WTO ruling says experimental eco-labeling system would be illegal

Reuters

A dispute resolution panel of the World Trade Organization (WTO) concluded its review of a case brought by Gabon against the countries of Switzerland and Lichtenstein, with an opinion that is likely to send shockwaves through the international environmental community.

Eighteen months ago, Switzerland and Lichtenstein announced that they would no longer import timber from Gabon, previously one of the largest suppliers of timber for these nations, in favor of importing timber from nations like Canada that practice logging according to what a representative from Switzerland termed “acceptable sustainable forestry standards.”  Switzerland and Lichtenstein claimed jurisdiction on the grounds that non-sustainable logging practices were a threat to global ecosystems.

The WTO ruled in favor of Gabon, however, expressing the opinion that because Switzerland and Lichtenstein have no legal right to interfere in the domestic timber production practices of other nations, Switzerland’s and Lichtenstein’s actions were discriminatory, and ran contrary to “well established and time-honored principles of free trade.”

Gabon’s Minister of Trade issued a statement this afternoon expressing his approval for the work of the WTO dispute resolution panel.  “Wealthy nations need to be reminded every so often that they cannot run the economies of developing nations,” he said.  “First it was tuna, then shrimp, and now timber…it is a shame we must endure such cases in every commodity, but Gabon is pleased that the WTO can be relied on as an organization of high principles.”

Representatives of Switzerland and Lichtenstein have not released a statement on the WTO’s ruling or any plans to change their import practices.

It is unknown what effect, if any, this decision will have on the work of the United Nations Forum on Forests’ new Working Group, which has for the past week been meeting behind closed doors. They have not issued any reports to the press.
� The Negotiation Simulation on Global Forests Management and Conservation is for educational use only. The scenario and role instructions in this simulation are entirely hypothetical and do NOT represent any official policy or positions. This simulation exercise was developed in partnership by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the United Nations Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR), the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy (Tufts University), and the University of Joensuu, Finland, under the direction of Barbara Ruis (UNEP), Brook Boyer (UNITAR), Professor Adil Najam (Fletcher School) and Professor Tuomas Kuokkanen (University of Joensuu). Brooke Barton and Nadaa Taiyab, both of the Fletcher School, coordinated the role development, and the individual role instructions were written by Brooke Barton, Karoun Demirjian, Joshua Newton, Nadaa Taiyab, and Nirmalan Wigneswaran from the Fletcher School and Hyun-Binn Cho and Arun Seetulsingh from UNITAR.  The development of the exercise was supported by the University of Joensuu. This exercise may not be used, reproduced, revised, or translated in whole or in part by any means without written permission.








