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World leaders salute 50 years of GATT/WTO. World leaders joined trade ministers in commemorating the 50th
anniversary of the multilateral trading system on 18-19 May. WTO Director-General Renato Ruggiero and Swiss President Flavio
Cotti, centre, are flanked by (from left), Prime Minister Daniel Kablan Duncan of Côte d’Ivoire, Crown Prince Sidi Mohammed
of Morocco, Prime Minister Kjell Magne Bondevik of Norway, Prime Minister Tony Blair of the United Kingdom, President
Fernando Henrique Cardoso of Brazil, Premier Romano Prodi of Italy, President Nelson Mandela of South Africa, President Fidel
Castro of Cuba, Prime Minister Janez  Drnovšek of Slovenia, Prime Minister Edison C. James of Dominica, and Prime Minister
Ivan Kostov of Bulgaria. Below, US President Bill Clinton was the first head of state to speak on 18 May. (Lightmotif-Blatt)

Trade Ministers launch
preparations for third

Ministerial, standstill agreed
on electronic commerce

The Second WTO Ministerial Conference, held in
Geneva  on 18 and 20 May, launched  a  work

programme to  develop recommendations  regarding
implementation of existing WTO Agreements and the
organization’s future negotiating agenda. These recom-
mendations will be submitted to the Third Ministerial,
which the Ministers agreed would be held in the United
States.

The Ministers also declared that members will con-
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tinue their current practice of not imposing customs duties
on electronic transmissions, and established a comprehen-
sive work programme in the WTO on global electronic
commerce. The Third Ministerial will review the extension
of this declaration as well as consider any recommendations
for action arising from the work programme.

The Ministerial Declaration, adopted on 20 May, in-
structed the General Council to hold a special session in
September 1998 to start a process “to ensure full and faithful
implementation of existing agreements, and to prepare for
the Third Session of the Ministerial Conference”.

The General Council will also develop recommendations
on “further liberalization sufficiently  broad-based to re-
spond to the range of interests and concerns of all Members,
within the WTO framework”.

In the work programme agreed by the Ministers, the
General Council is to develop, among others, recommenda-
tions on ensuring that negotiations mandated under existing
agreements, such as on agriculture and on trade in services,
begin on schedule. It will also discuss possible future work
on the subjects agreed for study at the first Ministerial in
Singapore: the relationship between trade and investment,
the interaction between trade and competition policy, trans-
parency in government procurement, and trade facilitation.
Other matters raised by members will also be considered by
the General Council.

In a separate Declaration, the Ministers instructed the
General Council to establish a comprehensive work pro-
gramme to “examine all trade-related issues relating to global
electronic commerce”. This work programme will take ac-
count of the needs of developing countries and the ongoing
work in other international organizations.

“A point of transition”
The Chairman, Switzerland’s Minister for Public Economy
Pascal Couchepin, in opening the Second Ministerial Con-
ference on 18 May noted that the Ministers meet at “a point
of transition—after the First Ministerial Meeting in Singa-
pore, but before the negotiations scheduled at the turn-of-
the-century and the decisions that will need to be addressed
at our next Ministerial”. Ministers are thus free of the
constraints of negotiating positions and timetables, which
“encourages us to remove the blinkers of narrow sectoral or
national interests and to focus on the greater good of the
trading community”.

Mr. Couchepin said the two themes of  the  Confer-
ence—implementation and future activities—are not unre-
lated for “how successfully we implement our existing
commitments and obligations—according to the spirit as
well as the letter of our Uruguay Round undertakings—will
be the clearest possible signal of the system’s capacity for
wider and deeper undertakings”.

The Chairman reminded Ministers that trade liberaliza-
tion “is not an end in itself but as an essential means to far
more important ends”. He said that “behind each line of the
20,000 pages of  the  WTO Agreements  are millions of
workers and farmers, entrepreneurs and professionals who
want greater health and security for their families, freedom

from the shadow of unemployment, and a better future for
their children”.

The WTO Director-General, Mr. Renato Ruggiero, re-
ported that since the Singapore Ministerial held in Decem-
ber 1996, the WTO has achieved many successes, including
the conclusion of agreements on basic telecommunications
and on financial services, and the implementation of the
information technology agreement. “Their combined value
equates to a new Round—the finance and technology
Round for the 21st century,” he said.

Mr. Ruggiero added that the WTO dispute-settlement
system “is functioning well, and increasingly used by a wide
range of the membership”. As part of continuing dialogue
with the wider community, he said that the WTO had
organized successful seminars on trade and environment,
and on trade facilitation.

The Director-General pointed to the “growing pressure
on the multilateral trading system to give answers to issues
which are very real public concerns, but whose solution
cannot rely on the trading system alone”. These issues, he
said, include financial instability, development, marginali-
zation, protection of the environment, social conditions,
employment, public health and cultural diversity. Mr. Rug-
giero said that after the Conference, he would “try to im-
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The Chairman, Swiss Minister for Public Economy Pascal
Couchepin (right), opens the Conference. With him is Director-
General Renato Ruggiero. (Photo by Tania Tang/WTO)

The Ministers held extensive discussions on implementation and
on future activities at the newly-built Council Room adjoining
the WTO building. (Photo by Tania Tang/WTO)
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Concerns were also expressed about anti-dumping, safe-
guard and countervailing measures as barriers to developing-
country exports. Kenya said that the unwarranted use of
sanitary and phytosanitary measures and other technical
barriers to trade had resulted in market access problems.

Many Ministers welcomed the outcome and follow-up to
the WTO High-Level Meeting for LDCs held in October
1997. Bangladesh said that a major trade problem of LDCs
was their dependence on a few export products. It urged
more technical assistance to promote export diversification
in LDCs as called for in the WTO Action Plan for LDCs.

Many developing countries underscored their efforts to
implement the WTO agreements despite various difficul-
ties.

Côte d’Ivoire said that like most members, it was working
hard to implement its WTO commitments, including the
undertaking of substantial institutional, regulatory and leg-
islative reforms. Thailand said that it remained fully com-
mitted to a fair and open trading system in spite of the
ongoing economic crisis in the region. Senegal said that its
constitution stipulated that WTO rules superseded national
agreements in the event of a conflict between the two.
Venezuela said that “trade liberalization was a necessary
component of economic reform programmes carried out by
developing and least-developed countries”.

A number of Ministers cited the difficulties their countries
have encountered in implementing their WTO commit-
ments. Papua New Guinea said that when it joined the
WTO, it had not been aware that there would be such a large
number of agreements to understand and comply with. It
stressed that “small developing countries simply did not have
the institutional capacity to deal with all these agreements”.

Ghana said that complex obligations arising from the

Uruguay Round had resulted in additional stress on the
already limited resources of African countries. Burkina Faso
said that least-developed countries have encountered enor-
mous difficulties in the implementation of the WTO agree-
ments and called for more technical cooperation in this
regard. Zambia said that lack of resources and technical
capacity had led to it forfeiting certain important rights
under the WTO.

Hungary cited the dispute-settlement mechanism as one
of the “cornerstones of the WTO”, and that its operation
had “significantly strengthened the credibility and image of
the organization”. Regarding the dispute-settlement mecha-
nism, the Philippines said that “the pursuit of a legalistic
approach, to the exclusion of other considerations, in resolv-
ing implementation was not necessarily the best option
especially if it involved developing countries”. It called for
developed countries to “act with circumspection and due
restraint when calling to task developing country members
in connection with the performance of their obligations”.

New Zealand said that “most members had been taking
their implementation responsibilities quite seriously”. It sug-
gested that “issues that had emerged as problems during
implementation should be identified and addressed in the
future work agenda,” and not try to “unpick” what had been
negotiated in the Uruguay Round.

Several members expressed readiness to provide technical
assistance. Japan said that its trade ministry could provide
assistance in the implementation of agreements, such as
training of intellectual property officials. Hong Kong, China
said it was contributing to increased technical assistance in
the WTO.

With respect to market access, Norway said that devel-
oped countries as well as the more advanced developing

Follow-up to the High-Level Meeting on LDCs

Ruggiero reiterates call for zero tariffs on LDC exports
Director-General Renato Ruggiero, in his report on the WTO High-Level Meeting on Integrated Initiatives for

Least-Developed  Countries’ Trade Development  held  in  October  1997, again  urged members to consider
eliminating trade barriers to LDC exports and suggested that this matter be a priority issue in the preparations for the
Third Ministerial. He underlined that LDCs account for only 0.4 per cent of world exports—"a figure which points
both to the problem of marginalization of these countries in the world economy and to the insignificance of the
competitive threat..."

On the High-Level Meeting, which was an outcome of the Singapore Ministerial, Mr. Ruggiero said that the WTO
and the five other agencies involved (IMF, International Trade Centre, UNCTAD, UNDP and the World Bank) along
with the LDCs who are the “owners” of the exercise have focused on the design and implementation of integrated
programmes of technical assistance launched at the High Level Meeting for Least-Developed Countries (LDCs) in
October 1997. He said that so far 39 LDCs are participating in this exercise: Angola, Bangladesh, Benin, Bhutan,
Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cambodia, Cape Verde, Central African Republic, Chad, Comoros, Democratic Republic of


































































