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Presentation for senior Vietnamese trade negotiators at IDEAS Centre

by Manzoor Ahmad, Director, FAO Liaison Office/Geneva
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-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

I am very pleased and honoured to be making this presentation and would like to thank the IDEAS Centre for giving me this opportunity. My presentation on “Negotiating mechanisms, the various interest groups and their functioning” is based on my observation as Pakistan’s ambassador to WTO from 2002 to 2008. In the next 30 minutes or so, I will give you a brief history of negotiating alliances at GATT/WTO, examples of some coalitions and the pros and cons of being a member of a coalition. I will present some examples of how certain coalitions have been successful in achieving their goals. I would like this to be an interactive session and will leave 15 minutes at the end of my presentation for questions/answers.

As you all know, negotiation is something that we do all the time whether it is with our friends, family or at work. While negotiating we try to reach a compromise to settle an argument or issue to benefit ourselves as much as possible. If there are fewer individuals, or countries, involved it can be simple. However, when there are many players, as in the case of WTO, then negotiating a deal amongst so many parties on a host of issues becomes complicated. Alliances are a natural consequence of this complexity.

In the old GATT system, there were fewer countries and issues to negotiate.  Even amongst the members of GATT, a handful of countries enjoyed the lion's share of trade. In fact, for the first few GATT Rounds, some called the then negotiating mechanism a ‘bicycle built for two’ with the United States in the front seat and the European Communities in the back. In the 1960s the Japanese economy started growing at a fast pace and soon emerged as the second biggest economy. Therefore, Japan, along with Canada, was incorporated into the inner group and instead of two; it became a group of four and became known as the QUAD. These countries conducted most of the crucial negotiations. The only other notable alliance during the GATT days which came into being in August 1986 (i.e., just before the launch of the Uruguay Round) was the Cairns Group.  This alliance of some 14 developed and developing countries was set up to seek liberalization of agricultural trade and to remove other trade distorting practices in agriculture. 

With the creation of WTO, negotiations became more complex as the WTO covered many more issues than dealing only with the liberalization of trade in goods. The WTO’s ambit covered new subjects such as trade in Services and Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights. Also issues such as agriculture and textiles and clothing which had been practically treated as exceptions were now brought in WTO Agreements. At the same time the number of countries acceding to the WTO kept increasing and their number is now 153.

Emergence of the new situation demanded new negotiating mechanism. The most difficult and sensitive area of negotiations has been and continues to be agriculture and it is this area where one finds the most coalitions. The formation of the G -20, which came into being just before the Cancun Ministerial meeting in August 2003, was a water-shed event. Thereafter many new groups emerged. In agriculture alone, some 20 different coalitions have submitted proposals or negotiated with a common position. 

In addition to specific subjects such as agriculture, new alliances based on economic integration of countries also emerged. This could be through more customs unions, free trade areas or other regional alliances. 

Let me give you some specific examples of alliances. The most well-known is the “European Communities” which is based on a Customs Union. All 27 members of the EC have a single external trade policy and tariff. While the EC member states coordinate their position in Brussels and Geneva, the European Commission alone speaks for the EU at almost all WTO meetings. The EU is a WTO member in its own right as are each of its member states.

Other well-known examples are ASEAN and MERCOSUR. Economic integration within these groups is less thorough than the EC. Therefore, in comparison, they share fewer common positions.  Among other groupings which occasionally present unified statements are the African Group, the least-developed countries, the African, Caribbean and Pacific Group (ACP).

Besides the alliances based on FTAs or Customs Union etc, there are many alliances based on certain specific issues. The membership of these groups changes over time and in several cases their names do not correspond exactly to their ranks -- the G-10 has nine members, the G-20 has 22 members, and the G-33 has 46 members, for example.

Let me give you some details of some of the alliances which are formed around one or more specific issues. 

Agriculture:

G-20: Coalition of developing countries whose main objective is to seek reduction or elimination of trade distorting subsidies and other barriers to agricultural trade in the markets of developed countries. The members of this coalition include the following:

 Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, China, Cuba, Egypt, Guatemala, India, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Paraguay, Peru, Philippines, South Africa, Tanzania, Thailand, Uruguay, Venezuela, Zimbabwe

G-33: Developing-country group whose interests are defensive. Their focus is on securing provisions like special products and the special safeguard mechanism in support of goals like food security, livelihood security and rural development. Also known as the "friends of special products": Members of this Group include the following:

Antigua, Barbados, Belize, Benin, Bolivia, Botswana, China, Congo, Ivory Coast, Cuba, Dominica, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Grenada, Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, India, Indonesia, Jamaica, Kenya, Madagascar, Mauritius, Mongolia, Mozambique, Nicaragua, Nigeria, Pakistan, Panama, Peru, Philippines, St Kitts and Nevis, St Lucia, St Vincent, Senegal, South Korea, Sri Lanka, Suriname, Tanzania, Trinidad, Turkey, Uganda, Venezuela, Zambia, Zimbabwe

C- 4 (Cotton Four):  Four West-African developing countries whose economies are highly dependant on export of cotton and are seeking cuts in trade-distorting subsidies of developed countries such as the United States. The members of this coalition include Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad and Mali.

CAIRNS GROUP: A group of developed and developing countries who are seeking radical agricultural reform in both developed and developing markets. The members of this Group include the following:

Argentina, Australia, Bolivia, Brazil, Canada, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Guatemala, Indonesia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Pakistan, Paraguay, Peru, Philippines, South Africa, Thailand, Uruguay

G-10: Group of developed and newly-industrialized countries who stress the importance of "non-trade concerns" in agriculture, such as environmental issues and rural community development and oppose deeper cuts in import tariffs and domestic subsidies. The members of this Group include the following:

 Iceland, Israel, Japan, Liechtenstein, Mauritius, Norway, South Korea, Switzerland, Taiwan

TROPICAL AND ALTERNATIVE PRODUCTS GROUP: Latin American countries seeking fullest liberalization of trade in tropical and diversification products. The members of this Group include the following:

Bolivia, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Panama, Peru, Venezuela

NAMA (Non-Agricultural Market Access)

The grouping in this area of negotiations is not that well-defined. All developed and newly-industrialized countries favour an ambitious outcome. The only formal alliance in NAMA is a group of developing countries, coordinated by South Africa, who insist on Special and Differential Treatment and seeker lesser cuts for tariffs of developing countries. The members of this Group include the following:

Argentina, Brazil, Egypt, India, Indonesia, Namibia, Philippines, South Africa, Tunisia and Venezuela

There is another informal group of developing countries which are advocating a middle result. These include the following:

Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Hong Kong, Mexico, Peru, Singapore, and Thailand 

Country Groupings on the basis of size of economies

SMALL AND VULNERABLE ECONOMIES (SVEs): Small-island and tiny states who are seeking special treatment in any deal on tariff and other cuts. This group has a slightly different composition for agriculture and NAMA negotiations. In both cases it includes: 

Barbados, Bolivia, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Fiji, Guatemala, Honduras, Mongolia, Nicaragua, Papua New Guinea, Paraguay, and Trinidad

LEAST DEVELOPED COUNTRIES (LDCs):  Seeking exemption from any requirements to make tariff and other cuts and at the same time seek duty-free and quota-free (DFQS) market access in developed countries as well as from developing countries in a position to offer that. The members of this Group include the following:

Angola, Bangladesh, Benin, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cambodia, Central African Republic, Chad, Congo, Democratic Republic of Congo, Djibouti, Gambia, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Haiti, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Maldives, Mali, Mauritania, Mozambique, Myanmar, Nepal , Niger, Rwanda, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Solomon Islands, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, Zambia

AFRICAN GROUP: Although they have considerable weight for political decisions and to be represented in small groups, they do not generally agree on any particular position.

Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Congo, Democratic Republic of Congo, Ivory Coast, Djibouti, Egypt, Gabon, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Kenya, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Mauritius, Morocco, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Tunisia, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe

AFRICAN, CARRIBEAN AND PACIFIC (ACP) GROUP: Coalition of former European colonies who favour a gradual reduction of tariffs on preference products by preference granting countries. They also are mostly united against Latin American producers over the Europe Union's banana tariffs

Angola, Antigua, Barbados, Belize, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Congo, Democratic Republic of Congo, Ivory Coast, Djibouti, Dominica, Dominican Republic, Fiji, Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, Grenada, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, Kenya, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Papua New Guinea, Rwanda, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Solomon Islands, South Africa, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent, Surinam, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Trinidad, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe

G-90   This is a combination of various Groups such as the African Group, ACP and LDCs

Angola, Antigua, Bangladesh, Barbados, Belize, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cambodia, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Congo, Ivory Coast, Cuba, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Djibouti, Dominica, Dominican Republic, Egypt, Fiji, Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, Grenada, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, Kenya, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Maldives, Mali, Mauritania, Mauritius, Morocco, Mozambique, Myanmar, Namibia, Nepal, Niger, Nigeria, Papua New Guinea, Rwanda, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Solomon Islands, South Africa, Suriname, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Trinidad, Tunisia, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe

RECENTLY ACCEDED MEMBERS (RAMs): A group of countries which recently acceded to the WTO, and who are seeking special treatment because they had to meet onerous commitments to join the WTO. They include:

Albania, Armenia, Bulgaria, China, Croatia, Ecuador, Georgia, Macedonia, Jordan, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Mongolia, Oman, Panama, Saudi Arabia, Taiwan, Tonga, Ukraine, Vietnam

The Friends Groups

Often interested members start meeting and putting forward proposals in so-called “friends groups” to lobby for a specific negotiating position. For example, there are Friends of Environmental Goods (most developed countries) or the ‘Friends of Fish’ group (consisting of developed countries i.e., Iceland, New Zealand, Norway and developing countries i.e., Argentina, Chile, and Peru), the” Telecom Friends”, the “Friends of Financial Services” and so on.
What has been the experience of alliances?

Through alliances smaller countries are able to increase their bargaining power much beyond their trade weight. For example, G-20 has become a major force and most of the compromise solutions adopted in agriculture were those proposed by that group.

Another example is that of a coalition of four West African countries i.e., Benin, Burkina Faso, Mali and Chad who have very little trade weight but have attracted a lot of attention. Their economies depend heavily on the export of cotton and they claim that because of trade-distorting subsidies by rich countries, particularly the United States, they are unable to compete. By working together getting together, they made a strong case and cotton is now one of the most important issues during the Doha Round. Some NGOs, such as the hosts of this seminar, the IDEAS Centre, helped the governments of the C4 nations to better understand the WTO rules and to use them to their advantage. While the result of negotiations is still not clear, these countries have already greatly benefited from various forms of technical and financial assistance to help improve their economies. 

Another major benefit is that a coalition can bring more expertise and resources to help understand complex issues. In almost all coalitions, there is division of work. This allows all members of the group to participate in the negotiations and also makes it easier for everyone to understand events as they unfold.

Groups receive more media attention than a single developing country and thus gain public sympathy for their cause. This certainly helps in negotiations.

Working together in negotiating alliances is like having a trade union. While it does bring extreme positions, it also makes negotiations easier to handle. For example, agreeing on tariff cuts in agriculture for all developing countries was not easy to work out. However, once G20 members agreed, they helped make them acceptable to almost all of the WTO membership. 

Despite the advantages of alliances, there are some serious disadvantages for each country. It has to compromise at several stages- first in its own group and later while negotiating with other groups.  For example, some Latin American agricultural exporting countries were rather reluctant to accept the Cairns Group or G20 positions on market access. However, they had to compromise and could not rigidly maintain their positions.

Each country has to decide for itself whether joining a coalition is good for its cause or if it is going to be harmful. One also has to take account of   economic and political factors, as well as geographical location. Some countries joined certain coalitions but soon found out that politically their governments could not accept alignment with those countries. 

Thank you.
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