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Summary

The panellists adopted the premise that there is an urgent need to bring the WTO more fully into the 21st century. A principal challenge for the WTO, as well as for, its members is to adjust to new realities in order to achieve its goals in an increasingly uncertain global environment.

The panellists explored why the WTO has been incapable of achieving its goals in an increasingly complex world and discussed possible solutions. While agriculture and food security are important sub-themes of this session, the speakers also addressed problems and possible solutions in a broader context. The influence of the changing global environment were addressed. The challenges brought about as a result of natural crises, both in terms of the climate and of disease, price shocks, food to fuel switches and price volatility, as well as financial and geopolitical events, have changed the world dramatically even since the time of the Marrakesh Ministerial.

The session also addressed the impacts of speculation in futures markets, export controls, currency manipulation and the disruptive impact of subsidies for rich countries, as well as food safety, “buy local” policies and labelling initiatives. The panellists adopted a zero-based approach in order to stimulate discussion and audience participation.

Questions related to the nature of agricultural support and impacts or food security. Comments were made on the inadequacy of WTO coordination with other institutions, the impact of speculation on food price spikes, and how to explore other methods of advancing negotiations which would enhance food security and make WTO negotiations more favourable for farmers.

1. Presentations by panellists

(a) Mr Peter Clark, President, Grey, Clark, Shih and Associates, Limited; International Trade Columnist for iPolitics.ca, Ottawa

Mr Clark explained that the WTO is in transition. The world is not the same as it was at the creation of the GATT, or even at the end of the Uruguay Round. Leadership among WTO members has changed, expanded and become more inclusive. Developing countries have become more influential since the Cancun Ministerial Conference.

The depth of the problems that have paralysed the Doha Round go well beyond global North-South problems. There is an overall lack of flexibility and excessive ambition in both agriculture and non-agricultural market access negotiations. Mercantilism has replaced foreign policy imperatives as a driver of trade negotiations. The WTO is not seen as farmer-friendly. It cannot cope with speculators or deep pockets subsidizers. Without farmer-sensitive policies, food security will suffer.

Mr Clark concluded there should be a greater focus on incremental, plurilateral negotiations, which can subsequently be open to acceptance by others.

(b) Mr Jacques Carles, Executive Vice President of Momagri; President of Carles & Associés, Paris

Mr Carles argued that a certain level of support in agriculture is needed. Because of price volatility, many farmers do not recover their production costs and do not earn a profit. Complete liberalization of trade is not going to solve the problems of global agriculture.

That the noble objectives of Doha are not coming to fruition is a major problem. There is major incoherence in world governance of agriculture. The WTO does not coordinate well with other international organizations concerned with agriculture. Efficient agricultural production should not be undermined by overly bureaucratic, directive rules. 

Mr Carles said that the WTO is negotiating as if it was still the 1950s, but now it is 2011. He suggested that maybe it is time to remove the agriculture component from the WTO and create a World Agriculture Organization. 

(c) Mr John Magnus, Lawyer and President, TRADEWINS LLC, Washington, D.C.

Mr Magnus offered that disciplines that were agreed upon in 1947 are incomplete; as a result, it not surprising that the negotiations on market access have never really been engaged. Negotiations on subsidies are highly complex and need to be simplified. The reason the Doha Development Round is not working is that it had too few attractive features and did not conclude on time. It simply could not stay ahead of the geopolitical factors now affecting the round. Big companies, whose support was essential for a successful completion, are worried about what they will lose and yet are not excited about what they might gain, making the round less relevant. The United States knows what it should do about preference programmes and farm subsidies. However, the question is, will they do it without getting something in return?

Capitals need to become leaders instead of unenlightened mercantilists. There are many improvements that can be made despite the deadlock in the negotiations. Countries need to just start making them without making promises or asking for things in return. 

2. Questions from the Audience

The Question and Answer Session was extensive and animated, with all panellists active in responding. Questions were raised by farm groups and other participants from Europe, Africa and North America. The participants posed questions about or commented on:

· the scope for autonomous (unilateral) trade liberalization
· imbalances in safety net programmes between risk management as compared to risk elimination

· the scope for the G20 Agricultural Minister to address food security issues
· the need for a more proactive policing and enforcement role for the WTO, and 

· how to prevent and discipline speculation and financial manipulation of agricultural markets – did GATS stand in the way of this?

The Danish Agricultural and Food Council focused on how farmers in developing and OECD countries could address their problem. Noted Agricultural Economist Jacques Berthelot of Solidarité (France) talked about the lack of reliable internal WTO statistical data and the WTO’s reluctance to police its members or to treat decisions as precedents, i.e. creating and enhancing an enforcement role. 

3. Conclusion

The objective of this session was to expose participants to new ideas on how to bring the WTO into the 21st century. Important sub-themes were the negotiating process, the function of the WTO in agricultural trade and how to improve food security.

The participants did not expect to find solutions, magic keys or silver bullets. They wanted to expose deficiencies, discuss ways to overcome them and find ways in which to use the WTO to liberalize trade in farmer-friendly ways and to support food security. The underlying support for the basic human right to sufficient nutritious food was a common theme.

There was a willingness to explore new methods, including abandoning the Single Undertaking and focusing on negotiations in more manageable groups of like-minded or capable members.

The speakers actively engaged participants in seeking information, asking questions and taking part in the discussion. The session achieved its objectives.
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