ICC Bangladesh Conference, Dhaka, 18 January 2004

Business Session 1: Multilateral Trade Regime in post-Cancun Perspective

Speech by Pascal Lamy, European Trade Commissioner

Excellencies, Ladies & Gentlemen,

Having had the chance to speak to you yesterday on the importance of the principle behind your conference, today’s a great chance to get down to brass tacks.  I have only ten minutes or so, and wanted to give you my views on where we are on the Doha Development Agenda at the start of 2004.  

No major disagreement with what Dr Supachai has said.   The key we have to battle against is received wisdom, and so attacking received wisdom is my theme today.  

Received wisdom number one:  that 2004 is a year for the dogs.  No reason for this to be the case.  The EU has worked hard recalibrating its position.   “Diplomacy levels” are clearly up sharply on the post Cancun period.  And the US has come out of its corner with a very positive statement just in the last week.   Which leads me to Received Wisdom One and a Half: that the US elections must necessarily block all progress.  I have never believed that.  The US has a mandate, and Bob Zoellick is pushing it.  Now, we can be a bit smart about it.   No-one is going to try to extract concessions from Bob on anti-dumping or cotton in the first week of November.  But there’s plenty of time before that.  

Received wisdom number two: that the G20 doesn’t want to make progress.   Here, I should report on a very positive meeting I had with the G20 back in December in Brazil, and which was immediately followed up by much more positive noises from the G20 countries, particularly the Latin countries, at the 15 December meeting in Geneva.  Why ?  no magic in it: it is in their interests for the DDA to succeed. 

And received wisdom number three: that Europe, shell-shocked by the disaster in Cancun, hasn’t moved, won’t move and can’t move.   First of all, Cancun, while a severe disappointment to virtually all the members of the WTO, need not be a disaster.  Up to us to push ahead at speed during the course of this year.  And as to our own position, yes, we spent a few weeks in a period of serious reflection and soul-searching.  Cancun was, if not a disaster, a serious check.  And remember that the European Commission negotiates on behalf of our 15 member states, soon to be 25, and the European Parliament, so we felt it was important to put some fundamental questions to our “constituencies”.  The answers we got were very positive indeed: 

– absolute and resounding yes to multilateralism, the priority we attach to multilateralism, the importance of making progress in the DDA.  

- Yes again to a balance of rules and market access – and as anyone who looks at the WTO agreements knows, the two go together like ham and eggs.   

- Yes to some hard thinking about how to address the problem, which is a real one, of eroded developing country preferences, worried that they are going to lose out more and more to the super-competitive countries such as China.  

- and yes to looking at how we can make the WTO work better, particularly in relation to the big centre-piece events, the Ministerials.  

So, suitably emboldened, we in the EU have come up with a revised, refreshed position at the end of last year, and if I may, let me take five minutes to explain what we have in mind.  

First, on market access, the bread and butter of the Round, but the heart of the Round.  We want developing countries to get more comfortable with this, and with more comfort, comes greater ambition. So two key themes: first further market opening should be progressive. Second, it needs to really boost south-south trade.  Linked to this last idea, we really hope we will see some targeted market opening from the richer developing countries, including obviously the G20, in the direction of the poorer and poorest developing countries.    

On the key subjects of market access, I could talk for 20 minutes on all of them, but I can’t.  

So just let me say that on industrial tariffs, we want more ambition, but we are ready to find middle ground: reduced tariffs across the board, a real effort to address the scourge of tariff escalation, and OK with a developing country rebate.  On agriculture, we have done a lot with our initial proposal, we showed in the summer we are ready to go further following CAP reform.  We want the rich countries to offer access at zero duty for 50% of their imports from poor countries, and want a special safeguard for food security.   On export subsidies, there is a mystery I want you to solve: we have offered to eliminate XS on a list of products of interest for developing countries, but no-one, repeat no-one, has picked this offer up.  Strange, because money is rarely left on the table in this way.  And briefly on services, a wrongly neglected area of the negotiation, I hope developing countries here will note just how much we put on the table in our offer last year, including notably on Mode IV (the temporary movement of people), which caused a good row in the Member States of the European Union, but at least that showed the value of the commitment we were making !

So to the issue of rules which somehow people see as distracting from the main business of the Round.  Strange, because you can’t have market access without rules.  They are not the blunt – or complex – instrument of rich against poor.  Indeed, if you look across the board at what is proposed on rules in the DDA, they are a tool for development.  Trade facilitation and transparency in government procurement are essential, practical ways of easing trade, weeding out poverty and corruption.  They are not new ideas, and there is plenty of funding available to implement additional disciplines.  Anti-dumping rules: if Bangladesh or any other developing country is worried about a surge of AD cases following the lifting of quotas at the end of this year, then you need improved AD disciplines.   And then of course there is investment and competition.  I again don’t have time to address them here, but please note that we are pushing, first and foremost, for transparency and non-discrimination, and what we have put on the table in terms of process is essentially an options menu – we are ready for some or all of the SIs to be pursued on a plurilateral basis, and equally ready for some or all to be taken outside the single undertaking, the main body of negotiations.   Why ?  Because we have listened to other countries: we are determined, but neither deaf nor blind.  We hope and believe that others will accept the need to negotiate disciplines on the Singapore issues, but we want to hear what they say, as a priority in Geneva.  

I could go on much longer about other ideas we have, such as flexibility on the issue of trade and environment, also on geographical indications, on special and differential treatment, but I am out of time.  

The key, ladies and gentlemen, to making progress this year is a good start.  We get back into it in Geneva in February and it will be quickly evident how much people are ready to put on the table.  For our part, I think we have shown the seriousness of our intent, and although I hear plenty of talk about movement from others, I would also love to see some movement and constructive ideas too.  So let us shoot high and hard for real results by March or April: indeed let’s try to get there where we should have been in Cancun.  Let’s use every meeting this year, starting with the ICC in Bangladesh, to move these issues forward.  We know the content: there are no surprises out there.  It really is a matter of political will, deciding we are going to do it, and getting on with it.  

Thank you very much.   

