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Reform 
of the 
WTO 
is the 
Wrong 
Agenda 

n the wake of the collapse of the 
Seattle meetings, an opinion has 
emerged that reform of the World 
Trade Organization (W'l'O) is now 
the program that activist organiza-

tions, governments, and citizens must 
embrace. Cited by some as a positive sign 
is United States Trade Representative 
Charlene Rarshefsky's comment, imme
diately after the collapse of the Seattle 
Ministerial, that "the W'l'O has out
grown the processes appropriate to an 
earlier time." 1 

Also seen as an encouraging gesture 
was UK Secretary of State for Trade and 
Industiy Stephen Byers' statement to the 
Commonwealth 'Il:ade Ministers in New 
Delhi that the "wrO will not be able to 
continue in its present form. There has to 
be fundamental and radical change in 
order for it to meet the needs and aspi
rations of alll34 of its members." 2 

Protesters against the WTO gather in Seattle, December 1999. 

In our view, these damage control state
ments provide little indication ofthe seri
ousness about reform of the two 
governments that were, pre-Seattle, the 
most stout defenders of the inequalities 
built into the structure, dynamics, and 
objectives of the WTO. It is unfortunate 
they are now being cited to convince 
developing countries and non-govern
mental organizations (NGOs) to take up 
an agenda of reform that could lead pre-
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The founding of the WTO 
primarily served the interest 
of the United States. 

when it felt that more competitive global 
conditions had created a situation 
where American corporate interests 
now demanded the opposite stance. 

The US threatened in the 1950s to leave 
GA'IT if the US was not allowed to main
tain protective mechanisms for milk and 
other agricultural products, leading to the 
exemption of agricultural trade from 
GATT rules. In 1995, it was US pressure 
that brought agricul ture in to the 
GATT-WTO system. The reason for 
Washington's change of mind was atticu
lated quite candidly by then US Agricul-

cisely to the strengthening of an organi
zation that is fundamentally very flawed. 

What both North and South civil society 
should be doing instead at this point is 
radically cut down the power of the wro 
and reduce it to simply another institu
tion in a pluralistic world trading system 
with multiple systems of governance. 

Is the WTO Necessary? 
The founding of the WTO in 1995 was 
not in response to a collapse or crisis of 
world trade such as happened in the 
1930s. World trade did not need the 
WTO to expand seventeen-fold between 
1948 and 1997, from $124 billion to 
$10,772 billion.3 It was not necessary for 
global peace, since no world war or trade
related war had taken place during that 
period. The predecessor to the WTO, the 
General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs 
(GATT), was functioning reasonably well 
as a framework for liberalizing world 
trade. lts dispute-settlement system was 
flexible, and with its recognition of the 
"special and differential status" of 
developing countries, it provided the 
space in a global economy for Third World 
countries to use trade policy for devel
opment and industrialization. 

Why was the WTO 
Established? 
Of the mqjor trading powers, Japan was 
very ambivalent, concerned as it was to 
protect its agriculture as well as its par-

ticular system of industrial production 
that, through formal and informal mech
anisms, gave its local producers primary 
right to exploit the Japanese domestic 
market. The European Union (EU), well 
on the way to becoming a self-sufficient 
trading bloc, was likewise ambivalent, 
knowing that its highly subsidized system 
in agriculture would come under attack. 
Though demanding greater access for 
their manufactured and agricul tural 
products in the Northern economies, 
developing countries did not see this as 
being accomplished through a compre
hensive agreement enforced by a power
ful trade bureaucracy. 

The founding of the WTO primarily served 
the interest of the United States. In 
1948, the US blocked the founding of the 
International Trade Organization (ITO) 
when it felt that this would not serve its 
position of overwhelming economic 
dominance in the post-war world. The 
US later became the dominant lobbyist 
for the comprehensive Uruguay Round 
of the GA'ITwith the founding of the WTO 
in the late eighties and early nineties, 

tUl·e Secreta1y John Block..at.the start .... of ___ _ 
the Uruguay RoUl1d negotiations in 1986: 
"[The] idea that developing countries 
should feed themselves is an anachro-
nism from a bygone era. They could bet-
ter ensure their food security by relying 
on US agricultural products, which are 
available in most cases at much lower 
cost."4 Washington did not have only 
developing country markets in mind, but 
also Japan, South Korea, and the EU. 

It was mainly the US that pushed to bring 
services under wro coverage as well, with 
its assessment that in the new burgeoning 
area of international services, particular
ly financial services, American corpora
tions had a lead that could be expanded. 
It was also the US that pushed to broad
en WTO jurisdiction to include so-called 
"Trade-Related Investmenf Measures" __ _ 
(TRIMs) and "Trade-Related Intellectual 

To try to sell the WTO to the 
South, the US evoked the fear 
that staying out of the WTO 
would result in a country's 
isolation from world trade 
















