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Introduction


The Uruguay Round was the eighth negotiation under the auspices of the GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade), created in 1948 as part of the post-war international architecture. The primary mission of GATT was to reduce or eliminate the border barriers which had been created in the 1930s and contributed to the Great Depression and its disastrous consequences. The GATT reflected its origins in the post-war world in that it provided rules to buffer or interfere between the international objectives of sustained liberalization and the objectives of domestic policy, primarily full employment and the creation of the welfare state in the industrialized countries who dominated the international economy and polity. 


Before the Uruguay Round GATT worked very well. Tariffs and non-tariff barriers were significantly reduced and trade grew faster than output as each fed the other. Most rounds were essentially managed by the European Community and the US, though smaller countries like Canada were able to play a useful mediating role. The developing countries were largely ignored as players except to negotiate for unreciprocated access to the rich countries of the OECD. Agriculture was virtually excluded so the transatlantic alliance, helped by the Cold War’s constraint on trade frictions, effectively managed the operation. 


The Uruguay Round transformed the system. Agriculture was at the centre of the negotiations and European efforts to block the launch and to resist reform dragged on for years. But developing countries played a role not only in agriculture but also in trying to prevent the so-called new issues – services, intellectual property, and investment – from incorporation in the trading system. 


In the end they failed and the Round was concluded in 1994, a major victory for the US. The American MNEs had made it clear that without the services and intellectual property they would no longer support the multilateral system but would prefer a bilateral and regional track. They didn’t just talk the talk, they also walked the walk and organized business coalitions in Europe and Japan. The activism paid off – although there were, not surprisingly, major unintended consequences. 


The Round ended with what I’ve called a Grand Bargain between the North and South. The Northern piece consisted primarily of some limited progress in agriculture and in textiles and clothing. The South side of the deal – the inclusion of the new issues – required major investment in institutional infrastructure in most Southern countries costing time and money, i.e. investment with uncertain returns. In addition, the Round created a new institution, the WTO, with the strongest dispute settlement system in international law, but virtually no operationally effective executive or legislative functions. This added to the Southern countries burden since legal expertise was not part of Southern comparative advantage, to say the least.


There were two unintended consequences of the Grand Bargain (or Bum Deal): a broad and serious North-South divide in the WTO and the growing influence of new actors, the NGOs, in part because of the rise in profile of the MNEs due to their role in the round. More important perhaps has been the role of the internet since the mid-90s. Inexpensive, borderless, real-time networking provides advocacy NGOs with economies of scale and also of scope by linking widely disparate groups with a common theme. 

This is not the time for a review of the history and role of the NGOs in the trading system. (1) Nor am I asserting that there is a homogenous set of institutions called NGOs. My major concern has been the role of advocacy NGOs whose main objective is to shape policy and the policy agenda. But there are different groups of advocacy NGOs, for example groups rich in technical and legal expertise who usually consult “inside” the system; NGOs dedicated to assisting and advising Southern governments, a “virtual secretariat” as it were; groups centered on establishing business codes of conduct on corporate social responsibility. All these are rather different from what I’ve termed the mobilization networks, for whom a major object is to rally support for dissent at a specific event – a WTO ministerial meeting, or a meeting of the World Bank and International Monetary fund, or a G-8 Summit and so on. The NGOs have effectively utilized the internet and thus have made the market for policy ideas contestable. And they created, in effect, a new service industry: the business of dissent. They were the activists on TV in Seattle, Washington or Genoa. Dissent attracts violence and extremists, however, and after Genoa, where one protester was killed and then, of course, the terrorist attack of 911, the mobilization networks and other advocacy groups recognize the need for a new strategy. One seems to be a new anti-war movement, which has produced demonstrations around the world. Their axis of evil is the US and Israel and it’s not clear how it will evolve. 


But another trend is now evident. Dissent as a brand is becoming tarnished. And there is no coherent strategy emerging from the movement. And growing criticism from supporters. As Todd Gitlin, a 1960s activist, succinctly puts it: “a bumper sticker is not an argument”. (2) Or, as participants at the 2003 World Social Forum in Mumbai, India noted: “Delivering an hour long litany of worn conspiracy theories… Noam Chomsky almost managed the incredible feat of putting a full stadium of jubilant young people to sleep”. (3) A yearning for some Edenic past of self-sufficient communities begins to wear thin. As does the romance of Spanish anarchism. And it is very significant that in Europe where May Day had become a new sacred rite for the Movement, it was cancelled this year for lack of interest and fear of police harassment. So a move from dissent to dialogue and debate is now clearly apparent. (4) And the new name for the movement appears to be “the global justice movement”. Moreover, and of great significance, during the decade of the 1990s the spread of global civil society into the South was remarkable. Indeed the expansion of NGOs in low-income countries was higher than in the OECD. (5) This was apparent in Cancun. But first let’s go to Doha, Qatar, where the WTO Ministerial took place in 2001.

Cancun: What’s Next?

The echoes of Uruguay were very discernible both at Seattle – where all the developing countries walked out because of Clinton’s support of labour standards – and Doha. It was more than symbolic that the outcome of Doha was termed a “development agenda” and not a round. While it’s true that the Doha Declaration was a masterpiece of creative ambiguity, the major objective of Doha was to prevent another Seattle. This involved the Big Two convincing developing countries, especially the poorest in Africa, that trade was good for development. Both the US and the EC visited Africa to woo Ministers and the Declaration repeatedly refers to technical assistance and capacity-building. Moreover, pushed by the successful NGO campaign by Médecins Sans Frontières and Oxfam the Americans were willing to give some leeway on drugs. The Europeans were most skilful in securing a waiver for their preferential arrangement with the ACP (African, Caribbean and Pacific) countries. So Doha was unique in its focus on the South and on development. 


But Doha, of course, included many other agenda items. Especially, of course, agriculture. And, at the insistence of the EC, the so-called Singapore issues (named after the first post-Uruguay ministerial meeting) of competition policy, investment, government procurement and trade facilitation. The Doha negotiations went nowhere. All deadlines were missed and there was no progress on key issues including agriculture. The ambiguous drafting was too clever by half. And that brings us to Cancun.   

I was at Cancun and when the meeting ended so abruptly I was swept by a strong sense of déjà vu all over again. Cancun was a mid-term Ministerial meeting as was Montreal in the Uruguay Round in 1988.  On the last morning of the Montreal meeting around six a.m. the bleary-eyed negotiators were waiting for the arrival of the EC and US warriors who had been up all night dealing with agriculture. When they arrived they announced that it was too bad but they hadn’t reached an agreement so we should tidy up the other agenda items and finish the communiqué.  A group of Latin American countries headed by Brazil said “no”: no agriculture, no agreement on anything.  It was a moment of shock (and maybe awe for some others) but we handled it with great finesse by announcing that the meeting was adjourned and would be reconvened shortly in Geneva. No big headlines ensued.

In any case my déjà vu feeling soon dissipated. The North-South divide had taken a different shape. There appeared to be an axial shift in the political economy of policy-making that would require a fundamental reorientation of the players and the game. Granted it may be too early to tell but it’s worth reviewing Cancun in that light. 

Two new coalitions of Southern countries were formed at Cancun. One, termed the G20, led by Brazil and India as well as China (the Big Three) and South Africa included a number of Latin American countries. Its main focus at Cancun was agriculture, catalyzed by a draft proposal from the US and EU. It seemed an unlikely coalition since it included countries with varying views on economic policy and, indeed, on agriculture. But it didn’t collapse under pressure at Cancun and, despite losing members because of American bilateral pressure, it has survived thus far. And it or its leader, Brazil, has succeeded in challenging the Free Trade Agreement of the Americas to the chagrin of the US. It has also expanded focus to cover a range of issues other than agriculture and has also reached out to the poorest countries by establishing a Trust Fund in the UN. And India and China are now exploring a free trade agreement as are India and Mercosur. So can the G20 survive? Are South-South trade agreements a new trend? Will more open and democratic societies and more active business communities spur more agreements? We’ll have to wait and see but in order to do so the G20 will have to formulate a more coherent approach to international policy, most urgently trade policy. They have a long way to go.  


In addition to the G20 another coalition was formed at Cancun – the G90. This included the poorest developing countries, mainly from Africa. After failing to convince the US to eliminate cotton subsidies to help the poverty-stricken African exporters and to persuade the EU to remove the Singapore issues from the agenda, the G90 terminated the negotiations. 


At Cancun NGOs played a prominent role with respect to both the G20 and the G90 but especially the latter. African NGOs were included in many official delegations and they provided ongoing information as well as research and policy analysis. African NGOs, in turn, had regular briefing sessions from officials and Ministers. They were not demonstrating outside the tent but consulting inside many tents. (6) Will the G90 endure? Again, too soon to tell. The problems facing the poorest countries go well beyond trade as the Doha Development Agenda suggested. More recent developments from a mini-ministerial latched on to the OECD meeting in Paris have raised hopes that an EU offer to end export subsidies on agricultural products could catalyze a “framework” agreement by July. While that would start genuine negotiations on the full agenda, it should be regarded as the end of the beginning not the beginning of the end. Once again, we’ll have to wait and see. 

Conclusions


Before I conclude I’d like to say something about Canadian trade policy. Despite the fog of uncertainty we can at least narrow down the options of where we are. 


As noted, there are clear efforts being made to restart the Round. If a basic framework agreement could be forged this summer the negotiations could re-start after the American election and while the 2005 deadline might be missed that would not be the end of the world. This optimistic outlook asserts that Cancun was just a glitch en route to a final agreement. This business as usual scenario is being pushed by a number of American experts but I don’t believe it’s a feasible stance for Canada. It denies there has been any significant power shift in the trade game. It also ignores the rise in protectionist sentiment in the US, already evident in the election debate and unlikely to quickly abate. Canada will certainly have to extend and improve the degree of integration with the US, especially in the complex field of trade-related regulation even under the most optimistic of scenarios.   

The pessimistic scenario is that the negotiations will drag on as did the Uruguay Round. This could accelerate US bilateralism and wider the transatlantic division which is not simply economic but covers broad foreign and security policy. A final deal between the Big Two may not be do-able without the Big Three. The WTO requires consensus, unlike the IMF or the World Bank. So the power shift is real. But it need not be a zero sum game. 


I would argue that, as was the case in the Uruguay Round, middle powers could play an intermediating role. During the Uruguay Round Canada was very active in the de la Paix group which excluded the big powers although they were kept fully informed. It was this group that drafted the Punta Declaration that was the basis of the final agreement. Granted the scenario today is far more complex and difficult. But I’ve always remembered Gramsci’s definition of leadership: pessimism of the intellect and optimism of the will. Where there’s a political will there’s always a policy way. What is essential is a reasoned discussion of a number of fundamental issues. Unfortunately there is no policy forum in the WTO which could provide the venue for such a discussion. But our prime minister was the key player in creating the G20. So how about a Canadian initiative involving Paul Martin’s G20 and the WTO G20? It could be called the 20-20 Vision!  
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