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The World Trade Organisation is starting to look for common ground with green lobbyists who accuse it of ruining the environment

ONLY a few months ago, the World Trade Organisation was on the ropes. Bruising battles between America and Europe over bananas and hormone-treated beef had battered its credibility. There followed a farcical deadlock over the choice of its new director-general. But now the WTO is trying to bounce back. Mike Moore, its new boss, has already called for a better deal for poor countries that feel short-changed by the world trading system. Now he is reaching out to the most vocal of all the WTO’s critics: environmentalists. 
The WTO’s olive branch is a soon-to-be-published report, a copy of which has been obtained by The Economist, on the environmental effects of trade. For the first time, the body set up to defend free trade concedes that trade can harm the environment: “Sweeping generalisations are common from both the trade and the environmental community, arguing that trade is either good for the environment, full stop, or bad for the environment, full stop, while the real-world linkages are presumably a little bit of both, or a shade of grey.” 
Some greens are impressed. Charles Arden-Clarke, head of the trade unit at the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), a Geneva-based environmental group, welcomes this admission. Seven years ago, a report on a similar topic by the WTO’s predecessor, the GATT, infuriated even moderate greens by refusing to recognise their concerns. 
The peace move is well-timed. A big WTO meeting is being held in Seattle in late November. Ministers from its 135 member countries plan to agree an agenda for a new round of trade-liberalisation negotiations. Only services, agriculture and a review of intellectual-property rules are sure to be on it. The rest of the agenda is still undefined. Environmental groups are lobbying governments furiously to make sure their interests are included. 
Once, trade hardly featured on environmentalists’ radar screens. Then, in the 1980s, some developing countries objected to becoming dumping-grounds for rich countries’ toxic waste, which they did not have the means to handle safely. But trade shot to prominence as an environmental issue only in the early 1990s, when Mexico complained to the GATT about America’s ban on imports of tuna caught in nets that kill dolphins. The GATT caused a public outcry by ruling against America. It seemed to many as if unaccountable bureaucrats were sacrificing dolphins on the altar of free trade. In fact, the GATT accepted America’s aim of protecting dolphins. Its objection was to the use of discriminatory trade sanctions to achieve this, and it suggested the alternative of labelling dolphin-safe tuna as such. 
Suddenly, green groups and voters who had never previously taken an interest in trade mobilised against it. In his campaign for the American presidency in 1992, Bill Clinton opposed President George Bush’s plan for a North American Free-Trade Agreement with Canada and Mexico, partly on environmental grounds. When elected, he insisted that environmental (and labour) side-agreements be tacked on to NAFTA. And in 1994, after Congress approved the Uruguay round agreement of the GATT—which gave birth to the WTO—Mr Clinton promised that future trade agreements would take account of the environment.
Culture clash
Relations between environmentalists and the WTO have scarcely been cordial since. Its committee on trade and the environment has ducked many controversial issues. The WTO sided with Venezuela and Brazil when they complained that American cleaner-petrol standards discriminated against them. And it also ruled against America’s ban on imports of shrimps from countries using nets that trap turtles, after complaints by India, Malaysia, Pakistan and Thailand. Yet last October, the WTO’s appeal court showed that its rules can be interpreted to meet green concerns. It recognised America’s right to protect sea turtles, so long as it did this by negotiating turtle-protection agreements, as it had done with countries in the Americas, rather than by imposing its rules unilaterally.
Environmentalists are now preparing for the WTO’s Seattle summit, which is only seven weeks away. Many will be demonstrating in the streets. Some extremists want no truck with the WTO—or trade, growth and capitalism—at all. But more mainstream greens, such as the WWF or America’s Sierra Club, want to reform the trading system, not to abolish it. America and the EU are sympathetic to some of their proposals. But poorer countries are almost all hostile. They fear that environmental issues will be used by rich countries as yet another excuse to adopt protectionist policies.
The most promising area of agreement between environmentalists, free-traders and poor countries that the new report identifies is the elimination of environmentally damaging subsidies for farming, fishing and fossil fuels. America is keen. But unfortunately the EU is not. French farmers, Spanish fishermen and German coal miners, all of them hooked on subsidies, are holding EU trade policy in these areas to ransom.
Another seemingly reasonable demand is that WTO rules should offer more scope for the labelling of eco-friendly products. Helping consumers to make more informed decisions is usually a good thing. The EU broadly agrees. But developing countries fear that burdensome labelling requirements could all too easily be used as another cover for protectionism. America frets that eco-labels could be used to keep out its hormone-treated beef or genetically modified foods.
Greens also want countries to assess the environmental impact of the world trading system and of proposals for future liberalisation. And why not? The European Union has already commissioned an environmental review. America intends to commission a similar study of its own, but greens complain that its results may come too late to influence the administration’s negotiating stance. 
There is room for compromise, too, on greens’ desire for the WTO to be made more transparent, accountable and accessible to environmental groups. America strongly supports this; the EU pays lip-service to it. At the WTO, Mr Moore is keen on more openness, though he points out that the WTO is already accountable to national parliaments, which—unlike most environmental activists—are elected.
Some other green positions, however, are always going to be unacceptable to the WTO and its member governments. Take demands that further trade liberalisation be conditional on moves to protect the environment. In its report, the WTO rightly argues that environmental issues should be tackled at source rather than by blocking freer trade.
Environmentalists also insist that WTO rules need to be changed to accommodate multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs). They want trade sanctions imposed to enforce MEAs, such as the Kyoto protocol on reducing carbon-dioxide emissions, so as to be beyond challenge at the WTO. This is tricky. Clearly, some accommodation is needed. But exemptions from trade rules all too easily become protectionist loopholes. Rich-country parties to an MEA could, for instance, gang up on poor countries on environmental grounds. America thinks that WTO rules already allow “substantial flexibility” and that WTO dispute-settlement panels should interpret them on a case-by-case basis. The EU is closer to the greens.
The WTO’s overture to environmentalists through this report is a step in the right direction. With luck they will respond. Even so, the WTO, and free-traders in general, will find they can go only so far in compromising with greens without putting at risk the huge benefits of freeing up world trade. 
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