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Introduction

Heru Wardoyo
, is a farmer in Medan, North Sumatra, Indonesia.  He asked these four  pertinent questions:

Are the MDGs going to address the real causes of poverty?

Will the MDGs promote a just and fair world trading system?

Is sustainable agriculture, food security and rural development part of the Reform?

In promoting environmental sustainability, will peoples’ rights and the rights of Nature be taken care of OR will we be left to the mercy of timber, mining, seed and chemical Companies?

The UN, WTO and missed opportunities

Globalization and trade liberalization continue to threaten the lives and livelihoods of poor people everywhere.  Trade invariably trumps politics.  Trade drives the global economy. Trade holds the key to all the MDGs. Yet, the WTO remains outside the purview of the UN system.  This UN Reform process must strengthen ECOSOC so that it is empowered to ensure that WTO, World Bank and IMF  policies and practices are rights-based, people-centered and in tune with UN values and norms. Failure to do so would be tantamount to entrenching the business as usual scenario with the poor continuing to pay the price for the follies of these institutions and the UN remaining impotent and unable to addres
Also, the Member States of the UN are the same governments negotiating in the WTO and thus bear solemn responsibility for making the linkages between trade and development issues and redressing the imbalances, injustices and asymmetries perpetrated by the current trade regime. This UN Reform exercise presents the once in our lifetime opportunity through Goal 8 to reform and restructure the whole multilateral system - political as well as trade, capital and financial systems. Regrettably, we are not on track to do this. 
The Draft Outcome Document relegates the development aspects of trade to the “July Package”, the commodities problem and the IPRs and access to medicines issue to the ‘Special Needs of Africa’ section.  And so what we are hearing as possible outcomes in September are feel-good exhortations such as “deliver quick wins”, “double aid to halve poverty”, “front load aid”, “aid for trade” and selective “debt cancellation”.  Admittedly, all such moves are long overdue, much needed and very welcome.  But it is FAIR TRADE that will ultimately help each country escape the poverty trap in a sustainable way, based on its own peculiar needs and priorities.

The myth of market access and the pain of protectionism

The benefits from fair trade will be worth twenty times what aid can do. Agricultural subsidies in the EU alone hold the three hundred and fifty billion dollar solution.  Only yesterday the EU took steps to cut its sugar subsidies. If such global will had existed before, in 50 days 50 billion dollars could have set aside for poverty alleviation.  But the mantra has been ‘preach free trade, practice protectionism.’
For instance, the duties paid on Sri Lanka’s garment exports to the US in 2003 were $238.5 million - which was more than the total duties paid that same year on every product exported to the US from all six countries of Scandinavia.
  This is despite the fact that Scandinavia exports roughly 12 times more to the US than does Sri Lanka and the combined GDP of the 6 European countries is 10 times that of Sri Lanka.

 No amount of aid would be more meaningful to more people in Sri Lanka than to lift the US tariffs on Sri Lanka’s textile exports. At home, the US subsidizes its cotton farmers to the tune of $180 billion. The billions doled out to its own farmers is resulting in US cotton being dumped on world markets at 50% below its cost of production.  Meanwhile, in Burkina Faso, Chad, Togo, Benin and Mali, cotton farmers are suffering on account of this.
 

Double standards and hypocrisy in trade issues

According to the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) 93.7% of patent filings are from developed countries.  Ownership of patents is even more highly concentrated and unequal than global income as measured by GDP.  And, the rich countries are well known for using trade agreements as a lever to get tougher patent protection than that accorded under WTO-TRIPs.

Trade negotiations circumvent multilateralism

On the question of bilateral, regional and other so-called free trade agreements, there is now wide agreement that such arrangements are having an adverse effect on the multilateral trading system. Perhaps the biggest injustice of all is perpetrated through the TRIPs-plus commitments being extracted through these arrangements in the public health arena.  Countries hoping to address the HIV/AIDS crisis by importing much cheaper generic anti-retroviral are having to jump hoops and hurdles to get patients these urgently needed medicines. 

Recommendations
To make trade fair and poverty history, countries must not rob in trade what they give in aid or cancel in debt.  In these Reform negotiations and in the run up to the Hong Kong Ministerial governments must:
· Ensure that all development concerns are adequately and appropriately addressed, before the end of July;

· Abolish all forms of subsidies that damage developing countries agricultural production and markets;

· Stop the dumping of cheap subsidized goods;

· Secure fair and stable prices for commodities exported from all developing countries;

· Allow developing countries the flexibility to determine the levels and nature of tariff commitment;

· Stop pressuring developing countries to liberalize the services sector and pushing the  privatization of essential services especially essential services like water, energy, health and education;

· Establish tight rules to discipline the free trade agreement processes to be open and transparent;
· Strengthen civil society participation at all levels of decision-making and implementation.

Conclusion

We may be living in a highly interconnected world but we are far from being an integrated one. If there is no equity of justice there will be equity of injustice. We cannot allow that to happen. Our generation has the means and resources to overcome massive poverty and obscene inequality.   We must not allow ourselves be held hostage by our own skewed thinking and actions. We must ensure our efforts here give hope to farmers like Heru. 
Allow me to end with a quote from Nelson Mandela,
“In this new century, millions of people in the world’s poorest countries remain imprisoned, enslaved and in chains. They are trapped in the prison of poverty.  It is time to set them free.”

�  TWN is an independent, not for profit international network of groups and individuals, based in Malaysia, and involved in efforts to bring about greater articulation of the needs and rights of the peoples of the Third World; a fair distribution of world resources and forms of development which are ecologically sustainable and fulfill human needs. 


� Heru is also Chairperson of the Asian Farmers Association (AFA), an alliance of farmers’ organizations in ten Asian countries to promote farmer’s rights, welfare, development and sustainable agriculture.  These questions were raised in AFA and ASIADHRRA, Issue Paper Volume: 1 Number 2 , January 2005.
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