the WTO, reminding the audience of her country’s role as a key facilitator of the Russian Federation’s accession and expressed her happiness about the new construction underway.

Why has there been a slowdown in growth numbers?

In his speech, Mr Lamy underlined that since trade represented a transition between supply and demand, world trade had been decreasing due to an overall slump in growth. However, the WTO has not detected any rise in protectionist measures.

3. Conclusions
A rich debate covered a broad spectrum of issues such as agricultural subsidies, development, export restrictions, government internet restrictions and exchange rates.

Lamy stressed that bilateral agreements do not cover agricultural export subsidies as developing countries hold a comparative advantage in the sector. He emphasized the need to reduce tariff peaks and tariff escalation in order to ensure market access for developing countries, as well as to abstain from export restrictions that were witnessed during 2008, particularly on rice.
H.E. Ms Calmy-Rey underlined that Switzerland had been protecting its agricultural sector for many centuries – despite that fact that it only represents 1 per cent to 2 per cent of gross domestic product. However, liberalization remains contentious given the cultural importance of agriculture in Switzerland.

With regard to internet restrictions, Mr Lamy responded that governments can invoke security exceptions which are covered by WTO agreements. Therefore, he concluded that internet restrictions do not provide an exception to the logic brought forward from the original days of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). 

Mr Andrew, the session’s moderator, finished by asking whether the panellists were optimistic or pessimistic for the future of multilateralism in the next five years. Hon. Mr Lagos, H.E. Ms Calmy-Rey and Mr Staheyeff all responded that they were optimistic, while H.E. Sheikha Al Qasimi stated she was only “carefully optimistic”. Mr Lamy proved to be the only panellist to see the glass half empty, acknowledging that his own outlook remained “carefully pessimistic”.
On his assessment for the future, Mr Staheyeff said that the future multilateral system will need to learn to cope with increased volatility in trade and economic conditions and to be “ready for a bumpy ride”.
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