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Thank you to Erika for the friendly introduction and to the Kangaroo Group for 
inviting me back here. “The future of the WTO” – that is of course a vast subject and 
could keep us here well beyond lunchtime. But I’ll try to keep the crystal ball gazing 
element to a strict minimum, by focusing mainly on the immediate future of the 
WTO, and venture only a few reflections on longer-term issues at the end. 

The Doha Development Agenda 
So let’s start with the immediate future of the WTO, and that is of course the DDA 
negotiations. As you all know, the EU, after Cancun, spent some time soul-
searching and asking some really fundamental questions regarding the overall 
orientation of EU trade policy.   

The first question was about the scope for pursuing new rule making in the WTO, 
and the relationship of “rule making” to “market access” negotiations: The result of 
our reflection was that the EU should continue to insist on both a strong trade 
liberalisation and a strong rules-making component in the WTO. We cannot dismiss 
the importance of rules in the WTO or those developed in other areas of 
international policy making. Existing rules in areas such as agriculture or trade 
defence, for example, show how fundamentally intertwined rule-making and market 
access continue to be. Rules lock in and ensure market access.   

It is however clear that we need to heed the lessons from Cancun and to be more 
flexible on the Singapore issues (investment, competition, trade facilitation, 
government procurement). These issues need to be treated on a case by case 
basis.  

We remain as convinced as before of the value of WTO rules on these issues, and 
we are looking to try to ensure they remain addressed by WTO participants. This 
being said, priority for us clearly is trade facilitation and transparency in government 
procurement.  

I have also been authorised to take, on behalf of the EU, a more flexible attitude on 
environment and on the issue of geographical indications in order to ensure the 
continuation of the negotiation process.  

On agriculture we have reaffirmed our willingness to negotiate seriously, including 
by eliminating export subsidies on products of interest to developing countries.   But 
it would be refreshing if others were to consider just how far the EU has moved on 
agriculture, and to make their own concessions in this important part of the 
negotiation. 

Finally, let me add that services and market access for industrial products remain 
evidently absolutely crucial for the EU and its industry and we will continue to make 
intense efforts to ensure an ambitious outcome in line with the interests of the EU.  

The second question that the Commission considered was whether more emphasis 
should be given to bilateral and regional trade negotiations, following Cancun. After 
Cancun, many WTO Members – including the US and some Asian countries – have 
announced that they will seek to intensify their networks of FTA relations in parallel 
with the WTO negotiations, or as a possible alternative, given the absence of 
progress at the multilateral level. The trend towards bilateral trade deals was in fact 
apparent already before Cancun. For our part, the EU has launched no new FTA 
negotiations since Doha, although we have continued to work hard on our existing 
mandates, such as on Mercosur.  
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The question we posed was whether the EU should switch to the bilateral road as a 
priority: the conclusion we drew is that in order not to undermine progress in the 
DDA we should be careful not to shift the balance significantly further towards 
bilateralism.  

At the same time we also concluded that this continuity in approach was quite 
consistent with a possible future expansion of our network of agreements if 
persuasive economic or other reasons present themselves, and preferably on a 
region-to-region basis, like the current EU-Mercosur negotiations.  

The third issue concerned the best means to further the developmental objectives of 
the WTO and the Doha agenda. On the question of development some developing 
countries have disputed whether the new Round sufficiently supports development 
objectives. Our view remains that the WTO remains fundamentally fair and pro-
development, and indeed that the Uruguay Round was not an unfair deal. The DDA 
should therefore not aim at removing all responsibility from all developing countries. 
Indeed, developing countries should also consider quickly how they can contribute 
to successful market-opening and better rules including the important dimension of 
improved “south-south” trade. The DDA needs to further the integration of 
developing countries into the world economy, rather than leaving them on the 
sidelines. The biggest developmental gains will, after all, come from both ambitious 
trade opening and the strengthening of multilateral rules and it is here that the most 
significant potential for fulfilling the development dimension resides.  

Finally on the need for improving the workings of the WTO as an organisation, we 
have concluded first to pursue modest, but feasible reforms on the preparation and 
management of Ministerial conferences and other means to improve the efficiency 
and inclusiveness of WTO negotiations. More systemic questions, which are crucial 
in my view, will have to wait for the moment, given the limited appetite of other WTO 
members for changes in this field.  

I am very pleased that these positions have received the strong support of Member 
States and the European Parliament, and that the feedback we got from business, 
trade unions and the larger part of civil society is rather positive.  

Of course, it is all very well for the EU to be flexible, but we all know that the EU 
cannot achieve the success of the DDA alone. Real flexibility from all WTO 
members - and the Commission has made this clear since Cancun - is 
indispensable. The WTO, with now 148 members, is a pretty big orchestra. There 
have been plenty of solos from the EU, some dramatic playing of G20 trumpets or 
from G90 cellos. Not so much from the Japanese flute, and recent good noises from 
the US drums. But certainly not enough ensemble playing, and the absence of a 
clear conductor hurts.  

But after the WTO General Council meeting in Geneva on 15 December, it seems 
that at least everyone agrees on the hymn sheet we should play from: there was a 
clear expression by all WTO members of their political will to continue the DDA 
negotiations. And we have recently had further confirmation of this political 
commitment from a number of countries.  

I have just come back from a trip to Bangladesh, India and Indonesia, where I held 
talks with a large number of trade ministers from South and South East Asia, and I 
was encouraged by the shared sense of necessity, urgency and opportunity to move 
negotiations forward – not as a matter of months, but of days and weeks. 
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There is clearly a shared sense that 2004 must not be a lost year. Even though 
there will be « distractions » during 2004 (such as the Indian elections in April, the 
Canadian election in May, the European Parliament elections in June and the US 
elections in November) real progress in 2004 is possible if the members are ready to 
achieve this.  

The first important deadline is in March/April, where we need to arrive at the point 
where we should have been at the end of the Cancun conference: this is the goal 
endorsed by all WTO members at the WTO general council on 15 December.  

For our part, we will do all in our power to move these negotiations forward rapidly 
and satisfactorily. We will then be able to see whether negotiations are sufficiently 
advanced for scheduling a WTO Ministerial before the autumn. 

WTO Reform: short and medium term 
Let me pick up in more detail the question of WTO reform, because progress on 
substance also requires, at least on some issues, progress on procedures and 
internal workings of the WTO. What we want is a modest, but feasible set of 
organisational improvements to the WTO, focusing first and foremost on the 
preparation and management of Ministerial conferences, and other means to 
improve the efficiency and inclusiveness of WTO negotiations and the decision-
making process. The areas for short term improvement should be: the 
conduct/management of Ministerial Conferences; the facilitation of the participation 
of Members, notably smaller developing countries; the establishment of a 
consultative group to prepare work on behalf of Members 

In relation to the conduct of Ministerial conferences a key point is to ensure an 
earlier start of the negotiations: In Cancun, we spent a total of 150 hours, among 
which only 3,5 hours of negotiations. Whichever view of efficiency one has, this ratio 
is appalling and deserves urgent attention. The negotiating forum was established 
too late so that conference days that could and should have been used to negotiate 
were effectively wasted in formal meetings that were used mainly to restate well-
known national positions. This might have been avoided with a clear, advance 
decision on the meeting schedule to be followed during the Ministerial, i.e. a clear 
timetable indicating the start of discussions/negotiations for each agenda item and 
clear information for WTO Members on the meeting format.  

For future Ministerial meetings, the EU suggests that the informal negotiations at 
Ministerial level start immediately. We also want that in future the structure for 
negotiations and the complete agenda be set in advance of the Ministerial Meeting 
and in a way that all necessary time is given to the actual negotiation of texts. This 
works well in other international organisations – no reason why it should not work in 
the WTO. 

Another issue concerns the ministerial facilitators. These persons have heavy 
responsibilities in steering specific issues towards balanced solutions. At Cancun 
there was no clear advance decision on the choice of Ministerial facilitators. It took 
place in Cancun itself, with the result that facilitators had to master their dossiers in 
an unreasonably short time and the legitimacy of some such appointments was 
questioned. In future the names of facilitators must be agreed well in advance of the 
start of the Conference to allow them to play their role.  
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We also need a clear delineation of the role of the Chairperson, the Director General 
and Members: The Cancun “experience” suggests that key substantive decisions 
should be taken in a more collective way so as to reflect the will of the WTO 
membership. The Director General, the Chairman of the General Council, the Vice 
Chairs, the facilitators and the Members could all have a stronger role in the 
management of the Ministerial meeting. 

We also need to address the challenge for many members, in particular those that 
do not have resident representatives in Geneva, to cover the many issues on the 
WTO agenda. In the short and medium term, progress can be achieved through 
practical measures for improved working methods, better management of meetings, 
and increased technical assistance with better indication from recipients of their 
needs. 

The final short term issue concerns the possible constitution of a consultative group. 
The Geneva-based preparatory and negotiating processes - before Cancun as 
before Seattle – have not always proved adequate in reducing divergences 
sufficiently. The standard mixture of formal sessions punctuated by informal 
restricted negotiating sessions (“Green Rooms”) does not seem to have provided an 
effective negotiating environment which can produce results - despite the man-
hours dedicated. Some countries did not feel sufficiently involved or that their 
interests had really been taken into account. While formal transparency has 
increased, negotiations themselves have not gained in effectiveness. I think that a 
consultative group, with representatives that reflect the diverse membership of the 
WTO, could provide a good middle way between formal meetings of 148 delegations 
and the informal Green Room processes. 

You see that our ambitions for short term improvements in the working of the WTO 
are limited. This is because we do not want this debate to become a distraction from 
the substantive negotiations. But let me today flag at least some of the more 
medium-to-long term issues I personnally believe should not lose sight of. I think 
that we need to take a hard look at the size of the WTO secretariat. Given the 
importance of the agreements that they administer and the organisation that they 
service, it is a question whether a staff, roughly a quarter of the size of the OCED is 
really enough. Should the secretariat remain basically a note taker or should we at 
some point help to create a staff of the size and with the mandate required for some 
thinking and initiatives independent from members? This of course raises the 
question of whether the WTO should remain a purely member driven organisation or 
whether some sort of “supranationality” at least in terms of process and co-right of 
initiative should be given. 

This evidently also beckons the question of what role the Director General should 
have. Currently the Director General of the WTO has only very limited formal power. 
He has no right of initiative, he cannot even convene a meeting of the General 
Council in Geneva and decide himself what the agenda of the meeting will be. He 
does not have the right to put a paper on the table on an issue that he thinks 
members need to address. In an organisation of 150 members, I think there is no 
alternative to strengthening the formal powers of the Director-General, if we want to 
avoid paralysis.  
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And what about better access and clearer rules for involvement of parliamentarians 
and civil society into the work of the WTO? As traditional trade barriers such as 
tariffs and quotas have been gradually dismantled through successive trade rounds, 
regulatory barriers (in the form of technical standards, environmental or consumer 
protection for example) have hit the radar screen of trade policy makers.  

These, however, are deeply embedded not only in the institutional infrastructure of 
an economy, but also reflect the collective preferences the moral choices or the 
values of a society.  

Trade policy today impinges on every area of public concern - and it therefore 
deserves the attention it now receives from people in all walks of life. The WTO 
needs to be able to interact in a structured manner with all those who today want a 
say in trade policy making.  But we also need to know who these people and 
organisations are, who and what they stand for. This is of course self-evident for 
parliamentarians, but I think we will need to reflect on setting some rules of the 
game for NGOs. 

Global Governance: the long-term challenge 
So far I have focused on the short and medium-term future of the WTO. But let me 
at least point out some of the more fundamental challenges that I see ahead for the 
WTO. I have often said that our global governance system is unbalanced in several 
respects: 

- Imbalance between economic vs social and environmental pillars  

- Imbalance between industrialised vs developing countries in the system.  

- Imbalance between mobility of goods, services, capital on the one side, and 
people on the other side. 

- Single issue institutions - no forum able to consider the broader picture and 
address the interlinkages that exist, for instance between trade, environment, 
labour and development questions.  

These imbalances and deficiencies have contributed to undermining both the 
effectiveness and the legitimacy of many international institutions. We have not 
focused sufficiently in previous years on building political support for institutions or 
their rules. This has tended to leave the field entirely clear to anti-globalisation 
protestors to claim that the WTO, the World Bank and the IMF are all part of the 
problem, not the solution, and that the ILO or UNEP are toothless tigers. I think that 
we need to work much harder to strengthen and rebalance the various pillars of 
global governance (for instance by considering the item of a World Environmental 
Organisation) and to promote coherence between them.  In short, the future of the 
WTO depends largely also on what happens elsewhere in global governance. 
Because the WTO has to steer clear of two mistakes: it cannot simply focus on 
trade opening while ignoring the interlinkages between trade and the environment, 
social development, health, corruption, corporate governance – I could prolong the 
list. Nor is for the WTO to decide by itself on environmental rules or to define core 
labour standards. But an irresponsibly single-minded WTO that pursues trade 
opening without considering its impact on other policy areas, and a WTO suffering 
from imperial overreach, i.e. the ambition to become the World Governance 
Organisation,  is a chasm, and in between we need to find a better balance then we 
have at present.    

Thank you for your attention, and I’m looking forward to a hopefully lively debate! 


