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THE TEXT IS OUT ---  WHAT’S NEXT ?
(Cancun, 12 September) - The new version of the Cancun Ministerial Text will be out today.  After a few hours, a heads of delegation (HOD) meeting will make a first consideration.  It would be a miracle if everyone were to be happy with the text.  They could then go to beach and enjoy themselves.  But this will almost certainly not happen.

As so many issues (agriculture, Singapore Issues, NAMA, special and differential treatment) are so contentious, it is certain that many delegations will find several points in the draft to criticise.  The HOD meeting this afternoon can be expected to see many delegations expressing, some heatedly, on what is wrong with the text, how their points of view of were nor reflected, and the changes they would like.

A series of major questions on process will then arise: Will there be an opportunity to revise the text?  What is the process by which that is done?  Who will do the redrafting? When will a second draft come out?  What if some delegations are still unhappy with it?  Will time run out before a genuine agreement is reached?   What will happen then?  Will the Conference be extended?  Will participants be able to change their hotel and plane bookings?  Crucial questions to which few, if any, have an answer.

WTO Ministerials are not run by proper rules and procedures.  The operations of the Green Room in Singapore, the chaos of Seattle, the untransparency and unpredictability of the last 24 hours in Doha:  these are milestones marking the rule-less and non-participatory ways in which Ministerials are mismanaged.  

Comprehensive proposals for reforming the non transparent workings of Ministerials were put forward by a large group of developing countries after the Doha Ministerial.  But these were rejected by the major developed countries who want to retain the murky way the Conferences are held, so that in the murky waters the manipulative methods can continue to be used, obviously to their advantage.

We are seeing these same murky traits again in Cancun.  Delegations are invited to attend open-ended HOD meetings daily.  They are invited to make appointments to present their proposals and plead their case with the respective Facilitators.  Most of the talking is done between delegations and Facilitators or the Conference Chair.  There is little negotiation among delegations as a whole.

The real lack of participation and transparency is in the drafting of the text.  Apparently it is the facilitators who do the drafting.  But why should they be given this function?  Firstly, they are not elected but appointed by the Chair.  That is not democratic.  Secondly they are not mere technical “facilitators who chair meetings.  Facilitators are powerful:  they consult, call meetings, listen to “confessions”.  Most importantly, they draft the texts---or they supervise the drafting of texts, or so we are told.  Another question:  who do they supervise to draft the texts?  Few people seem to know.
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Drafting the text is the most important part of the Ministerials.  If the process is untransparent, if countries do not participate in drafting and revising, then no wonder the releasing of the text and the responses to it are such unpredictable events. 

In other international Conferences, for example of the UN, the text drafting and revision are done openly, with all delegations taking part.  On contentious issues, “contact groups” or small groups of countries are formed, but others are allowed to be present.  Negotiations are among members, not with the Chairman or secretariat.  The issues dealt with, for example climate change, biosafety and disarmament, can be as complex as those found in the WTO.  Participation and “efficiency” (i.e. to come to conclusions within a timeframe) can be combined, if the will and methods are there.

The Cancun issues are very substantive, more so than Seattle and Doha, as they involve concrete commitments in agriculture and industrial products as well as S and D and implementation, and a key decision has to be made on whether to expand the WTO’s rule-making mandate to the Singapore issues.

It is quite impossible that in the next 24 to 36 hours that modalities frameworks can be agreed to in agriculture and NAMA in a way that all countries are comfortable with.

There should be no attempt to bulldoze through an unpopular text through arguments (so well used in the previous Ministerials) that time has run out, thee is only one text on the table also there is no alternative, and that everyone has to accept it and not try to change it otherwise everything will unravel, and the trade system will collapse.

If an agreement cannot be reached in agriculture or NAMA or on development, then Ministers can ask that the process continue in Geneva, with new deadlines.  As for Singapore issues, at least 70 developing countries have made clear in Cancun they cannot start negotiations.  It would be simple to have their position reflected in the Cancun Text since there is no consensus, and as everyone knows, it was agreed in Doha that even one country can prevent a consensus on launching negotiations.

The next 36 hours will be a test of whether the WTO system can take on the challenge of having a minimum degree of democracy, or whether untrasparent and manipulative methods will be used to bulldoze through unpopular decisions and outcomes.    ----Martin Khor
Togo on behalf of the UEMOA countries (Benin, Burkino Faso, Cote D’voire, Guinee Bissau, Mali, Niger, Senegal and Togo) has issued the following statement affirming their continued opposition to launching negotiations on the Singapore Issues in Cancun, dated 12 September 2003. 

We, the Ministers of Trade of Member States of the Economic and Monetary Union of West African (UEMOA), meeting in Canun on 12 September 2003, 

Having regard to the Paper No.06/2003/CM/UEMOA of 26 June 2003, in relation to the common negotiating positions of the UEMOA member states for the 5th Ministerial Conference in Cancun,

Referring to the Declaration of Ministers of Trade and Finance of the Member States of ECOWAS, adopted in Bamako on 25 July 2003,

Having regard to the Declaration of the Heads of States and Governments of the African Union on the 5th Minsiterial Conference adopted in Maputo on the 12 July 2003

Having regard to the ACP Declaration on the 5th Ministerial Conference of the WTO,

Considering the current state of progress of the negotiations in Cancun, adopt the following Declaration

We are aware of the potential implications that the Singapore issues can have on our economies ; taking note of the fact there is continuing divergent of views among the Members of the WTO with regards to these issues, demand that the process of clarification undertaken since Doha must continue

On this regard we emphasis the need to put in place appropriate technical assistance in order to strengthen our capacity in these areas.

We therefore are of the view that it is premature to launch negotiations on the Singapore Issues in Cancun

(Translation by TWN Cancun News Update from the French Original)
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