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After a morning of "green room" meetings, intense negotiations, extensive lobbying, and creative manoeuvring, a Kenyan delegate stood in the concourse of the Cancun Convention Center on the afternoon of September 14, 2003, and stated that the talks had collapsed -- the 5th Ministerial of the World Trade Organization was over.  He explained to the growing crowd of journalists and civil society representatives that the ACP countries (Africa, Caribbean and Pacific) had refused to engage in further discussions about investment and other "new issues".  They had not agreed to launch negotiations on these controversial topics and their concerns on key agricultural issues had not yet been addressed.  It quickly became evident that delegates would not be returning to the negotiating rooms.  There would be no substantive Cancun Ministerial Declaration and no closing ceremony.  The 5th WTO Ministerial would end in disarray with delegates of developing countries walking out.
  

The immediate response was one of exhilaration amongst civil society groups who had long been calling for the derailment of the Ministerial.  Some sang, danced and declared victory, perceiving that they were witnessing a major shift in the global balance of power and the delegitimization an institution that they believed to be undemocratic, non-transparent and anti-development.  Others were bewildered and surprised at the news, unsure of what to think about this disruption in "business as usual", and some were dismayed at the “lost opportunity”.   

Within a few minutes of Kenya's revelation that the talks had collapsed, delegates from various Southern countries began to gather in the concourse.  Their overwhelming message was that a bad deal in Cancun could condemn their populations to perpetual poverty.  They therefore simply could not continue in a process that was pushing them to accept new issues in the WTO while neglecting their proposals on agriculture, implementation, special and differential treatment (S&D) and market access issues.  Meanwhile, removed from the celebratory hub in the main concourse of the Convention Center, several delegates from richer countries and representatives of business organizations could be overheard speaking with reporters on the steps outside.  Their tone was more of disappointment, disbelief and even disgust.  In their view, developing countries had not come to the negotiating table in good faith.  They were asking for too much and prepared to give little in return.          

The delegates, NGOs, protesters, reporters and security personnel have now left Cancun, returning to their regular lives and work in locations all over the world.  What difference did those 5 days in Cancun make for them?  How, if at all, has the international system changed because of the negotiations, dialogue and actions that took place at the Ministerial?  And what does this outcome mean for women’s human rights, gender equality and development?

Why Did the Talks Collapse?

Different people have different theories as to why the talks collapsed; undoubtedly it was the result of the convergence of several factors.  Those at The Economist claim that the collapse sprang from “cynicism, delusion and incompetence”.
  It would seem that there is a certain truth in this statement.  Countries came to the negotiating table distrusting each other and pushing their own self-interested economic agendas rather than using the potential of a cooperative multilateral system to its potential in order to alleviate poverty, inequality and human rights violations in the world.  Rich countries continued their bullying and intimidation.  The process of having “facilitators” appointed by the chair drafting texts was seen as non-transparent and manipulative.  Furthermore, despite calls since the Seattle Ministerial in 1999, no changes had been made to make the WTO’s decision-making processes more democratic. This is cynicism, delusion and incompetence, although not necessarily of the flavour The Economist was referring to.

But surely there were other factors as well.  Walden Bello (of Focus on the Global South) claims that responsibility for the failure falls squarely on the United States and European Union.  In Bello’s analysis, the September 13 version of the draft Ministerial text made it clear that the U.S. and E.U. were unwilling to make any significant cuts in their agricultural subsidies although they continued to demand that developing countries lower their tariffs.  Furthermore, the text made clear that the U.S. and E.U. would disregard the “explicit consensus” stipulation from the Doha Declaration and push ahead with negotiations on the “Singapore Issues”.
  This self-interested and uncompromising behaviour on the part of these two power players was surely also a contributing factor to the collapse in Cancun.  

Another factor was surely the shaky basis of the negotiations.  The Doha Declaration was a very fragile, tenuously held together agenda to begin with.  Purposely ambiguous language had been used in order to achieve consensus at the Doha Ministerial, but this lack of true consensus on the goals of the round (and on the best means to achieve development in countries of the global South) came back to bite those who had brokered the deal -- the holes in the agreement were in clear focus at Cancun.  Working from such a flawed platform, the prospects for successful progress on the “Development Round” were almost nil from the outset.  

Another significant factor in Cancun was the organization and strength demonstrated by those of the global South.  Rick Rowden of ActionAid attributes their successful organizing to three factors: a) trade ministers, particularly throughout Africa, had held intense bilateral and multilateral meetings with one another prior to Cancun, forging both negotiating positions and personal relationships that proved invaluable for greatly improved communication and networking in the face of pressure from rich countries; b) many brought large numbers of parliamentarians and policy experts from NGOs as members of their official delegations; and c) a synergy was formed between government officials, NGO supporters and activists, and moreover psychological support was offered to the delegates by the near-unanimous and instantaneous denunciations of the draft text by NGOs and activists around the world and in Cancun.
  

Developing countries held together in their alliances throughout the five days and held strong on their positions, which included no new issues, an unambiguous reduction in domestic agricultural subsidies in rich countries, and special protections for strategic products.  Their overt message was that it was unacceptable for them to return to their countries without having improved the lives of the poor, so in this venue, where they were being pressed to open their markets and cede control over areas thus far within the realm of national policy-making, it became evident that the best outcome was for the negotiations under the Doha Development Agenda not to receive the endorsement of the Ministerial.  While on the surface it would seem that the inability to reach an agreement on agricultural issues and on the “Singapore Issues” were the causes of the failed talks, the resolve of Southern countries to avoid another harmful compromise can be seen as the more fundamental reason behind the impasse. 

Finally, the collapse of the talks in Cancun can be regarded as symptomatic of a more global questioning of the neoliberal model and its prescriptions.  The 2003 Human Development Report confirms what fair globalization advocates have been saying for several years now:  trade liberalization, privatization, deregulation and other market-based policies that have been dominant for the last 20 years are failing with respect to achieving development.  Fifty-one less developed countries are poorer now than they were 10 years ago and the people in 21 countries are hungrier.
  In addition, gender inequalities persist and violation of women’s rights and other human rights are rampant.  This is the reality which brought farmers, activists, women, students, and others to the streets in Cancun, encouraged civil society representatives to obtain accreditation and engage in the Ministerial, and caused so many governments to dig in their heels and refuse to bend to the wishes of rich countries.  The rules and structures put forward through the WTO are not neutral; they are a fundamental part of the neoliberal system and therefore are being vociferously challenged.

The breakdown of the Ministerial can be taken as further evidence of the consensus shift that is emerging in the global debate about values and governance.  Average people, NGOs and governments are coming together in saying that food is a human right, not a commodity; that it is not sufficient to have jobs available but that jobs must provide living wages and dignity for workers; that governance institutions must prioritize the needs of the poor, the disadvantaged and the discriminated against; that economic growth must contribute to development, equality and human security.  The consensus shift is producing cracks in the system.  

And finally, the role of civil society should not be underestimated.
  Both the NGOs on “the inside” and the protesters in the street contributed to this outcome by bringing a human face to the policies that were being debated, by presenting alternative perspectives and scrutinizing proposals, and by supporting developing country delegates who were willing to take the risks associated with defying the rich countries.  Through their campaigns and outreach, NGOs fuelled public opinion and generated influential media coverage.  This result may not have been possible without the coordinated efforts of those in Cancun with their colleagues all over the world who kept their representatives’ “feet to the fire” through local media and democratic processes.  NGOs proved to be well informed, coordinated, and effective in their actions.  They were seen to play a constructive role, collaborating with Southern delegations and providing support when delegates may not have trusted their own instincts under pressure from richer countries.  Of course, many NGOs had been calling for the derailment of this Ministerial and had over the course of many months strategized around actions, messages and effective participation.      
Gender – Everywhere and No Where at the WTO

We know that those who already have access to markets, infrastructure and land are more likely to gain from opportunities created by trade liberalization, therefore excluding many women.  We also know that because of gender roles, women are more likely to perform unpaid labour within the home to maintain the family and that they are responsible for a larger share of the work associated with cutbacks in social services.  As simply stated in a report by the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA),

Macro-economic policies and trends can have different impacts by gender because of differences in the way that women and men are integrated into the economy and the market.  At the same time, gender biases in the functioning of markets may also have an impact on the effectiveness of macro-economic policy by limiting the capacity of individuals and the economy to respond in the manner anticipated.

Gender, therefore, is an ever-present factor in trade policy and should be everywhere at the WTO.  To take just one example, the Cotton Initiative which aimed to drastically reduce subsidies to cotton producers in the United States and Europe, and to compensate Africa cotton farmers for the loses they have suffered as a result of these high subsidies, would certainly have gendered impacts considering women’s extensive roles in cotton production, consumption and considering the gender-specific roles of women and men in the societies.
  To develop policies that maximize the positive benefits of the Cotton Initiative to achieve poverty reduction and development in these countries therefore, gender would certainly have to be taken into consideration. 

At the Ministerial, however, there was little mention of women’s rights, the gendered impacts of macroeconomic policy or feminist analysis of the issues under consideration.  When women or gender were mentioned, it was usually in terms of considering how women in developing countries could best take advantage of the promised benefits of export markets.  Seldom were alternative development paradigms mentioned or the root causes of gender discrimination and women’s human rights violations addressed.  At the Ministerial, market fundamentalism was dominant.  Several government representatives mentioned that gender inequality limits growth and it limits the poverty eradication potential of trade liberalization.  They also mentioned how economic growth, fuelled by export expansion, is key for ending women’s poverty.  Trade liberalization, with safety nets to ease the transition, seemed to be the accepted prescription for addressing gender issues within the trade agenda.     

So while macroeconomic policy can have pervasive impacts on women’s rights and gender equality, gender analysis and gender-sensitive proposals were largely absent in both the official and unofficial spaces at the Ministerial.  While some discussions may have taken place in delegations, select workshops addressed gender concerns, and representatives of women’s rights organizations from different parts of the world attended, the dominant debate seldom got beyond stark ‘rich vs. poor’ arguments to reach the level of more subtle gender analysis.  And perhaps this is not surprising.  Consider for example an issue like water privatization.  It is generally considered detrimental for everyone and therefore the specific impacts on women did not define the discourse; gender equality advocates joined with others in opposing privatization of essential services.  Similarly in the area of investment, the broad problems with proposals to include a new investment agreement within the WTO brought different social justice groups together without gender equality advocates independently pushing forth gender analysis of the specific impacts on women’s rights.  Gender analysis is greatly needed of course - and feminist researchers and gender advocacy groups from throughout the world provided excellent analyses and positions - but at the Ministerial itself such clear positions on agriculture and the new issues defined the conflict that gender analysis seldom came to the surface.  In this case, gender analysis generally lead to the same suggested policies/actions as advocated for by other social justice groups, if for different reasons.  More noteworthy, therefore, was the co-ordination, information sharing and alliance building amongst a range of NGOs and international networks. 

Coming out the Ministerial, international trade rules have not changed at all so in the sense of how the current system impacts on women’s rights and development, little has changed.  In terms of strategizing to ensure women’s rights and sustainable human development, however, the outcomes of the Ministerial, discussed throughout this paper, have important implications for our work.

Working Together in Cancun

In the lead-up to the Ministerial, feminists and women’s groups debated different possible strategies with respect to the WTO and this set of negotiations.  Some endorsed the idea of establishing a Working Group within the WTO to explore the impacts of freer trade on women, while others preferred strategies that insulate women’s rights issues from this institution and limit the scope of its mandate.  Gender equality advocates have explored whether the WTO Trade Policy Review Mechanism could look at the social impacts of trade policy and whether shadow reports could be submitted to supplement government information, similar to the United Nations human rights treaty bodies.  They have also explored whether the United Nations system could take more initiative in advancing the implementation and application of human rights law in economic policy.  A women’s forum was organized for two days prior to the commencement of the official meetings, to provide a space for women to share their experiences under free trade regimes and their analyses of the issue areas under discussion at the Ministerial.  The International Gender and Trade Network (IGTN) also organized a daily briefing/strategy session in the NGO Centre and a women’s caucus space (jointly co-ordinated by AWID, Women’s Edge Coalition, WEDO, and Mexican women’s groups) was established at the peasant encampment in the city center where women could exchange information and strategize, with information-sharing processes between these two spaces to promote solidarity and coordination between those on “the inside” and those on “the outside”. 

As gender equality advocates, whatever strategies we pursue with respect to the WTO and other international financial institutions, we have to be aware of the political moment we are in and the dynamics between the different actors.  Fundamentalisms, militarization, a lack of accountability, U.S. unilateralism (or joint U.S./E.U. actions) and staunch neoliberal ideology are currently the backdrop and this context must inform our decisions.  Furthermore, in whatever strategies we pursue we need to be aware of our own positions, privileges and disadvantages, our allies and our detractors.  In reflecting on Cancun, we should ask ourselves what roles we played as gender equality advocates and how we were effective within that space.  We came from all over the world, from different parts of Mexico, the Caribbean and Latin America as well as from North America, Europe, Africa and other areas.  Were our voices heard?  Were our messages prominent?  More importantly, were the voices and messages of women without access to the official venue heard, such as the campesino women from Chiapas and other areas of Mexico who attended the peasant gathering and participated in the women’s caucus?  By looking at where we were most successful, we can better understand how change happens at the international level and better strategize for our next activities.             

What Important Shifts Took Place in Cancun?

Two important shifts took place in Cancun, the impacts of which will set the scene for future negotiations and international interactions.  The first is the change in terminology witnessed in mainstream media and political commentary.  The term “anti-globalization” seems to have been retired and the debate is now being portrayed as one between rich countries and poor countries, or between business elites and social justice advocates.  Even in the traditionally conservative mainstream American media, we are now seeing commentary about how poor countries came out of the Ministerial with none of the benefits they needed and how rich countries including the United States need to be giving up some things up.  

This shift suggests that social justice advocates have been successful in getting their messages out.  It seems that it is finally understood that we are not “anti-globalization” or “anti-trade” because we are in favour of fair globalization, equality and human rights.  This development is probably in part linked to a global decline in belief in neoliberal economic globalization as the best model for the world and a questioning of the continuing dominance of corporate, elite interests.  From the perspective of social justice activism, this is an important development to pay attention to because it could mean that we no longer have to dedicate so much of our energies towards convincing people that trade liberalization does not necessarily lead to economic growth and sustainable human development.  As a result, we may increasingly want to direct our advocacy and research towards presenting actionable alternatives and critical analysis of policies.

Another significant development that could alter the balance of power was the formation of alliances amongst less developing countries.  In fact, the most important outcome of the Ministerial may be that the supremacy of the superpowers within the WTO was challenged and the South found a voice and leadership to advance its own interests and use the international system to its own benefit.  The various blocks that formed for the Ministerial demonstrated the increased technical capacity of Southern countries and the usefulness of unified positions.   

The challenge now will be to translate these event-specific alliances into genuine, sustainable change in the international system.  The G-21 was mainly an alliance focused on achieving the radical reduction of agricultural subsidies from Northern countries, but this sort of coalition could become an engine for South-South cooperation.
  By building on such alliances, alternative arrangements could be created, developing countries could negotiate together, and the WTO and other international institutions could be transformed into the democratic bodies that they were intended to be.  As Southern countries increasingly find a voice at the international level, we must be vigilant to ensure that the voices of women, of workers, of indigenous peoples, of the poor, and of distinct sectors of civil society are included.       

What Next After Cancun?

In this Ministerial, countries of the global South took a calculated risk; they walked away from the negotiating table delaying progress towards concluding a trade round which could possibly have lead to the opening of Northern markets to their products and thus large economic gains.  The timeline for the Doha Round is now in jeopardy, but that does not necessarily mean it will never be concluded.  Negotiations will continue at a lower level in Geneva (WTO headquarters) and WTO members will potentially reconvene at an “extraordinary session”.
  

Gender advocates therefore must maintain their vigilance of the World Trade Organization and continue working to transform the system of global governance into a democratic, transparent, accountable system that facilitates, not impedes, the attainment of human rights by all.  This system is in crisis and the failure in Cancun may have dealt a crippling blow.  Monitoring negotiations in Geneva is more difficult for most gender advocates however, so building coalitions and effectively sharing information throughout our networks becomes more important than ever.

Given that most commentators have noted the impact of civil society in Cancun, we can expect a potential backlash and increased scrutiny of our activities.  Our success has raised expectations as well, so we will need to redouble our efforts and build on the alliances and networks that were built for Cancun to devise effective strategies for the next battles, which are sure to follow hot on the heals of Cancun.  Our messages that the system as currently constituted is not eradicating poverty, bringing about sustainable human development in the South, nor contributing to equality and human rights for all have been heard.  We now have to shift gears into presenting viable alternative models and concrete proposals for actualizing human rights and development in the economic sphere and through international cooperation.  In many ways, Cancun may prove to be only one of the first steps in the battle to finally build an equitable multilateral system.

Gender advocates in particular need to follow-up on our Cancun activities with solid gender analysis of trade arrangements and specific, actionable proposals.  In addition to highlighting the specific gendered impacts of trade policies, we should be developing principles and doctrines that could lead to a decrease in gender inequalities and women’s poverty.  For example, by drawing on the insights of feminist theory, we need to think about what “discrimination” and “equality” between countries could potentially mean.  Rich countries claim they want all players to have the same rules, feminist theory and practice, however, clearly establish that applying the same rules to everyone while ignoring difference and inequalities does not result in equality.  This principle of substantive equality, which focuses on equal outcomes rather than equal rules, could result in fundamental change if applied in the international economic system.  Strengthening special and differential treatment (S&D) provisions to include considerations of gender issues and other factors is another area where gender advocates could be working towards innovative proposals.  As an integral component of the system, rather than an exception, S & D could be truly transformative.  Alternatives to the current international trade system should remain central to women’s strategizing for global economic justice, at this time more than ever.

The intention of the United States to now focus on bilateral and regional trade and investment agreements is not secret, with numerous public statements confirming their intentions to reward countries that cooperate with them.  We therefore need to be monitoring developments in bilateral negotiations and in new regional trading arrangements, including talks that are underway to establish the Free Trade Agreement of the Americas (FTAA) and the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA), both of which include the U.S.  Analyzing bilateral agreements is generally easier than analyzing multilateral agreements, but it can be much more difficult to mobilize people around them so we will need new strategies to be effective if bilaterals do in fact become the primary instruments used by the U.S. and other rich countries to advance their interests.
  

While the collapse of the Cancun Ministerial is being characterized as a victory by much of civil society, whether the long-term impacts are in fact positive depends to a large extent on what happens in terms of new bilateral and regional trading arrangements.  While developing countries were able to form powerful alliances within the WTO structures that include over 140 countries and where new agreements must be accepted by consensus, they do not have the same veto power or possibilities for broad solidarity when negotiating one-on-one.  The Economist, for example, in line with many political and financial observers, characterizes the outcome as a transfer of power to the rich from the poor, rather than the other way around.  The ultimate impact of Cancun will not therefore be certain for years to come.  The only certainty is that our work is not finished, our solidarity and vision is more important than ever.

Daily updates and articles from the Ministerial are posted on the AWID website at:

http://www.awid.org/cancun/index.html

The Association for Women's Rights in Development is an international membership organization with 4,500 individual and institutional members in over 120 countries working to promote gender equality, sustainable development and women's human rights.  To become a member visit www.awid.org.

* Alison Symington is a Senior Researcher at the Association for Women's Rights in Development (AWID).  She participated in the Cancun Ministerial as an accredited NGO representative of AWID along with her colleague, Shareen Gokal.    


� At least every two years all of the members of the WTO come together for a Ministerial Conference where they can take decisions on any matters related to the multilateral trade agreements that form the basis of the institution.  The Ministerial Conference is considered the highest level of decision-making within the WTO, setting the agenda of the organization.  The 4th Ministerial Conference took place in Doha, Qatar in November of 2001.  The Doha Declaration is accessible at: http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/minist_e/min01_e/mindecl_e.htm  (accessed October 2, 2003).


See the WTO's Fifth Ministerial Conference web page for background documents, statements, the draft declaration and other information on the Cancun Ministerial: http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/minist_e/min03_e/min03_e.htm.


� ”Cancun’s Charming Outcome”, September 20-26, 2003, page 11.


� W. Bello, “The Meaning of Cancun”, Focus on Trade, Number 93, September 2003.


� Rick Rowden, "WTO Trade Talks Collapse in Cancun: Developing Countries Revolt Against Unfair Negotiations" (ActionAid Web Exclusive article).


� As cited by Rick Rowden, ibid.


� NGOs played diverse roles at the Ministerial.  Some conducted workshops and training sessions to highlight their work and sensitize others to their focus issues.  Some of those with accreditation lobbied government delegations directly.  Many shared information at daily briefing sessions, monitoring negotiations and analyzing proposals and texts as they emerged.  Every day, media stunts took place in the Convention Centre and NGOs put out press releases and provided commentary to journalists.  Many NGO representatives were sending updates home to their constituents, acting as observers of what was happening inside the Ministerial and enabling domestic media work and political pressure to be maintained.  In the city of Cancun, thousands of farmers, students, activists and others gathered at an alternative People's Summit and peasant encampment, orchestrating protest marches as well as doing popular education.  Some accredited groups participated in the People’s  Summit and in the protests in the streets of Cancun, although the interaction between those on “the inside” and those on “the outside” was limited.     


� Gender Equality and Trade-Related Capacity Building: A Resource Tool For Practitioners (August 2003), 3.


� According to a report by Louis M. Goreux, the subsidies granted by the U.S., Greece and Spain amounted to 4.5 billion dollars in 2001/02, which was equivalent to 75% of the value of world cotton exports.  These subsidies stimulated production, depressed world prices and reduced the export earnings of Western African countries who export 95% of their cotton production.  Goreux asserts that the scope for replacing cotton by other crops in the Sahel is very limited and that increased production of cotton has been associated with a reduction in poverty and an improvement in health in cotton producing areas.  “African Cotton Producers Facing American and European Subsidies.  Prelude to the Cancun Negotiations" (July 2003).   


� The G-21 member countries were: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, China, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Ecuador, Egypt, Guatemala, India, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Paraguay, Peru, Philippines, South Africa, Thailand, and Venezuela.  Brazil, India and China emerged as leaders of the group with Brazil often speaking on behalf of the alliance.  


� A six-paragraph Ministerial statement was approved which instructs member governments "to continue working on outstanding issues with a renewed sense of urgency and purpose and taking fully into account all the views we have expressed in this Conference.”  Furthermore, it asks that a meeting of the General Council be convened no later than December 15, 2003 to take the necessary actions to move the negotiations forward towards conclusion.  See Ministerial Statement Adopted on 14 September 2003, WT/MIN(03)/20, 23 September 2003, available on-line at: http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/minist_e/min03_e/min03_20_e.doc.


� Thanks to Marceline White, Global Trade Director at the Women’s Edge Coalition, for sharing her insights on the significance of shifting focus to bilateral and regional trade agreements. 
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