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The failure of the WTO ministerial talks was either a wake-up call to governments that the post-World War II 
objective of moving ever closer to free trade is no longer acceptable, a playground for professional protesters and 
anarchists, or some combination of the two. Commentary on what went wrong at Seattle is voluminous and the 
purpose here is not to add to this verbiage. The intent, rather, is to look ahead.  

One major difference between what happened after the two world wars in the 20th century was the protectionist 
disaster after the first, and the progressive opening to trade that was the hallmark of the world community after the 
second. One lesson of this contrasting history is that protectionist passion has an unacceptably high price tag 
while open markets contribute to prosperity - certainly in the United States.  

Yet, the reality is that the WTO ministers in Seattle were unable to move ahead, due partly to the demonstrators 
and partly to irreconcilable positions of key countries. The United States contributed to this by offering little and 
demanding much and insisting that violations of core labor principles should result in trade sanctions against 
developing countries. The major industrial countries - the United States, the European Union, and Japan - were 
more concerned with domestic politics than world comity.  

The following are some suggestions for reviving the trade discussions:  

• The dispute-settlement mechanism, should be opened to "friend of the court" submissions before the 
panelists present their final opinions. Some sunshine would remove one element of justifiable complaint 
against the WTO.  

• Bring the International Labor Organization more into the negotiating process as the protector of core labor 
principles. This would not completely satisfy any of the contending parties, but would bring the most expert 
organization on core labor rights into the trade picture in a constructive way.  

• The most vitriolic trade disputes in the environmental field have arisen from the U.S. tendency to make the 
rules unilaterally (as in the tuna-dolphin and turtle-shrimp cases) and then to protest vehemently when 
WTO (or GATT) panels argued these were discriminatory. What is needed is some way to reconcile 
mutual good intentions, those of environmentalists in rich and poor countries alike, with a more inclusive 
decision-making process.  

• There is a "built-in" agenda left over from the Uruguay Round to deal with agriculture and services. Such 
negotiations will not prosper unless the key countries do not rule solutions to be off the table at the outset, 
as was largely the case for agriculture at Seattle.  

• This admonition must prevail as well on antidumping duties, where the United States argued that it had no 
give in its position. This is becoming a losing effort as time passes because other countries are 
increasingly emulating the United States in applying antidumping duties.  

• There are sectors in which trade can be liberalized without tradeoffs in other sectors. Finance and 
telecommunications are examples. These "zero-for-zero" negotiations should move ahead wherever 
feasible.  
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• Decision-making in the WTO must be improved. The GATT worked on the basis of consensus, which 
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really meant that the powerful nations dictated the agenda. This is not a practical formula for an 
organization that may soon have 150 members. The breakdown of the consensus model was apparent 
when the WTO members recently could not agree on choosing either a New Zealander or a Thai for a six-
year term as director-general and were forced to settle on three-year terms for each. What the WTO 
needs is a smaller executive committee with, perhaps, 20-25 members from both developed and 
developing countries to hammer out compromises before submitting these for consensus approval.  
 

Two other background realities must be factored in to any trade analysis. The first is that much of the antipathy 
toward the WTO reflects deep-rooted concern in developed and developing countries alike about the effects of 
globalization - the vast international movement of capital, the spread of production throughout the world, the ability 
to move goods and services rapidly, the increase of trade in component parts rather than finished products. It is 
evident that this means some loss of domestic control over events and is a natural target for nationalistic 
demagoguery. The fact that globalization is largely led by multinational corporations able to take advantage of 
transportation and communication advances heightens the fear of loss of national control. 

 
The second is that previous rounds of GATT trade negotiations have been made possible by U.S. leadership and 
this has not been present during the past few years. The pathbreaking effort to reach a Free Trade Area of the 
Americas is being stalled by the lack of fast-track authority for the U.S. president, and there is little prospect that 
this will change until the next administration, if even then. Another WTO round will similarly require fast-track 
authority. Without this - without some assurance that complex cross-sectoral deals will not be negated by a host of 
exceptions introduced by individual congresspersons- other countries will not be convinced of U.S. sincerity.  

 
Globalization is a consequence of technology and will not be halted, short of a global catastrophe. The United 
States will not find willing partners to negotiate comprehensive trade agreements unless the U.S. body politic gives 
some assurance that a deal once made will not be altered in the ratification process.  

 
The Seattle fiasco was a red alert that the process of continued global trade opening is in danger. A response to 
this danger requires leadership from the United States because there is nobody else. The United States is 
sometimes accused of triumphalism because of its awesome economic power, but recent U.S. behavior in the 
trade field is more wimpish than arrogant.  
 


