B Doha Round: Success of the global free trade agenda at stake

Business leaders must back
WTO’s Supachal and team

-

W By MARK DANIELL

ITH Dr Supachai Panitch-
‘ N i pakdi taking ever as head of
the World Trade Organisa-

tion (WTO) for an abheevi-
abed term of three years, it ia now even
maore critical for business leaders to sup-
Pm'lu.{s‘tiwh'themgnnia.aliun and its new
eadership team.
The reason is simple, Progress an the
global free trade agenda can no loager ba
taken for granted. Unless the business

community, to say nothing of Cene- . =

vi-based trade negotiators, their ‘mem-

b-er povernments and non-governmental

isations (NG0a), provide mors via-
:h & support to the director-general than
in the past, the risks of a failure in the
Doha Found inerease dramatically,

The Doha Round failure wauld in all
likelihood further alienate the emerging
economies  whose  expectationa  for
greater inclusion in the full world trading
ﬂr%ri‘:' have been rali}?ed.mm

& support EmeTEin
economics o continuing open trade mﬁ
be eritical in restoring global growth
prospects and in creating o more in-
tegrated, more open, and more stable
world order. Increased suppart from all,
including the private sector, will be re-
quired since succeasful conclusion of the
current trade round will encounter more
challenpes than ever before for a number
af reasans,

Firat, the membership of the WTO
itaell is much larger than in past rounds,
Membership has virteally doubled from
12849, to ower 140 today as have the
number of official meetings held {up 94
per cenk to 4,660) and decuments pro-
duced (up to 58 per cent to 76,0000,

This increase in membership and ac-
tivity has not been matehed by a com-
mensurate increase in the budget
tao au;p’Purt the increased workload,

or crganisation, coping with
increased demand from a constrained
resource baso i3 a constant challenge.
The necessary response will require a
ruthless sedting of priorities and adher-
ence to these priorities by the organ-
isntion — and its members. .

In additian to the expanded list of new
members, notably led by China's much
heralded aceession te full membership, a
further expanaion to inclisde the Russian
Federation, targeted for 2004, will absorh
further scarce rescurces and increase the
complexity — and risk — of completing
the WTO trade mandabe in the arfs-
ficially shortened time frame,

Second, the corrent trade discussions
will need to resolve a ek of highly sen-
sitive issues left over from the
reund, as well as address an extend
of new and equally delicats issnes,

The Deha Round was launched with
much fanfare as the Development Round.
Thﬂhunn:l:t took place despita valid grip-

ing from Malaysias Prime Minister
Datuk Zeri [I'r Mohathir Mohamad,
among others, that there were still ma.n_l.r
items left to -be implemented from
Uraguay. = -

Many of these unresclved itema in-
volve ncoess to developed markets by the
emergping countties in such highly
charged areas ns stes], textiles and agri-
culbure. :

In addition to thess existing politically
sensitive issues, mach new itoms as ins
tellectual property rights and their ap-
plication to pharmaceuticals in poor
AIDS stricken epuntries, acoeptance of
genetically-modifted foods, accesa to in-
ternational serviees and now investment
gwidelines, will add fa the complexity of

TOUGH TASK... Emerglng economiles are counting en Supachal as the new chicf at WTO to help free trade flow as freely and fairly a ';

possible. — AFFple

the WTO agenda.

Third, trade friction between the two
elephants at the WTD — the US and the
Eurgpean Union — may slow  the
progress of reaching an ascelerated cons
clusion on the broad agenda which was
diffieult enough even to got started,

'l!ut.al support to agriculture, now ex-

ng US5100 billion (US$1 = RM3.50)
un ¢ side, and other profectioniat
barriers provided by the and US
policies, have not proven to be soft targets
for amall and weaker countries inber-
Eﬂtﬂd in accessing the world's large mar-

i,

How far either side will vield on key
agricultaral isaues, ameong others, is vet
£ b determinesd.

The determination of global trade pol-
icy haa often in the past been determined
by the personal relationship between the
bwo chief trade repressntatives and their
relative clout in home marketa, The cam-
bination of Pazcal Lamy and Bob Zoellick
and their ability to overcome inevitable
difficalties is, as yet, untested,

Fourth, the US pesition on the global
trade agenda ia stil] diff calt to nscertain,
On the one hand, Anance ministers and
heads of state from the developing world
receive finger-wagging lectures on the
importance of free teade and open mar-
kets from their American counterparts,

O thie other hand, current US policies
are characterized by Blatant protections
ist measures in textiles, sbeel, agriculture
and the maintenanes of non-toriff bar-
riers to other sectors which would be
partizularly attractive to developing
econamies with low labour costs.

With the Bush Administration par-
ticularky concerned about mid-term alee.
tion prospects, it is unlikely that & com-
promise trade agenda will aurface as a
pricrity in the near berm,

The TS Farm Bill signed earhier this
year by President George W. Bush in-
ereaded producer support by 80 per cent.
The patential for vacillation at the ne-
gotiating table is not helped by an Amer-
ican economic and trade team which

appears towield little clout in the current
Administration and is increasingly seon
a8 o weakness by a broad spectrum of US
pundits,

Bush's fnst track trade negotiation au-
thority, won last weel by the narrowest of
marging — 212 to 215 in the House —
may provide some momentum to the
liberal free traders in the Administra-
tom,

Fifth, there it no longer a broad in-
ternational consensus that all trade is
good for development — a feature in
developed as well ns developing coun-
tries,

When the relevant ministers take pro-

agreaments hack to their home
countries, there may no longer be a con-
sensus that free and open global trade 1s
& good i itself, Increased eyndciem by the
political masters of the trade negotintors
can only slow the process and reduce the
aren avnilable for necessary compro-
mise.

Finally, the recent pronouncements by
Mike Moore that he might see Supachai
"ak the barricades™ is unlikely to improve
the cdda of sucess.

While one hopes that the eutgeing
director-general will sson adapt & more
appropriate stateamanlike approach and
supportive role at this critical time for
the organisation he has led over the past
three years, it is not vek sure that his
support i a given for the new team,

iven the difficulty of the terrain, and
the increase in rigk in navigating to a
auceessful capelusion of the Doha Round,
it ia essentinl to increase the positive
contribution from all constituents ben-
efiting from the current multilateral
rules-based global teading system, But is
there much that the business community
ean do to improve the chances of a Dahn
success?

oJust as there will be many cbstacles,
there are .I'I:'II.IHEP]E' ireas for action !]:.'
business leaders to contribute to the
spocesafal conmclusion &0 the current
rennd,

First, and most importantly, individual

busimeas leaders can communicate to the

relevant political anthorities their views,
on the importance of a successful trade .

round.

Taking Fres trade for granted canbe a’ .
eoatly mistake which can be avoided at

virfunlly no cost or risk to the company
and teams’ individuale The value af
focus, speed and realism in negotintions
can be urged wpon hest povernments, The

opinion of business leaders can count |

enormously in this area

Second, business leaders can speak out . -
more openly on the benefits of free trade’ .
— to their customers, emplayees, sup-
pliers and investors,

Re-eztablishing & consensus on Lhe

henefits of trade and setting & mare’

positive general backpround against,
which specific trade initiatives can be .
assessed b8 both urgent and important,

Third, multinationals and domeatic
corparations ean contribute to the de-
velopment of the voluntary eode of con-,
duct highlighted by Supachai in his open-,
ing comments upon taking over as Di- .
rector General.

Long advocated by a number of ens

“Ta

th.ened busimeas leaders and NOOs

ke, a voluntary code could dlarify the, .
responaibilities of global corparations ops

erating in developing economies, dia-;r

pelling much of the uninformed usfthem -;
thinking between developed and devel- |
oping nations.

A clear sense of commitment taa 'pnr_l
cipled approach by multinationals ops
Emt'mg in EMECFINE COONOMmIes muE::[

avoid the eonflistunl discourse which sur--

rounds many issues of global business
investment and operations.

The difficulties for suscesaful comple--,

tion of the current trade round may have
increased and the time frame shortened,
but a small investment by business lead-

ers to support the WTO agenda h:rd.g;-::

could well pay ensrmous dividends to all
of their stakehalders for years to coma,
The writer is o managing director of
Bain & Company, a global strategy con-
sulting firm. He is based in Singapore



