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BEYOND SEATTLE: WTO DEVELOPMENTS IN 2000
While the outcome in Seattle is not surprising given the fundamental divisions that have existed since the 1996 Singapore Ministerial, it does represent a significant setback for near term international trade liberalisation. There is now a greater sense of uncertainty regarding the direction and timing of the Millennium Round. It means that for the next year there is virtually no negotiation program beyond the built-in agenda. 
Several observations can be made regarding the outcome in Seattle:

1. It was assumed in Washington that other key players could be pressed into agreeing to a made-in-America agenda – reflected in Barshefsky’s oft repeated phrase, “Failure is not an option.” This assumption proved false. A great deal has changed since the last launch, 12 years ago. The EU is now the world’s biggest importer and exporter of goods and services; Japan, the second largest economy in the world, has experienced a prolonged economic malaise stretching back at least ten years. Developing countries have become more organised and vocal regarding their position in the international system. These three elements served to subvert the US strategy at Seattle: the United States can no longer drive multilateral negotiations in accordance with a single vision of the future. The other members of WTO need to be more fully included in the agenda setting process, and in all aspects of the operations of the WTO.

2. The underlying substantive issues represent deep divisions concerning the philosophy of international trade. The US view that agriculture should be treated like any other good under WTO rules was not joined by the EU or Japan, and clearly affects the type of negotiation that can be conducted as a result. Similarly, the US expression that in future countries violating core labour standards ought be subject to trade sanctions was rejected by the developing world. 

3. It is likely that key players will arrive at the conclusion that the next opportunity to enlarge the negotiations will arise after the next US Presidential election in November 2000. It is obvious that the US trade agenda is intertwined with the domestic political situation, and virtually no significant change in the US position can be expected during 2000. 

4. Accordingly, the resumption of discussions in Geneva are not expected to progress very much for most of next year. This will be sufficient to preclude significant advances in the mandated agriculture and services negotiations. The inability to entertain cross sector trade offs involving  agriculture and services both hampers bargaining potential and the capacity to mobilise domestic support in favour of liberalisation. 

5. The civil society presence in Seattle has further complicated the selling of liberalisation to domestic publics, and represents a significant failure on the part of governments to anticipate and respond to the charges made against the WTO and the multilateral trading system. The media concentration on the protests was global with virtually every major newspaper on all continents giving high profile coverage to the demonstrations. 

Civil society groups have interpreted the outcome in Seattle as a result of their direct action. This is largely false. Even on the rather mild issue of derestriction of documents, the draft texts made only a lukewarm commitment to examine the issue further. None of the major labour, environmental, or development treatises put forward by the non-governmental organisations found their way into the drafting process in Seattle. 

On the other hand, the widespread demonstrations were not lost on the delegates, many of whom made reference to the protests in the course of statements to the plenary sessions, as well as in press conferences and briefings. Significantly, protest took place beyond Seattle, and included London, Geneva, New Delhi, Hong Kong, and other capitals. The concern is the protests reflect a disintegration of the free trade consensus that held globally during the 1970s and 1980s. 

6. The agenda building process was identified by Lamy, Barshefsky, and Moore as inadequate to meet the needs of the contemporary multilateral system. The call already emerging is for a review and possible reform of WTO processes as they apply to the members. Clearly, the traditional “Green Room” approach of resolving difficult issues has fallen into disrepute, and is no longer considered an acceptable or legitimate process within WTO.

More generally, the WTO willingness to fence in environment, development, and labour has brought upon it a need to find a more inclusive approach to dealing with NGOs and other civil society organisations. The various NGO symposia organised by WTO before and during Seattle were widely regarded as platforms for the advocates of traditional liberalisation. NGOs felt “lectured” rather than “dialogued”. This conventional symposia approach has run its course, and it too will require review and reform.

7. On the matter of further discussions in Geneva on the Millennium Round, there was no clear plan agreed to in Seattle for this process to move forward. Indeed, even the evening of December 3, the EU and the US appeared to have different views on the next steps to occur in the new year. 

It will be up to the General Council to determine the key features of the ongoing discussions - format, participation, content, and timing. All of these elements are going to be controversial for tactical and strategic reasons. It seems likely therefore that the Council will not be prepared to engage on these issues until the spring of 2000, at the earliest. Consideration will have to be given to the EU view that before re-engaging on the content of a round, it is essential to address the internal process. This will of course delay any substantive consideration of issues for some months.
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