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A call for action:
Influencing the GATS negotiations


Some of the discussions under the GATS Agreement are of great importance for the future of national alcohol control policies. A poor result in these negotiations may results in lost freedom of action for national and local governments. 
On the other hand, by some lobbying efforts from NGOs and public health interests the next months the potential damage can be greatly reduced.

For more a more detailed introduction to the situation and the challenge, please see “Background paper: WTO/GATS negotiations and alcohol policy”
A call for action
The key issue now is the negotiations on “domestic regulations” in the so-called Working Party on Domestic Regulations under the GATS Agreement. In the existing negotiation document there are 4-5 topics which, in particular, are worrying from a public health point of view. 
The discussion on these topics may, however, turn out well if some more governments come out with “the right position” when negotiations are resumed. A limited lobbying exercise by NGOs and public health interests may make the difference!
A need for action – be prepared!

Today nobody knows if, when and how the negotiations may be back on track again. Some countries are pushing for an immediate resumption, while others are just waiting. 
But we have to be prepared for a situation where

* a resumption of negotiations may come on very short notice;

* all sub-committees and working groups will resume their negotiations immediately;

* negotiations will be carried out at full speed;

* once the negotiations are back on track, most ministries and Geneva delegations will be very busy and difficult to catch for meetings and discussions;
* ministries and delegations will tend to avoid any additional “disturbances” from interest groups which may complicate the negotiations.

This means that NGOs who have the intention to influence the discussions, must be prepared, they must be ready to act very fast and – most important of all – they must start acting now, while national ministries and negotiators have the time to listen.

Suggested action
NGOs and resource persons in the alcohol field should contact their Ministry of Foreign Affairs with a document pointing out the issues of importance and suggesting a contribution from your national delegation in the Working Party on Domestic Regulations in Geneva. The Working Party will meet again when the freeze in the overall WTO negotiations is over.
The Working Party will continue its discussions on the basis of the document Disciplines on domestic regulation pursuant to GATS article VI:4 - Consolidated working paper (JOB(06)/225). This document was presented to the Members states by the Chairman of the Working Party in mid-July.

You may get a copy by sending an e-mail to dag.endal@forut.no. Your national government will probably not let you see the draft document.

If possible, contact should also be taken to other ministries which are responsible for the national alcohol policy; eg. health, social welfare. It is the scope of authority and freedom of action for these ministries that is now subject to negotiation in the GATS.
Recommended input to governments
Regional and local regulations

The Disciplines on Domestic regulations should recognize the rights of even regional and local governments to implement trade regulations on the same grounds as national governments may (eg. protection of public health).

Necessity testing
Governments should express their opposition to the inclusion of any reference to the concept of necessity in the disciplines. This relates to sentences in the following sections of the draft text: A 3 (b), C 1, F 2, F 3, G 3 iii, I 2 ii, I 4, J 4, K 5.
Many governments have already expressed this opinion in writing and in the negotiations at the last meeting of the Working Party, as show the notes from the Chairman in the draft paper.

Licensing requirements
Propose the section F.2. to be excluded from the draft text: “Each Member shall ensure that licensing requirements do not act as barriers to trade in services and are not more trade restrictive than required to fulfil national policy objectives.”
International standardization?
The text of the section J 5 should be amended to guarantee the rights of national governments to impose stricter regulations than existing international standards. For example, if international standards on alcohol advertising are established, countries should be free to implement their own, tougher regulations, such as total bans on such advertising.
Developing countries
In the draft text there as a very important section dealing with the situation for developing countries (Section K Development). The need for such a text has been strongly expressed by many developing countries themselves. 

Governments should emphasize in the last round of negotiations the specific needs and challenges of developing countries in protecting their population from new health and social problems that come with economic development. WHO has estimated that alcohol is risk factor no 1 to the public health in developing countries with low mortality rates, i.e. countries which have managed to overcome the most severe poverty diseases.
The specific challenge for developing societies may be illustrated by an example from the field of alcohol policy:

· Many developing countries have had a low level of alcohol consumption and strict cultural and religious regulations of drinking. A large part of the consumption has been local brews, not industrial alcohol. In many regions there has not been a tradition for the more formal alcohol control measure on production and distribution. 

· The need for new control policy measures is growing rapidly, as Western drinking habits and industrial alcohol is on the increase. 
· Many developing countries are lacking sufficient competence to develop alcohol control policies and also the administrative capacity to implement such policies.
· Many among the least developed may also have too scarce resources to fight against huge multinational alcohol producers if the companies file complaints to the WTO.
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