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I.
Background
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The fifth Ministerial Conference of the World Trade Organization (WTO) was held in Cancun, Mexico, from 10 to 14 September 2003. The purpose of the meeting, as stated in the Doha Ministerial Declaration, was to take stock of progress in the negotiations, provide any necessary political guidance, and take decisions as necessary. Given the ambitious work programme of the Doha Development Agenda (DDA), it was widely believed that the outcome of the Cancun meeting would affect the likelihood of a successful completion of the Doha round by the target date of 1 January 2005. 


In the twenty-one months between the Ministerial Conferences in Doha and Cancun, no significant progress was made in the negotiations: deadlines were missed in all key areas of the DDA: Agriculture; Non-agricultural Market Access; Special and Differential Treatment; and TRIPS and Public Health. The US tried to inject new life into the talks by issuing a joint proposal with the European Union (EU) on the reform of agricultural trade and acceding to the agreement on TRIPS and Public Health, which was adopted by the General Council of the WTO on 30 August 2003. While African countries had reservations about the nature and scope of the reforms, they saw it as a positive development and hoped that it would increase the prospects for a successful meeting in Cancun if all parties negotiated in good faith. This was not to be. The Cancun meeting ended in a stalemate as Ministers were unable to reach agreements on any of the key issues on the agenda. In calling off the meeting, the Chair of the Ministerial Conference, Mr. Luis Ernesto Derbez, observed that “despite considerable movement in the consultations, members remained entrenched in their positions, particularly on the “Singapore Issues.” Consequently, he saw no basis on which to continue the talks. 


Several reasons have been adduced for the failure of the meeting: the inability of influential WTO members, especially the US and the EU, to make significant concessions on Cotton Subsidies, Agriculture, and the Singapore Issues; inflexibility on the part of developing countries; complications arising from the WTO decision making process; the decision by Mr. Derbez to start the “Green Room” process with discussions on the Singapore issues and for stopping negotiations too hastily; and the fact that too many difficult political decisions were left for Ministers to resolve at the meeting.  Whatever the real reason (or reasons) for the collapse of the meeting might be, an important development at the Cancun meeting, which will forever alter future multilateral trade negotiations, is the ability of developing countries to establish “strategic alliances” to defend their positions vis-à-vis those of the developed countries.  Such alliances included the Group of 21 developing countries led by Brazil; the (AU/ACP/LDC) Group formed by the African Union (AU), the African Caribbean and Pacific States (ACP), and the Least Developed Countries (LDCs); and the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) Group. These coalitions had the effect of increasing the relative bargaining power of developing countries in the negotiations.


Despite the failure of the talks, a six-paragraph ministerial statement was issued at the end of the meeting. In it, the Chair and the Secretariat emphasized that although members could not reach an agreement on any of the issues, some progress had been made, for example in addressing the issue of tariff escalation and tightening criteria for Green Box subsidies. They stressed the need for more work to be done in Geneva, taking into account developments at the Cancun meeting, and asked the Director General of the WTO to schedule a meeting of the General Council at the senior officials level no later than 15 December 2003 in order to take any actions necessary to move the negotiation process forward. 


It is still too early to know precisely what the implications of the failure of the Cancun meeting would be for the DDA and the multilateral trading system. This will depend in part on the actions of the key players​​---the US, EU, and Japan---in the coming months. The US has already indicated that it will move ahead with bilateral and regional trade agreements and on the 4th and 6th of October 2003 the EU proceeded in earnest to launch negotiations for the Economic Partnership Agreement with the Central and West African regions. In addition, the EU has also called for reforms of the WTO decision-making process. These plans and suggestions, if carried out, will cripple the WTO and undermine the multilateral trading system, with dire consequences for growth and development in both developed and developing countries.


At the moment, it is also not clear how, and what needs to be done, to resume negotiations and revive the Doha round. Given the high degree of uncertainty surrounding the outcome as well as the manner in which the next General Council meeting will be conducted, there is a need for African countries to reassess their negotiating strategies and prepare themselves adequately for the meeting in order to derive maximum benefits from it.  This is particularly important because the forthcoming meeting will present serious challenges for WTO members given the fact that there was no management plan established at Cancun to move the negotiations forward and ensure the successful completion of the DDA by 1 January 2005. It is against this background of heightened uncertainty that the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) and the African Union (AU) decided to organize a Post-Cancun Expert Group Meeting in Accra to provide a forum for African trade negotiators and officials to develop strategies for the next round of negotiations and identify urgent activities that need to be undertaken to assist African countries in the process.

II.
The Objectives of the Meeting
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The purpose of the expert group meeting is to bring together African trade negotiators and officials, as well as trade experts from selected institutions around the world, to: undertake a comprehensive evaluation of the outcome and implications of the Cancun meeting for African countries; assist countries in the region to develop and refine their strategies for further negotiations under the DDA; and identify immediate research needs of African countries in the context of these negotiations.
III.
 Participation
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The meeting is directed at African trade negotiators based in Geneva and the capitals, African research institutions, civil society groups, the private sector, and regional economic communities. Accordingly, participation will be expected from trade representatives based in Geneva, trade representatives based in the capitals, representatives of private sector, civil society, research institutions and African trade networks and representatives of regional economic communities.

The collaborating agencies include the International Lawyers and Economists Against Poverty (ILEAP), the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 
IV.
Provisional Agenda


1. Analysis of the implications of the outcome of the Cancun meeting for African countries and the multilateral trading system;

2. Synthesis of the various negotiating positions that emerged at Cancun in the key areas of negotiations and their implications for Africa’s trade and development efforts. At Cancun, discussions were held around five themes: Agriculture; Non-agricultural Market Access; Singapore Issues; Development Issues; and Other Issues. The expert group meeting may want to follow the same format for ease of reference;

3. Identification of the possible negotiating positions or scenarios that African countries may have to face in the aftermath of the collapse of the Cancun meeting and how to respond to them;

4. Identification of the research needs of African countries in order to provide effective support to trade negotiators and officials; and

5. Discussions on a road map for future activities in support of African trade negotiators.

V.
Date and Venue


The Meeting is scheduled to take place in Accra, Ghana, from 28-29 November 2003. Responses from the prospective participants should be addressed to:


Dr. Patrick Osakwe


Leader, International Trade Team


Trade and Regional Integration Division


Economic Commission for Africa 


P.O. Box 3001


Addis Ababa, Ethiopia


Telephone:  (251-1) 443409


Fax:            (251-1) 513038 or 514416


E-mail:  posakwe@uneca.org

 And copied to:


Mr. Frederick Yao Alipui


Director, a.i.


Trade and Industry Directorate

African Union

P.O. Box 3243

Addis Ababa

Ethiopia

Tel: (251-1) 51 5143 or 517700 (Ext. 364) 

Fax: (251-1) 513036 0r 517844

E-mail: falipui@yahoo.co.uk or falipui@hotmail.com
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