Multilateral Trade Negociations in the WTO: Current Position and Implications
This document provides a brief update on developments in the Doha Round of WTO negotiations on agriculture, essentially the position as of end December 2008. More recent developments will be updated when the Committee meets. 
I. Suspension and resumption of the DOHA negotiations

Since July 2004, when a framework agreement was reached for the first time, the Doha Round negotiations were on a “modalities” phase. A first draft Modalities paper was produced by the Chair of the agriculture negotiations in July 2006 and five revisions were released since then, four of them in 2008 alone, with the 6 December 2008 text being the latest. The Mini-Ministerial negotiations held in Geneva from 21-29 July 2008 were the latest effort to finalize the Modalities. Talks resumed in September 2008 with small-group meetings on the Special Safeguard Mechanism (SSM). The target was to agree on a revised set of Modalities by the end of the year, and finalize the Doha agreement itself by the end of 2009. On 12 December 2008, the WTO Director-General announced the outcome of his intensive consultations with Members on the draft Modalities and recommended not convening ministers to Geneva to finalize the Modalities by the end of the year. He also proposed immediate resumption of the negotiations in 2009. In various briefings during the July 2008 talks, the WTO Director-General had listed issues that had been most divisive and which were on the agenda of the Mini-Ministerial. In agriculture, these were six: trade-distorting domestic support measures; cotton; tariff cuts for developed countries; sensitive products; Special Products (SPs); and the SSM. Two other outstanding issues that were also prominent were: tropical products and preference erosion; and trade-related aspects of intellectual property rights (TRIPS). This document provides brief summaries on these eight topics in the next section. 
II. Positions and implications in key negotiating issues
The long-term objective of the WTO Agreement on Agriculture – and also the mandate for the Doha Round – is to establish a fair and market-oriented trading system through a programme of fundamental reform, reducing all trade-distorting policies and measures in the three main pillars of market access, domestic support and export competition. 

A. Proposed reforms in the three core areas
In domestic support, it has been agreed to group countries in three tiers according to the level of trade-distorting support level in the base period. The latest position as of December 2008 was to reduce the overall trade-distorting domestic support (OTDS) by 80% for the Members with the highest level of support in the base period, and in the range of 70% and 55% respectively for the other two tiers. Likewise, base period Amber Box support was to be reduced by 70, 60 and 45 percent in the three tiers. Other proposals included capping product-specific support and tighter monitoring and surveillance of the support measures. In market access, the core issue was the reduction of the currently bound tariffs. The reduction rate for the highest tier, namely, products with bound tariffs above 75%, would be 70% while the reduction rates for the second to fourth tiers would be 64%, 57% and 50% respectively. For developing countries, the maximum overall average cut would be 36%, using the rule of a two-thirds cut relative to those agreed for the developed countries. Tariff cuts for small, vulnerable economies would be lower, while least-developed countries (LDCs) would not be required to make any cuts. In export competition, developed countries were required to eliminate their remaining scheduled export subsidy entitlements by the end of 2013 (2016 for developing countries). Views among negotiators and commentators obviously differed as regards the level of ambition in these proposals. 
B. Sensitive Products
In the July 2004 framework agreement, Members agreed that sensitive products would not go through the full tariff cuts but this would have to be offset substantially through provision of additional import quota. There were two main issues to be settled. One was the number of sensitive products, and the second issue was the size of the additional quota. In early 2008, considerable technical progress was made by a group of WTO Members in establishing a method for determining additional quota at the level of tariff line. 
C. Special Products
There were three divisive issues: i) total number of special products (SPs); ii) the number of SPs tariff lines requiring no tariff cut; and iii) tariff reduction rate for the rest of the SPs. During the July Mini-Ministerial meeting, the G33 proposed 15% of tariff lines for the total number of SPs, of which 5% of lines would have no tariff cut while the overall average cut would be 9% for the rest of the SPs. SPs became a divisive issue because negotiators from the two sides saw the instrument very differently. The proponents viewed SPs as a key development instrument for ensuring food security, rural development and livelihood security. The other side – mainly the developed and developing agricultural exporting countries – argued that SPs could potentially block a significant share of their exports and that the key parameters should reflect this. 

D. Special Safeguard Mechanism (SSM)

There were sharp differences in views on all three components that make up the SSM: i) threshold level for triggering volume-based SSM; ii) level of remedy; and iii) number and frequency of use. On the first point, the positions ranged from a 40% threshold to 10-15%. Proponents of the 40% trigger argued that below that level, market access would be seriously compromised. The other side stressed that small farmers and agriculture in general, in developing countries are highly vulnerable to shocks for which they lacked alternative risk mitigating instruments, and so only a low threshold of 10 to 15% could safeguard farming and livelihoods from import surges. On the remedy, the differences were about whether the total duty should exceed pre-Doha bound tariff levels. One side argued that exceeding these levels would undo what had been negotiated in the past. The other side held that SSM is a safeguard, and like other WTO safeguards, the level of the remedy should be linked to the problem at hand and so the issue of exceeding the bound tariff is not a relevant consideration. 
E. Cotton
Since July 2004, cotton has appeared in draft Modalities in all three pillars, namely market access, domestic support and export competition. The latest proposal is to reduce trade-distorting support for cotton with a formula that results in deeper subsidy cuts for cotton than for other products. 

F. Tropical products and products with longstanding preferences

The Chair of the agricultural negotiations reported on 11 August 2008 that the list of tropical products was essentially stabilized during the July Mini-Ministerial meeting. If so, this would have resolved the overlap issue by also stabilizing the list of the preference erosion products. As regards treatment, this was apparently not discussed at the Mini-Ministerial meeting, but subsequently the Chair reported that there was an emerging consensus on the treatment of tropical as well as preference products, eliminating tariffs on some and sharply reducing them on others in the case of tropical products, and moderating tariff cuts over a longer period in the case of preference products. However, despite these reported convergences during the Mini-Ministerial meeting, the December text was identical to the July text. 
G. Trade-related aspects of intellectual property rights (TRIPS)
There were three key issues on the TRIPS negotiations, with proposals: i) to create a register for geographical indications (GIs); ii) to extend the higher level of protection accorded to GIs of wines and spirits to other products; and iii) to amend the TRIPS agreement in tandem with the Convention on Biological Diversity. On the first, positions were divided as to the legal form, content and institutional arrangements for the register of geographical indications. On the second, views were fundamentally divided. 
III. FAO TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE 
Responding to the developments taking place in the WTO agricultural negotiations, FAO has undertaken analyses of negotiating issues and supported member countries in various ways. Support to member countries on the ongoing Doha Round negotiations in particular, and on trade issues in general, was delivered in various forms as follows: Technical notes and briefs on negotiating issues; Regional clarification workshops; Presentations in Geneva; Technical assistance to member countries; and Expert consultation
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