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THE WTO MEETING IN HONG KONG 2005
by Robert C. Haywood, Director of WEPZA
    Potentially the World Trade Organization, the WTO, can have enormous impact on the development of EPZs, but in principle is somewhat hostile to their development.  Normally, WEPZA Director Robert Haywood or Director Emeritus Richard Bolin would be in attendance at a WTO Ministerial meeting.  While credentialed to be there, the negotiations are so clearly off-track that to attend the meetings seemed as productive as sitting in the coach of the derailed train. Our fellow passengers might be important officials in their home countries, but no matter how much we talked, no matter how much influence we had, the coach is going nowhere.  The political will to rein in the WTO's bloated and inappropriate Doha Development Agenda does not yet exist, and our attendance would have squandered resources for no practical purpose.  This does not mean that we are not monitoring the activities of the WTO Ministerial in Hong Kong, but rather that we are watching the inaction from a distance.  The following newsletter is based on information provided by people who are in attendance in Hong Kong, and interpreted by WEPZA's Director.
Expectations Low: Performance Still Lower in Hong Kong (14-Dec-2005)
    Pascal Lamy, Director General of WTO, opened the WTO Ministerial in Hong Kong by reiterating that he is not responsible for his imminent failure at Hong Kong. He won no friends in proclaiming that the extensive Christmas shopping of delegates was not as important as the negotiations.  The largely empty halls of the convention center gave testament to the effectiveness of his leadership.  In WTO jargon "convergence remained elusive." In ordinary language this means there is currently no agreement and little hope for progress.  Christmas shopping in Hong Kong is proving to be much more productive even for non-Christians.
    Members largely stuck to their former positions, even when those positions were not beneficial to them.  The blame game was in full swing:
· " The G-20 group of developing countries praised themselves and blamed the developed countries for the lack of progress, but moved no closer to realistic or beneficial policies itself.  " The European Union praised itself and blamed the developing countries for overreaching or for suggesting the need to spend other people's money, and offered nothing meaningful and many intentionally obstructive contingencies in its negotiating position. 
· The United States praised itself and claimed that its subsidies of cotton did not have a significant impact on the world cotton prices, prompting four poor cotton producers to threaten to block any agreement in Hong Kong. The US claim is possibly true, otherwise a substantial rise in the price of cotton would threaten many more garment and textile jobs in developing countries than would be gained in cotton production.  The biggest gain from an end to cotton subsidies in the United States would be that the US  economy would no longer be burdened by the wasteful program.  The poor cotton producing countries will still find themselves agriculturally bound and impoverished, just as they are today. 

· India, with characteristic oblivion and bureaucratic delight, praised itself and introduced new areas for discussions in the already overburdened and stalled negotiations.  
· Nobody blamed the usual crowd of demonstrators for the failures of the talks, but they will take the undeserved credit for it anyway.    
Many members are taking advantage of the opportunity to engage in bilateral discussions, often on topics unrelated to the WTO.  These bilateral discussions have the potential of being more productive than Christmas shopping although some are taking place at the electronic shops that surround the major hotels.
    With the disengagement of many delegates, the WTO Ministerial is having a hard time even reaching its low expectations.  "Merry Christmas", Hong Kong merchants.
"Doha Disagreement": On the Rocks in Hong Kong (5-Dec-2005)
    Hong Kong will not prove to be a safe port for the WTO.  Director General Pascal Lamy has released a draft Hong Kong ministerial text.  The best that can be said about the document is that it is bland.  Far worse has been said of it.  Despite the fact that it does absolutely nothing but affirm the need to continue talking, it has generated controversy.  Before agreeing to send the draft to Hong Kong some members sought specific agreements that parts of the document did not imply any agreement at all.  
    The draft text is so watered down that all it attempts to accomplish is to set new "target dates" for reaching agreement on how the issues are going to be discussed in negotiations.  (This is known as modalities.) The Cancún Ministerial, two years ago, sought to establish these modalities and failed.  Since then the talks have regressed enough that the Hong Kong Ministerial isn't even trying to establish modalities, only future "target dates" for reaching them.  The reality is that in four years the negotiators have never met a single target date, so setting new ones is entirely irrelevant.  Even so, the draft does not suggest actual target dates, just blanks to be filled in after further negotiation. There is no certainty that the negotiators will reach agreement on even these meaningless dates.
    As predicted two years ago, the Doha farce continues to delay and obstruct any meaningful multilateral trade negotiations. There is almost no hope now that the "Doha Disagreement" will be laid to rest in Hong Kong.  Countries must continue to focus on bilateral and regional agreements in order to enhance their development prospects.
    At the conference expect to hear a great deal of self congratulations, especially with respect to an agreement on the import and export of generic drugs produced under compulsory license.  Pascal Lamy called it confirmation that "Members are determined to ensure the WTO trading system contributes to humanitarian and development goals."  This is an amendment to the TRIPS accord.  In reality, it is a poster child for the current hyperbole and futility characteristic of the current negotiations.  The amendment being touted must still be approved by 2/3rds of member countries (99) by December 2007 in whatever national process they use.  There are good reasons to suspect that this will not be achieved, but the members can extend the date at will.  This doesn't really matter because the amendment is identical in substance and wording to the binding waiver program approved on 30 August 2003.  The waiver program is fully operational, has no expiration date, and will continue in force even if the amendment is not ratified by the members. Thus, the proposed amendment does nothing but change where the words are placed in a WTO legal text.  Keep in mind that this hullabaloo is about a waiver program, which despite being well over two years old, has never been used!  If it is confirmation of anything, it is a confirmation of the bureaucratic quagmire to which the negotiations have descended and that former WTO Director General, Michael Moore's, legacy of putting show before substance is being given renewed life by Mr. Lamy,
    Real negotiations have virtually ceased, in part, because most of the negotiators have returned to their home countries before departing for Hong Kong, but more importantly in order to start an intense "blame game".  Trade Commissioner Peter Mandelson of the European Union has already whined that it is fashionable to blame the European Union for offering too little, which it has. He blamed others for asking too much, which they also have.  That is why it is called a negotiation.  
    In a speech before the European Parliament he described a comprehensive negotiating offer he presented at the end of October.  The offer, which undermined nearly every aspect of the talks, is described as an "opportunity to move the talks forward."  The fact that the European Union has made three such offers explains to a large extent why the negotiations are further apart now than they were two years ago in Cancún.
    So it goes!  With the WTO Ministerial only 5 days away it is clear that the talks will not get down to substance on things that might actually help developing countries improve the success of their EPZs .  You are still on your own to offer suggestions, but WEPZA has not as yet been asked by our membership to coordinate your responses. When we get your formal approval in 2006, as we discussed at our WEPZA Conferences at Istanbul and Cape Town, we will work with you to offer a  series of coordinated responses with which you can collectively have more influence through your own representatives at WTO to meet your objectives. We hope that the present sad WTO performance will stimulate you to initiate our program as soon as possible.
