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WTO Public Forum 2007 – How can the WTO Help Harness Globalization?

The Evian Group Session on
Restoring Morality to the Global Market
16:15-18:15 on Thursday 4 October at the WTO, Geneva 

One of the main reasons the Doha Agenda is not moving forward is due to the quite putrid atmosphere in the global policy making community, an absence of trust and a great deal of acrimony. Between North and South, there is mutual suspicion that is eerily reminiscent of the early 1970s. Having a global economy booming with such high growth and at such high speed in a spirit of acrimony is a recipe for possible disaster. Only a greater sense of ethics and morality can restore an open dialogue among the different WTO members and ensure the maintenance of the multilateral system. 
A decade ago, Daniel Yergin and Joseph Stanislaw, in their landmark book, The Commanding Heights: the Battle Between Government and the Marketplace that is Remaking the Modern World (1998), posed some highly pertinent questions in their concluding chapter, entitled “The Balance of Confidence: the World After Reform”, which are today more relevant than ever. Here are some key extracts:

“The market requires … legitimacy. But here it faces an ethical conundrum. … A system that takes the pursuit of self-interest and profit as its guiding light does not necessarily satisfy the yearning of the soul for belief and some higher meaning beyond materialism. …

Few people would die with the words free markets on their lips. Yet the essential morality of the market is twofold. The first is in the results that it delivers, in what it makes possible for people – which is based upon the premise that the pursuit of individual interest cumulatively adds up to the betterment of society.

The second lies in the conviction that a system based upon property, contracts, and initiative provides protection against the arbitrary and unchecked power of the state.

Yet if the market is seen to fail on either of those two grounds – results and restraint – if its benefits are regarded as exclusive rather than inclusive, if it is seen to nurture the abuse of private power and the spectre of raw greed, then surely there will be a backlash.”

Today it is difficult not to conclude that these were very prescient words. Yergin and Stanislaw were writing before Seattle, before Enron, Parmalat, BAe and Al Yamamah. Their plea for inclusivity was penned before the now daily dosage of statistics underscoring the growing chasm between haves and have nots – and not just in poor countries: 52% of children in inner-London live below the poverty line. These are but a few drops in what is widely seen outside the charmed circles of the “cosmocrats” as a huge and rapidly spreading global swamp. 

At a time when the global economy has been booming, it may be Cassandralike to suggest an eerie sense of déjà vu that harks back to the 1920s, that truly euphoric bout of global economic activity before the Great Crash. When the Depression struck, the abuses and scandals of the capitalist order were such that it lost its socio-political support and collapsed. We have to work hard on the morality side of the actual global market economy in order to avoid an extra – and, for the moment, inevitable – crash.
Our session cross-cuts the different sub-themes. How can the WTO ensure that globalization works to the benefit of all people (global governance)? What shall be the contribution of the WTO to the construction of a coherent multilateral system (coherence)? How to make trade as a vehicle for growth and development (economic growth)? What interaction between trade and sustainable development (sustainable development)? For the global market economy to be sustainable, there must be strong institutional foundations and a spirit of trust. Restoring morality within the global market economy is part of the answer.  
The relevant questions to be addressed are the following ones:
1. What are (should be) the innate moral attributes of the global market economy – if any?

2. What are the current morality failures of the global market economy which underlie its loss of legitimacy?

3. How can the failures be addressed, what are the priorities and who must bear responsibility for what, in order to restore and strengthen the moral attributes identified in (1)?

4. What are the risks and likely outcomes of not addressing these issues?
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