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10 March 2008 meeting


Chairperson Crawford Falconer’s opening statement

Well good afternoon everybody. We met here I think it’s just Friday before last was the last time we met, and I don’t really want to go through the process of repeating to you what I said then — although the quid pro quo was that when we have meetings you do not repeat what you said in the last meeting either, that would be the rule that I’d have to have on that. And I suppose that’s not likely to happen.

So I thought all I could really say is what I think has or has not happened in the meantime.

Just to recap briefly: my assessment of where we are at the moment is that we did have what I thought — I think, as I said at the last time we met together here immediately following it — a couple of weeks of pretty intensive discussion on the basis of the revised text. Some interesting things said, some marginal advances made here and there, but that’s as much as I would claim for that discussion.

And it was nothing — and I think as I conveyed to you and nobody disagreed when we met last Friday — that didn’t constitute what any of us, I think, would have described as a material advance on where we had been when we went into that two week discussion on the basis of the revised text.

Now all I can say is that since we had our meeting the Friday before last, I’ve continued on with bilateral consultations and with some smaller-groups members. Those of you who have been party to those know what they are. But again I’ve had some useful interactions there, but nothing that I can report from those discussions that I would say was material progress on any of the big issues that would enable us to say we are substantively progressing on where we had been at the end of our two week discussion.

Now, I am quite happy to have that perception corrected by any of you here, either because I’ve misread what I think I’ve heard, or that you are party to discussions that I am not party to, which enable you to say that you have good news to bring, and that huge advances have been made, and you’re ready to come back to the multilateral process with those advances that will enable all the membership to buy into it, and we can move on from there.

So, in a moment I will offer the floor and I look forward to hearing those responses from you, at that point in time. But unless and until I hear that I still remain essentially where I was, and I think you are where you were when we last met, last time.

Now, I do believe second hand that on the data question some progress has been made among the members of the so-called “Data-6”. And I think that’s positive to hear that that material is apparently among those members now in a state to be discussed with so-called exporters, and that that will take place this week.

I have no idea whether that data will immediately command consent and consensus from the others with whom it is shared in the course of this week. But let’s hope that that will at least be a positive step forward, and that hopefully in the course of this week further advances will be made within that grouping on that data, so that — and I presume it would take most of this week — we would be in a position to have that shared more broadly with the membership at least by the end of this week.

Clearly the membership has to be comfortable with that data, and that would require them to be aware of it and to have the same access to discussion of it that any smaller grouping has, and to digest it and derive the policy consequences that come from it.

But those are consequences. First that data will have to be there. People will have to read it. They’ll have to digest it and they’ll have to draw whatever conclusions each will want to draw from it. And that process presumably cannot start until it is available more broadly — and from the sounds of it that will be some time next week if we are lucky.

Now I stand absolutely ready as the chair to convene any multilateral discussions on it. But as you will be aware, that will be something that will not just be a technical discussion but will ultimately have consequences. And I presume the earliest that we could do that would be — it may not even be next week because people would need to reflect on that data, they would need to have time to do that.

If they don’t get it until the beginning of next week they presumably take a few days to digest it, and then we have to have an opportunity to discuss it. And that takes you beyond Easter for that process, by my assessment of the calendar. And that’s the most optimistic reading I can give analytically on where we are.

But if those of you who are more intimate with that process can point out a number of shortcuts that can be made to get to that policy discussion, I will be happy to make whatever arrangements can be made to make that happen more quickly. But it’s not easy to see at this stage how you can have that kind of discussion multilaterally, seriously, unless people have had a chance to get through that data and talk to it and derive the consequences, but we will see.

That is something that is positive and clearly has the capacity to make an alteration to where we are that I am conscious of. But it will be in a timeframe which, presumably by the calculations that anybody can make, I think [will] take you beyond Easter, being realistic about what is faced for that discussion, let alone what comes thereafter.

So I am looking for something that would give me, as the chair, cause to believe that we can have some intensive multilateral process this side of Easter. And I will be looking forward to hearing from you where you think that will take place, how it will take place, and what the basis of it will be. And as I say, I’ll give the floor to you in a moment for that.

And I think we have to decide collectively what it is that we’re doing and where we go next. And as the chair of the process I am ready to hear from you what your views are on that, in the light of the reality in front of us.

Now, I’m working on the assumption that you still want this to be a multilateral-based process. Where we are, I see really only about three options myself which I’ll share with you now. Then I want to reflect on what you all have to say, before drawing conclusions that I’ll put to you subsequently.

I said last time that my judgement of where you were was that you had not advanced sufficiently in time to have reached anything that I would call a material advance that would be embodied in a revised text. That certainly has proved to be the case today.

I have not pre-committed at any stage to producing a revised text on week of the 17th. Others have taken a different view, I believe, if I believe what I read in public. But I’ve never taken that view.

I remain of the view that was expressed last time, that that is entirely dependent on the progress that is made on our process. I am not aware , as I said, of any progress at this point that would lead me to confidently predict that on or about the 17th, you will have made sufficient progress to feel that you are entitled to have a Revised Text with a capital “R”, capital “T”.

But I would be delighted if you take a different view in what you say today ,or in what you do in the next few days. You can be assured that if you were in a position to make the moves that need to be made, to signal the intentions that need to be signalled, that then of course we’ll be in a position to move forward on a revised document as early as the week of the 17th.

That manifestly requires movement within this house that you are all aware of and can all share in for that to be possible. But that remains an option, if in the celebratory period of miracles there is another miracle to report in the next few days.

Absent that there are, it seems to me, only two [other] options. One is — I can always do this — a revised text with a small “r” and a small “t”. It’s certainly true that there has been what I would have described as a certain level of technical progress in the two-weeks discussion that we had on the last draft, and I picked up the odd bit of information in the discussions that we’ve had. So one could produce such a — what I call — minor technical revision reflecting that.

But I see two downsides to that. One is, in the real world outside I don’t know that the perception would be such that they would be able to differentiate between a technical revision and a Revised Text with a capital “R” and a capital “T”. So even if one was to put such a thing out, it would not meet the needs of the market, and in fact would probably confuse the market. I suspect.

Secondly, I am not quite sure whether, in this straightjacketed process we have about parallelism and text, whether that’s an option others would have — to do something of a technical revision but not a substantive revision either. And that that, if it’s not the case, would create various procedural problems.

But it does remain an option. As I say, I have the sense that doing that probably doesn’t serve much purpose because it doesn’t materially advance you at all, because you won’t have made the advances — it would just be simply tidying up on the basis of two weeks’ discussion. But it wouldn’t be something that would be in a shape to go to ministers, and we’re nowhere near that kind of document. And as I say the outside world would probably be thinking that’s what they are going to get and it wouldn’t be what they got. But it is a technical possibility.

The third possibility is — and this is in the end dependent on whether you’ve made progress — is that we carry on as we’ve been carrying on to this point. And then in the week of the 17th I will, in that situation, be able to confirm that I’m not in the position to do a revised text because the movement hasn’t happened. And then I’ll be looking for you to say when it is you are going to make the movement that would enable that revised text to be forthcoming.

I don’t think there are any other options. There are little variations around that, but that’s the reality, I think, that we face.

Oh, there is another option. There is another option, and I’ll put it on the table, which is that all of what has just been described is in fact pretty largely a perception that you share but that you would like the chair to invent a solution for you because you’re not able to do it yourselves, and that you will entrust me to keep you all happy by giving the miracle solution that you’ve been unable to do yourselves.

If you’d like that to happen please leave your name anonymously in the box outside and I will count up the votes accordingly.

So, sitting from here that kind of looks like the range of options that you have. I don’t think that we need to over-complicate them. And I think you need to grapple — on this process — with reality and let everybody in this room hear, from you, where you actually think we are, and how we get to where you are all quasi-officially committed to going, but it just seems to be the device to get there is somewhat lacking based on what’s happening on the ground

But as I say we’re all in each others’ hands in this exercise. I don’t think there are invented solutions, and wishful thinking is no substitute for honesty and clarity about where we are, where we need to be, and how to get there.

So I’m looking forward to hearing from you that my assessment of where we are is manifestly wrong, and that we are on the cusp of cracking this on the basis of movement in your substantive positions over the next few days. The floor is open. …
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Well, I mean, I think that’s pretty clear, that there’s consensus that the substance should drive, rather than the process. That’s fine. That’s very clear. And that we want to continue on with a genuinely multilateral process that’s transparent. I think from the sounds of it you’ll acknowledge that some progress has been made and that clearly that progress is ongoing. But that progress — and I think this is what you’ve all been saying — is not sufficient as of today for you to expect that you have a revised text that would be the penultimate basis for ministers to take decisions with a reasonable chance of success.

Now, listening to what I’ve heard, I can’t rule out, and I don’t suppose any of you — some of you have stated explicitly but I’m happy to hear from you if I’ve misunderstood — would rule out that we could be in that position before Easter.
All I would say, listening to what I’ve heard, is that they would require monumental efforts for that to happen based on where I understand we are. And I don’t think there’s any point hiding that. I’m not saying today well you’ll get no revised text of the kind you want on the week of the 17th, but it seems, from what I’ve heard, that the necessary conditions for that are not fulfilled today, and it would require an awful lot of work between now and then for them to be fulfilled by then. Now, I stand to be corrected on that but I think that is indeed a reality.

Now, I think it was the US which made the observation: well, you know, let’s just see where we are after the next few days.
So I think we can make that definitive judgement on Friday [14 March]. I think we have no choice but collectively to owe it to ourselves to make that definitive judgement on Friday. So I will reconvene you here on Friday afternoon and we can ask ourselves whether in fact something has happened in the interim that will change that. And I will be impatient with those of you who say, ah, but miracles can happen over the weekend.

Now, irrespective of whether that happens, we must, I think, keep with the multilateral process that we’ve got. I think that was a pretty clear message.

I did hear the extraordinary vote of confidence that I got from the [European] Commission on the magic text, but I know how I should take that, probably in the same spirit as somebody who believes that IKEA products always work [a reference to a joke made by the EC]. But again, we can decide on Friday whether romantic ideas will fly or not. But I think we have to take that option seriously. I listened — I think there was one delegation who didn’t rule out option 2 — but other than that it was pretty clear from all of you that you wanted to proceed with that multilateral process.

Now, the only thing I would observe is two things based on this discussion. One, practical reality. Having heard the initial reactions to the data becoming available, I heard a number of delegations say “surprise, surprise” that they weren’t ready to go “snap” on that data. Now yes, those discussions need to take place in those smaller groupings during this week. I don’t think there’s any practical value in me convening a room E between now and the end of the week, unless and until those discussions have proceeded.

So even if those discussions and what other discussions are going on produce outcomes that are positive — and I certainly hope they do — you would all still have to come marching back into the multilateral process, because what you’ve been saying is you want the multilateral process to be the basis for movement. So you would have to come back to that. And the earliest you could come back to that would be next week.

Now Oscar won’t be here because he’ll be in Malaga from the sounds of it [reference to a joke from Venezuela], but the rest of you would have the option of at least starting that discussion again multilaterally next week. But that’s the earliest, from my assessment, that you would be able to do it. And again, you will have to worry how realistic it is to expect that in three or four days in a multilateral process, you would have traversed the ground that you need to traverse in order to put yourselves in the position where you can say, “Yes!, we’ve had enough of the multilateral process that we can transform the textual basis for our ministers to meet after Easter.”

So that’s the reading that I would take from this discussion about how much needs to get done.

Now I’m not, as I say, going to deny what I think is a practical reality on this, but you can take the definitive decision yourselves on Friday, based on where you are on Friday. And I think that’s the time to decide definitively what it is you want to do next.

Now what I will say — irrespective of how you come out on that on Friday — is the room E process has worked, in conjunction with our informal open-endeds [meetings open to the full membership], indeed precisely because people have, up until now, been prepared to use it and to make movement and to advance. Okay. Not at a cracking pace, but at a pace which is producing positive results compared to where we were nine months ago.

Of course there is no point proceeding with that process if, even there, we grind to a halt. There’s no magic in the multilateral process of room E, over any other process, other than derives from the fact that you engage in that process and move. So just calling room Es won’t change things any more than just wishing for a chair’s text as a paper from heaven would do. So while I’m sure it’s correct that we all want that to work, the question is it will only work if you are all in a position within it to make it work.

Now, as you know, that process — even when it’s working — does take time. It’s a bit cumbersome. And you will have to weigh, and I hope you will weigh this before you come and have this discussion on Friday, that you were all kind of quasi committed, even though you’re not in favour of artificial deadlines, that somehow around the middle of April, you want to bring all this to something approaching closure. So you will have to reconcile that preferred option with what hitherto you have quasi, or formally, or not quite sure, accepted as what the deadline is that you’re working to. You’ll have to cram it all in to that period. And that needs some reflection as well.

So hopefully you can think about that as well as the substance over the next few days and then on Friday we can collectively determine where we need to go next, if indeed we haven’t got to that point before then. But I certainly think by Friday afternoon we wouldn’t have any reason to postpone any longer being able to definitively determine what the chances are for you to be able to generate the kind of text that you need this side, or the other side, of Easter.

Okay? Any other remarks? I’ll see you on Friday afternoon.
