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Ministerial opens amid protests and diplomatic activism

Hong Kong, 13 Dec (Martin Khor) -- The WTO’s 6th Ministerial began with an opening ceremony this afternoon with set-piece speeches by the meeting’s top officials, and then went straight into work with the first consultation sessions on NAMA and specific development issues.

On Tuesday night the first “Green Room” meeting was held, starting 10.00 p.m.   According to diplomatic sources, the meeting was being attended by about 25 to 30 delegations at Ministerial level.  The consultation meetings were announced by the conference chairman, Hong Kong Commerce Secretary John Tsang.  He however did not inform the participants about the Green Room meeting.  Few delegations were aware where it was being held, who the invited delegations were, nor what was the initial topic of discussion.

The opening ceremony was going like clockwork until mid-way through Director General Pascal Lamy’s speech.  Suddenly, about 30 NGO representatives who were in the huge hall, stood up, unfurled a banner reading “No deal is better than a bad deal”, and started chanting slogans, such as “Yes to Development.  No to Doha Round.”  Many placards appeared, with the slogans:  “WTO Kills our Jobs!”, “WTO Kills Farmers”, “WTO Kills our Environment”, “Reject the Doha Round.”

Ironically, as the protestors’ chants partially drowned out what Lamy was saying, the Director General had just reached the part of his speech that said:  “The WTO – the crowds in and certainly outside this building will remind you with sound and sometimes fury – is not the most popular international organization around, to say the least.”

Outside the Convention Centre, hundreds of protestors were clashing with police, after a protest march by several thousands of people, including farmers and fisherfolk from various Asian countries. Shops closed early and many schools decided take a holiday.  Almost a hundred Korean farmers jumped into the harbour from boats and started swimming to the Convention Centre area until they were stopped by marine police.

The protests outside and inside the conference hall manifested the deep seated public mistrust mixed with anger by a wide range of social movements, NGOs and ordinary citizens, who fear that their livelihoods and jobs will be even more affected by import liberalization arising from the decisions to be taken in the Doha negotiations.

Opening the conference, Donald Tsang, Chief Executive of Hong Kong, said that trade liberalization and economic growth is a permanent goal for all WTO Members, but he acknowledged that “in some parts of the world this goal is seen as a threat rather than an opportunity.”   Nevertheless, “the negotiations under the Doha Development Agenda must press ahead.”   Conference chairman John Tsang said the 100 working hours of the conference should be used to build on the draft text and agree on a roadmap for work in 2006. In particular, he wanted “as many tangible results as we can on development-related issues.”  
The most substantial message came from UN Secretary General Kofi Annan. 

In a statement delivered by UNCTAD Secretary General Supachai Panitchpakdi, Annan said that development – real gains in real peoples’ lives -- remains the primary benchmark for success of the Doha Round.  “Whatever other smaller steps your negotiations achieve, development writ large is the standard against which your efforts will be judged,” he said.
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“While the EU and G8 agreed on significant increases in aid and debt relief, they did not set a clear, unambiguous date for ending trade-distorting subsidies and giving market access, especially in agriculture.  Such subsidies significantly reduce the prices that farmers in developing countries receive for their crops, in a sector that is crucial for their sustenance and livelihoods. Farmers and purveyors of other goods and services in developing countries continue to be subjected to protectionism in the developed world in precisely those areas where they can be most competitive.  And while developing-country tariffs are also problematic, these countries cannot be expected give up either revenues or leverage without new and better export opportunities.

“Rich countries will have to reject not just protectionism, but populism, too.  They will have to speak honestly to their people about the changing economies of the 21st century, and about global interdependence and the fact that prosperity elsewhere means prosperity and jobs at home.  They will have to help the vulnerable people in their societies with training and other support.  And they will have to recognize that a complex network of bilateral and regional trade agreements is not a substitute for an effective multilateral framework.”     

In the business part of the meeting, Tsang confirmed the facilitators assisting him to run the conference:  the Ministers of Kenya (for agriculture), Pakistan (NAMA), Guyana (specific development issues), and three “facilitators at large” (Norway, Korea and Chile) for services, rules and other issues.  Members were asked to meet the facilitators with their concerns.  The first head of delegations informal meeting would be held Wednesday evening.

Shortly after, the first informal meeting on NAMA was held, chaired by Pakistan Commerce Minister Humayun Khan.  According to a trade source, the facilitator said he hoped participants would avoid the temptation to use the large meetings to restate well known positions or to engage in tactical statements.  He preferred the process to consist of small group meetings or bilateral consultations with him so he can obtain a sense of Members’ interests and concerns, but there would also be plenary sessions.

Khan said that his objective was to reach a NAMA result which would be acceptable to everybody.  "It remains to be seen how much we can improve the text, if at all, but we must all do our best". He also said it would be a pity to waste the opportunity we have at this Ministerial to move the NAMA negotiations forward. "If we don't make progress this week we leave ourselves a monumental task next year", he said.  The short meeting ended without any statement from members.

At a press conference after the opening, Lamy indicated that the first topics to be covered (presumably in the Green Room) would be the development, followed by agriculture and NAMA where there is need to move forward.  According to him, Annex C on services was already very substantial, indicating that there was more agreement on this topic and thus it could be resolved later.

However, this assumption is questionable, as there are sharp divisions on how to treat the text on services and its controversial Annex C.  According to a trade diplomat, some members of the “core group” on services (including US, EU, Japan, Canada, Australia, India, Malaysia, Brazil and Chile) held a meeting Monday afternoon at which the EU pushed an agenda to strengthen the text on services, aimed at further increasing the obligations or pressure for developing countries to liberalise. 

The EC indicated it wanted language in the text that recognises the principles and objectives for the end of the round, while leaving discussion on the specifics for later. This, said the diplomatic source, seemed like a way to add language to the services section of the main Ministerial texts that opens the door to introduce language suggesting numerical benchmarks, which the EC has been pushing hard for in recent months. The EC also wanted better “balance” in the section in Annex C on modal objectives. By this it meant that it wanted even stronger language for commitment in Mode 3 (commercial presence). Finally, the EC said there was need for a better definition for the plurilateral approach (covered in paragraph 7 of Annex C) because at the moment it is only dealing with the process. Apparently the other members in the meeting were not enthusiastic about the EC proposals, and some criticised them for rocking the boat.

Meanwhile, other diplomatic sources said that the members of the African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) Group were discussing among themselves a proposal to amend Annex C, in line with the points made by the Group as well as the Africa Group at WTO meetings in Geneva.  At those meetings, the two groups had voiced their opposition to the sectoral approach (paragraph 2), the reference to a possible framework on government procurement, and the mandatory nature of the plurilateral approach (paragraph 7).  The ACP Group, perhaps in conjunction with the Africa and LDC Groups, could submit their proposal at Hong Kong, or they could make use of the points their experts had earlier prepared in Geneva during the consultations with the facilitators.

During the day, the war of words between the EU and other major members in the agriculture negotiations continued, in a heightened form of the “blame game” that had earlier been played in Geneva.  At a morning press briefing, on aid for trade, Peter Mandelson was asked what he thought of a statement by USTR Rob Portman that export subsidies should be eliminated by 2010.  “The USTR does not have export subsidies that he can give away,” replied Mandelson in an icy tone.   “He does however have the problem of fake food aid.  If he can end this fake food aid, that would be good.”

The issue of food aid used as export subsidy also came up at Lamy’s press conference later in the day.  Asked why this issue was important, Lamy said he hoped the EU and US would agree to criteria on what would be legitimate food aid (which the US provides), and this is the key to enable an end date for elimination of export subsidies.  He hoped this could be settled in Hong Kong.

Meanwhile, the G20 and the G33 held several meetings, some among their own members, some with members of other groupings, some with NGOs and some with journalists.  This flurry of activities indicates that the two groupings are determined to maintain unity of members within their groups, and to be active in the negotiations this week as well as in outreach to the public. 

G33 says “Development at Risk,” pushes for SP, SSM 

Hong Kong, 13 Dec (Goh Chien Yen) - At a press conference today, Indonesian Trade Minister, Mari Pangestu, speaking on behalf of the G33 group of developing countries, voiced the Group’s disappointment with the lack of “meaningful responses” in the negotiations so far on their proposals to ensure food security, livelihood security and rural development. 

“Current trade liberalization negotiations have singularly and mistakenly focused on obtaining greater market access to developing country markets, and have sidestepped other equally if not more important issues in the agriculture trade,” she said. The G33 are concerned that development needs are “continuously being undermined and are at risk of being marginalized in the current agriculture negotiations” and this “contravenes the Doha Development Agenda,” Pangestu emphasized.  

According to a G33 Ministerial Communiqué, the issues of food security, livelihood security and rural development, “cannot be negotiated in exchange for market access… These are vital human concerns and are therefore non-negotiable.”   The G33, comprising 45 developing countries with defensive interests in agriculture, has submitted detailed proposals on modalities on special products (SP) and the special safeguard mechanism (SSM) in the last few months.  The G33 ministers stressed that SP and SSM are “gateway issues” for them, and “no modalities can be acceptable without these two elements together as a package in the market access pillar.” 

On the group’s expectations for Hong Kong, Pangestu said the G33 must see “a high degree of specificity” on SP and SSM.  “For SP there must be agreement that any developing country Member shall have the right to self-designate at least 20% of tariff lines as SPs, and will use indicators to guide such designation.”  Furthermore, “the treatment of SPs must be more flexible, including no new TRQ commitments, and exemption from tariff reductions.”

For SSM, “the mechanism shall permit recourse to both import price-triggered and import volume-triggered remedial actions on any agriculture product.” At the press conference, Pangestu said that some developed country members have tried to curtail the group’s SSM proposal, by limiting it to only volume triggered actions and allowing only a handful of products to SSM. These developed countries had also argued that only products with low tariffs or staple food products could have recourse to SSM. 

She said that the G33 ministers also insist that the “structure of the tiered formula for tariff reductions must have built-in S and D treatment elements through, among other things, higher thresholds and adequate proportionality in the level of reduction commitments.  On domestic support, the G33 wants to see developing countries exempted from commitments to reduce de minimis support, either on a “stand-alone basis or as part of reduction of overall trade-distorting support.” 

G20 Ministers reaffirm “agriculture central to Doha Round,” India and Brazil state positions

Hong Kong, 13 Dec (Martin Khor and Hira Jhamtani) -- The Group of 20 developing countries held a Ministerial meeting Tuesday morning and issued a G20 Ministerial Declaration reaffirming its position that agriculture is the central issue of the Doha Round .

“As agriculture is the engine of the negotiations, the G20 expects that Ministers in Hong Kong will provide a sound basis for making progress in the negotiations, putting the process firmly on track,” said the Declaration.   “They should agree to a clear and specific work programme in agriculture for 2006 so as to conclude the Round by the end of the year.  For this purpose, modalities will need to be agreed no later than early April and draft schedules based on these submitted no later than 3 months thereafter.”

In reasserting the central place of agriculture in the Doha negotiations, the G20 Ministers were countering the increasingly strident position taken by the EU Trade Commissioner Peter Mandelson who is canvassing that negotiations should focus equally on other issues such as NAMA and services. He has been saying that it was a mistake for the negotiations to have focused mainly on agriculture in the past few years. Placed on the defensive and being widely blamed for the EU not giving a good enough offer in agriculture, Mandelson has tried to shift the blame to India and Brazil for not offering enough in NAMA and services.

The G20 held a press conference, attended by the Trade Ministers of Brazil, Egypt, Argentina, India and South Africa.  “A development round requires the removal of distortions in international agricultural trade rules,” said the Declaration.  “The largest structural distortion in international trade occurs in agriculture through the combination of high tariffs, domestic support and export subsidies that protect inefficient farmers in developed countries. Removing these anti-development measures is a core objective of the Doha Round as it will help in reclaiming the development dimension of the DDA.  It is for this reason that agriculture is the central issue of the Doha Round.”

The Ministers added that the G20 had presented balanced and middle ground positions in all areas of the negotiations, and these proposals remain on the table as an appropriate basis for completing the Round.  “The G20 is prepared to negotiate agriculture here in Hong Kong.  We hope that others are prepared to do so likewise.”

At the G20 press conference, Indian Commerce Minister Kamal Nath said that special products (SP) and special safeguard mechanism (SSM) are integral parts of the agricultural package.  They lie in the livelihood needs and rights of developing countries and cannot be negotiated in exchange for anything, and the only defensive mechanism that developing countries have is tariffs.  He added that export subsidies were the most trade distortive measure, “yet we have difficulty in defining the end date.  Let the US and EU say that export subsidies will be eliminated in a certain number of years.  We have not come to Hong Kong to perpetuate the inequalities.  We need to correct this.”

At a separate meeting with NGOs, Kamal Nath said it is not the completion of the Round but its content which is important. The content to be deliberated in the Doha Round must not perpetuate inequalities in world trade.  “We cannot be hassled into an agreement” he said.  While the Ministerial will discuss problems of LDCs and small states, the issue of “aid for trade” should not put developing countries more in debt so that they have to increase trade. 

To correct the world trade imbalance, he said, export subsidies must be eliminated.  On domestic support, it must be clear how “much less will developed countries spend on subsidies instead of shifting around the boxes”.  On NAMA, Kamal Nath said the issue is not just market access but a reform of the dumping laws. “I do not care what formula is used, whether Swiss or German, I want to see how much the tariffs will be cut. If the EU cuts its tariff by only 24% while India has to cut by 77%, then where is the development content?”  

He stressed that there is enough already of statements about good intentions. “But let us now see specifics”. Developed countries cannot keep pocketing whatever they can get, but reducing to statements whatever they have to give. In NAMA, for instance, the negotiation content must take into account the need to protect small, infant and large- employment industries in developing countries.  He added that the days are over when countries are held to ransom in negotiations. And this is thanks to the input and statements of civil society groups. Indeed in the beginning of his briefing he said there is a great difference between the Uruguay Round and the Doha Round, in that this time civil society is more aware of the issues and raising their voices as well as providing inputs to negotiators. 

Brazil’s WTO Ambassador, Clodoaldo Hugueney, told a separate meeting with NGOs that the G20 position is the same.  “We haven’t seen movement in agriculture, so it is not justified for the G20 to move.”   The US proposal on domestic support (in October) was important as a first move, but insufficient to allow for real reform in the US.   He said the G20 stands for two things.  Firstly, there must be real and effective overall cuts in total trade-distorting domestic support, and not just a cut in “water” (i.e. the difference between the bound and applied levels).

Secondly, there must be disciplines, especially rules on the blue box domestic subsidies, especially since the US wants a change in the way the blue box is used.  He stressed that if there is no agreement on new disciplines, there would be no new box created.  There is a need for product specific caps and specific price disciplines, to control counter-cyclical payments.   The G20 also wanted a review of the Green Box subsidies, (i) to clarify that their use in developed countries is really minimally trade distorting, and (ii) to make it more user friendly for developing countries. 

On market access, Hugueney said the EU proposal is widely considered as insufficient.  The cuts for developed countries are very small.  In addition, the EU wants 8% of tariff lines designated as sensitive products, or 300 of its 2200 tariff lines.   This is too excessive and unacceptable, as even if only 2% of tariff lines is accepted it would already involve a very large part of the EU’s  agricultural production.     

On export competition, Hugueney said that the G20 wants a standstill in export subsidies (which have tremendous dumping effects) in the meanwhile, and an early end-date (2010). This should apply to all forms of export support, including food aid and export credits.

He also stressed the importance of S&D for the G20.  Developing countries that don’t have AMS domestic support should be exempted from an overall cut and de minimis cut.  There should be longer implementation periods for all three pillars for developing countries; proportionality in commitments; and the role of SP and SSM is very important.

At the meeting, French economist Jacques Berthelot argued that domestic subsidies that are given to inputs for exports (such as feed for animals) should also be considered export subsidies.  A large part of the EU subsidy to cereals goes to animal feed.  The EU’s exports for example of chicken and pork, contain high export subsidies in the form of domestic subsidy of inputs into these exports.

Hugueney said the G20 was aware of this linkage and had raised the issue of disciplines on this.  However there was “total resistance” from the developed countries when this issue was raised.

-------------------------------

Announcements

· 15 December 2005: 10-12pm

‘Services, NAMA and Agriculture: What is at Stake? Development: where are we now?’

Organised by Third World Network

Venue: HK Convention and Exhibition Centre, NGO Centre, Room B

· 17 December 2005: 2-4pm

‘Review of the HK Ministerial: How will it end and what to do after?’ 

Organised by Third World Network

Venue: HK Convention and Exhibition Centre, NGO Centre, Room B
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