GENERAL COUNCIL MEETING

18 December 2007

The General Council Meeting commenced with statements by the Chair of the Trade Negotiating Committee (TNC) and 37 delegations on their views  on the way forward in 2008 and the review of progress made in 2007 that proved to be  useful in terms of moving ahead but the final agreement remained elusive. Pakistan in its statement appreciated the tabling of draft texts in three crucial but very difficult areas is a major achievement of 2007 since the texts covered almost 90% of issues and that was a positive step. It was recognized that there are many difficulties and gaps to be closed. The commitment of the Membership as a whole expressed by coordinators of alliances and individual delegations was noted and members were urged to move towards a middle ground for a positive final outcome. (Full text is attached)
 
2.  The salient points of the meeting are recorded below.
 
         The first item was, Cape Verde’s accession to the WTO that was approved. Cape Verde will have to ratify the protocol of accession and after thirty days of doing so it will become the 152nd Member of the WTO. US, DPR was the Chair of the Working Party and explained that since the inception of the WTO 23 new members had acceded and Cape Verde was the 3rd LDC after Cambodia and Nepal. It took seven years for it to complete the process from 2000 to 2007. Cape Verde’s accession was welcomed by all Portuguese speaking members particularly. It’s Minister for growth and economy explained that in 2008 it was going to graduate from LDC into a middle income country. Its socio economic indicators were very strong and it was meeting the millennium development goals in 2015 on target. Life expectancy was 70 years. The DG said that this accession had brought the members one step closer to universal membership.
         Liberia’s request for membership was also accepted and it was informed that all members who wished to join could be a part of the proceedings of the Working Party being created. TORs would be established.  Liberia would now be attending meetings as an observer.
         The next item was China’s fifth annual transitional review. Ambassador of China said that every year thirty Chinese institutions devoted considerable time to satisfy the queries received from 17 WTO bodies. As a result now China had much more transparent and predictable policies. It had carried out more that 300 legislative changes. It had double digit growth rates and this year was expecting 11.4% growth. China’s tariff level was bound at 9%. It had abolished subsidies in Agriculture. It had Aggregate Measure of Support as ‘zero’. It had bound 104 of the 156 services sub sectors. He said that Members expected more from China then its protocol of accession requirements. He felt that the points were disputed and matters of interpretation. China attributed its economic success to liberalization and vowed to carry it on.  
         Japan felt that China was not fulfilling its obligations. The US recognized China’s time and efforts spent on the review but felt that much more work was needed. This was so since china was allowed to accede before it fulfilled all terms and requirements subject to fulfilling them over the years and therefore the stipulation about the annual review to see if China was adhering to its commitments. The areas where the US found China deficient in meeting its obligations were IP issues enforcement being ineffective; interventionist industrial policies being continued; auto part related regulations; use of prohibited local content requirements; use of export quotas and duties that lowered Chinese prices but increased world prices; Unpredictable actions by Chinese inspectors and opaque regulatory regimes; use of national standards where international standards existed. EC also felt that China was short of its compliance obligations. Mexico also raised issues on subsidies and countervailing measures. China said that they would be making further efforts as in the past but some of the developed country commitments were less than theirs at and they were neither complying with DSB rulings nor meeting S&D obligations.
         The next item was report by the Chairman of the Trade Negotiations Committee. D.G in his report said that the negotiations had started to move ahead in earnest. Members were closer to achieving their common goal of establishing modalities in Ag and NAMA. Which were close but not yet done. He underscored the need for devoting equal attention to the other single undertaking areas that were moving according to their own rhythm. He said that both Ag and NAMA Chairs would resume consultations in January and the revised texts will be tabled in January and one month later the horizontal process will begin. The level of the process, (negotiators, senior officials or Ministers) will depend on the work done. This new phase will be based on Ag, NAMA and Services, the rule making part, environment, trade facilitation and S&D. He said that the aim of the draft texts in Ag and NAMA was to assist delegations. Subsequent revisions will be necessary. He also updated members on  the DDG,  Mr. Rufus’s  efforts on the CBD and GI (Convention on Bio diversity and Geographical indications) front where no change in delegations positions was reported and efforts were afoot to find common ground.
         Brazil on behalf of G-20 assured of their commitment for a successful outcome and underscored that Agriculture would determine the pace and level of ambition in the round. They spoke of the papers they had tabled to find clarity and balance. They said that before moving to the horizontal level the Ag and NAMA texts needed to be complete and balanced. (attached). Lesotho on behalf of LDCs  said that the Chair led bottom up approach had been successful and felt that it should have been followed earlier. They asked for finalization of DFQF in goods and finalization of LDC modalities in Services for market access in areas of their concern. South Africa on behalf of NAMA -11 urged that the ambition in NAMA be at par with Agriculture and developing countries should not be expected to make onerous cuts and stressed on developmental dimensions of the round when the revised text was tabled by the Chair. EC said that the round was entering a critical phase and the end is near. He said that it is essential that revised Ag and NAMA texts are issued by end of January. NAMA text to also address the NTB issue. Horizontal process should commence from February. EC stressed that the Membership should conclude the round by Easter. The US said that the purpose of the texts was to move away from entrenched positions or highly ambitious positions and the demand by some delegations that their positions were not reflected in texts was incomprehensible since all delegations including US had to forgo their positions to move towards consensus. The G-33 statement is also attached.
          Next items were on Small and vulnerable economies (SVEs) and the Special and Differential Treatment Work Programme. The Chair of the CTDs reports on SVEs was noted. The Chair of the special session of the Committee on Trade and Development (CTD SS) referred to his report on the 88 agreement specific proposals with the CTD SS while the Chairs of different bodies reported on the Category II proposals being examined in those bodies.
         The next item was non recognition of rights under Article XXIV: 6 and Article XXVIII of GATT came up next. The back ground of the issue pending since 3 years was EC not giving Honduras ‘substantial supplying interest rights’ while negotiating its revised schedules upon increase in membership to 25 in 2004. Honduras and Guatemala in their interventions said that they were looking for a systemic solution. The EC encouraged the aggrieved parties to negotiate and avoid a dispute and assured of its commitment to resolve the issue.
         The review of the exemption provided to US under par graph 3 of GATT 1994 was to be reviewed now after two years in 2009. Japan, EC earlier expressed strong concern at the un satisfactory responses of US. Hong Kong China expressed systemic interest.
         The review of the new transparency mechanism in use by the CRTA would take place next year since very few agreements had so far been notified.
         The General Council approved extension of timeline from December 2007 to July 2008 for CTD finalizing format for preferential trading arrangements under the enabling clause other than RTAs since Brazil and India were consulting other Members on elements to include in such a notification.
         Items 12, 13, 14 on waivers and approvals already recommended by the CTG and TRIPS Council were approved. They inter alia pertained to switching over to the new HS code 2007. no delegation took the floor.
         The International Trade Centre report of the Joint Advisory group of its 40th session already presented in the CTD was noted.
         The new Chair of the WTO officials Pension Plan management board was appointed.
         The DG informed of his intention to consult with Members to appoint new Chairs. He said that he would be consulting with Ambassador Eric Glen of Norway as a former Chair present in Geneva.
         Under other business the list of members who had not paid their annual dues was read out and they were requested to contact the secretariat. 
         The next General Council meeting will be held on 7th and 8th February and the agenda will close on 25th of January 2007.
 
