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Session 8: The universe of standards: legitimate protection, sophisticated protectionism, or potential development opportunity?
Organized by: Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES)
Sub-theme 4: The main challenges facing the multilateral trading system and reflections on the post-crisis agenda for the WTO
Date: Monday, 28 September, 16:15 – 18:15
Meeting Room: E
ABSTRACT

The WTO sets out general rules for product standards in the Agreements on Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) and Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) Measures. However, the universe of standards is much broader and more complex. It can be roughly subdivided into obligatory (often product-related) and voluntary (particularly process-related) as well as public and private standards. Whether they are considered as an obstacle to, or as leverage for, international trade depends on the perspective of the actors involved (private sector, civil society, governments), of exporters or importers, and of developed or developing countries. In many developed countries, standards were imposed as reaction to food and health crises and are widely regarded as a legitimate form of consumer protection. In the last decade, increasing consumer awareness and power also contributed to the growing importance of standards. Yet, producers in developing countries frequently claim that numerous standards constitute a form of disguised protectionism.

The session aims to:

· broaden awareness and increase transparency about the universe of standards and their growing importance in international trade;
· depoliticize the debate on standards, and allow for a more objective view on the issue, by comparing the potential costs and benefits that arise from the implementation of standards;
· present good practicess on how the application of standards works on the ground and how they can transform into potential export and development opportunities for small and medium-sized enterprises in developing countries.

The session contributes to the discussion under sub-theme 4, entitled “The main challenges facing the multilateral trading system and reflections on the post-crisis agenda for the WTO”. It seeks to explore the positive potential which standards might have as leverage for exports and development perspectives for developing countries, based on what empirical evidence suggests. 
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