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Abstract
The session addressed the main themes of a new publication, framed within the Public Forum topic, “Is Multilateralism in Crisis?”. The organizing theme of this volume is that trade and investment liberalization yields large gains in human welfare as long as trade policy is conducted as an integral part of broader domestic economic management, and as long as that policy facilitates the integration of all economies into a sustainable multilateral system.

The volume addresses the Doha Development Agenda (DDA) impasse and the ongoing lessons from the global financial crisis about the impact on trade policy of macroeconomic imbalances, the regulatory environment and the pervasive role of the global supply chain. Together, these developments prompt the question: Is the multilateral trading system under strain because of new complexities or simply because of the old issue of the political economy of trade?

This volume, including chapters by recognized experts such as Gary Hufbauer, John Jackson, Patrick Messerlin, Arvind Panagariya, Razeen Sally and Stefan Tangermann, addresses five key questions:

· How has the historical debate about free trade evolved?

· Why do pressures for protection persist given the strong case for open markets?

· What should be the balance between multilateral and preferential approaches to trade policy?

· What should be the scope of the multilateral regime?

· And how — in light of these questions — should we proceed in trade policy?
1. Presentations by the panellists

The object of this session was to launch the Ashgate Research Companion to International Trade Policy. Of the panel, Dr Heydon and Dr Woolcock are the volume’s co-editors, and Messrs Jara and Reiter each contributed a chapter.

The session focused on how different chapters of the book address the theme of the 2012 Public Forum: Is Multilateralism in Crisis? Following is a brief summary of key points emerging from interventions by panellists and widespread comments from other participants, including chapter authors Przemyslaw Kowalski and Yang Jiang. The session was conducted under Chatham House rules.

A recurring theme of discussion was the need to avoid doom and gloom. In a sector crucial to the trading environment – agriculture – reform momentum is moving in the right direction. More broadly, there has been extensive trade liberalization in recent years, both unilaterally – as exemplified by Latin America – and within the framework of preferential trade agreements (PTAs). And while this has occurred outside the multilateral framework of the WTO, there is much more to the WTO than successive rounds of trade liberalization, as evidenced by achievements in the area of accessions, dispute settlement, trade policy review, and training and capacity-building. It was observed that these achievements represent a central theme of the Ashgate chapter by John Jackson and Steve Charnovitz.

Another pervasive theme of the book, reflected in discussion at the launch, is the positive role of the global value chains, helping ease protectionist forces and, in effect, lowering the optimum tariff. At the same time, participants noted that there are inherent tensions within the multilateral trading system:
· between national sovereignty and international cooperation
· between the exercise of state authority and the growing role of non-state actors
· between the interests of surplus- and deficit-states in macroeconomic imbalance and associated protectionist tendencies – highlighted in the chapter by Gary Hufbauer and Kati Suominen
· within states as a result of the uneven distribution of the gains from trade.

The protectionist threat is therefore real, not least through “green protectionism”, linked to fears about climate change, or more broadly through what is characterized in the book as “clear conscience protectionism”, as those concerned to address global challenges find common cause with those wishing to protect their own vested interests. Beyond these immediate protectionist threats, two systemic risks were identified in the discussion. First, the danger that the continued proliferation of bilateral PTAs without any action multilaterally will ultimately erode the credibility of the multilateral system. And second, the danger that recourse to dispute settlement without matching action to negotiate new rules and disciplines – proceeding by litigation rather than legislation – will ultimately erode confidence in the WTO dispute settlement system.

In discussing possible policy responses to these threats, two stood out. First, it was widely observed that ways will need to be found to re-invigorate multilateral trade liberalization: the WTO overall may not be in crisis, but the DDA certainly is. The machine is losing steam and too often policy action lags the critical judgements of the market. It was suggested that revitalising the DDA will call for incremental progress where progress can be made, abandoning the pursuit of a “big bang” reform agenda, but not abandoning the principle of the single undertaking in that at some point, the different incremental steps will need to be brought together as a package.

The second policy implication to be drawn was the need to place trade policy more firmly within the framework of the overall domestic policy environment at the national level. It was observed that the pursuit of trade liberalization needs to be backed by sound macroeconomic settings, labour market flexibility, sound regulation and supportive programmes of education and training, which together, as part of trade-related structural adjustment, enable labour and capital to move from declining to expanding areas of activity. It was noted in discussion that this “domestic” focus, is a key element of empirical study within the Ashgate volume, notably in the chapter on services in East Africa by Nora Dihel, Ana Fernandes and Aaditya Mattoo, and in the study of Taiwan by Arvind Panagariya.
Seeing trade liberalization more within a holistic policy setting would also enable specific objectives, such as desired environmental or social standards, to be addressed directly by dedicated policies rather than by misguided attempts to ensure compliance through trade restrictions. Finally, it was suggested that a greater “domestic” focus would help foster wider acceptance of the benefits of open markets and help address the current situation where the progressive scaling down of ambition in the DDA has led many to conclude that the game is not worth the candle.
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