Deadline for establishing modalities lapses

The 31 March 2003 deadline for establishing “modalities” in the agriculture negotiations (draft text can be found at: http://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/agric_e/negoti_mod2stdraft_e.htm), as agreed at the Fourth WTO Ministerial Conference in Doha, has not been met.  The modalities are to provide the framework, including targets and formulas, for achieving the objectives of the reform in agriculture under this round of negotiations subject to be completed as a single undertaking by January 1st 2005.  They would set the parameters for the final outcome of the negotiations on agriculture, for example the extent to which import duties would be cut and subsidies reduced or eliminated, and over what implementation period.  Failure to agree on the modalities reflects important differences among Members in several key areas relating largely to the level of ambition for reducing tariffs and subsidies (the chronology of the negotiations in agriculture and summaries of the discussions can be found at: http://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/agric_e/negoti_e.htm#meetings).


The missed deadline for establishing the modalities now makes it difficult if not impossible for Members to keep to the other deadline set by the Doha Ministerial Conference, namely, to submit, no later than the date for the Fifth Ministerial Conference, scheduled for 10-14 September 2003 in Cancun, their comprehensive draft schedules of commitments.  These schedules are to be based on the modalities. 

On the positive side, at the Special Session of the CoA held on 31 March 2003, the Chairman reported that all Members remained committed to the Doha mandate and that some progress had been made on a number of key issues.  He announced that informal consultations on several technical issues would continue, including tariff reduction formulae, Tariff Rate Quotas (TRQs), Strategic Products (SPs) for developing countries, a new Special Safeguard Mechanism (SSM) for developing countries, domestic support, preferential trade schemes, export credits, food aid, State Trading Enterprises (STEs), and Geographical Indications (GIs).  

Although the timing now is uncertain, the aim expressed by the Chairman is still to reach agreement on the modalities before the Cancun Ministerial Conference.  However, for this to happen he felt that greater appreciation by all Members of the sensitivities and expectations of others was required in order to achieve the necessary compromises. Two additional negotiating sessions on the modalities are to be held prior to the Fifth Ministerial Conference on 26-27 June and 1 July; and 16-17 July.

The missed deadline in the negotiations on agriculture is not without precedent with respect to other deadlines set by the WTO Doha Ministerial Conference.  Three other deadlines, including on issues of importance to developing countries, have also been missed.  These include: access to generic drugs (Declaration on the TRIPS Agreement and Public Health), outstanding implementation issues of the Uruguay Round agreements and Special and Differential Treatment provisions for developing countries (Decision on Implementation-Related Issues and Concerns).  

In view of this new setback in the negotiations on agriculture, the Director General of the WTO urged negotiators to redouble their efforts in agriculture and all other areas between now and the Cancun Ministerial Conference, in order to ensure that the entire Doha Round of negotiations remain on course and are completed as a single undertaking by the 1 January 2005 deadline.  While most WTO Members remain committed to this deadline for the completion of the Round, the choice at Cancun is likely to involve a trade-off between adherence to the 1 January 2005 date and the level of ambition of the reforms to be achieved.  
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