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Abstract
The Closing Session looked back on what was discussed during the 2012 Public Forum and the guidance provided to respond to the challenges the WTO and multilateralism in general are facing. The panel looked ahead and tried to identify common ground among the many issues and concerns raised over the three days. Each panellist – from his or her own unique perspective and experience – tackled the main theme of this year’s Public Forum. Ultimately, they were challenged to provide answers. They were also asked about what they thought was needed to address some of the current global problems and whether or not the 2012 Public Forum helped formulate responses and possible solutions.
1. Presentations by the panellists
(a) Ms Gunilla von Hall, President, ACANU Association
The moderator, Ms von Hall, began by asking the questions: Are we in crisis? Is multilateralism in crisis? Are we off track? What lessons have we learned to put multilateralism back on track?
(b) Mr Mark Halle, Vice-President, IISD
Mr Halle agreed there were great challenges and a “gradual loss in trust in the international system”. He also agreed with other participants that the “old order” of world power is clearly dying, while a new one has yet to emerge. Speaking from an environmental perspective, Mr Halle argued consensus is hard to achieve given that we must transform our economic way of life into one which was more sustainable.
While he acknowledged the difficulties facing the multilateral system, he did point to some organizations in which it continued to work well, such as the International Air Transport Association (IATA) and the Universal Postal Union (UPU). When asked how multilateralism is viewed by the “average person”, he responded by saying that it suffered from an “image problem”. Mr Halle argued that too much attention was given to trade liberalization, which the public often associated with losing jobs to growing economies like China and India. He believed more emphasis must be placed on showing that policy-makers were concerned about the domestic effects that breaking down trade barriers can have on the average person.

(c) Dr Marion Jansen, Head, Trade and Employment Programme, Employment Sector, ILO
Dr Jansen indicated that the current hesitance in moving forward through the multilateral system had come as a result of the economic crisis. As the political and economic environment had changed, she contended that it was only natural that states were moving more slowly and were more hesitant to make commitments. In terms of trade, Dr Jansen stated that the “easy issues” had already been dealt with in the past, leaving more challenging negotiations for the present. She stressed the need for civil servants to “think outside of the box”, to engage with new partners and to explore innovative ways to deal with current challenges.

Dr Jansen echoed some of Mr Halle’s statements about the negative outlook on multilateralism held by the general public. She delved a bit further by stating that such attitudes predated the current economic crisis, particularly the idea that globalization can have negative effects on local economies. She argued that people feared further integration because of the uncertainty it can generate, and cited examples such as the US housing crisis and its subsequent effects on markets around the world.

Regarding the relationship between trade and jobs, Dr Jansen stated that all countries, both industrialized and developing, had job creation as a top priority. While it was clear that trade had the ability both to create and destroy jobs, she noted that was disagreement as to the net effects trade liberalization has on the labour market. Dr Jansen also indicated that the transition between sectors losing and gaining jobs may be taking longer. As a result, she believed policy-makers must bolster social protection – particularly in the form of job training – to help people find jobs more easily.
(d) Ms Maika Oshikawa, Head of Asia and Pacific Desk, ITTC
Ms Oshikawa stated her belief that multilateralism at the WTO must go beyond the Doha Round. She underlined the need to focus on what works well about the organization, such as the Dispute Settlement Body, and to ensure it continues to fulfil its role in facilitating trade negotiations. Ms Oshikawa admitted that the current multilateral system reflects a 20th-century world-view and more needs to be done to reflect the realities of today. In particular, she noted the need to discuss pressing challenges, such as climate change, exchange rates and global supply chains. Ms Oshikawa concluded by reiterating the importance of the WTO, stating that nothing could truly replace it as a multilateral trading forum.
2. Questions and comments by the audience
The first comment from the audience related to the importance of multilateralism during the response to the economic crisis, particularly through financial institutions. Mr Halle responded by agreeing that a multilateral response to some issues was often the only way to tackle certain issues. He reiterated the need to increase confidence in the multilateral system, despite the difficulties in achieving this goal. Mr Halle also stated the need to deal with issues at the local, regional and national level, using multilateralism for solving challenges that require a more concerted approach, such as climate change and trade liberalization.

A student went on to pose a question regarding the need to reconcile development concerns with global value chains. Dr Jansen responded that there was no easy answer. However, she did mention that it might be useful to explore a paradigm shift; whereas the focus has largely been on industry, Dr Jansen conjectured whether more attention should be paid to firms and individuals. 
Following a question regarding the state of multilateralism and environmental agreements, Mr Halle responded that climate change negotiations suffered from having “the wrong people around the table”. He saw the issue as primarily one of economic transformation, requiring input from not only environment ministers but also finance ministers. However, the environmental field in general has experienced some forward momentum, notably in the area of chemicals, biodiversity, regional fishery agreements and tropical timber.

As a final question, a young audience member simply asked what alternative we have if multilateralism fails. Mr Halle replied that the world must not allow it to fail. He argued that states would retreat behind power politics, using their advantage to secure the outcome. He went on to urge a more “experimental approach” to multilateralism. If things are not working, let us look at new ways to solve challenges.
3. Conclusions
The session concluded by summarizing the areas in which multilateralism has achieved positive results and ways it can move forward. According to Dr Jansen, the WTO proved to be a vital forum for ensuring the financial crisis did not result in a “protectionist spiral”. She also noted the success of technical cooperation as an important means of information sharing across borders. Mr Halle warned that there had been a gradual loss of trust in the multilateral system, a result of being “long on promise and short on delivery”. He urged states to focus on areas where they can come to agreement and build a restored faith in multilateralism. Ms Oshikawa stressed the need to enhance awareness of what the WTO has done well, rather than focusing on the standstill of the Doha Round.
The audience were left with a clear idea of the current state of multilateralism and the possible directions it may take. Whether multilateralism is in crisis depends very much on what happens next.
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