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This week’s Global Positions Notebook contains just one article, the Editor’s Letter with its report on last week’s visit to Geneva.  In the next issue, we will return to the usual format of three to five articles, including event announcements. 
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Editor’s Letter: GENEVA IMPRESSIONS
Last week the Global Business Dialogue was in Geneva, and this week our hero is the painter George Seurat (1859-1891).  All those little points and such clear impressions – amazing!   In one sense, he had the easier job.  I assume he began with the image in his mind and then put dots on canvass to illuminate it.  The task here, however, is to see if we can find a few clear images from four days (and countless dots) of conversation.  

From the 6th through the 9th of June, the GBD delegation had 19 formal meetings in Geneva.  All of them were with people deeply involved in the Doha Development Agenda, the global trade talks that were launched in Qatar in November 2001 and which now have the informal deadline of December 2006 for conclusion and early 2007 for implementation.  We saw key people in the WTO secretariat and met with ambassadors from Australia, Canada, Chile, India, Japan, Malaysia, and the United States.  And that’s not counting the valuable WTO café conversations with experts who just happened to be there.  

We got a lot of food for thought and will be drawing nourishment from it for weeks and months to come.  Here then, as policy’s bow to art, a few impressions assembled from those conversations:

No July Redux
It is a fact as well as an article of faith that the “Decisions Adopted by the WTO General Council” on August 1, 2004, the so-called July package, represented a real breakthrough.  It narrowed differences, which is the heart of the negotiating process, settled some issues, and most importantly restarted the Doha round after the disappointments of Cancún in September 2003.  

Much of this year has been devoted to the effort to do it again, to achieve a breakthrough in July 2005 that matches or exceeds the General Council’s decision of 2004.   That seems unlikely.  Veteran observers in Geneva said they are not seeing the level of activity that would be needed to produce such a result.  It is not that countries are not engaged; they are.  Indeed, one remarkably positive development of the last two years has been the degree to which so many WTO members have become constructively engaged in the Doha round.  They are engaged but not enough and not with enough leadership to make a break-through difference.  That, presumably, is why so many in Geneva are now in the business of lowering expectations for this July.  
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Waiting for Lamy
Pascal Lamy was not everyone’s first choice to be the next Director-General of the WTO.  He was, however, every member’s final choice, and there is a great deal of collective pride at their having been able to agree on a new DG calmly and in accordance with the procedures they had established.  The fact that the former EU trade commissioner is a famously strong personality with a solid grip on the issues only fuels the WTO’s collective sense of accomplishment in having chosen him. 

None of that says very much about how the organization will respond to Lamy’s leadership.  It does, however, reinforce the normal tendency for groups to wait for the next leader, both where they can and also where they shouldn’t.   Lamy’s term begins on September 1, and a number of decisions are likely to be put off pending his arrival. After that, the pressure in the fall will be intense.  As one official concerned about the delay put it, “I don’t think we make our best decisions at four o’clock in the morning.”  Inevitably, though, that is when many key decisions will be made. 
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Agriculture’s Leadership
There is no obvious pun in the phrase “agriculture’s leadership,” but there is a clear double meaning.   The design of the Doha round is such that progress in agriculture is central to progress is almost every other area.  Agriculture is the leading edge.  And despite all that needs to be done – and needs to be done in the next six weeks – the agriculture negotiations are still farther advanced than any of the others.  

That is a tribute to lots of people, including Stuart Harbinson, now chief of staff to Director-General Supachai, and to U.S. Trade Representative Rob Portman.  Harbinson crafted the template for the Doha declaration itself and Portman is given high praise for his role in securing the recent agreement on ad valorem equivalents in the agriculture negotiations.   

In agriculture, though, the man of the hour is Tim Groser of New Zealand.  It was Groser who produced the 2004 breakthrough, and it is Groser the world is looking to for even more significant progress before the summer break. Few, however, expect Groser to continue to chair the agriculture negotiations once the July push is over and the world settles into hot, contemplative August.  

On Monday, May 23, papers everywhere were full of the news that Groser, then New Zealand’s Ambassador to the WTO, had announced he would stand for parliament in the next New Zealand election.  The salt in the wound was that he would do so as a senior member of the opposition National Party.  After a messy 24-hours that included Groser’s resignation as New Zealand’s WTO ambassador, Helen Clark’s Labor Government said it would support him in Geneva as the chair of the agriculture negotiating group through the end of July.  After that, all bets are off. 

Now, there are three big questions for Groser and the WTO.  First, just how good a “first approximation of final modalities” will he be able to produce in the next six weeks?  Second, who will be the chairman of the agriculture negotiating group when September rolls around?  And third, what will Groser’s roll be?  We don’t have the answers to any of these, but each is worth a little speculation. 

How Close to Modalities?

No WTO member should want these talks to fail, and many clearly do want a very big result in agriculture.  The best hope is for Groser to prod the system with his own paper, his own proposal, very early in July.  That means as much before the July 12-13 mini-Ministerial in Dalian, China, as possible.  

The Next Chairman

The Government of New Zealand may well suggest that its next WTO Ambassador would make an excellent chairman for the negotiating group on agriculture, and he or she probably would.  To date, Wellington has not named Tim Groser’s successor as ambassador.  Crawford Falconer is the man whose name keeps coming up, and he seems very highly regarded by those who know him.  

There may well be other candidates to chair the agriculture negotiations, however, and technically, if not plausibly, it may even be possible for Groser to keep the chairmanship through the Hong Kong Ministerial. 
What Next For Groser?

His National Party is now leading in the polls, and Groser is high up on the list of candidates.   By all logic, Groser will be a Member of Parliament once the election results are known, whether his party wins or loses.  These are not distant predictions. The election is not far off.  It must be held by September 24 at the latest.  And who knows, the National Party might win.  In that case, Groser could be a cabinet minister, trade perhaps.  
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Medicines, Services, And Compliance
Problems for Now: Medicines & Services

The Doha round is an enormous undertaking.  In terms of trade rounds since the creation of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, this is the 9th.   For the World Trade Organization, it is the first.   

Medicines.  These negotiations are never going to have an easy ride.  In addition to plain, old-fashioned, hard-to-compromise, big disagreements, there will be heated battles over red herrings and contentious re-openings of presumably settled agreements.  In the latter category, the pharmaceutical industry is looking at a Hong Kong battle over access to medicines and public health, even though that issue was resolved in August 2003.

Services.  More troubling is the fact that the services negotiations are moving so slowly, even though, as it was explained to us, they may need more time to complete than the negotiation on either agriculture or industrial tariffs.  The process agreed upon for services – request-offer – is an inherently slow one, and the items to be negotiated often cover more jurisdictions in the United States and elsewhere than do issues of tariffs or subsidies.  That will make the process more time consuming still.

…And Later: Compliance 

If “now” is the period of the Doha round negotiations, then those are now problems.  The later problems will come when the United States and others take a completed agreement back to their legislatures for approval.  At that point, the U.S. may have a first order political challenge.   

That is because the Doha Round agreement is likely contain more than simply the sum of truly new commitment.  It and the U.S. implementing bill are likely to contain as well provisions for bringing the United States into compliance with several WTO rulings that have gone against it.  A couple of these are very big, like the Byrd Amendment and the cotton case.  The dream of an alternative scenario is not very realistic.  Still, it would be nice if some of those compliance issues could be dealt with in advance, that is, before 2007.    

                                                                       R. K. Morris    
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