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Do-gooder
global
trade

ettling into my seat on the
flight departing Seattle and
the mayhem in the streets

protesting the World Trade Orga-
nization meetings, I breathed a
sigh of relief. The Council of State
Governments’ participation in a
WTO-accredited session at the
Port of Seattle had avoided the
downtown demonstrators. Our
speakers and audience had slip-
ped through the blockades and
only evening receptions fell
victim to tear gas, street crowds
and a city curfew.

“Were you at the WTO?” que-
ried my seatmate. Carting a
scruffy backpack loaded with
books, she was a retired school
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teacher from the Boston area,
who had demonstrated against
the Vietnam and Gulf wars and,
most recently, the WTO. When
she discovered that I was one of
the “suits” on the other side of
the picket line in Seattle, she ex-
pressed her frustration with
what’s wrong with big business,
big trade and big government.
The demonstrators, she said,
were protesting the lack of rep-
resentation by citizens in global
trade issues.

She turned a critical eye upon
me and asked, “So, what were
you doing at the WTO?”

Okay, I thought, here is my
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States,
the WTO 
& Seattle
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hose bewildered by the De-
cember protests in Seattle
might wonder what the

meeting was all about. The nego-
tiations in Seattle — the third
World Trade Organization min-
isterial meeting — were convened
primarily to set the agenda for a
new round of international trade
talks. The WTO was to address
agricultural markets and subsi-
dies, labor and environmental
standards and transparency in
government procurement.

When the smoke cleared from
the Seattle meeting — literally
and figuratively — most agreed
that not much progress was made.
Efforts to launch a new round of
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negotiations were suspended as
talks bogged down over fundamen-
tal disputes. Developing nations
argued that being held to the same
labor and environmental stan-
dards as wealthier nations is unfair
and represents a form of protection-
ism by developed countries. The
European Union, the United
States and Japan continued to dis-
agree over agricultural subsidies.

Washington Secretary of State
Ralph Munro said there were fac-
tors working against a successful
meeting: “The Seattle meeting fell
far short of expectations. We in
Washington state worked very
hard to be good hosts, but I am
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afraid we were doomed before the
opening gavel fell. The facts were that
the WTO arrived without an agenda
and there was extensive misinformation
about the WTO’s role in the trade
world. These and several other factors
all combined to bring down the
meetings.”

What is the WTO?

Because misinformation exists, an
explanation may be useful. The World
Trade Organization is an international
organization established by member
countries to manage the rules of inter-
national trade. The WTO’s purpose is
to facilitate the free flow of trade world-
wide in a rule-based system by admin-
istering trade agreements, serving as a
forum for negotiations and settling dis-
putes. The 135-member organization’s
operating principles are 1) opening
markets; 2) eliminating protectionism;
3) maintaining environmental, health
and safety standards; and 4) promot-
ing democratic values.

The WTO is the successor to the
General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade or GATT system, which had
been the basis for the market-opening
trade policy of the United States since
the end of World War II.

Having a common set of rules helps
the United States achieve fair market
access for products and services and

helps hold trading partners account-
able for their actions. The WTO is a
member-driven organization. Agree-
ments are reached by consensus among
the member governments and are rati-
fied by all members’ legislatures. The
WTO cannot dictate the laws of na-
tional or subnational governments.

Seattle and the states

The question remains: What does
the outcome of the Seattle meeting
mean for states?

If the United States accomplishes its
overall goals within the WTO, states
are likely to benefit. But for states, the
results of the Seattle ministerial meeting
itself mean little. The Seattle meeting
did prove, however, to be a valuable
networking opportunity for U.S. state
leaders attending.

Numerous governors, legislators
and cabinet officials arranged meetings
with foreign delegations to promote the
international trade interests of their
respective states. South Dakota Farm
Bureau spokesman Mike Held said:
“This meeting has determined the pa-
rameters of discussions that will take
place over the next two to five years,
and we are going to keep agriculture
at the top of the agenda.”

Three key areas for states to keep
an eye on in future negotiations are
agriculture, services and government
procurement.

Louisiana Rep. Melvin “Kip” Holden (right) talks in Seattle with Richard Sheppard,
deputy executive director, US-AEP, Asia/Near East Bureau.

• The United States is seeking to
lower barriers on agricultural prod-
ucts and reduce subsidies by foreign
governments.

• In services, the fastest growing
sector of the U.S. economy, the
United States champions transpar-
ency to reduce unwanted restrictions
imposed on U.S. companies.

• In government procurement,
U.S. goals are transparency, proce-
dural fairness and public accountabil-
ity — all of which will help open up
procurement markets overseas to
U.S. suppliers and products on a re-
ciprocal and nondiscriminatory basis.

The Office of the U.S. Trade Rep-
resentative continues to explore ways
for states and localities to be more in-
volved in the process. Christina
Sevilla, USTR director for Intergov-
ernmental Affairs, said the USTR
places a great deal of importance on
engaging state officials on trade issues
of interest through associations such as
CSG and other venues.
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CSG resources
The Council of State Govern-

ments believes that interaction
with the international community
in the increasingly interdependent
world is essential for states. As
policy initiatives at the local, re-
gional and subnational level gain
in importance in every corner of
the globe, state leaders can gain
practical ideas and build productive
relationships through positive con-
nections with counterparts over-
seas. The Council has extensive
experience in promoting the ex-
change of ideas and initiatives
among states, regions and other
nations, and is uniquely qualified
to interpret changing national and
international conditions to prepare
states for the future. CSG activities
in the global arena are coordinated
through the International Commit-
tee, which seeks to capitalize on
trade, educational and exchange
opportunities. Visit www. csg.org
and link to the page on CSG’s
Washington, D.C., office.


