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Introduction
This statement presents a positive agenda for change aimed at using the trade system to achieve sustainable development and poverty eradication. Although directly pertinent to the WTO, it is also relevant to other institutions that impact on local, national and international trade policy.

The need for change
The international trade system stands at a crossroads. In one direction lie politically difficult and complex choices concerning equity, sustainability and poverty eradication which could make the trade system work for people and the environment and also, in the long run, save it. The other direction offers clearer-cut, perhaps easier options to stick with the status-quo, ignore complex problems and pursue trade liberalisation as an end in itself. However, this could exacerbate current disaffection and bring the trade system to its knees.

The international trade regime needs fundamental change if it is to succeed and benefit us all. The world needs international trade rules, but to date these have favoured the narrow commercial interests of the most powerful trading nations and the largest corporations, at the expense of the wider public interest and smaller economic enterprises. In order to rebalance the global trading system, international trade rules and institutions must take their place within the broad system of international agreements aimed at sustainable development, poverty eradication and the promotion of human rights, and recognise the importance of local and regional trade as an engine for sustainable development and poverty eradication.

There is an increasing gap between many of the stated objectives of the world trading regime and the global reality of growing inequalities and environmental degradation. The benefits of the international trade system have gone to those who already have the most, while many of the poorest have failed to benefit fully and some have even been made poorer. The environment has also suffered. Increasing consumption and transport related to increased volumes of international trade, particularly in the industrialised world, have contributed to increasing pressure on the world’s natural resources and habitats. The growing importance of trade and competitiveness to national economic decision-making has also had a ‘chilling’ effect on the development of environmental and social policy in some countries.

The WTO trade agreements are seriously flawed because they largely prioritise liberalisation and deregulation in the private interest over national (and potentially international) regulation in the public interest. Ironically, in areas where certain ‘liberalisation’ policies could potentially have a range of social and environmental benefits (e.g. in policy areas such as export support, fisheries subsidies, market access for textiles and the flexible use of intellectual property rights), exceptions have been made in practise and the trade system has again been used to benefit the few, rather than the many.

The challenge facing the international community is to make the trade system reflect the concerns of civil society and work for poverty eradication and sustainable development. The breakdown of talks in Seattle should mark the beginning of a new era in trade policy-making which puts the needs of people, animals and the environment at its heart.

A Positive Agenda for Trade

We stand for trade

Almost everyone is involved in or affected by trade. Trade is a way of overcoming local, regional and national scarcity, and can generate new livelihood and employment opportunities. Trade can therefore play an important part in contributing to poverty reduction and improving our quality of life. But trade is a ‘means to an end’, rather than an ‘end in itself’ to be pursued through export-led growth policies. Trade can damage the environment (e.g. greenhouse gas emissions from trade-related transport) and the costs of adjustment to more open international trade policies frequently fall most heavily on the poor and vulnerable, who are least likely to be able to take advantage of new market opportunities. If the trade system is to benefit all on a long-term basis, governments have to take account of its positive and negative outcomes.
We stand for rules

We support having international agreements on trade. International trade rules are required to regulate the actions of governments and companies. They must also reflect the different levels of development of WTO member countries and provide greater policy flexibility to the poorest. However, international trade rules must not prevent national regulation in the public interest. Nor should they force ‘equal’ trade relations between unequals. Instead, the principle of special and differentiated treatment for developing countries should be fully incorporated into trade agreements. Governments must also develop binding international regulations for companies.

We stand for democracy

For international trade policy to be legitimate, all countries must have equal access to trade negotiations and have their concerns reflected in decision-making. This process must also be underpinned with effective public scrutiny over government policy and the actions of transnational corporations.

We stand for co-operation

Competition can spur innovation, wealth creation and greater efficiency. But it can also encourage a ‘race to the bottom’, ‘policy chill’ and short-term decision making with the worst affected often being the poorest. The ideological pursuit of competition for its own sake threatens to increase existing problems of poverty, inequality and unsustainability. Competition imposed on an ‘unlevel playing field’ with unequal players tends to exacerbate current inequalities. It is crucial that governments prioritise greater research and co-operation through a range of international processes/institutions to manage trade in the public interest.

We stand for fairness

Too often, Northern governments have failed to practice what they preach on trade issues. They argue for free trade, yet erect barriers against imports from developing countries. They argue for rules, yet abuse anti-dumping or health and safety legislation to unfairly restrict imports. They support development, but then deter countries from processing their own products by tariff escalation. A new and pro-poor trade regime requires a change of mentality among the rich and powerful.

We stand for action to eradicate poverty

A stated objective of trade policy is to improve standards of living. Yet the income gap between rich and poor both between and within countries has reached record levels and continues to widen. Governments have signed up to the goal of halving income poverty by 2015, but this target will be missed unless the poor derive a greater share of the benefits from trade. Improving equity must be central to future trade policy formulation.

International rules must take account of the needs of poor countries and people, and allow for protection and intervention, where necessary, in order to build strong domestic economies and to promote important national development objectives such as food security, regional development, resource conservation or support for the livelihoods of poor communities. Trade policy must be designed to prevent the poorest from bearing the majority of adjustment costs, and to assist them in taking advantage of new market opportunities should they choose to do so. The ability of poor people to participate in markets on beneficial terms depends crucially on public investment and the redistribution of productive assets so that poor people are able to produce their way out of poverty.

We stand for sustainability and environmental protection 

The language of sustainable development is widely used in relation to trade policy but is not being actively implemented. Trade agreements need to be focused on achieving this objective (of which poverty eradication is an integral part) and should respect the Rio Principles such as common but differentiated responsibility, the polluter pays principle and the precautionary principle. 

The environment underpins our economies and needs to be taken fully into account by all those engaged in trade and trade negotiations. The key concern must be to maintain a healthy environment from which both we and future generations can obtain sufficient resources. Trade rules must not promote the unsustainable use of resources. Governments must prioritise implementing national and international measures aimed at ‘internalising’ social and environmental costs, limiting any environmental degradation arising from trade policies, and ensuring that sustainability is not undermined by issues of ‘international competitiveness’.

We stand for diversity

Free trade should not be pursued at the expense of economic, social, biological or cultural diversity. A one-size-fits-all approach to international trade policy is not compatible with the need for nations to democratically establish their own standards and norms and to protect the public interest.

We stand for negotiations
Inter-governmental negotiation is vital to addressing the current problems with the trade system. However, such negotiations have to be significantly different from what has gone before in terms of the objectives, format and content of international trade policy talks. The next section provides a little more detail on what this entails for the WTO in the short-term.

What does this mean for the WTO now?

Trade Policy Objectives
The primary goal of the trade system should be to achieve sustainability and poverty eradication. This requires an appropriate level of regulation to manage trade. Sustainability impact assessments, that use internationally agreed indicators, should be used to inform future trade policy development and measure progress towards this goal.

Implementation

The problems that many developing countries are experiencing in implementing existing WTO agreements should be addressed as a priority. Where appropriate, implementation deadlines should be extended and current texts amended to meet the specific needs of poorer countries. Industrialised countries should demonstrate more commitment to progressive change in the textiles and agricultural sectors; in particular through use of non-reciprocal measures in areas of importance to developing countries.

Developing country capacity

Meaningful capacity-building has to go beyond providing technical assistance to negotiate and implement trade agreements and supporting the activities of developing and least-developed countries in Geneva. Equally important are changes to increase the internal transparency of international trade policy-making processes, the development of trade policy-making skills across civil service departments in capitals, analysis to assess the potential impacts of trade rules, and measures to facilitate input from parliamentarians and civil society.

Special & Differential Treatment

Whilst huge disparities in the economic and political might of different players remain, a more systematic application of Special and Differential Treatment (S&DT) will be central to any attempt to make trade work better for the poor. Trade rules must allow developing countries, especially the least developed and small, vulnerable economies, to retain the flexibility to shelter vulnerable sectors from competition in order to achieve overall national development goals. 

S&DT must go beyond its current emphasis on delayed deadlines and occasional exemptions to allowing developing countries to implement the full range of policies necessary to reduce poverty and develop their economies. Operational measures, for example to promote technology transfer as required in the TRIPs Agreement, should be strengthened so as not to rely on the ‘best endeavour’ of industrialised countries. 

Agriculture

Agricultural trade rules require significant change. With the right policies and incentives, agriculture can provide safe and nutritious food for the population; a livelihood for large numbers of people, both directly and indirectly; habitat for wildlife; and a range of land management and environmental services. Key priorities include the need to avoid encouraging unsustainable production and dumping, while providing greater flexibility for poorer countries to use trade measures to pursue food security and rural development goals.  ‘Win-win’ solutions should be prioritised, including eliminating export subsidies and supports, improving market access for the poorest countries, and reorienting domestic support towards achieving specific environmental, animal welfare and rural development objectives. Agricultural trade rules should not prevent measures to promote more sustainable agriculture.

Services

A key role for any government is to ensure that all citizens have access to basic services, such as water delivery, housing, health and education. Many industrialised countries have already liberalised key service sectors and, under IMF/World Bank structural adjustment programmes, developing country governments have been pushed in the same direction. Former state controlled enterprises have been replaced by unaccountable corporate monopolies. As there is no profit in providing services to the poorest, they therefore lose out. Past experiences in both North and South demonstrate that the provision of basic services cannot be left to the market.

The WTO negotiations on services must take account of the need to allow Governments the choice to manage and regulate the delivery of basic services in pursuit of domestic social and environmental objectives.

Intellectual Property

Intellectual property rules (including the TRIPs Agreement) should be substantially revised to reduce the length and scope of patent protection. Greater flexibility must be provided for countries to protect the health and livelihoods of their people and environment, to exclude life-forms from patenting, and to allow for compulsory licensing of medicines.

Investment and Competition 

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), can make an important contribution to poverty reduction and sustainable development. But under the wrong conditions, FDI can lead to exploitation, displacement of livelihoods, environmental degradation, balance of payments problems, and the undermining of local cultures. What is needed are strong, multilaterally-agreed anti-trust laws and binding rules on investors’ rights and responsibilities (to facilitate the transfer of technology, to avoid restrictive business practices and tax avoidance, to promote employment and environmental objectives, and to respect human rights). Countries should be able to choose who invests within their borders and should not be pushed into any multilateral negotiations on investment liberalisation. With its institutional emphasis on liberalisation, the WTO is unlikely to be the appropriate forum to negotiate rules with the necessary balance between investors’ rights and responsibilities required to promote pro-poor and environmentally sustainable FDI. 
National sovereignty is crucial in the case of portfolio and short-term investment flows. Recent years have shown how capital account liberalisation can greatly heighten vulnerability to financial crisis. We believe the WTO is not the appropriate forum for rules governing such financial flows.

Northern trade barriers

The cost of northern trade barriers to developing countries is estimated at US$700 billion a year in lost export earnings. Tariff escalation, which deters the progression of developing countries into production and export of higher-value processed goods, is a particular problem that must be addressed, along with non-tariff trade barriers such as quotas and seasonal restrictions, and restrictive rules of origin under preferential trade schemes.

Dispute Settlement

Existing provisions to settle trade policy disputes require serious change. Of particular importance are reforms to provide for greater public scrutiny over the system and measures to account for the imbalance in developing country capacity to initiate disputes and to enforce rulings through trade sanctions. Trade disputes relating to concerns about human rights (including labour), development or the environment should be adjudicated by joint panels involving the WTO and other specialised UN bodies in order to achieve an appropriate balance between the different interests in any dispute.

Labour

Trade can create employment and may enhance workers’ rights. However, job security and working conditions can also be undermined where liberalisation and increased competition result in relocation or a ‘race to the bottom’. What is needed is a multilateral agreement on labour, under the leadership of the ILO, which would set targets and identify the measures needed to achieve core labour rights, including financial support to countries to improve compliance with and enforcement of labour standards, significant changes to international trade and finance policies to ensure that they do not undermine employment and labour rights, and possible use of trade incentives to prevent persistent abuse of core labour standards to gain short-term competitive advantage.

The Environment

Trade rules must not support the unsustainable use of resources. It is vital that trade rules do not obstruct trade-affecting environmental measures taken in relation to a Multilateral Environmental Agreement (MEA), should respect the Precautionary Principle and facilitate use of eco-labelling schemes. The environmental benefits and drawbacks of trade policies should be a key consideration when deciding if and how to change trade agreements or trade policies such as those on agriculture, fisheries, forests and intellectual property rights. 

Public Concerns and Consumer Protection
The implementation of WTO rules has led to conflict with national measures adopted to meet domestic public concerns. Measures taken to meet concerns about food safety, new technologies, animal protection and the environment have been reversed, revised and questioned due to WTO rules, which effectively deny product distinctions to be made on the basis of the production processes used. In this regard, the WTO is a long-way behind consumers and even corporations in its thinking. The ability to reject, label or otherwise regulate products on this basis is of particular importance, as is the need to ensure that such measures are transparent, predictable and fair.

Trade can benefit consumers by providing increased choice and lower prices but trade policies can have a negative impact on other important consumer rights including: access to essential goods and services; food and product safety; and access to information. It is vital that trade rules safeguard universal access to essential goods and services and consumer protection, respect the precautionary principle, and do not place obstacles in the way of labelling schemes that enable consumers to make informed choices. 

Coherence

The WTO operates within a framework of global agreements. Yet, WTO rules often de facto take precedence due to the institution’s strong dispute settlement procedures.  This means that WTO rules have acquired unwarranted influence over other policy areas. Greater coherence is needed between the WTO and other international institutions/agreements to ensure that trade does not nullify other legitimate international policy objectives.

The international community should consider establishing a superior referral body to resolve disputes between trade law, multilateral agreements and international customary law such as Human Rights Conventions.

New Negotiations
Participation, transparency and democratic oversight are key criteria for successful future negotiations. But these principles could be undermined by the pursuit of a ‘comprehensive round’ involving parallel talks linked to a ‘single undertaking’ at the end of the negotiations.

Given the current lack of developing country negotiating capacity, parallel talks on a wide range of issues will result in the effective exclusion from negotiations of those representing the poorest. Future negotiations should be tailored to suit the capacity of those least able to take part. The limitations of the ‘single undertaking’ were made evident by the Uruguay Round which wrongly assumed that it is appropriate for all WTO Members to undertake commitments in such areas as intellectual property and investment liberalisation. Future negotiations should allow countries - especially developing countries - considerable latitude as to whether and when to sign up to trade agreements.

Governments also have the responsibility of ensuring that national Parliaments have effective scrutiny over trade policy-making, the public has access to information regarding trade negotiations and that consultation with all parts of society (e.g. Business and Civil Society groups) is conducted in a transparent way.

Conclusions

The performance and legitimacy of the international trade system must be judged in relation to its ability to meet the global challenges facing the international community at the beginning of the 21st Century: namely poverty, social injustice and environmental degradation.

To continue on the current course is not an option. The challenge is clear. But meeting it will require political will and fundamental changes to the world trading regime so as to put people and the environment at its heart. This is the demand of the undersigned agencies and we call on our governments to rise to the challenge.
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