Youth Perspectives on the Impact of the WTO on Development & Environment

Introduction

I was on the Canadian government delegation to the UN Commission on Sustainable Development in April. I got into a fight about trade liberalization with the head of delegation. I decided to learn more about the subject- [enter the WTO ministerial].

I have the unsettling feeling that I'm the youngest person at this ministerial. The WTO is relatively new organization in the history of trade and commerce, it's only 10 years old.  This is the time to start making improvements. Thus, there is no reason to refuse the idea that the WTO could be an organization that facilitates the improvement of the standard of living through trade. While I acknowledge that there are problems I don't want to play the blame-game. 

WTO agreements increasingly reach into every part of our lives, yet most young people know little about the organization.

Development

International trade has the potential to act as a powerful catalyst for 

poverty reduction. However, this potential is not being realized. One reason for this is that world trade relations are governed by rules, policies, and practises that systematically skew the benefits of trade toward the wealthy. The growth-based neoclassical economic paradigm, which is being adopted by virtually all countries as a development model, has created enormous wealth for some.  

· Yet, more than a billion people still live in absolute poverty, and the disparity between the rich and the poor, both within and between countries, is growing.  

· For every 100 generated by world exports, $97 goes to the high- and middle income countries and $3 goes to low-income countries. This can not go on. Low-income countries need money, they need employment, business & export opportunities in order for the world export ratio to be more equitable. 


*I can give you a copy of my references after the speech- just come and see me

I would like to stress that International Trade is not inherently anti-poor – but so far the outcomes have been anti-poor. Trade clearly has the potential to drive development, and reduce poverty. In East Asia, integration into global markets played an important role in lifting 400 million people out of poverty over the two decades from the mid-1970s. Trade could bring benefits to these low income economies as a result of economies of scale and access to larger markets. However, the benefits from trade tend to be concentrated in the hands of few. 

I know that you're thinking that the the Doha Round is going to solve all this. But in my opinion- and I am influenced by Oxfam- the Doha Round looks increasingly unlikely to deliver on its promises to the world’s poor. Rich countries have sidelined development concerns and insisted on, among other conditions, the “blood on the floor” rule, i.e. obtaining economically painful concessions from all countries, including poor ones. In agriculture, trade rules look set to remain stacked against developing countries and poor farmers. Talks on industrial tariffs could jeopardies the industries of poor countries.

I think that 

· Developed-country governments should immediately agree to duty and quota-free access to LDC markets. 

· Aid must be complementary to and not a substitute for better and fairer trade rules. 

The “Youth and Millennium Development Goals Report” took into account hundreds of international youth opinions on the the MDGs. 

It states that “The current norms and laws of the international trading system bring disproportionate benefits to developed countries.” We all know that. 

Young people in the developed world are heavy consumers, thus we have significant potential to support pro-development trade and consumption.

The growth in the number of social and environmental labels, and growth in fair trade markets in the western world suggests that having a social/environmental conscious, and purchasing ethically is quickly becoming a trend among youth in developed countries. For example:

· Oxfams' successful Make Trade Fair Campaign have proved very successful in recent years in raising awareness amongst consumers and citizens in developed countries. The Campaign and mobilizes them to change purchasing behaviour- and develop a market for fairly traded products. 

· While creating innovative clothing, American Apparel is striving to pioneer a movement in human rights and environmental responsibility through groundbreaking methods and policies. Young people are wild about americanized apparel. It is one of the fastest-growing consumer apparel brands in the United States. It recycles all of its scraps, does not use subcontractors or offshore labour, pays between $13-$15 per hour or more. 


· The blackspot shoe is becoming a trend among youth in Canada. They are made in a union shop, feature a 100% organic hemp upper, a recycled tire sole. 

As these movements grow and continue to gain market share, the practises of large corporations and the trade rules that regulate global trade will be under increasing pressure to change in response to consumer demands.

Our Environment

As well, the Earth’s ecosystems, the ones on which humans and countless other species depend for life, are becoming severely stressed and sometimes irreversibly damaged.  The global population is increasing by some 80 million per year, and with this expansion comes a rise in material and energy demands.  We are counting on increased trade that brings about economic growth to alleviate poverty, protect the “environment” and improve quality of life everywhere.  

Market systems are not the answer to avoid environmental degradation. Penalties and taxes to deal with externalities may appear as an economic answer to those concerns, but are not the answer to the issues that affect communities. A river may get polluted and the livelihood of dozens of people destroyed. A penalty will trickle down to a few of them, but their livelihoods will never be restored. Legislation –above market mechanisms- must regulate trade-related activities and industries. This is where the WTO has the potential to secure the livelihood of millions while also facilitating legislation for sound and sustainable trade.

High consumption of natural resources by developed countries are leading to the current economic growth and serious pollution and waste problems, jeopardizing the integrity of ecosystems and the resources for future generations. We are already seeing problems of this nature regarding soil erosion, desertification, deforestation, over fishing, air pollution, etc.

Sustainable development policies must be at the heart of trade policies. Trade policies that take into account the need of sustainable practises could maximize their economic growth in the long run, foster human development and maintain (or improve) the quality of the environment.

As countries liberalise their economies, corporations gain access to new resources and new markets. Increasing trade benefits shipping, air freight, and road haulage companies. Air cargo already nets $40 billion annually, and is forecast to triple in the next 20 years. I just came back from the UN climate change negotiations where I was coordinating the lobbying efforts of the 400 youth at the conference. I'm telling you our climate cannot withstand an increase in air cargo if that magnitude. Transporting goods  by air plane is the single most environmentally damaging thing that humans could do next to a nuclear holocaust. 

The Way Forward

I know that some of the ideas that I'm going to say right now are going to sound really radical, crazy, impossible to you so I am going to ask you to close your eyes and keep an open mind. 

We need to create some fundamental changes in the Global Trading System:

· Undertake a full review of social and environmental effects of global free trade regimes. 

· Restate the basic right of all peoples to democratic control over their local regions, and their rights to regulate them as they see fit, over and above the right of businesses to market and profits. Market and trade rules must be subservient to international environmental, human rights, and labour rights treaties. Recognize that many services like education, health care, water, public transportation and environmental issues need to be accessible to people regardless to people regardless of their socio-economic situation. 

· Transform the WTO from an organization focused on advancing the economic agenda of big business to an organization focused on creating an equitable world through trade and guaranteeing the basic needs of all people on earth. This might involve incorporating the WTO into the UN system. Or facets of the UN into the WTO system. Especially UN bodies such as the International Labour Organization. 

For this purpose, in the best interest of the youth who are the future generations, the WTO should:

· Fully incorporate labour and environmental issues into IT negotiations and discussions. 

· Trade agreements must respect nations' right to food security – the ability to limit dependence on food imports through support to its farmers.

· No corporate-state laws should allow multinational firms to undermine governments' efforts to protect the health and well being of their citizens.

· Promote transparency by consulting all governments in the talks, report back all developments adequately, do not present take it or leave it agreements at the last minute. 

Conclusion

You can open your eyes now. And I want to leave you with just one thought. I grew up on a family fruit farm in the Niagara region of Canada, near Niagara falls. I would be the 7th generation of Smith's inherit the fertile land. But, the corner store doesn't stalk my fathers fruit as it once used to, instead it sells apples from New Zealand because they are cheaper to grow and fly around the world than my fathers'. I remember one summer when the cherries were left to rot on the trees because  Chinese cherries were so cheap that my father couldn't afford to pick them. I want to be a farmer like my great, great, great, great grandfather but I have been forced to the city to find work because I would never be able to make a decent living to support a  family if I stayed on the fruit farm. All I know is that I'll never be able to be a farmer. 

