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Interview with former WTO Director-general Peter Sutherland

Keith Rockwell


Hello and Welcome, our guest today is Peter Sutherland.  At age 34 Peter Sutherland became Ireland's youngest ever Attorney General and five years later he moved to Brussels where he became the youngest EU Commissioner in history, serving as Competition Commissioner for President of the Commission, Jacques Delors.  In 1993 Peter Sutherland became Director‑General of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, the predecessor organization of the World Trade Organization.  During that time he was instrumental in bringing about the successful conclusion of the Uruguay Round of global trade talks, the last such Round that has been completed.  Peter Sutherland served as the first Director‑General of the World Trade Organization and since he left Geneva he has served as Chairman of both Goldman Sachs International and BP.  He served on a great many boards, organizations and institutions and we are very glad to have him with us today.  Peter, welcome
Peter Sutherland


Thank you very much.
Keith Rockwell


You've just written a Report with some luminaries in the world of trade entitled The Doha Round:  setting a deadline, defining a final deal and in this Report, you and your co‑authors call for a deadline by which time the Round is either concluded or put on ice.  Why is this deadline so important?

Peter Sutherland


First of all, let me say that the Report to which you refer was commissioned by the Heads of Government of Britain, Germany, Turkey and Indonesia which was an expression of their concern because they asked that the Report itself and the Doha part, in particular, of the Report should be ready in the early part of this year.  Because they recognized that, if the big impetus for putting the ball across the line was not achieved between the months of January and June of this year, we were in real trouble in regard to the Doha Round and indeed, in my opinion for reasons I will describe in a moment, the future of the multilateral trading system. Even though the Herculean efforts of my successor Pascal Lamy have brought things a very far distance.


So, we now find ourselves ten years into a Round; the longest period in the history of negotiation of Rounds as we have had them in the GATT and the WTO.  We still have no agreement, even though in 2008 we were within a whisker of delivering something that was very important for the global trading system and the global economy.  Why has this happened?  At the end of the day the conclusion we reached, and it is explicitly expressed in the Report itself, is that the political will in vital areas has simply being absent at head‑of‑government level.  The consequences of their failure to deliver what clearly has immense potential for the global economy gives rise to the fear that we could go into next year without a concluded agreement.  In which case, many would say that the Round itself is doomed because the American election will mean paralysis for a period of time and that paralysis will remove the momentum to proceed with this Round.  I think it is a truly dangerous state of affairs and I know that Pascal Lamy continues to put immense effort into concluding it, but there is only a small distance left to be travelled and the fear is that multilateralism as an instrument for bringing countries together in voluntary agreements will be irrevocably damaged if this time they don't step up to the plate.  No more rhetoric, specific action.

Keith Rockwell


You mentioned the absence of political will.  Do you have reason to believer that although we have missed several deadlines in the past that will can be summoned this time round and indeed this deadline – 2011 can be met?

Peter Sutherland


During the course of the last couple of months, I have had the opportunity of speaking to a number of heads of government and important players.  All expressed their desire to conclude the Round but there is nothing new in that.  Many of them have subscribed at G‑8 or G‑20 level to general statements of intent in the past.  The question is – are they going to get to grips with the detail to a sufficient degree to allow the negotiators the flexibility to conclude the Round.  Everybody wins from this agreement.  It is an excessive word perhaps but it is insane that this should be allowed to fail.  Insane.  Because it is a lose‑lose situation, particularly for developing countries but also for developed, if they don't conclude the Round.

Keith Rockwell


What is on the table?  You said it is an enormous amount to be gained.  What kinds of gains can be achieved and put another way, what would the price of failure be?

Peter Sutherland


Well on the gains:  the gains are, I suppose ultimately, almost incalculable because putting figures on market access is extremely difficult.  We have seen figures of 360 billion as the minimum that could be expected from increased trade flows.  If you add in trade facilitation and services and other issues, you could be up to 750 billion a year in additional flows.  The effects on consumers and reduced costs and reduced expenses for them at a time of difficulty for many people around the world is considerable.  The opportunities for least developed countries should be phenomenally important to their development.  We talk about development, we do little about it.  This is something, in an area of trade, which can deliver concrete results for development whilst at the same time helping the development of the developed economies themselves and the figures are clear.  There has been numerous research programmes, some of which have been initiated in Geneva and some elsewhere and they are all unambiguous about the fact that there is an enormous positive benefit here.
Keith Rockwell


Now you have mentioned that this is in fact the longest running Round that we have ever had, longer by two years now than the Uruguay Round.  What is it about this negotiation that has proven so difficult?

Peter Sutherland


Well, I think part of it is momentum.  The difficulty which we have always had and we have had in the past in regards to trade rounds is that as a subject it is so complicated that it is difficult to attract the sort of public support that it deserves and in a way a fatigue has set in, a fatigue which has been induced by excessive promises by governments over a period of years.  And business which formerly proved to be the motor behind the development of rounds and the conclusion of rounds has sort of switched off.  I think this is tragic.  They are reviving again because they see possibly the line that is in front of them, but people are tired.  Now this is terribly dangerous.  If you look at the history of multilateralism since the last war there was an inspired period of building institutions to create a single world with less tension and less war.  The IMF and the World Bank were created in that early period.  The remaining part that wasn't created was the one great achievement in institution building since, and when the WTO came into existence with its dispute settlement mechanism and so on, we created a brave new world which allowed us to accommodate the integration for an example of China into a rule‑based global system.  And I remember going to China at the time of its application and seeing the plans that they had to create a system within China which was no longer a command economy, a market‑based economy based on rules.  In fact if you go back in this building to their letter of application it was an application which said, in direct and unambiguous terms, our system does not work.  If we want to be a competitor force in the world we need a market‑economy system based upon the principle that competition brings efficiency and innovation and that is what they have done.  They have done it on the basis of rules laid out for them and agreed by them in their accession to the WTO.  If you remove that and we go into the law of the jungle, bilateral agreements with power being exerted particularly by the powerful against the week, if we lose the most‑favoured‑nation principle which allows for equality of rights across boarders then we are saying something which is extremely damaging to the future of mankind.  I know that that sounds like a hyperbolic statement.  It isn't.  What we have here is a demonstration of countries working together with a legal system at its core.  If you say good bye to that developing countries some of whom are amongst the sinners in the current situation in the terms of blocking this they are insane.
Keith Rockwell


Now 18 years ago you helped to steer the Uruguay Round to conclusion and while the world is clearly a very different place today than it was then, many of the things that you have talked about that have been difficult with respect to this negotiation, the Doha Round, these were things that we were talking about back then.  So political will, for example, obstructionism on the part of a few key players.  What lessons from 1993 and 1994 do you think could apply in this context of today or are things so radically different that we need to look at things in a different paradigm?
Peter Sutherland


I think the deadline system worked in 1993.  I think it did work and I think it has to be used again because people are prepared to negotiate forever in this city.  They will have a price to pay in history if they don't deliver this time because they will be historically identifiable and it will be a failure of great importance.  

The other thing that I would say that was very important for me was the fact that, at a particular point of time, I think I could identify three or four individuals in key positions in national teams who helped me get the ball across the line.  I don't know whether they are here now but they were when I was here.  Just to take one as an example, and I am not casting aspersions as a successor, but I have key people in the US and in Brazil.  Both of whom as individuals were committed to getting it across the line.  I remember the first time I met Mickey Canter and he asked me to do the job and I said "why should I give up on my life to do something that has already been going for seven years and it has no likelihood of finishing".  He said, and we were in a restaurant in Brussels, and he said "look into my eyes" and I looked into eyes and he said "I'm going to say something now, I know that you don't make history by failing to make agreements and I'm telling you that we're going to get an agreement".  And I knew that he meant it, and he said he was speaking on behalf of his boss and I knew he meant that.  I just felt it in my bones.  I didn't know the guy, but he did.  I rang him once, I remember from South Africa, and after using I am sure very undiplomatically language over the telephone over the wires about something in the Round, I said "Do you remember that promise you gave, well now is the time to bloody well deliver".  And they did deliver.

Keith Rockwell

It really does come down in some cases to....

Peter Sutherland


Lampreia was the same for Brazil, he became Foreign Minister, he was Chief Negotiator here.  I knew he wanted it.  We used to have lunch here on our own.  He wanted it, because he knew it was important for Brazil.

Keith Rockwell

Personalities really are important.

Peter Sutherland


They are vital if you've got one wrecker in a vital position.  I'm sure he isn't but if Obama was a wrecker, you wouldn't get a round obviously.  But he isn't and I believe that the signals given at the last G‑20 meeting were positive by him and I take that at his word because the United States at the end of the day has driven every round that has succeeded to a conclusion.  Europe has always been broadly in favour of free trade because its trade figures clearly suggest it is a necessity.  The United States is key.
Keith Rockwell


Let's stay with the Uruguay Round for a minute or two.  At the time, what was being discussed:  enhanced dispute settlement system; inclusion of services; intellectual property; this was all new.  When you were sitting back in Marrakesh and you had seen this fantastic thing come together.  Did you imagine it would evolve the way that it has?

Peter Sutherland


I think it has been an even greater success than I imagined it would be.  I always felt because my own background as a constitutional lawyer and I always believed like Jean Monet, who was one of my great heroes, that creating an institutionalized legal system was key to creating an institution that would survive.  I think that the dispute settlement mechanism was that key element and is the key element, it is the great advance that was made through the creation of the WTO.  Plus the other matters, the additional areas of activity and so on.  All of these made it different, a distinctive organization which the world had never seen before.  And I remember, before the passage of the Round through congress, I remember receiving a phone call from the White House about concerns that the bill wouldn't pass, which was a bit of a shock to me because we had had one hell of a hoolie in Marrakesh celebrating with the Vice‑President there celebrating the signing of the treaty, and everybody else had ratified – the US still haven't put it through Congress.  I remember turning up and I was told that the Republicans were key and I met Newt Gingrich.  Newt Gingrich with the sort of rushed way that he has, sat me down in a room and he said "OK I've got two problems, one is agriculture and two is sovereignty, which do you want to deal with first?"  I said "well agriculture" which was easily I think dealt with.  Then I said "on sovereignty", sovereignty stopped the US from creating the ITO in the late forties, sovereignty is not an issue that you should be concerned about here.  Because at the end of the day, I drew the distinction between the European Union and the WTO.  In the European Union national courts can be invoked to support agreements, international agreements, against their own government which is a degree of super nationalism and is beyond what we have asked for.  But what we have done is we want enough of a system to make sure that there are sanctions in trade, if you don't comply with decisions by the adjudicating body.  So it is not as bad an interference with national sovereignty as the European Union but it a major step forward and you should go with it.  He said, at the end of the interview, he said "we will be with you" and they were.  And it went over the line and that was key.
Keith Rockwell


Well, parliaments this is something people don't appreciate fully is that parliaments have to ratify everything that we do here in to international law.
Peter Sutherland


Absolutely

Keith Rockwell


Which is among the complicating factors in any of the organizations.  In retrospect would you have done anything differently?  With respect to the Uruguay Round?

Peter Sutherland


Some people say I was a bit of a bully at times, and I think they do.  I hope I did it with a smile on my face.  I don't think I would.  I was very lucky because as I say I had the right people in the right places.  And I think that that at the end of the day is key.  People talk about the inexorable course of history.  It meant that it had to happen or it didn't want to happen or it wouldn't happen.  At the end of the day when you are involved in these things, as you know, it does come down to individuals.  If you have a terrible Minister for Trade who is feeding the most awful bile into the ear of his Prime Minister, you are going to be in trouble and you have to get them right at a split‑most‑second in time when an agreement comes together.  Whether we have that constellation today remains to be seen.  We certainly have a Director‑General that we can be proud of.  Let's see whether we have Ministers that we can be proud of too.

Keith Rockwell


Let's look forward a little bit.  In 2005, you chaired another group that produced a Report for then Director-General Supachai in which you looked at how the organization could be reformed.  Now that was 11 years ago, things have moved on a bit.  How would you supplement your 2005 Report today.  What things would you look at, would you change, alter, amend, etc.?

Peter Sutherland


Well we are going to be given the opportunity, because in this Report, the balance of the Report which we hope to have concluded by June at the latest, we will look at this and it's an area that I am particularly interested in.  Without taking from the absolute brilliance of the first Report, I am sure that there are elements to it that can be ameliorated and expanded.  I have always believed that the role of the Secretariat is the key.  The right and power which is a complicated subject to go into, to initiate, given to the Secretariat in terms of policy and initiatives, the power of playing a very active role in setting the agenda even beyond what it does today and chairing sessions of various kinds and descriptions is extremely important.  I know it is a Member State‑led organization but I had the inestimable value when I was Director‑General, because I insisted on it that is probably why they never allowed it to happen again, I insisted on being Chairman of the Trade Negotiating Committee and I think the Secretariat as an institution is the holder of the keys:  It is the responsibility for keeping the system correct and to do that, the powers and responsibility of the Secretariat, without going too far because all agreements have to be reached by States, has to be enhanced.
Keith Rockwell


Peter Sutherland, many thanks for being with us and thanks to you for watching.
__________

