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What is the WTO? And what’s wrong with it?
The World Trade Organisation (WTO) is an international body that was created in 1995 to regulate world trade. In practice, the outcomes of the WTO have increased inequality between countries and have failed poor countries in favour of the rich and citizens in favour of corporations.
A core principle at the WTO is to work towards more free trade. Free trade or “trade liberalisation” is the removal of government involvement in trade to allow goods and services to flow between countries without restrictions. This includes getting rid of government subsidies, import tariffs and quotas. 
This agenda benefits rich countries and multinationals who already have well established products, services and technological advantages. More free trade will boost opportunities for more profit by giving these companies easier access to markets overseas. 
However, for poor countries the free trade agenda is disastrous:

· Local producers and industries in developing countries cannot compete with highly finished goods or subsidised agricultural produce from rich countries, threatening livelihoods and jobs.
· New industries which are not ready to compete with big western multinationals are forced to do so, hindering the development of a diversified economy.

· In a time of global economic crisis, rich countries can bail out their own industries. Developing countries do not have the funds to bail out their economies and are much more dependent on using a full range of policy options such as tariffs.

History shows that today’s rich countries including those in the EU and the US and more recently countries like South Korea, Taiwan and Malaysia have all used policies such as tariffs and quotas to ‘protect’ industries while they develop. However, despite this evidence, rich WTO members like the EU and the US continue to push poor countries to open their markets and in effect saying “do what we say, not what we did”. 

Can you explain what is happening in this tug of war? 

The business people wearing suits represent multinationals who want a WTO deal to access developing country markets for profit opportunities, while the farmers in developing countries are those whose livelihoods will be threatened by a deal. Agricultural produce in rich countries such as the US or in the EU is heavily subsidised and a WTO deal, while eliminating some subsidies, would leave the bulk in place meaning that more of this cheap produce would flow into developing countries. Such subsidised goods would undermine local farmers in the global south. It would also undermine the food security of developing countries as they would become more dependent upon food imports, which are vulnerable to fluctuations in world food prices.
The tug of war also represents the power imbalance at the WTO. The WTO is pulling on the side of corporate power which implies the WTO system benefits rich countries and their corporations, leaving the concerns and needs of developing countries out-weighed. 
What is the “Doha development round”?
Trade negotiations at the WTO take place in ‘rounds’ which last a number of years and end with a final agreement.  The current round was started in 2001 in Doha, Qatar - just after 9/11 when rich countries like the US were keen to be seen to be supporting developing countries and so was dubbed the “Doha development round”.  However the deal on the table has little to do with development and instead is about pushing for more free trade. 

In recent years the talks have become even more bogged down in controversy, particularly over the issue of the US and the EU refusing to substantially move their position on agricultural subsidies whilst demanding more access to markets for their manufactured goods and services. This essentially led to the talks being stalled and deadlines missed. 
In the wake of the global economic crisis, world leaders are demanding more free trade as the answer. While the meeting in November is nominally a WTO ‘house-keeping’ meeting, the fact that many ministers will be in Geneva could be used to help revive the Doha round.

If you are right, why do the leaders of the G20 see the conclusion of the Doha round as the solution to the world’s economic problems?

As the global economic crisis has kicked in, global trade levels have dropped as demand amongst western consumers has fallen. This has had knock-on consequences around the world. Rich countries have been talking up the threat of protectionism and how falling trade should not push countries to put up protectionist barriers.
Nevertheless, rich countries have been at liberty to heavily bail out their banking and automotive sectors. Developing countries do not have the economic weight to be able to bail out their own struggling industries and must instead rely upon tariffs, quotas and other policies to look after their economies during difficult times. 
If the WTO is so bad, why do developing countries even take part? Why don’t they just walk out? 

The WTO is a membership organisation and many developing countries are members. However, the negotiations take place in a way which is untransparent and which favours those countries with the most delegates ie. the EU, the US and Japan. In this case, it is vital that developing countries form strong alliances with each other. In earlier negotiations, notably in Cancun in 2003, the talks did collapse when developing countries threatened to walk out in protest at the content and style of the negotiations. 
Developing countries hope that they will be able to get a good deal out of the WTO. Unless governments take unilateral decisions, the WTO is the only place where EU and US agricultural subsidies will be decided on. For example, if the US were to remove cotton subsidies, the so-called Cotton-4 group of developing countries in West Africa would greatly benefit. Developing countries also hope to be able to get better access to western markets for their products. 

A fundamental question remains: what price must developing countries pay by opening up their manufacturing and service sectors, in return for the lifting of some northern agricultural subsidies? WDM and other civil society organisations around the world believe that the deal currently on the table places too high a burden on poor countries, for insufficient gains. Collectively, we use the slogan, “no deal is better than a bad deal”.    
What is the UK government’s position at the WTO?

The UK is represented by the European Union at the WTO negotiations. The UK government is keen to revive the negotiations and see the Doha round come to a conclusion. In particular, the UK has traditionally supported the concept of free trade and would be keen to see the full liberalisation of many sectors. Within the EU bloc, the UK is a strong, but not the only, player.
Is there a link between the WTO and the climate talks in Copenhagen?

There is no formal link between the WTO and the climate talks in Copenhagen in December, but world leaders do try to link the two, by saying that no deal at the WTO would undermine the multilateral system in the run up to Copenhagen.
In fact WDM and other civil society believe that a deal at the WTO would undermine progress towards tackling climate change. The WTO’s proposed model of energy services liberalisation will threaten the policy space of countries to manage their obligations regarding climate change and energy security. Additionally, the WTO favours a model of intellectual property rights which restricts rather than encourages the sharing of technology. Sharing renewable and energy efficient technologies with developing countries will be vital if these countries are to develop in a sustainable way.  All in all, the WTO favours a climate-damaging model of trade which emphasises the global, over the local and the regional.
What can I do about it? 

You can sign up to a letter addressed to the EU trade commissioner expressing your concerns about pushing ahead with a WTO deal that will harm millions of the poorest people around the world. 
You can also sign up to WDM to receive regular email newsletters or become a member of WDM and help support our campaigns to win justice for the world’s poor. 
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