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INTERNATIONAL CONFEDERATION OF FREE TRADE UNIONS (ICFTU)
ICFTU STATEMENT
 ON

BUILDING A WTO THAT CAN CONTRIBUTE EFFECTIVELY TO ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT WORLD-WIDE 

Introduction

1. Several months after the collapse of efforts to launch a new round of trade negotiations at the third Ministerial Conference of the World Trade Organisation (Seattle, 30 November – 3 December 1999), public confidence in the multilateral trading system remains extremely low in both the developing and the industrialised countries.  

2. Most developing countries remain apprehensive about the international trading system, concerned that areas like intellectual property (TRIPs), investment, market access and transparency of WTO decision-making stand to work against their interests.  World-wide, there is concern that the WTO disputes settlement mechanism undermines domestic sovereignty, particularly in areas where trade can have a socially and environmentally damaging impact. Not only is there is little sign of consensus on the main elements of possible new trade negotiations, but questions are being raised about the future of the WTO system that go beyond the issue of a new WTO trade round. 

Development Priorities and the WTO

3. The multilateral trading system needs effective global rules. The ICFTU supports open, fair and transparent world trade and, over the past fifty years, has backed removing barriers to trade at the WTO and its predecessor, the GATT. The WTO’s member governments must now demonstrate that the WTO can respond to social and development concerns in order to support development more effectively and gain public credibility. They must give the WTO a mandate to take development goals and social and environmental issues fully into account. A range of measures should be taken in the near future by the WTO General Council and WTO member governments to address vital issues and rebuild confidence in the WTO ahead of the 4th WTO Ministerial Conference in 2001.
4. First and foremost, the WTO and its member governments need to develop a comprehensive development agenda to ensure that people in developing countries benefit from world trade.  This must include:

· agreement on deep and sustained debt relief at the G8 Okinawa Summit, translated into action at national and international level and at the IMF/World Bank meetings in September 2000; 

· far-reaching reforms to IMF/World Bank structural adjustment policies so they promote social and economic development;  

· a substantial increase in development assistance, including the strengthening of trading capacities; 

· acceptance of the need for special and differential treatment to enable developing countries to have increased flexibility, including taking tariff-freezing, tariff-raising or import-limiting measures when necessary; 
· early moves to provide improved market access, particularly for least developed countries, including positive incentives such as preferential market access (including tariff and quota reductions and extensions of market access to sectors presently excluded) linked to the respect of human rights at work; 

· incorporating development objectives into the current built-in review of the TRIPs intellectual property agreement;

· multilateral agreement to extend the Uruguay Round implementation deadlines for developing countries; 

· a commitment by the industrialised countries to keep on schedule for their own implementation  requirements under the Uruguay Round;
· opening up world trade in agricultural products to benefit the exports of developing countries; 

· a commitment not to use the GATS negotiations as a tool to undermine developing countries’ public education, health and water systems;

· and commitment to respect core labour standards, so that developing countries do not face unchecked competition from trading partners that, in many cases, violate core labour standards extensively.

The Way Forward on Core Labour Standards at the WTO

5. In order to build popular support for the multilateral trading system, one of the key issues is preventing the worsening repression of basic workers’ rights in developing countries in order to increase short-term competitiveness.  The most visible result is the proliferation of export processing zones where the workforce of mostly young women is generally denied the chance to join trade unions and in consequence is severely exploited and subject to poor and often dangerous working conditions.  The flagrant violation of basic workers’ rights in China provides further evidence of the down-side of globalisation.

6. The ICFTU proposal to include core labour standards at the WTO is not aimed at protecting markets, but at protecting the rights of all workers, worldwide. Core labour standards are fundamental human rights for all workers, irrespective of their level of development, that cover freedom of association and the right to collective bargaining; the elimination of discrimination in respect of employment and occupation; the elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory labour; and the effective abolition of child labour, including its worst forms. Minimum wages have never been part of the ICFTU proposal. 

7. The WTO General Council needs to agree on some form of working or study group or similar body, with the participation of the ILO, that would constitute the first effective follow-up to the commitment on core labour standards enshrined in the Singapore declaration of the first WTO Ministerial Conference in December 1996. That body should be asked to undertake analysis and to make recommendations about WTO statutes and procedures in order to ensure consistency with respect for core labour standards. It should also examine the social impact of trade more generally, including the impact of trade policies on women. All industrialised country governments should actively demonstrate their commitment to improve core labour standards through enhanced trade incentives and increased development assistance in this area.

Reforming the WTO’s Decision-making Structures

8. The WTO’s decision-making structures were shown to be painfully deficient in Seattle. The WTO needs to work equally for all its members and be seen to do so, by taking decisions at the WTO General Council to strengthen the WTO’s internal transparency and democracy. Concerted and sustained financial assistance by all industrialised countries is needed to ensure that all developing countries (particularly the least developed) are able to take part fully in all WTO activities and procedures, including its disputes settlement mechanisms.  

9. A closer link and co-ordination between the WTO and other international institutions, including the ILO, is essential, including reciprocal observer status. The WTO General Council should set up consultative structures at the WTO for trade unions and business as well as parliaments, non-governmental organisations and other elements of civil society. This should include consultations in the context of the WTO dispute settlement procedures and its Trade Policy Review Mechanism (TPRM). 

Ensuring the WTO does not undermine Environmental Protection 

10. The WTO will continue to raise hostility and suspicion if its trade disputes mechanism encourages governments to undermine Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs) including the UN Conventions on Ozone and on Climate Change.  WTO members must accept that an amendment to GATT Article 20, or a quasi-judicial statement of understanding, is required which would specify that the most universally endorsed MEAs are legitimate exceptions to trade rules. The burden of proof should be reversed in environmental disputes so that the complaining country would have to prove that there were a case to answer. A formal recognition is needed in the WTO of the precedence of the precautionary principle in environment and health-related trade questions, including preventing hazards at work.

11. The WTO General Council should further agree that a global environmental and social impact assessment should be undertaken, to monitor the impact of globalisation and of any proposed future WTO trade liberalisation on environmental and social protection.

 Achieving Positive Social Results from Services Negotiations

12. The current negotiations under the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) have serious potential social implications, particularly in the health, education and water sectors, relating to existing national regulations; the implications for public services and public/private sector balance; the effect on standards; and the capacity for continuing state support.  Countries must be able to retain the right to exempt public services from any agreement covering the service sector. The WTO General Council should include explicit reference to social and environmental concerns in the ongoing WTO negotiations on trade in services in order to anticipate and prevent the conclusion of any agreements that undermine vital and socially beneficial service sector activities.  Countries must have the right to take a future decision to increase the public sector role in their services sectors (for example following a change of government) without facing penalties under WTO rules.

Conclusions

13. An effective multilateral trading system that can produce social and economic improvements is in everyone’s interest.  Yet following Seattle, the lack of credibility of the WTO can only worsen until peoples’ social, developmental and environmental concerns are properly addressed within the WTO system.  Accordingly, WTO member governments must find ways to ensure that world trade and investment do not lead to violation of fundamental workers’ rights, lowering of health and environmental standards and a worsening of the prospects for development. 

14. Preventing a repetition of Seattle will require progress through the WTO General Council on all fronts simultaneously: to tackle the concerns of developing countries about fair treatment in the multilateral trading system, to protect basic labour standards during globalisation, and to make the trading system environmentally sustainable.  A new consensus needs to be built around a social, environmental, development-oriented and  fairer world trading system. By doing so, the WTO could gain the public support it badly needs and begin to achieve the goals in the WTO statutes of increasing living standards, raising employment and achieving sustainable growth. 

* * * * * * * * * *
� 	The International Confederation of Free Trade Unions represents unions in 145 countries with a total of 123 million members. See our Web-site for further information (http://www.icftu.org). The ICFTU works closely with the International Trade Secretariats (ITS), representing workers in different sectors, and with the Trade Union Advisory Committee (TUAC) to the OECD (http://www.tuac.org).








