World Trade Organization (WTO)

The WTO (formerly the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade) was established in 1947, and is the international organization that negotiates and enforces trade rules and periodically convenes multilateral trade negotiations.  The last completed multilateral trade negotiations, the Uruguay Round, began in 1986 and concluded in 1994.  NOAA Fisheries has two broad fishery-related interests in WTO: (1) defending our conservation laws in WTO dispute settlement; and (2) negotiating fisheries tariffs, non-tariff barriers, and subsidies in the trade rounds.

The Fourth WTO Ministerial Conference was held in Doha, Qatar, from November 9-14, 2001.  The Ministers agreed to launch negotiations on the relationship between existing WTO rules and trade obligations set out in multilateral environmental agreements.  The negotiations will address how WTO rules are to apply to WTO members that are parties to environmental agreements.  Ministers also agreed to clarify and improve WTO rules that apply to fisheries subsidies.  The issue of fisheries subsidies has been studied in the WTO Trade and Environment Committee for several years.  Some studies demonstrate these subsidies can be environmentally damaging if they lead to too many fishermen chasing too few fish.  The U.S. position has been that WTO Members should eliminate subsidies that lead to overcapacity, overfishing and that distort trade.  Negotiations on subsidies to the fisheries sector are taking place in the Negotiating Group on Rules and have proven to be very contentious.

Ministers instructed the Trade and Environment Committee to pay  particular attention to eliminating or reducing trade restrictions and distortions to benefit trade, the environment and development as part of its on‑going work.  Finally, Ministers charged the Trade and Environment Committee to look at the impact of eco‑labeling on trade and examine whether existing WTO rules stand in the way of eco‑labeling policies.  Parallel discussions are to take place in the Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) Committee. 

Ministers met in July 2004 in Geneva to reassess progress on a range of issues, including the prospects for agreeing a formula to lower tariff and non-tariff measures and improving and clarifying rules on fisheries subsidies.  Ministers at that time agreed that sufficient political will existed amongst WTO Members to press ahead on the Doha Development Agenda.  Although a comprehensive package for market liberalization was still under negotiation by end 2004, the Chair of the Committee on Rules responsible for the negotiations covering fisheries subsidies was able to declare that substantial progress on the DDA mandate relating to fisheries subsidies had been made in the previous year. 

Web address:  http://www.wto.org/
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