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HISTORIC OPPORTUNITY FOR U.S. FARMERS AS NEW AGENDA FOR TRADE NEGOTIATIONS ARE LAUNCHED IN QATAR

DOHA, Qatar, Nov. 14, 2001 -- The 4th Ministerial Conference of the World Trade Organization (WTO) ended today with an agreement by the 142 member organization to launch a new agenda for trade negotiations aimed at expanding global markets and reducing trade barriers. Agriculture was central throughout the discussions because of its importance to nearly every WTO country.  

“This is an historic agreement that provides a tremendous boost for trade negotiations to further open markets and reduce trade barriers that impede the competitiveness of American farmers,” said USDA Secretary Ann M. Veneman. “Expanding global markets for our farmers is vital to the long-term prosperity of our highly productive agriculture and food sector.”

Veneman participated in the meetings as part of the U.S. delegation led by Trade Representative Robert B. Zoellick.  She attributed much of the success of the meetings to his tireless leadership and vision in negotiating contentious issues across several areas. “Ambassador Zoellick exhibited extraordinary negotiating skills in bridging very wide gaps on critical issues among many diverse positions.”

In a press briefing following the meetings, both Zoellick and Veneman noted that an overriding objective of new trade talks is to gain greater market access for U.S. goods and services, including farm and food products.  An oft-cited example is the high tariffs on food and agricultural products that average some 62% in markets outside the United States, and the new trade talks are intended to bring them down.

U.S. farmers currently export approximately 25% of their aggregate output and a much greater proportion of some individual commodities and products.  New technologies adopted by U.S. farmers enable their production capacity to grow larger each year.  With world population expected to surpass 9.3 billion people in the next half century, a fifty percent increase, expanding access to these potential customers through trade negotiations becomes ever more critical for American farmers and ranchers.  U.S. agricultural exports, now forecast to reach $57 billion during FY 2002, directly benefit farmers but also produce a trade surplus of $18 billion to the benefit of the entire U.S. economy. 

 “This Administration strongly believes that increased trade opportunities will bring greater prosperity for our farmers and ranchers,” said Veneman, who noted that increased trade also helps farmers because it provides a broader access to goods, services and equipment that are important to farmers on their operations.  “Successfully concluding these difficult negotiations demonstrates our commitment to reducing tariffs and other barriers that impair competitiveness.”
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A particular highlight of this 4th Ministerial Conference was the accession of China and Taiwan as the 143rd and 144th members of the WTO.   Their entry marks the culmination of protracted negotiations and promises immediate benefits to American farmers.  When the agreements are fully implemented, U.S. agricultural exports are projected to expand by more than $2.5 billion annually.  Veneman noted that, “New export opportunities will emerge for a broad range of U.S. agricultural products, including grains, meats, produce, cotton, and processed goods. China and Taiwan provide good markets with a fast growing customer base that will help expand our farm sales.”

The Doha declaration approved by the delegates Wednesday is ambitious and an important step forward for U.S. agriculture, calling for the new negotiations to be concluded by January 1, 2005.  The comprehensive negotiations over the next three years will be centered on expanding market access, reducing export subsidies, and reductions in trade-distorting domestic support. The mandate also guards against creating new loopholes in the rules that could be used to disguise trade-distorting measures.

The successful launch of new trade negotiations indicates the commitment of the member countries to a fair and equitable global marketplace.  The Uruguay Round, completed in 1994, was the first time that such an agreement included agriculture and now negotiations will attempt to further liberalize markets and spur economic growth. 

#

***ATTENTION RADIO PRODUCERS***  Audio sound bites from Secretary Veneman will be available at 5:00 p.m. ET by calling USDA's Radio Newsline at 202-488-8358 or visiting http://www.usda.gov.

