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Introduction


The World Trade Organisation came into effect during GATTs round of 1986 that was hosted in Uruguay. The WTO was intended to be formal and help in overseeing global trading system. However, during its ratification, the developing world had indicated its disapproval citing the inability of the new body to protect and advance their interests. Thus, the WTO is an idea that received a lot of objection right from its onset. Its near 20 years of existence has only witnessed the recurrence of these objection pressures as member states from the developing world continue with their resistance to its policies. This paper explores in detail the global politics that continue to surround WTO’s existence close to two decades after its inauguration.

WTO framework and politics

The WTO was formed on the basis of three main guidelines which its supporters argued would streamline global business activities. Firstly, it was to offer the necessary legal framework which member countries would rely upon as they signed trade pacts. Secondly, the WTO was intended to be the global platform upon which all countries of the world would converge and discuss trade issues. At this same level, policies would also be proposed and discussed in detail before they were officially formulated and adopted. Thirdly and final, the WTO idea was expected to offer a mechanism that could assist in solving emanating trade disputes between countries.


Those who strongly supported the formation of the body point out at the fact that WTO is a strong technical rules-based organisation. They disapprove claims by discontented members that the body promotes biased practices by citing the one-country-one-vote rule which puts all the member states at par. They also refer to the body’s mechanism of passing decisions through a consensus as an all inclusive method which would not give room to unfavourable practices to be adopted.

However, countries that do not support the idea, particularly those in the developing world cite a number of issues which they claim do not promote mutual benefit. Among the issues raised include claims of inducement which are perpetuated by the developed countries. They use their strong financial clout to dangle aid or promise preferential trade deals to the underdeveloped member states in exchange for trade deals that favour their position. The developed countries are also accused of resorting to threats particularly directed towards countries that interfere with or confront their interests (Mansfield & Reinhardt, 2003, p. 829). The powerful nations coerce and push through their position by reducing aid to the ‘culprit’ nation or pull out of preferential trade deals so as to hurt the other country.   

Additionally, the developed countries are accused of holding exclusive meetings amongst themselves without inviting other countries. These meetings, often referred to as mini-ministerial, are held prior to WTO gatherings where member states of the exclusive club agree on discussion patterns that will only promote their interests. In one of the most disgusting accusations levelled against the developed world, it is claimed the club of powerful member states often make flimsy accusations against country heads of the underdeveloped world in a bid to scatter their instructions or strong stands (Bown, 2004, p. 811).


The continued voices of dissent further argue that the global system’s inequalities are woven deep into the organisation.  Poor countries cannot even afford the costs of attending or sending representatives into the organisation’s forums and meetings. The decision making itself, they argue, is discussed and agreed behind scenes while the global meetings only seek to serve as public gimmicks. More fundamentally, the richer countries can still manage to coerce the system such that their own interests are served. This they do while concealing their agenda behind the myth that WTO stands for equality of power and strict adherence to rules. It is worth noting, however, that the WTO’s operations have somehow managed to match patterns of global power distribution. The 2001 WTO round of talks which were also inaugurated in Doha, Qatar came to a screeching halt in 2006 (Bown, 2004, p. 678). The main issue that was being discussed was the failure and adamant manner in which the European Union and the United States of America have refused to cut down on subsidies to producers of their agricultural products.


The developing world is complaining at the fact that a further reduction implemented on their domestic industrial tariffs would only favour exports originating from the industrially stabilised countries. In other words, they would be hurting their own industries at the expense of countries whose industries are already at a very advanced staged. Although the developing countries are complaining and crying out at America and EU’s stance, the countries are not about to implement the said changes. Some countries are already proposing that the organisation be disbanded. The dilemma of such an occurrence would still be grave for the poor countries because it would still remain difficult to benefit from global trade (Kapoor, 2004, p. 522).

Comparing WTO and GATT


It has been argued that although WTO continues to receive wide criticism, its main shortcoming remains to be its enforcement as well as implementation rules. WTO’s system of settling disputes has failed to to properly administer sweeping rules that were discussed and agreed upon at Marrakech, Morocco in 1995. In directly comparing GATT and WTO’s systems, commentators point out that the latter is very busy because there are very high levels of disputes at present than was the case under GATT. Secondly, flaws that had previously been noted in GATT’s system, including delay, locking, and inability to implement rulings, have largely been done away with. The WTO system also is also more comprehensive in that it covers a host of agreements which the GATT system did not involve itself with. The GATT system covered goods only and did not involve any agreements. One very major difference worth pointing at is the fact that WTO has witnessed very limited or few unilateral retaliations as compared to GATT.

It would appear as though WTO’s procedures and overall framework at first glance are an improvement of GATT. Its dispute solving mechanism in particular looks very comprehensive and solid. It actually appears as though WTO’s system is a resuscitation of GATT which in essence has supplied the organisation with greater authority and control over its members. As a result of this, dispute resolution under WTO looks more impartial and reliable. However, these innovative mechanisms that have been integrated into WTO’s system in general have failed to change the global politics that shroud its dispute settlement system. The trade conflict decree between WTO and GATT systems remain very similar. The political issues which provided a lot of pressure on GATT’s system, such as lack of transparency, room for dominance by powerful states, and marginalisation of the underdeveloped member states, have all been in replicated under WTO. The developed countries still have a say and strong dominance in the manner in which disputes are resolved (Wolfe, 2004, P. 574).          
GATT system of solving disputes


GATT’s system gradually developed throughout the period of its existence as it aimed at sealing all loopholes that had been identified. For instance, the use of working groups ceased and instead, expert panels were adopted to make decisions. However, this system was also susceptible to exploitation and the powerful countries exploited this opening. It lacked fixed schedules of time and the rulings by the panels were also easy to block. A case in point was the 1994 refusal by the European Union to accept a panel ruling that seemed to have gone against their wishes. Overly, however, the least developed member states found the GATT system to be more applicable than the one that was used by WTO (Kim, 2008, P. 657). 

Although it has been structured comprehensively, the WTO system appears to have completely failed to block the powerful countries from interfering. Much of the complaints arise from the fact that the powerful states, such as the United States of America, have become selfish and protect their interests more than they do to the collective interest of the group. The inequality between the two groups of countries has made it difficult for the developing countries to cite any hope or chances of catching up (Pritchard, 2005, P. 776).  

Labour standards in trade agreements


With the high standards of integration in the world and the need to involve in global trade, there has been an attempt to adopt and apply universally acceptable labour practices. However, the main challenge has been the variations in countries in terms of their per capita income, stage of economic development, political, social, as well as cultural conditions. Countries supporting the enforcement of international labour standards argue that the developing countries do not observe fair labour practices. The proponents, mostly the rich and industrialised states such as USA and other European countries further argue that developing countries subject workers to abusive and exploitative working conditions which also suppress their wages. As such, these countries suggest that appropriate trade policies should be formulated in order that all countries may enjoy level playing field in their participation in trade (Iida, 2004, P. 207). 


Equally, the developed world suggests that mechanisms, such as the WTO as well as bilateral and multi-lateral agreements, should be used to enforce labour standards across board. However, the developing countries have a feeling that neither the WTO nor trade agreements can appropriately handle these requirements and ensure desirable results. Instead, there is wide spread feeling that such a conditionality would only succeed in making the scenario look worse. Poor countries suspect that their richer counterparts are using the issue of workers’ state as a trick to pursue their selfish interests. Thus, a majority of the developing countries suggest alternative policies as the best solution to address the problem. For instance, they argue that contrary to the position held by the rich countries, workers employed in industrialised states will least be affected by globalisation and free trade. Additionally, they point out that the poor wages of workers in the less developed countries could still be improved even if through a sustainable pace. 


Although proponents of this argument insist that enforcing labour standards via trade agreements will solve the situation, poor countries challenge this position and instead offer what they believe is the best solution to their own problems. The differing views by both set of countries have particularly contributed a lot in the ensuing global politics about the same issues. Attempts by the powerful countries to use labour standards in order that they may affect global trade have been witnessed many times and the poor countries are seemingly learning the game. In 1919 for instance, during the formation of the International Labour Organisation, there were concerted efforts to marry the two ideas. More recently, in 1995, the same countries came up with the idea of poor labour conditions and standards at the World Trade Organisation meeting that was held in Singapore. However, all the attempts have continuously been rejected as the developing countries resist the idea proposed by the industrialised countries (Charnovitz, 2001, P. 792).


The broader issue linking trade and labour standards continues to evoke strong views yet the traditional lines are not showing any signs of bowing to the pressure. Trade organisations and unions representing workers in the developed world support the idea but the same organisations in the developing world are divided in opinion. Employers, on the other hand, consistently remain opposed to the argument. 
Why the idea of linking labour standards to trade has failed

Economic policies that are market based, such as being open to international trade, provide superior policy settings that are able to lift the pace of economic development pace in the poor countries. They also remain the best means of sustaining development in the poor countries. The proponents of the trade-labour argument are noticeably pushing a disguised protectionist agenda whose main target is to deny the developing world the opportunity to develop and grow their comparative trade advantages. There is a feeling in the developing world that these attempts are only aimed at restricting their capability to participate in international trade. Labour standards that are externally imposed and which are obviously beyond the economic power of these countries are being used as a way of diminishing their international competitiveness. However, the powerful states fail to point at one very important factor. They need to uphold respect for national law even as they advocate for human rights. These factors actually relate to the power of the local market in a direct way (Bagwell & Staiger, 1999, P. 215).


In an instance where standards are to be forced by an external force exploiting trade pacts and agreements, they could easily result in non-pecuniary externalities. A close scrutiny of the entire issue brings into fore the subject existing laws and their general application. It is evident that the developing countries have higher levels of workers protection laws than is the case with the rich countries. However, the biggest problem is that despite the presence of the too many laws, their enforcement remains at its minimal (Reinhardt, 2001, P. 174). 

Technical reasons dismissing the rich country’s stand on labour

Developing countries continue to cite a number of reasons why the proposal on labour standards by the industrialised countries is far fetched. They argue that determining trade on the basis of a country’s labour standards would only result in a number of legal problems that are substantive. The biggest problem among them all would be the content of the varying legal streams, the varied fora, as well as the most appropriate platform to receive complaints. A further complexity emanates from the extremely different structures of the WTO and that of an individual country. For instance, WTO’s system of settling disputes mainly seeks to deal with disputes that occur as a result of trade. In particular, the mechanism seeks to withdraw measures that fail to align with WTO agreements. 


To the poor countries, the attempts to tie international trade on labour standards is only but a potential recourse to WTO’s formal mechanism of settling trade related disputes. This, on the other hand, contrasts with the lack of enforcement procedures that can be compared with those of WTO within ILO’s framework. Additionally, it would take a lot of resources for governments to involve all the ILO supervisory processes in following up the WTO system of dispute resolution. Most of the developing countries would require such resources to be used in other areas than wasting them on ILO. The argument by the industrialised countries thus only seeks to strain the poor countries even further. The pressures only jeopardise the small economy’s commitment to membership of the trading blocks and systems.


However, attempts to include labour provisions in regional as well as bilateral trade pacts and agreements seem fairer for the developing economies. Such agreements adopt dispute mechanisms similar to those that are employed in commercial disputes. At this level, managing disputes is abit easy because of the fewer number of member countries involved. Such agreements are known to adopt Ministerial consultations that focus on labour issues although some lack the enforcement mechanism. There have also been no laws compelling the labour provisions to conform to international charters like the WTO or ILO (Goldstein, Rivers & Tomz, 2007, p 37).

Conclusion

The eventual transformation that saw WTO assume the roles of GATT in overseeing international trade between countries opened up tense political wars between the world’s rich countries and the developing states. The latter group feel that GATT’s objectives and aims were more useful as they targeted the elimination of barriers to trade. However, WTO has the full backing of the industrialised countries in the world as they cite the need to level the playing ground for all countries before participation in international business. In particular, the developed countries want labour standards to be universal such that all countries should adhere to them before being allowed to participate in global business. The underdeveloped countries on the other hand see this as a ploy by the powerfully rich countries to exploit their markets by exporting their products while denying others the same opportunity. Given the low financial power of these countries, expecting them to attain heights such as those enjoyed by countries like the United States of America and the European Union member states is almost like denying them the chance to trade. As such, as each side continues to advocate for their respective positions, there have been accusations and counter accusations of both sides employing unreasonable means to sustain their course. The rich countries have been accused of using threats and economic power to push through their self interests.      
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