TRADE NEGOTIATIONS COMMITTEE,  4 - 6 DECEMBER 2002
The Trade Negotiations Committee (TNC) held its fifth meeting on 4-6 December.

The Chairman, Director-General Supachai Panitchpakdi, gave his assessment of the situation:  it was rather mixed, in as much as progress had been made on all fronts, but in an uneven way, and perhaps not as quickly as was needed.  He said that participants were at an important point – with a number of deadlines now before them, they must all be aware of the danger involved in putting too much off for later.  The same held true for the deadlines in March and May next year.  They could not risk overloading the agenda for Ministers at Cancún.

The Chairpersons of the TNC bodies reported on the state of play in their respective areas. Their written reports are in the following documents: Special Session of the Committee on Agriculture: TN/AG/5;  Special Session of the Council for Trade in Services: TN/S/4;  Negotiating Group on Market Access: TN/MA/5;  Special Session of the Council for TRIPS: TN/IP/4; Negotiating Group on Rules: TN/RL/3;   Special Session of the Dispute Settlement Body: TN/DS/4; Special Session of the Committee on Trade and Environment: TN/TE/3 and 4;  and Special Session of the Committee on Trade and Development: TN/CTD/5. The Chairman noted his understanding that the last report was without prejudice to the position of any Member on the nature of the Special Session of the Committee on Trade and Development

During the discussion, 46 delegations spoke, setting out their views on all the areas of work under the TNC, with a general emphasis on agriculture, on the work of the Special Session of the Committee on Trade and Development, and on the issue of TRIPS and Public Health.  They generally agreed with the Chairman's assessment of the situation.

In concluding, the Chairman said delegations were correct to have concerns about the way things were going.  But one should also be realistic in admitting the positive trend of the rising level of participation since October.  He underlined the need to keep up this esprit de corps, maybe with a sense of compassion to give it a human touch, particularly when dealing with development issues.  He said the TNC might need to meet more often to address not only the substance of the negotiations, but also the positive linkages between the different negotiations in a broader context.  General statements could then be turned into more specific ones, clarifying and moving positions with focussed interactive interventions.  He would take up the question of scheduling of meetings of the negotiating groups as soon as possible, and this would require careful management, striking a balance between flexibility and predictability.

Implementation issues

The TNC then turned to reports by the relevant WTO bodies on outstanding implementation issues (Council for Trade in Goods: G/L/588;  BOP Committee: WT/BOP/R/66;  Committee on Trade and Development: WT/COMTD/45;  Customs Valuation Committee: G/VAL/49;  Market Access Committee: G/MA/118;  SPS Committee: G/SPS/24;  TBT Committee: G/TBT/W/191;  a report by the Safeguards Committee, adopted  5 December, is also to be circulated shortly).

The Chairman said that the reports showed that, despite all the hard work that had been done, Members did not seem to have reached agreement on definitive solutions on most of the issues before them.  His consultations also showed that significant differences persisted about what action the TNC should take.  Suggestions made for possible courses of action for any given issue included:  resolving the issue;  agreeing that no further action is needed on the issue;  referring the issue to a negotiating body;  continuing work in the relevant subsidiary body under enhanced supervision by the TNC and with a clear deadline, perhaps June 2003; and, undertaking further work at the level of the TNC.  He had not detected an emerging consensus on any of these options.

Some 33 delegations spoke, starting with the European Communities, who emphasized that all the outstanding issues had to be dealt with on an equal footing, suggesting that the Chairman should consult on all issues and report back to the TNC.  A separate suggestion was made by India for the outstanding issues to be addressed in dedicated sessions of the TNC.  The discussion also touched on many of the outstanding implementation issues.

At the end of the meeting, the TNC noted that the reservation placed on the adoption of the report of the TRIPS Council had been lifted, and that the report would therefore be considered to have been presented to the TNC.  It also took note of consensus regarding the implementation issue considered by the SPS Committee.  The Chairman noted that it was clear that no agreement was possible on appropriate action for the other issues. In the light of this, he said that he saw no alternative to suggesting that, during the end of year break, Members should reflect further on the reports and on what they had heard during the meeting.  For his part, he would consult informally, as part of his overall responsibilities as TNC Chairman, on possible next steps.  The TNC would then come back to the question of appropriate action on these issues at its next meeting.

However, he believed that the progress in some areas, such as Technical Barriers to Trade, should not be underplayed.  For this reason, he encouraged delegations also to continue working with each other and with the Chairs of the relevant bodies, to see if the outcomes which appeared to be within reach in some areas could be achieved by the time of the next TNC meeting.

In closing the meeting, the Chairman announced that the next TNC meeting would be held on 4-5 February 2003, to be confirmed.

