WTO Symposium, 16-18 June 2003

"Challenges ahead on the road to Cancun"

Session XVII:  Wednesday, 18 June, 10.00-13.00

 
"Fulfilling the Doha Development Agenda – Key issues for Developing Countries"

Main points raised
Session XVIII, organized by the WTO Secretariat, was entitled "Fulfilling the Doha Development Agenda – Key issues for Developing Countries".  A symposium on the "Challenges ahead on the road for Cancun" has to contain a major component on development as the interests of developing countries in the multilateral trading system lie at the heart of the Doha Development Agenda.  But what are those interests?  That was the question that the panel in this session was asked to respond to.  Views largely seemed to converge on which some of the key issues for developing countries are in the Doha Development Agenda.  However, there were differences of opinion on why these issues were important and how they should be treated.

Market access in general, and agriculture in particular, was identified as one of the key issues for developing countries in the Doha Development Agenda.  Agriculture accounts for a large share of developing country GDP and an even larger share of developing country employment while the corresponding figures for developed countries are minimal in comparison.  The opening up of developed country markets to agricultural products from developing countries is thus a necessary but not sufficient condition for the Doha Development Agenda to really take developing country interests into account.  That include substantial reductions in subsidies and export credits given by developed countries to promote their own agriculture.  However, as all developing countries did not have sufficient agricultural supply capacity to compete with the largest developing country producers, assistance and transitional measures will be necessary to assist the countries with the least productive capacity.  Developing countries also have an interest in non-agricultural market access to ensure liberalization of products of export interest to them which tend to have comparatively higher tariffs.  However, it was mentioned by some that, alongside increased market access, measures to deal with supply-side capacity in general was important.
Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) was another of the key issues identified.  Speakers seemed to agree on the necessity for an agreement in the area of TRIPS and Public Health.  However, some questioned the relationship between TRIPS and trade and thus the very inclusion of TRIPS in the WTO Agreements.
Most speakers commented on the negative effects of the missed deadlines in a number of areas.  This was especially unfortunate as the areas in which tight deadlines had been set were areas of particular interest to developing countries.  In addition to agriculture and TRIPS, the missed deadlines in the area of special and differential treatment (S&D) were mentioned.  Speakers differed somewhat in what they considered to be the type of S&D that is most useful.  Extended time periods to implement the WTO agreements, lower levels of obligations, exemptions from obligations and technical assistance were mentioned in this respect.  Some also mentioned that the discussions on S&D should not only focus on existing provisions but on including new ones as well as how to incorporate S&D in any new agreements.  The question of which WTO Members need S&D and whether the two categories of developing and least-developed countries were appropriate.  Linked to the issue of S&D is the issue of implementation.  It was generally felt that a number of earlier promises have not been met and that  the implementation of certain WTO obligations was difficult.  It was proposed that the list of outstanding implementation issues to be dealt with had to be closely monitored to ensure progress.
Most speakers were sceptical towards the "new issues" which some developed countries wished to introduce.  However, it was not clear that negotiations on some such new issues would necessary have negative effects on developing countries.  The "new issues" had to be considered one by one and their effects on developing countries had to be taken into account if such negotiations were to be undertaken.
