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Abstract
The challenges facing multilateralism today have reignited intense debate among academics. Some are worried that regionalism threatens to erode the multilateral trading system (MTS), while others believe that regionalism serves as a complement. 

The session examined the dynamics, mechanisms, practices and effects of Asia-Pacific regional economic integration in recent years and attempted to identify the experiences gained and the lessons learned. The objectives of the session were to:

· stress the continuing importance and relevance of a vibrant MTS to international trade

· draw attention to the experience of the Asia-Pacific region in fostering and encouraging international economic cooperation

· explore whether that experience might be helpful in re-energizing the MTS.

1. Presentations by the panellists
(a) Mr Stuart Harbinson, Former Permanent Representative of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region of China to the WTO; former Senior WTO Official
In introducing the session and the panellists, the moderator, Mr Harbinson, contrasted the difficulties currently faced by the WTO with the vitality of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) across the broad spectrum of its activities. It had, for instance, recently agreed to reduce tariffs to at least 5 per cent on a range of environmental goods by 2015. He noted that the WTO was based on legally binding rules and commitments, while APEC (covering a diverse range of economies) proceeded through voluntarism and “open regionalism”. The session aimed at exploring the links between APEC and the WTO and any lessons that might be learned in this connection.

(b) H.E. Mr Yi Xiaozhun, Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary and Permanent Representative of China to the WTO

Ambassador Yi noted that, mainly due to the impasse in the Doha Round, the MTS was at a crossroads and could be said to be in crisis. At the same time, protectionism was rising. China was nevertheless a very strong supporter of the WTO and would remain so. APEC consistently supports free trade and investment, and its model of open regionalism also supports the MTS. Its operations are characterized by strong political will. WTO members should similarly strengthen their commitment to the MTS through strong political guidance. A healthy MTS is vital. Efforts should be redoubled to conclude Doha. At the same time, the WTO might learn from APEC’s meaningful work in the areas of global value chains, trade facilitation and innovative growth.
(c) Mr Alejandro Jara, Deputy Director-General, WTO; former Ambassador and Permanent Representative of Chile to the WTO

Mr Jara drew attention to the evolution of the WTO from the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), which had been based on a more pragmatic system that had developed, through a period of experimentation, into the WTO. Governments are now very careful about undertaking new commitments which would be legally binding under the WTO framework. However, the APEC approach, involving guidelines and best practices, enhanced transparency, and preparation and analysis, could be a very useful tool for WTO members to prepare the ground for possible future action in a range of areas – for example, trade facilitation, investment and competition policy. APEC could perhaps do more outreach in terms of highlighting for other WTO members the positive aspects of its experiences.

(d) Mr Luzius Wasescha, Former Ambassador and Permanent Representative of Switzerland to the WTO and EFTA
Mr Wasescha agreed that there were elements of APEC’s work and experience which could be of use to the WTO. This was not to say, however, that the APEC list of environmental goods could simply be transferred to the WTO. There should be enhanced dialogue between APEC and the WTO and the results of APEC’s work could be considered in the WTO. The WTO could also learn from some of the APEC processes, for example, the annual Leaders’ Meetings and the involvement of the business community. He noted that EFTA and Switzerland were very active in conducting trade negotiations with Asian states.
(e) Professor Wang Xinkui, Chairman and President, SCCWTO; Vice-Chairman, ACFIC
Professor Wang felt that the impasse in the Doha Round, coupled with rising protectionism, had stoked fears that multilateralism was in danger. The MTS needs a more broad-based involvement, its operations need a more inclusive decision-making process, and it should be grounded on a clearer vision and forward-looking agenda. APEC had been able to respond more flexibly to changes in the global trading system, addressing such issues as climate change and high food demand resulting from rapid urbanization in developing countries. Nevertheless, the constellation of preferential trade agreements (PTAs) between Asia-Pacific states resulted in a confusing “spaghetti bowl”. In the final analysis, trade liberalization in the Asia-Pacific region was best achieved multilaterally. For this reason, it was vitally important that the MTS should be re-energized.

2. Questions and comments by the audience
A question was asked on the contrast between the business community’s avid participation in APEC and its relative indifference to the WTO. In response, one panellist noted that business was well organized in APEC. It also had a direct channel to meet leaders and ministers, and APEC-related business meetings were regular and well attended.

Some participants contrasted the legalistic environment in the WTO with the more open and flexible system of consultations in APEC. Perhaps the legal environment inhibited WTO negotiators, who thus became more “risk averse”. Despite the “voluntary” nature of AEC, it seemed to be able to produce results. 

Another question concerned agricultural trade and the possibility that APEC might be able to address “protectionist” tendencies among some countries in the region. The panellists did not feel that this was a realistic possibility, although APEC might be a forum for some dialogue in this connection.

A further question concerned dispute resolution. Should APEC have a regional dispute settlement mechanism or would the WTO provide a suitable forum? The panellists felt that APEC was not a suitable forum for dispute resolution. Nor should the WTO concern itself with the settlement of regional disputes.

3. Conclusions

The following main conclusions were drawn from the discussion:

· APEC had benefited enormously from the MTS. It was a strong supporter of it and should strengthen this commitment even further in order to ensure that the MTS was viable and healthy.

· The legalistic approach in the WTO had resulted in a certain amount of rigidity in negotiations. The use of more flexible APEC techniques such as guidelines and best practices and open discussion might in certain contexts be usefully applied in the WTO in order to prepare the ground for agreement.

· APEC has responded more flexibly to changes in the world trading system and the WTO could learn some lessons from APEC in this regard.
PAGE  
1

