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General Council

17 May 2004

Item 6 

Work under the Doha work programme



(a)
Report by the Chairman of the Trade Negotiations Committee



(b)
Statement by the Chairman on his recent consultations

Opening Remarks

Chairman


In order to rationalize our discussion on these two related matters, I would like to suggest that we take up the two sub-items together.


I will begin by inviting the Director-General, as Chairman of the TNC, to make his report.  I will then make a statement on my recent consultations.  Following that, I will invite delegations to address both sub-items together in a single intervention.


May I now invite the Director-General to speak.

Director-General


Thank you, Mr. Chairman.


With your permission, I would like to make my report in 2 parts.  First of all, a brief report on the twelfth meeting of the TNC which was held on 21 April.  Secondly, I would like to share with the membership my sense of the developments since that date.  I believe these developments are very positive and encouraging.  If the signs of flexibility and convergence that have emerged from the recent political-level discussions can be continued and translated into substantive progress in our Geneva process, I believe we have a very good chance of achieving our objectives in July.  Of course, there remains much to do, but the contacts taking place among Members at many levels are giving this work a new sense of purpose and direction.


Firstly, let me make a brief report on the TNC's twelfth meeting on 21 April.  This was the first meeting since July 2003, and it took up two agenda items.  Under the first item, the Chairpersons of the bodies established by the TNC took the floor to introduce their reports to the TNC and provided participants with updates in their respective areas.  All the negotiating groups had restarted their work, following the consensus on the slate of names for their Chairpersons at the February General Council meeting.  In addition to a number of formal meetings, there had been an impressive number of informal activities accompanying the formal sessions.  This work has continued intensively since then, and I wish to thank all the Chairs for their continuing dedication.


Our discussion under the second agenda item, statements by participants, was brief and business-like, and I would like to thank delegations for responding to my suggestion that we take such an approach to this meeting.


The remarks I made at our meeting were circulated to all delegations shortly after the meeting.  I think everyone shares the optimism I expressed in my remarks at the way in which the negotiating groups had restarted their work.  But I also warned of the scale of the task ahead of us in the narrow window of opportunity available until July.  I pointed out that the time constraint is very important in this respect, and I urged delegations not to not lose any time.


I have repeatedly stated that the shape of the framework level package must start to emerge around the end of this month to allow us to go on and finalize it in the time available.  I believe the recent encouraging political signals suggest that this shape is indeed beginning to emerge, and this is very welcome.


Moving on to the second part of my report, let me say a little more about these encouraging political signals.  Since our April TNC meeting, there have been a number of developments which I believe demonstrate a new level of political will to make progress in the DDA.  Let me mention some of these.  Firstly, the outcome of the LDC Ministers' meeting in Senegal.  Secondly, the initiatives by Commissioners Lamy and Fischler set out in their letter to all Ministers.  And, most recently, the discussions that have taken place in the context of the OECD Ministerial meeting in Paris.  It was particularly helpful that Ministers or senior representatives from a range of developing-country Members of the WTO also took part.  These developments have all shown very significant and encouraging signs of a willingness to find compromise solutions that has been previously missing in our work.


There have been strong indications of a growing convergence, firstly, on the shape of the July package.  In particular it seems clear that we must include the key elements that were identified in our work after Cancún.  But it is also clear that other important issues in the DDA, particularly those with an important development dimension, must also be duly reflected.


The second area where there have been equally encouraging signs of a trend towards convergence is on the substance of the key issues.  This is not to underestimate the remaining difficulties and the need for any outcome to be acceptable to the membership as a whole.  However, I am encouraged that even on the most difficult areas in agriculture, for example, discussions among Ministers have produced a new sense of focus and determination.


A third encouraging aspect is that all the indications from Ministers – most recently in Paris, and I welcome the leadership shown by the various Ministers involved – have made a huge difference to the atmosphere and political environment in which we are working.


The political impetus given to the Round in recent weeks has been absolutely vital.  We need it to be continued through the ongoing series of Ministerial-level gatherings which will take place in the near future, such the African Union in Kigali, and then the G90 and APEC.


The challenge now is to bring this political momentum to bear in the Geneva process and to obtain concrete outcomes at the multilateral level.  We only have a very limited time in which to do this.


The negotiating group Chairs will have the primary responsibility for this work.  I urge all delegations to support them fully in their delicate and essential work.  It is also particularly vital for governments to ensure that key capital-based officials are available to the Geneva process, possibly for extended periods, as we approach the end of July.


We have some 10 weeks before the July General Council meeting and we must all be prepared to work very intensively in this period.  I certainly intend to play my part to the fullest.  I have been working and will continue to work very closely with the negotiating group Chairs and with the Chairman of the General Council.  I will also maintain my frequent contacts with Ministers, to do all I can to ensure that the positive messages from the political level get through clearly and effectively to Geneva.


Let me also stress the importance I attach to transparency.  The informal processes I have mentioned are an important element in our work aimed at building consensus, but it can only be the membership as a whole which takes the necessary decisions in July.  For this reason, as the process evolves the General Council Chairman and I will also need to convene informal open-ended meetings more frequently.  Concerning the formal sessions of the TNC, I intend to convene further meetings on 30 June and in July as necessary.


For the short term our main focus must remain on July and the results we aim to achieve then.  However, there are also longer-term questions, especially of timing and benchmarks, to which we shall have to turn our attention at the appropriate time.  And there is one other immediate issue that, with your permission, Mr. Chairman, I would like to mention – the upcoming deadline for the Dispute Settlement negotiations.


As you know, these negotiations are scheduled to be completed by the end of this month.  You will recall that at the last meeting of the TNC, the Chairman of the Special Session of the DSB had reported that despite Members' very strong commitment to the dispute settlement system, there was still a broad range of views as to how the DSU could best be improved or clarified.  I understand that efforts are still underway among participants to try to elaborate the basis for a possible agreement, and that the Chairman will also be consulting further with delegations himself until the next meeting of the Special Session on 25 May, to develop by the end of the month, in light of the progress made, a clearer sense of what can be reported to the TNC.  I trust that participants will engage constructively in this process, so that we can take this very important subject forward in the most fruitful manner.


Overall, we have a window of opportunity but it is a small one and it is closing rapidly.  This is the time for us to move into a cooperative problem-solving mode and show the world that Geneva is capable of delivering significant results.


With these words, I conclude my report to the General Council.  Thank you, Mr Chairman.
Chairman


I thank the Director-General for his statement.  


As regards the current state-of-play in the negotiating areas, I share very much the Director-General's cautious optimism that we seem to be making the kind of progress in key areas that allows us to hope for agreements at a framework level by July.  There are now unmistakable signs of momentum from the highest political levels, and it is incumbent upon us in Geneva to do everything possible by July to seize and build on these developments, to move the work under the DDA to a new level and accelerate it. 


Let me add to the Director-General's report with an update on my recent consultations.


Since taking over as Council Chairman in February, and as I promised, I have made efforts to meet as many representatives of Members as possible, individually as well as in informal groups of various configurations.  I have also met regularly with the Chairs of the bodies reporting to the General Council, the Chairs of the negotiating bodies, and with the Director-General and his colleagues.  I have also held an informal open-ended meeting of all Heads of Delegations on 29 April shortly after the TNC meeting on 21 April, so that Members would have an opportunity to address themselves to those issues under the DDA that do not come under the TNC.  My statement at that meeting, together with a report by DDG Mr. Yerxa on his consultations, have been circulated as document Job (04)/48.
As we work towards the July General Council, I intend to meet more regularly with Heads of Delegations in this informal format.  I am planning to hold the next such informal HODs meeting around the 1st of June, and will confirm this date shortly.   


As you know, the recurrent theme in all of these contacts has been a widely shared understanding that our work in this half of the year should result in an outcome by July that will unlock key issues and provide the momentum and direction to guide our work across all fronts through to the end of the year.


The Director-General and I have, as a result, already been raising with delegations the question of the nature and scope of the July outcome, and the process needed to get there.  At the informal meeting of Heads of Delegations in April, we received very useful inputs from delegations on this issue.  We will be consulting further with delegations on this in the coming weeks.  Our aim is to arrive at a shared understanding very soon on the shape of the July product so that as we intensify our negotiations on the substantive content, like Agriculture and NAMA, we have a clear picture of the shape of the product we will be working towards.  As the Director-General has noted, recent conversations at Ministerial level appear to have been helpful in this respect.


Another subject we took up at the informal HODs meeting in April was the Singapore issues.  I would like to report to you on the consultations I have been holding.  Let me start by recalling what I said at the beginning of that meeting. 


I opened this subject by saying that:  "there is still a range of positions on the table and there is not yet a convergence on any of the possible scenarios.  To be more specific, major questions of which of the issues, if any, should be within the single undertaking, and of what should be done with those issues to be put outside the single understanding are yet to be resolved."


It turned out that the discussion at the HODs meeting was, as I said at that time – and all seem to agree – the most constructive on the issue until then. 


Thirty or so delegations made interventions.  None of them were restatements of well-known positions.  Rather, all statements indicated a willingness to address the issues squarely so that this matter does not block the positive outcome we are aspiring for at the end of July.


There were indications that discussions at all levels and in various formats are creating an atmosphere that is very conducive to final convergence.

This discussion at the HODs was followed by another round of consultations under the Chairmanship of DDG Mr. Yerxa on the technical aspects of possible modalities for trade facilitation.  I understand this meeting was also very useful, although there is still much to be done in this area as well.


Since then, there have been significant initiatives at the political level, including at various Ministerial meetings outside Geneva, such as the recent LDC meeting in Dakar, Senegal and a number of the most recent meetings in Paris in the context of the OECD Ministerial.  Reports on all these meetings seem to confirm that Ministers participating in these meetings were demonstrating every flexibility on the treatment of the Singapore Issues.


I hope that when delegations address the Council today, they would do so in reflection of what transpired at the HODs meeting as well at DDG Mr. Yerxa's meetings.  I hope also that delegations whose Ministers took part in the number of Ministerial meetings of various types will also inject the necessary developments into the Geneva process. 


I would now like to invite delegations to speak, and to address in a single intervention both the DG's report as well as my own statement regarding my recent consultations.

Closing Remarks
Director-General

I detected today two concrete signs of real commitment by Members.  The first sign is the real communication that we are seeing between the Geneva process and capitals.  I am convinced that the positive signals that have been emitted from capitals are mainly due to the good work that we have been doing in Geneva.  And this morning all of you are making the effort to respond in kind to these positive signals.  This is a definite improvement in the way that we connect between Geneva and capitals.  We have to keep doing more of this sort of thing in the next few weeks.


Secondly, I noticed that there are a number of senior officials from capitals participating in this General Council meeting.  Although there has been no explicit invitation, I take this as a concrete sign, as a form of commitment to this process, as we move toward the July target.    We need to appreciate this kind of gesture and, as I have been trying to reiterate to Members, in the next couple of weeks we need real commitment in all forms.  This is one of the most needed forms - participation by senior officials from capitals.    


All the signs that we are seeing in the last couple of months, from the beginning of the year with a letter from Ambassador Zoellick and now the latest letter from Commissioners Lamy and Fischler, point in an encouraging direction.  All the signs are there, all the conditions are there for us to achieve more than we have done in the past.  I cannot predict how much we can achieve, but it really would be highly unfortunate if we fail to pick up on all these signals and reach a concrete deal at the framework level by July.


I would like to underline three other points by way of guidance.  The first is that I know that the devil is in the detail.  But I do not think that we are going to deal with all the devils by July.  In other words, we are not going to deal with all the details by July.  We should not negotiate as if we are going to conclude the Round then.  Let us work so that by July we establish the right foundation so that we can build upon it afterwards, taking into account the needs of all participants.


Second, I have been hearing from you and from various Ministers around the world that everyone needs to defend their position.  But now I am hearing more to the effect that, after all, if we cannot compromise there will be no July package.  This is the time to start making compromises, which does not mean that you are giving away everything.  There must be different roads to the same goal.  We need to see how we can reconcile our differences.  Some of the meetings that I have attended around the world have demonstrated that, when people began to listen and compromise, we can achieve positive results.  


Lastly, I am not encouraged just by the recent positive signals, but also by the fact that they have been made in a timely way.  We need these in order to be able to reach our July target in time.  We have to learn from our past experiences.  One of the causes of  past failure was that we responded too late to the demands of the situation.  So I see the meetings in Dakar and elsewhere and the signals that they have produced as very positive in terms of our July target.


I hope that the forthcoming meeting of the African Union Trade Ministers will move us forward in the same direction, and will add another building block to the consensus for July. 

Chairman


Thank you, Dr. Supachai for those words.  I am sure my colleagues have taken good note of those remarks. 

I would very much like to thank you all for a very interesting and constructive discussion under Item 6.  At the beginning, the DG and myself indicated a few impressions we have captured through the past weeks and days, and I think the discussion today confirmed our feeling that there is an emerging sense of convergence on the shape of the final product and on substance as well.  Of course there is much to be done but on very important substantive items there seem to be indications that you are all committed to work towards convergence in the limited time available before us.  Political leaders will provide us with inputs in the upcoming Ministerial meetings, but of course much of the work will be here in the negotiating groups.  We have heard  an interesting input from the Chair of the Agriculture negotiating group, and I am sure he and the other Chairs will be able to count on co-operation from all of you.  I would very much like to urge you to work very hard in the remaining period until July on these various important items.


Before closing on this item I would like to add a few words on the situation as I see it concerning the particular point I have been consulting on, namely the Singapore Issues.  


As we have seen from the discussions, I sense that while we are not yet in a position to decide on these issues, it seems clear that Members are moving towards convergence.


There is an increasingly widely held view that Trade Facilitation should be negotiated within the single undertaking.  Of course, formal agreement to launch negotiations would depend on reaching consensus on modalities.  I hope that in the coming days, under DDG Mr. Yerxa's chairmanship, further technical work will be pursued to see how any concerns that may still remain can be addressed.


There also seems to be an emerging sense that the other three Singapore Issues would not be negotiated within the single undertaking nor in any other form during the Doha Round, but that Members could nonetheless be willing to continue to work on them within the WTO.


These are the trends I have perceived here today.  Whether this development will gel sufficiently in the weeks ahead in order for us to be able to finalize it will also be influenced by the outcome of negotiations in other areas.  In other words, while I believe that the final decision on the treatment of the Singapore Issues in the next phase of the DDA can only be made at the end of July after some more work among Members, for the moment the perception that I have outlined could be a working hypothesis we can keep in mind as we work to obtain the overall package at the end of July.


I will be pursuing consultations in the coming weeks on this as well as on the question of the shape of the July product, as many of you have suggested.  As I mentioned in my earlier statement, I hope to convene an informal Heads of Delegation meeting around 1 June and will confirm this date shortly.  

__________
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