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Thank you for inviting me to join this panel of eminent experts.  

I am grateful for this opportunity to speak as someone with an outside perspective on the institutional challenges of the WTO. As you can see, I am the only one on this panel with a unique necktie!

I therefore want to focus my comments on the human dimensions of trade, in a world of devastating poverty.

The greatest institutional challenge to the WTO, as with most of our international organisations, is to put people first.

Now, I recognise the Marrakesh Agreement pledges the WTO to promote raised living standards, sustainable development and environmental protection.  

The Report on the future of the WTO also acknowledges that trade can help enhance human welfare.  

But does the international trading system work as well as it could, as well as it ought, in meeting these aims?

Let me give an example.   

In developed countries, HIV is largely controllable, but it is an unnecessary death sentence in poorer parts of the world.  

Two thirds of those infected live in sub-Saharan Africa, most without money for drugs or the infrastructure to deliver them.  In my own country, South Africa, close to a thousand people die daily of AIDS.  Globally, 3 million will die this year.  This is equivalent to 9/11, three times every single day – such is the terrorism of poverty.  

The WTO has reacted to the pandemic – but like so many other global players, action has been too slow, too limited, too half-hearted.  

Intellectual property protection provisions which, finally, have been loosened to allow cheaper medicines, still have limited flexibility.  The measures seem unfeasibly complex in practice, and do not apply to recent antiretroviral treatments.  

Trade could play a far more effective part of our response, to this and other human needs.  The WTO has contributed enormously to unprecedented growth in the global economy. 

But as the South African activist Joe Slovo once said, ‘The real question is not whether a system works, but for whom it works.’

Too many statistics indicate the international financial and trading systems have disproportionately favoured the rich.

International trade is worth $17 million a minute.  Poor countries account for 0.6% – and their share has halved since 1980.  

Riches for all through ever freer trade is demonstrably a myth.  

In 1999 UNCTAD calculated that international trade rules deprive poor countries of $2.4 billion a day – 14 times what they receive in aid.  

This is part of the wider, complex, problem of poverty.  

Extreme poverty in sub-Saharan Africa has actually risen in the last ten years.  So has global hunger, with over 850m people going hungry to bed.  

We can cite many more figures.  But can we grasp what they mean in human terms?

It is easy to criticise.  Yet I do so, knowing that solutions are within our grasp.

And this year, 2005, I am optimistic.

There are three reasons for this:  

· a changing international climate;  

· growing international public opinion;

· and greater understanding of what humanity really needs.

The Changing International Climate

This year there seems to be a growing commitment to realising the Millennium Development Goals, which have differentiated trade measures as an explicit target.

Poverty is a key priority this year for both the G8 and EU summits.  

The Commission for Africa has also offered comprehensive and realistic proposals, including the recommendation that ‘trade liberalisation must not be forced on Africa.’

Furthermore, the African Union, through NEPAD, is pursuing the governance reforms necessary for poverty reduction measures to be effective.  

At the same time, a broader discussion of the whole UN system is on the table.

Economists tell us – indeed, have been telling us for decades – that the cost of defeating poverty is easily affordable.  It is tiny in comparison with the more than trillion dollars that will be spent on armaments this year.

What has been lacking is will power.  

Growing Public Opinion

This brings me to my second reason for optimism – growing public opinion.  

The Jubilee 2000 campaign was an unprecedented global coalition speaking up for the world’s poorest.  We made a difference – though we still have some way to go.  

Today we have wider, and still growing, coalitions.  We have just ended the Global Week of Action on Trade – millions mobilised across every continent, calling for justice in trade.  These and other alliances bring together faith communities, non-governmental organisations, and every branch of civil society.  All are committed to ‘Making Poverty History,’ as one slogan puts it.   

No policy-maker, in politics or business, should doubt that this is the growing demand of world opinion.

The Real Needs of Humanity

If there is one lesson to learn from 9/11 and the great tsunami, it is that rich and poor alike are vulnerable.  There is only one human family – inescapably interrelated.  This is my third ground for optimism. 

Interdependence is a political, economic and security reality.  True security is found in ensuring every person has access to the essentials of a fully human life.  

Globalisation is here to stay and we need strong multilateral institutions to manage it – institutions with a human face. 

What would this mean for the WTO?

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights offers some guidelines.

Article 25 states:

‘Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.’

Most of us take these 50-year old words for granted.  But they remain a mocking dream for that half of the world’s population who live on two dollars a day or less.

All WTO member governments are obliged to promote and protect these rights – domestically, bilaterally, and through all international organisations in which they participate.  

Some forums specifically address human rights issues.  But this does not mean bodies with other primary objectives can neglect the human dimension as if it were not their concern.  Upholding this commitment must be integral to all policy making, in every sector, and in every organisation.   

Trade is an inseparable part of interdependent human living, and has huge potential to create positive change.  Through its policies, the WTO can perpetuate the current system.  Or it can choose to make a difference to the availability of food, clothing, housing, medical care and social services – the fundamentals of life, in Article 25. 

For this, the WTO must be more just, more equitable, more transparent, more flexible.  The WTO recognises that one size policies do not fit all – but special and differential treatment must be addressed urgently, so poorest countries can effectively tailor policies to needs.  Paper provisions must become human realities. 

Liberalisation and privatisation must address specific situations.  Consensus decision-making and ‘whole-package’ negotiations, which stifle the varied needs of individual countries, must be revised.    

We must learn to measure success in quality of life, not just quantities of dollars.  This must be our over-riding goal – until Article 25 is a reality for every human person.

Jeffrey Sachs estimates 30,000 people die daily ‘because they are too poor to survive’.  They cannot wait for current practices to lead eventually to growth.  Poverty demands not just aid, but justice, and urgent positive measures – in trade, and every other sector.

It will not be cost free – but no longer can we allow the poorest to keep paying the price.
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