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Chairperson, Madame Xueyan GUO
Participants,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is my pleasure to open this TBT Committee Workshop on the Role of Standards in Economic Development.  I would like to begin by welcoming those of you who have come from afar.  I hope that discussions today and tomorrow – as well as in the regular Committee meeting – will be productive and useful for you.  

This workshop is about standards.  It is about why standards are important for your economies and how the use of international standards facilitates trade.  It is also about the participation of developing countries in international standards-related activities.  I wish to stress now, at the outset, that one of the key objectives of the Workshop is to identify challenges for developing countries, and discuss ways of addressing them.  In your discussions I urge you to keep this in mind.  
I am pleased about the inclusion of economic aspects early in the Programme. The TBT Agreement (as well as the SPS Agreement) confers significant importance to international standards by establishing a presumption that the use of relevant international standards helps avoid the creation of unnecessary barriers to trade. It is, therefore, interesting to look closer at the contribution of standards to economic growth and development – an area that has received relatively little attention in economics, at least in terms of empirical analysis.  
Economics tells us – and you will soon hear more about this from the experts sitting next to me here on the podium – that standards contribute to social welfare by tackling market failures or inefficiencies.  At the simplest level, economic issues can be looked at in terms of demand and supply, or effects on consumption and production.  Thus, for example, a standard provides access to know-how and technical information and can open up markets to many different suppliers of a particular product, thereby stimulating competition and economies of scale.  These would positively affect both demand and supply.  For us consumers, compliance with a standard may provide confidence that the product we are buying is safe, or that it meets our quality expectations.  This reduces uncertainty in markets and increases transparency, which is one of the WTO’s core objectives.  
I would also say that standard-setting work at the international level is a form of multilateral cooperation.  In addition to expanding the market base and economic activity, such cooperation may be an important way for addressing common concerns such as those relating to health and  environmental challenges, 
Of course, there are costs, too.  Requirements that are set out in standards may require product adaptation or adaptation of the production process, and comes at a cost, with obvious effects of trade.  In addition, compliance often has to be demonstrated, for instance through certification.  And of course the issue of the cost of participating in standard-setting activities per se has been a relevant factor for quite some time now, though the capacity for such participation has increased over time.  
I'll come back to the issue of participation, but before that let me say a word or two about the relationship between standards and trade.  

I understand that the discussions of trade issues concerning non-tariff measures, what you refer to as “specific trade concerns”, have increased significantly over the last couple of years, with a record number of 59 concerns discussed last year (2008).  Considering your agenda for the regular meeting later this week, it looks to me like you will have another long meeting.  However, I don’t find this surprising.  As tariffs have successfully been negotiated down over several decades, many non-tariff barriers remain to be addressed.  What is more, I note that several specific trade concerns before this Committee – up to a third – have an ingredient that is about the use, or non-use, of relevant international standards.  In sum, today the issue of non-tariff measures and the use of standards is very topical.
I would say that the weight of the TBT agenda is, at least to a certain degree, a sign of the issue of striking the right balance between, on the one hand designing a measure in a way that does not unnecessarily restrict trade, and, on the other, achieving the legitimate policy objectives being sought.  Of course, regulation is an important instrument of government policy and can be used effectively and justifiably.  But if regulations are poorly designed, for instance if they are based on a narrow set of interests, they could end up hurting trade.  On a positive note, I would say that the large number of specific trade concerns being brought to the Committee is a demonstration that delegations are using the Committee as a forum for the multilateral review of a wide variety of non-tariff measures affecting international trade in goods.  And, this is being done effectively.  For despite the number of issues brought to the table, the fact that there has only been one TBT-specific dispute to date speaks well of your work here.  By the way, that one dispute (EC-Sardines) – was a dispute which concerned the use of an international standard.  

I would also like to stress another point. Here at the WTO we do not set standards.  Our core focus is on conditions that establish rules for the stability and predictability of the international trading system, and thus generate market access opportunities.  This is what the WTO (and the GATT before it) has been doing in trade negotiating rounds for the last sixty years. Although the WTO does not set standards, standards-setting work complements our work here at the WTO.  Moreover, the same principles that govern trade relationships under the WTO, such as maintaining an open, equitable and non-discriminatory multilateral trading regime, are equally important for standard-setting.  In fact, these are passed on through the TBT Agreement’s Code of Good Practice to standardizing bodies, as well as through your work in this Committee. For instance, in 2000, delegations agreed on principles and procedures that should be observed when international standards, guides and recommendations are developed and set.  So, to summarize, although standards per se are voluntary, and the WTO does not set them, the disciplines in the Agreement are there to ensure that these are developed in a manner consistent with basic WTO principles so that when they are applied at the international level they do not create unnecessary barriers to international trade.
As you know, the mandate of the Doha Round of trade negotiations specifically includes negotiations on the reduction or elimination of non-tariff barriers, in particular on products of export interest to developing countries.  In fact, the reduction or elimination of non-tariff barriers is an integral and important part of the objectives of the Doha Development Agenda.  Several of the proposed texts that have been submitted by Members in response to the NTB aspect of the mandate are relevant to the use of standards and the TBT Agreement.  Again, this reflects the growing importance of addressing non-tariff barriers to trade.  I understand there will be NAMA NTB Information Session on Thursday later this week – I would encourage TBT experts to attend.

Finally, let me address a point I consider of particular importance and which I stressed in the beginning of my statement. I urge you, throughout the next day and a half, to consider how to build standardizing capacity in developing countries and how to enable them, thereby, to participate more effectively in standardizing activities, whether at the national, regional or international level.  Such participation is crucial. Without effective participation, developing countries cannot affect the process of standardization – they become standards-takers. One of the key objectives of this workshop will be to consider ways to broaden and deepen developing country participation in relevant standardizing activities at the technical level.


I thank you for your attention. I wish you a good workshop and, for those of you who are visiting, a pleasant stay here in Geneva.

__________

