
Globalization presents China with many seri-
ous challenges, especially in terms of grow-
ing disparity in income and opportunity. At
the same time, China’s increasing integration
into the world economy presents opportuni-
ties for interventions that may advance
China’s progress toward a more transparent
and democratic society.

This issue of the China Rights Forum explores the challenges and
opportunities of China’s increasing integration into global
economic and human rights systems and processes, and the
implications of these developments for advancing institutional
and individual protections for human and labor rights in
China.What is the impact of this global integration on China’s
economic and legal reforms, and what is China’s impact on
these contested and developing institutions, processes and
agendas? Where are the opportunities for making more effec-
tive interventions for promoting human rights and supporting
the independent civil society emerging in China? This
overview outlines the larger landscape against which these
challenges need to be addressed.

Globalization: Then and now
Although not a new phenomenon historically, globalization
today is marked by the development of technology, transporta-
tion and communication infrastructures enabling a greater
speed in transfer of information, goods, capital and people
than the world had previously known.The dominant economic
model of globalization that shapes international economic
policies focuses on the removal of barriers to free trade and
closer integration of national economies.

Institutionally, the new post-World War II economic order
was implemented by two international institutions, the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank (technically
the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development)
and regional organizations such as the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD), a grouping of
the most influential economies at that time. Trade was man-

aged by an institutional arrangement known as the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). Formed at a UN Mon-
etary and Financial Conference at Bretton Woods, New Hamp-
shire in July, 1944, with the aim to rebuild post-war Europe
and to avert future economic crisis and depressions, the IMF
and the World Bank were tasked with ensuring exchange rate
stability and facilitating development.

The GATT, a multilateral agreement reached in 1948 (and
the precursor to the WTO), and the WTO (formed in 1995)
comprise the core of the global trading regime, which
includes more than 20 multilateral agreements, an organiza-
tional structure that oversees the review and implementation
of these agreements, and a dispute settlement process. Initially
focused on the elimination of trade restrictions, the current
trade regime has evolved to address an increasing number of
areas beyond trade, including services, intellectual property
and investment through the General Agreement on Trade in
Services (GATS), the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) and the Agreement on
Trade-Related-Investment Measures (TRIMS).

More recently, the ideological underpinnings for the imple-
mentation of this global order were shaped what has come to
be known as the “Washington Consensus,” formed or imposed
on the international community and national governments in
the 1980s and 1990s and guided by tight fiscal and monetary
policies, market liberalization and privatization. Overlaying
these pillars is labor market deregulation, including weakening
of trade unions. Some have labeled this a neo-liberal approach,
premised on a simplistic market fundamentalism that ignored
real world complexities and assumed a simple model of perfect
information and competition.This model’s descriptive and pre-
scriptive faith in markets to reach efficient outcomes also failed
to address the challenges of equitable growth and distributive
justice, without which the effectiveness and sustainability of
any growth is undermined.

All three of the key international economic institutions, the
IMF, the World Bank and the WTO, have come under attack—
from within as well as from outside. Former chief economist of
the World Bank and winner of the Nobel Prize in Economics,
Joseph E. Stiglitz has published a trenchant critique of the fail-
ures of the narrow economic focus in international economic
policymaking and the failures of both markets and governments
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to promote sustainable growth and equitable development.
Stiglitz focuses most critically on the IMF and its lack of trans-
parency and accountability regarding its activities and decision-
making, its one-size-fits-all approach in imposing conditions
and rigid implementation time-tables on developing countries,
as well as its lack of expertise and understanding of national
economies at the staffing and operational levels.1

The failure of the WTO’s Third and Fifth Ministerial Confer-
ences (held respectively in Seattle in December 1999 and Can-
cun in September 2003) to launch a new round of multilateral
trade negotiations also reflects the difficulties of a decision-
making process that now requires consensus from more than
148 members, four-fifths of which are developing or transi-
tional economies.The Seattle and Cancun Ministerials fell apart
not only due to anti-globalization and anti-WTO demonstra-
tors, but as a result of serious substantive disagreements
between developed and developing countries, policy differ-
ences between member states involving North-South splits,
and disputes among the major industrial powers.

The Doha Agenda, signed at the Fourth Ministerial, initiated
a new round of trade accords to be agreed upon by January
2005, a deadline now long past. It has to be noted that one of
the challenges facing the trade negotiators is giving life to
what is in fact a political agreement reached in the context of
pressures, from the U.S. in particular, following September 11,
2001.The current Doha Round of negotiations intensified the
divide between developing and developed countries during
the Fifth Ministerial, when trade talks collapsed over lack of
consensus, particularly on agricultural issues.Trade policy
developed and implemented in a real world vacuum is increas-
ingly recognized as bad trade policy—unsustainable,
inequitable and ineffective at promoting even macro-eco-
nomic goals of growth and monetary stability.

The assumptions reflected in policies of trickle-down eco-
nomics, or trickle-down-plus, is that macroeconomic growth
will eventually benefit people at the bottom, but these have not
been borne out empirically.A rising tide has not lifted all the

boats, but rather allowed a small elite to sail off on a luxury
liner while the vast majority struggles on rickety rafts, without
food, water, a sail or even a paddle.3

The UN Secretary General’s report, In Larger Freedom:Towards
Development, Security, and Human Rights for All, points out that
although a dramatic reduction has been made in extreme
poverty, more than one billion people continue to subsist on
less than a dollar a day.4The Chinese government’s designated
poverty level of 637 yuan per year is even less than the “dollar a
day” standard established by the World Bank.5

The pressure and move towards more sustainable and equi-
table policies is also reflected in cross-linkages between human
rights and trade, between the WTO and UN human rights
jurisprudence and in processes discussed more fully below.The
IMF,World Bank and the WTO have in varying degrees adopted
greater transparency in policymaking and institutional
processes, in addition to more inclusive interactions with
broader constituencies and stakeholders, including civil soci-
ety actors such as NGOs.

It is onto this shifting global landscape that China has
emerged with its enormous economic and political dominance.

China as global citizen: enter the dragon
With one-fifth of the world’s population and one of the devel-
oping world’s largest and fast-growing economies and biggest
GDPs, and as the largest recipient of foreign direct investment
since 2003 and an active investor abroad, China is a heavyweight
player in the current shifting global configurations.With its
almost double-digit growth, China’s “economic miracle” is
often presented in sharp contrast to less successful transitions
from planned central economies to market economies.With the
privatization of its state-owned enterprises (SOEs) leaving an
estimated 12 to 15 percent of total population unemployed,6

and the dismantling of social safety networks, development of
capital markets, and liberalization of trade and investment barri-
ers into its domestic markets, China is indeed a poster child for a
Washington Consensus with Chinese characteristics.

Yet China’s integration into the global economic regime
also imposes demands upon China to implement structural
and systemic reforms that could have an impact on building a
rule of law and greater protections for human rights. China’s
major WTO commitments, as set forth in nearly 1,000 pages
of accession documents, include obligations to improve the
transparency, predictability and uniformity of its legal system,
provide mechanisms for independent reviews of administra-
tive action, and ensure compliance with core GATT/WTO
non-discrimination norms such as non-discrimination
between foreign and domestic products and between WTO
members.7

In addition to signing onto a set of global rules and a global
system for negotiating the rules, over the past twenty years
China has also signed onto and ratified an increasing number
of human rights and labor instruments, and is an increasingly
active participant in various UN human rights processes.

While China has signed and ratified almost all of the core
human rights treaties, it has ratified only 23 of the 184 Con-
ventions passed by the ILO, and only three of the eight core
Conventions.8

Similar to the impact of WTO accession on Chinese domes-
tic legal, structural and norm-shifting, China’s integration into
the international human rights system also provides an oppor-
tunity to monitor and shape domestic implementation of
international human rights obligations. For example, under the
UN treaty body review processes, organizations such as HRIC
participate in NGO briefings for the expert members of the
oversight treaty body committees, submit parallel reports
expanding on the issues and presenting recommendations,

Non-renewable sources (oil, gas, coal and uranium) currently

account for almost 90 percent of energy consumption.

Based on current rates of use and known reserves, the

International Energy Agency (IEA) forecasts that the world’s

oil supply will have completely run out in 40 years, natural

gas in 60 years and coal in 200 years.2
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and observe the formal review of the country report sessions.9

When China ratified the International Covenant on Eco-
nomic Social and Cultural Rights (February 2001), it entered a
declaration regarding Article 8, the right to freely form trade
unions.10The All-China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU)
represents 135 million workers and all unions must be regis-
tered under it. Following review of China’s initial country
report under the ICESCR, the Committee on ESCR recom-
mended that China “institute legislative reforms, including
amendments to the Trade Union Act, to allow workers to form
independent trade unions outside the structure of the official
ACFTU.”11

This is one example of how NGOs and the international
review and monitoring processes can have an impact on
domestic legal reform and implementation of China’s interna-
tional obligations, but the process requires ongoing monitoring
by NGOs.Towards the end of a visit to China by the UN High
Commissioner on Human Rights in late August this year, the
High Commissioner signed a “Memorandum of Understanding
between the PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the UNHCHR
Concerning the Agreement to Cooperate on the Formulation
and Establishment of a Technical Cooperation Program.”
Included in the scope of the MOU was technical assistance to
help implement the recommendations of the UN Committee

on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights. In light of the interre-
lated nature of the two aspects of the High Commissioner’s
mandate—monitoring and technical cooperation—the efficacy
of technical assistance programs must be linked to human
rights monitoring and evaluation mechanisms.This suggests an
ongoing role for the international community.

At the same time, it is also important to monitor China’s
impact on these institutions and policymaking.As past HRIC
reports have documented, China has extended its domestic
repression of critical voices to the international arena.12 For
example, of the 21 China-related NGOs who indicated an
intention to apply for accreditation to the World Summit on
Information Society (WSIS) Phase I, only 4 were accredited,
and not one of the nine Taiwan-based NGOs was accredited,
apparently due to objections raised by the Chinese govern-
ment.13 International NGO support for HRIC’s current WSIS
Phase II accreditation application reflects the international
community’s recognition of the importance of insisting on a
non-politicized, transparent and inclusive process for these
international meetings,14 especially one tasked with the for-
mulation of democratic and inclusive norm-setting for such an
important area as access and ownership of information and
technology.

In the WSIS preparatory and summit process to develop the
new governance system and principles for the information
society of the twenty-first century, China was also a key voice
in eliminating references to labor rights and in watering down
references to human rights in the WSIS Principles and Platform
of Action.

Human rights for 1.3 billion people: 
where the rubber meets the road
When it comes to the complex case of China, even a Nobel
Prize-winning economist may not get it right—China is not a
“successful” model of implementation of market reforms due
to paced implementation of liberalization and privatization.15

Just ask the more than 240 million “floating population” of
migrants pouring to the cities from the countryside, the 700
million rural inhabitants without access to primary healthcare,
the 160 million people still living in absolute poverty,16 the
hundreds of millions of unemployed workers of SOEs, and vic-
tims of rights violations and abuses within the legal and
administrative systems. Notwithstanding policy efforts to pace
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China’s international human rights obligations

• The Convention on the Rights of the Child (1992)

• UN Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman

or Degrading Treatment (1988)

• Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-

tion Against Women (CEDAW), (1980)

• International Convention For Elimination of Racial Dis-

crimination (CERD) (1981)

• International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural

Rights (China signed 1997, ratified in 2001 with reserva-

tions regarding independent unions)

• International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights

(signed on October 5, 1998, not yet ratified)

China and the ILO’s Core Conventions
Freedom of association Elimination of forced and Elimination of discrimination in respect

and collective bargaining compulsory labour of employment and occupation Abolition of child labour

C87, 1948 C29, 1930 C100, 1951 C138, 1973
Freedom of Association and Forced Labour Equal Remuneration Minimum Age
Protection of the Right to NOT RATIFIED 11 Feb 90 28 Apr 99
Organise
NOT RATIFIED

C98, 1949 C105, 1957 C111, 1958 C182, 1999
Right to Organise and Abolition of Forced Labour Discrimination Worst Forms of Child Labour
Collective Bargaining NOT RATIFIED (Employment and Occupation) 08 Aug 02
NOT RATIFIED NOT RATIFIED



marketization and privatization, China is struggling with mas-
sive unemployment, economic and social dislocation, “non-
performing” loans totaling $157.83 billion,17 and growing
social unrest and instability.

This social unrest is fueled by popular discontent with per-
vasive corruption and land grabs, massive forced relocations
and inadequate compensation, the collapse of social safety net-
works (basic healthcare and primary education), poor labor
conditions and unpaid wages totaling $43 billion related to
124,000 projects in various sectors.18 Even the official Chinese
media has recognized that without adequate responses, the
level of social unrest, now at designated at a “yellow” level,
will reach “red’—that is, dangerous to social stability—by
2010 if not addressed effectively.19

China’s effectiveness in projecting its “success” image and in
attracting foreign investors and partners is due in part to its
repression of domestic voices critical of the human and often
hidden costs of these economic policy decisions.Among the
regime’s various factions, the conservative view that political
control by the CCP and social stability must be maintained at all
costs has won the day. Political reform has been bifurcated from
economic reform policy and debates, while repressive state con-
trol ensures the silencing of any criticisms of current policies.

Efforts by Chinese citizens to protest, report and investigate
abuses or problems, or to organize independent unions or
political groups, are often met with detention, imprisonment,
repression and surveillance. However, Chinese journalists,
grassroots activists, petitioners, scholars and lawyers continue
to press on. In light of the Chinese government’s invocation of
terrorism to crack down on peaceful expression and claims of
cultural identity or religious practice in Tibet and Xinjiang,
recent Chinese official announcements regarding the forma-
tion of special anti-terrorism forces raises human rights con-
cerns that call for careful monitoring.20

These ongoing violations of the rights of Chinese citizens
to freedom of information, expression and association, and
failure to respect and promote economic, social and cultural
rights for all of China’s people, pose complex challenges for
the international community, including multilateral trade,
labor and human rights bodies, corporations doing business or
wishing to do business in China, governments engaged in
bilateral trade relations or dialogues with China, and foreign
funders supporting programs for building rule of law, greater
transparency and accountability in governance.While impor-
tant for advancing an environment conducive to respect for
human rights, rule of law and accountable governance are not
proxies for human rights.

Faced with the potential market of 1.3 billion consumers,
the prospect of lucrative trade, military or assistance packages,
or of maintaining an in-country presence, various foreign
actors must juggle their perceived interests and investments.At
the end of the day, effectively addressing human rights viola-
tions will depend upon the willingness of these actors to tackle
human rights abuses in the face of threats to in-country invest-
ments or agendas.At the same time, failure to address social
inequalities and systemic abuses creates a ticking bomb of
social instability that will also undermine the security and sus-

tainability of any investment.The strongest factor for promot-
ing sustainable and equitable development, rule of law and a
more democratic and open society is the development of a
truly independent, flourishing and diverse civil society in
China.

Shifting landscapes and windows of opportunity 
Several recent developments create a unique window of oppor-
tunity for creating more innovative and effective approaches for
a range of actors to bring different comparative advantages to
the China and global table, as well as greater media attention to
the issues.These include China’s WTO accession, corporate
responsibility norms such as the OECD Guidelines on Multina-
tional Enterprises21and the UN Global Compact, the lead-up to
and preparations for China’s hosting of the Olympic Games in
2008, and the exponential growth of the Internet and commu-
nication technologies in China. In addition, institutional
investors are increasingly interested in using their power and
influence to promote greater corporate social responsibility and
accountability.

Four strategic observations can be drawn from these
domestic and international developments:

First, the increasing development of trade, labor and human
rights cross-linkages and the inclusion of “social” or non-trade
concerns—the environment, sustainable development, reduc-
ing inequalities, and poverty alleviation—in WTO policy
debates and the new trade agenda, call for more effective inter-
ventions by a broader range of actors, including NGOs and
transnational corporations.The UN Office of the High Com-
missioner on Human Rights has also helped to frame a human
rights perspective through five key reports linking trade,
investment and human rights, including the responsibilities of
transnationals and related business enterprises.

In addition, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan in July this
year appointed a Special Representative for business and
human rights, Dr. John Rugge, with a mandate to identify stan-
dards for corporate accountability and develop assessment
tools for measuring the human rights impact of business.
Human rights NGOs, labor groups and other civil society
actors have an opportunity to make a constructive contribution
as the Special Representative prepares his first report for the
next session of the Commission on Human Rights.

Second, the growing space for civil society inside China and 
in Chinese cyberspace underscores the centrality of an edu-
cated, informed and engaged citizenry as the best protection
for human rights and for promoting sustainable and equitable
reforms.An independent and diverse civil society space contin-
ues to expand through a reported 200,000 civil society organ-
izations,22 more than 103 million Internet users and the
increasing activism of China’s human networks of human
rights defenders, including lawyers, journalists, scholars, intel-
lectuals and grassroots activists. However, the Chinese govern-
ment is able to maintain political control and a climate of
self-censorship and information control through laws on reg-
istration of social organizations and foreign NGOs, state secrets
and state security, its police and state security apparatus, and
the deployment of state of the arts censorship and surveillance
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technology. International public and private actors need to be
vigilant against undermining this emerging civil society space,
and should exercise leadership and vision in asking how they
can support greater space for these independent voices.

Third, there is a growing interest in corporate social responsi-
bility (CSR) reflected in the launch of the Global Compact Net-
work in China in 2001, the convening of corporate social
responsibility conferences, and the opening of workplaces to
international monitoring groups on labor standards and work-
ing conditions. Foreign investors and businesses have a respon-
sibility to avoid complicity in human rights abuses and to
promote respect for human rights as they take advantage of the
gradual opening of market sectors in post-WTO China.The
widely-supported “Norms of Responsibilities of Transnational
Corporations and other Business Enterprise with regard to
Human Rights” (UN norms), adopted in 2003, are an impor-
tant foundation for developing best practices and corporate
leadership initiatives.

Recognizing the ongoing debates and different approaches
within and outside of the business and NGO communities
towards CSR and socially responsible investment (SRI), HRIC
makes the following CSR/SRI–related suggestions for a range of
different actors:

• Building Chinese civil society: the key litmus tests for any
CSR/SRI initiatives should be whether a strategy empowers
or undermines the emerging civil society space inside China.

• UN/Multilateral organizations: CSR initiatives should build
on and not undermine human rights developments and
jurisprudence.

• National governments: National governments can urge China
(which has observer status in key committees of the OECD)
to adhere to the OECD Guidelines on Multinational Enter-
prises, as well as creating national contact points.

• Foreign consultancies:
• Outside training and capacity building programs should

aim for “built-in obsolescence” by incorporating a turn-
key and localization hand-off process.

• While monitoring efforts with respect to labor stan-
dards and working conditions are important and impact
individual factories or workplaces, the right to form
independent union or worker organizations needs to be
respected and integrated into any certification process.

• Individual company initiatives addressed towards social or cor-
porate responsibility:
• Company initiatives should be referenced towards and

evaluated within existing international benchmarks and
norms, such as the OECD Guidelines on Multinational
Enterprises and the Global Compact.

• In-country initiatives should include an assessment of
scaling up with building local capacity as the central
focus.

• In addition to focusing on environmental sustainability
issues and workplace conditions, company human
rights policies should include strong statements of free-
dom of expression and association, including the right
to form independent unions.

Finally, one key challenge is integrating and drawing upon
existing diverse benchmarking and substantive indicators,
including those that address human development, poverty,
environmental sustainability and transparency.The consider-
able methodological challenges presented by China, including
the lack of comprehensive data and alternative methodologies,
raise questions of validity and reliability, the assessment of
causality and correspondence, and the overarching framework
of information control.23 However, benchmarks and indica-
tors remain important tools for more systematically promoting
both monitoring and the development of more effective struc-
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OHCHR Reports

• Human Rights and TRIPS (2001): Focus on ICESCR, right

to health

• WTO and Agriculture (2002)

• Rights to food and development

• Enforceable and differential assistance

• Real market access for developing OECD countries 

• Liberalization of Services (2002): Rights to health, edu-

cation and development

• Human Rights, Trade, and Investment (2003): Outlines a

human rights perspective on investment liberalization

• Responsibilities of Transnational Corporations and

Related Business Enterprises with Regards to Human

Rights (Feb. 15, 2005)

Examples of Existing Indicators:

• The Human Development Index (HDI) premised on 1/3

knowledge, 1/3 life expectancy and 1/3 per capita GDP. 

• Human Poverty Index (HPI-1) builds in a long and healthy

life (measured in probability of living beyond 40),

knowledge (measured in literacy) and decent standard of

living (measured in access to clean water and

percentage of children under weight for their age). 

• The Environmental Sustainability Index (ESI) comprised

of 20 variable indicators.

• The Transparency International Index uses information

based on opinion polls, but the questions lack

objectivity, and the number of people polled is

insufficient to suggest reliable data.

• Reporters Without Borders’ World Press Freedom

Ranking is based on a questionnaire that assesses the

state of press freedom in each country, including

violations directly affecting journalists and news media.



tural and policy solutions. Much more work needs to be done
to strengthen existing benchmarks and indicators, as well as
developing new ones that link human rights concerns with
other related areas—the environment, governance, trade and
investment. HRIC’s Incorporating Responsibility 2008 cam-
paign, launched in January 2003, proposes three bench-
marks—the release of all political prisoners, removing
censorship and surveillance of the Internet and greater invest-
ment in social welfare to ensure equitable development—as a
measure of progress in respect for and promotion of freedom
of expression and information, civil and political rights and
economic, social and cultural rights. IR 2008 will continue to
monitor and report on these developments.
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What is the WTO?
The World Trade Organization (WTO), consisting of 
148 member countries and encompassing over 97 percent of
world trade, is a multilateral international organization that
manages rules of global trade. On December 11, 2001, the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) became the 143rd member
after 15 years of negotiations, the longest in WTO history.
China’s participation in the WTO is seen as a major step in its
integration into a multilateral rules-based system, norms of
openness and transparency, and acceptance of the central role
of markets and private enterprise.

Agreements on WTO rules are established through member
country consensus, and are signed and ratified by the participat-
ing nations.The fundamental principles of the WTO are: 1) no
member country has preferential treatment over another mem-
ber; 2) trade barriers should be lowered in order to make treat-
ment of foreign and local goods equal; 3) practices supporting
predictability and economic stability should be implemented;
4) fair competition should be promoted by discouraging prac-
tices such as export subsidies; and 5) developing countries
should benefit through development and reform.

Decision-making at the WTO
The Ministerial Conference is the highest decision-making
level of the WTO and is mandated to meet at least every two
years, when all country members gather to decide on issues
relevant to any of the multilateral trade agreements.The deci-
sion to hold the upcoming Sixth Ministerial in Hong Kong
brings China to the forefront.Though Hong Kong is techni-
cally a separate trade territory, China will undoubtedly be
exerting its influence, and it is very important that civil society
actors monitor and participate in the planning processes to
ensure full access and transparency.

The General Council, which includes all member countries,
meets regularly to manage the day-to-day business of the WTO
and reports to the Ministerial Conference.The General Council
also convenes as the Dispute Settlement Body, which oversees
the review and implementation of the trade agreements, and as
the Trade Policy Review Body, which reviews the trade policies
and practices of member countries. In addition to the three
sectoral councils—the Council for Trade in Goods, the Council
for Trade in Services and the Council for Trade-Related Aspects
of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs)—there are also three
committees and other subsidiary bodies that report to the Gen-
eral Council.

Negotiating the WTO rules
Unlike other multilateral, international mechanisms that
establish rules, the WTO provides a forum for its members to
negotiate the rules through a consensus-based process.Agree-
ments are reached through consensus when no member
country formally opposes the agreement.This method may be
problematic when consensus is difficult to reach, such as in
the current Doha Round, or in cases where the final language

is deliberately vague, resulting in later disagreements over
interpretation.

The anti-globalization movement
The “anti-globalization movement” consists of a diverse group
of activists with different objectives, many of whom are not
against globalization, but oppose specific aspects of globaliza-
tion that they deem unjust. Generally, many of the activists
supporting the movement maintain that liberalization of trade
under the current model unfairly favors developed countries,
whose wealth and political influence often lend them negotiat-
ing superiority over developing countries. Further, activists
assert that the WTO and other international institutions, such
the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, have a detri-
mental impact on the lives of people everywhere, including on
issues concerning poverty, human rights, labor and the envi-
ronment.

The Doha Round
The Doha Agenda, signed at the Fourth Ministerial, initiated a
new round of trade agreements to be agreed upon by January
2005.The current Doha Round of negotiations has intensified
the divide between developing and developed countries that
developed during the Fifth Ministerial when trade talks col-
lapsed over lack of consensus on agricultural issues. Develop-
ing countries opposed the U.S. and EU domestic policies of
providing direct and indirect subsidies to their agricultural sec-
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tors while demanding that developing countries remove pro-
tectionism against foreign goods.This practice has had a devas-
tating effect on developing countries whose agricultural
sectors cannot compete with the goods that are being
“dumped” into their economies at low prices.

Other major issues that could not be agreed upon were the
General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) and Trade
Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS). GATS is
intended to liberalize services in the public domain, including
water, health and education. Developing countries worry that
privatizing these basic necessities could have a destructive
impact when coupled with irreversibility and rules that pro-
hibit some forms of government regulation.The TRIPs Agree-
ment includes rules on patents, copyright and trademarks.
Developing countries are demanding a declaration in the
agreement ensuring that pharmaceutical patents would not
impede efforts to protect public health through the production
of more affordable medicines, and developed countries, partic-
ularly the U.S., are unwilling to concede.

The current stalemate on negotiations threatens the extended
deadline set for the end of 2006.

The Singapore issues 
The Singapore issues involve the declaration passed at the 1996
Singapore Ministerial mandating the establishment of working
groups to consider issues related to investment, competition
policy, transparency in government procurement and trade
facilitation. During the Fifth Ministerial, developed countries
attempted to introduce a new round of negotiations concern-
ing these four “Singapore issues.” Developing countries are
opposed to new negotiations while issues from the Doha
round remain unresolved. Developing countries are also con-
cerned that the developed countries’ main interest in pushing
these issues is to benefit from market access, as new treaties
relating to these issues may prevent them from regulating
investments and assisting local businesses who would other-
wise be unable to compete with cheap foreign products.

The role of NGOs at the WTO
The Marrakesh Agreement (1994) that established the WTO
includes a specific reference to NGOs.The General Council fur-
ther clarified the framework for relations with NGOs by adopt-
ing a set of guidelines1 that “recognizes the role NGOs can play
to increase the awareness of the public in respect of WTO
activities.”Accredited NGOs are allowed to attend the Plenary
Sessions of the Ministerial Conferences as observers.To obtain
accreditation, NGOs must demonstrate that their activities are
“concerned with matters related to those of the WTO.”Accord-
ing to the official WTO Web site, only 235 NGO observers

attended the First Ministerial in 1996.The Fifth Ministerial saw
a rise in NGO participation, with 1,600 representatives of
nearly 800 organizations participating. More than 2,000 NGO
participants are expected at the Sixth Ministerial in Hong Kong
this year.2 During the period between Ministerial Conferences,
symposia are periodically arranged for NGOs and representa-
tives of WTO Member countries to informally discuss specific
issues. NGO groups participating in WTO activities are diverse
in objectives and geographic composition, including human
rights organizations, environmental organizations, labor
organizers and religious groups.

In recent efforts to formally participate in WTO decision-
making processes, NGOs who are neither directly involved nor
a third party have utilized amicus curiae submissions to raise
issues to dispute settlement panels and the Appellate Body, a
standing body under the Dispute Settlement Body.The contro-
versy over this process has yet to be settled, as some member
countries argue that disputes should be resolved strictly among
Member countries.The dispute panels and Appellate Body have
maintained the right to accept submissions, but there are no
formal rules at present clarifying the process of how amicus
briefs are reviewed, accepted or used.

In September 2003, HRIC was granted NGO observer status
and subsequently participated in the Fifth Ministerial Confer-
ence at Cancun. In cooperation with its partner organization La
Fédération Internationale des Ligue des Droits de l’Homme
(FIDH), HRIC convened a roundtable discussion on the PRC
and the WTO, which focused on the interconnectedness of
human rights and trade, and the impact that Chinese accession
to the WTO has had on human rights in the PRC. HRIC has
been accredited to the Sixth Ministerial in Hong Kong, and
plans to observe the Ministerial meetings and Conference and
actively participate in NGO side activities.
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