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We are here today not only for the WTO’s annual public symposium, but also to celebrate its 10th anniversary.

I think we can clearly say that the WTO has been a success and indeed this represents a very wide opinion today.

I have read with great interest the report “The future of the WTO” prepared by the Consultative Board of the Director General, chaired by Peter Sutherland. The report is in my opinion excellent and I largely share the conclusions and the suggestions.

Of course, the organization has its opponents and some of their arguments do merit careful attention. But the very definite successes that have been achieved in the first ten years cannot be overlooked.

The success of the organization is also proved by its exceptional growth. The number of Member countries has increased from approximately 100 governments to today’s 148 and the number of Members could still reach 170 in the next few years.

If we look back to the origins, when the GATT was created in 1948, there were only 23 contracting parties. At least half of those were advanced economies. Today 80% of the Member states are developing countries. In the same period of time world trade has developed consistently and rapidly, with positive effects for the world economy growth. I want to say with all clarity that I fully share one of the most important statements of the Sutherland report: “trade does inspire growth and growth, to greater or lesser degree and given time, will combat poverty”.

Certainly this positive process has not brought equal benefit for all countries; indeed those benefits appear to be shared out in an unacceptably unfair way, especially for the least developed countries. 

But there are some very important exceptions. In the case of China and India, for instance, progress has been indisputable. And they represent 40% of the world population. Since the eighties, these two countries have gradually open up their economies to foreign investment. According to the World Bank, in the 20 years between 1980 and 2000 economic growth has increased on average by 10% a year in China and by 6% in India. 

According to the Asian Development Bank, in China poverty has been reduced from 28% in 1978 to 9% in 1998. According to the official national statistics, poverty in India has fallen from 51% in 1977-1978 to 26% in 1999-2000. 

And these two examples are not the only ones of the inter-relation between trade liberalization and growth.

Of course, the causes of poverty are many and complex. To measure poverty only on the basis of participation in global trade is, therefore, insufficient. Growth strategies especially for the developing countries must involve in a coordinated way national and international institutions, different policies, human and financial resources and different objectives. The trade system alone certainly cannot be responsible for the solution of all the problems. 

The WTO role as one of the most significant catalyst for collaboration among the major international institutions such as, the United Nations different agencies, the World Bank, the ILO and IMF, is certainly of a fundamental importance. We have already made a good start over the past 10 years, but much still remains to be done. This is why I fully support the recommendation of the Sutherland report that the Director General has to review options for expanding and intensifying activity in relation to the coherence mandate. This will also require giving to the Secretariat more human and financial resources.

I would now like to concentrate the attention on what I consider three fundamental priorities for the WTO.

1. First priority, to improve the situation of the least developed countries is an outstanding moral objective and a fundamental one for the WTO. I suggest first of all that in the agenda of the Doha Round there will be the commitment to eliminate all the trade barriers for the least developed countries. No one can state that this would be a very heavy burden for the advanced economies. Equally important is to devote resources to help the least developed countries in their restructuring process in order to alleviate the social cost.
 
The second suggestion is to concentrate more resources on technical assistance and the third to concentrate human and financial resources to improve participation of the least developed countries in the WTO dispute settlement system. 


2. Second priority, to strengthen the central role of the dispute settlement system. This is the most fundamental feature of the WTO. No other international institution has such a rules-based system, with the same enforcing capacity. I fully endorse the Sutherland report that “in appraising ideas for reform or improvement, the most important principle is to do no harm”.

Third priority, the success of the Doha Round has the utmost strategic importance for the future of the multilateral trade system and the future of this Institution.

Let us be clear: the multilateral trade system is based on the most favourite nation clause, on non-discrimination. It is also based on rules negotiated multilaterally and agreed by all. We are now changing the system, or at least the balance between the multilateral trade system based on non-discrimination, and the preferential agreements both on a bilateral or regional framework, based on discrimination. 

We have to restore the undisputed primacy of the multilateral trade system and this can only be done by the success of the Doha Round. At the beginning of the GATT system, preferential agreements were the exception. The main source of preferential agreements was the European Community. The answer to the European preferential initiatives was at that time the right one: the launch of multilateral rounds. Since then, the situation has changed. Now not only the main players in the international trade system are negotiating more and more new bilateral or regional agreements, but also many of the developing countries, including the most important one are doing the same. It seems that preferential agreements are no more considered as an exception to the non-discrimination rule, but as an instrument of a normal competition with the multilateral system. 

If the Doha Round fails the movement towards the consolidation and the creation of new vast preferential areas, sometimes covering a whole continent, will increase. This will not only change the trade geography, but also influence political relations. The risk is an international trade system with no more rules agreed by everyone, where the poor and the weak will have to fear “a return to the law of the jungle” as the Sutherland report rightly says. Are we “deglobalizing” the international trade system? The rigidities of the system will increase and the disputes between these vast regional preferential areas could become very dangerous.

This is, I believe, the most important challenge in today’s international trading system.

The Doha Round must be a success. Let us work together to save the future of the WTO and the primacy of multilateral system. 
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