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Minutes

of the public hearing on “Safeguarding democracy, rights and the
environment in international trade” held in Marrakech on 16 March

In the framework of the report currently in preparation on “Safeguarding democracy, rights and the
environment in international trade” by Mr Geraint Davies (United Kingdom, SOC), the Committee held a
public hearing with

v Mr Abdelouahed Rahal, General Director of Commerce, Ministry of Industry and Commerce

v" Mr Mustafa Merizak, Co-ordinator of the Standing Committee for the Promotion of the Culture of
Human Rights and the Consolidation of Democratic Construction

Ms Olena Khomenko (Ukraine, EC/DA), Second Vice-Chairperson of the Committee, opened the hearing,
introduced the guest speakers, and gave the floor to the rapporteur for a brief introduction.

Mr Davies presented his draft report highlighting the need to rebalance global trade so that shared values and
the pursuit of sustainable development would be better taken into account. The new generation of agreements
increasingly comprised chapters concerning sustainable development but many of the old generation
agreements needed to be retrofitted with such chapters with the mutual agreement of parties. The report also
stressed the need to enhance commitments to protect fundamental rights and defend the public interest
through trade agreements. The World Trade Organisation (WTO) and its dispute settlement mechanism should
be further strengthened. PACE should also support the replacement of the outdated investor-state dispute
settlement system (ISDS) with a new Multilateral Investment Court based on the results of negotiations under
the United Nations auspices. Finally, the Assembly should plead for the coordinated revision of the Energy
Charter Treaty so as to reduce the length of the sunset clause and its negative impacts on the environment,
climate action and fundamental rights.

Mr Rahal started his presentation by recalling that Marrakech was the venue of the major international
conference in late 1994 which then led to the birth of the WTO in 1995. The WTO had since made a very
significant contribution to global stability and reduction of inequalities. Further work was needed to improve the
existing trade agreements so as to help ensure global food security and better regulate the movement of
chemical substances harmful to the environment. A green partnership between Morocco and the European
Union and the commitment of the Moroccan Parliament towards the achievement of Sustainable Development
Goals were crucial for the decarbonisation of the national economy and the further development of cooperation
in the Euro-Mediterranean region.

Mr Merizak underlined the role of the democratic governance in driving the protection of human rights, the
environment and sustainable development. However, there was a lack of resources for adaptation and
resilience to climate change worldwide. Trade could help build better societies and should therefore be put at
the service of prosperity, resilience, and the environment. As bilateral trade agreements were multiplying, the
WTO-driven system became more fragile. Unfortunately, problems such as air pollution and soil degradation
caused chain reactions and led to widespread negative consequences in terms of public health and food
security.

Mr Essl supported the previous speakers: the international trade needed clear rules to ensure the
implementation of environmental and social standards which underpinned ‘eco-social economy’, a term used in
his country Austria. Trade should be both free and fair.

Mr Gevorgyan asked about the rationale for setting up the Multilateral Investment Court.

1 The minutes were approved and declassified by the Committee on Social Affairs, Health and Sustainable Development
at its meeting on 27 April 2023.
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Mr Davies explained the need for new mechanisms by pointing out to problems linked to the existing dispute
settlement mechanisms: the ISDS system was often misused by enterprises to block progressive sovereign
policy changes, while the WTO’s mechanism was blocked since 2019.

Mr Morris reminded members that there was no ‘planet B’ and that ‘home’ was everywhere. It was high time to
move forward to adapt trade rules to new challenges.

Mr Petry stressed the need to strengthen the rule of law through trade an praised the efforts of New Zealand in
driving rule-of-law clauses through trade agreements.

Mr Arsenis underlined the need to develop trade in ways that could work for sustainable development and the
environment.

Mr Schennach deplored the democratic deficit | trade negotiations: parliaments stepped into the process often
too late. Some trade agreements such as Mercosur and country leaders like Bolsonaro had put too much
pressure on Amazon Forest that belonged to the entire humanity.

Ms Khomenko welcomed the rapporteur’s proposals for action and asked about the relevance of certain WTO
agreements such as on safeguards, phytosanitary measures and on trade-related intellectual property services.
The latter was particularly criticised for blocking developing countries’ access to some medicines and vaccines.

Mr Davies replied to members’ comments by explaining that the rule of law did apply to trade matters, in
particular through dispute settlement mechanisms and arbitration. The European Union was bringing a very
help broad perspective and was driving global efforts for greater environmental and social justice.
Environmental issues needed stronger protection, commensurate with investment protection. Parliaments
should reflect public concerns and therefore be more involved in trade negotiations. A series of operational
proposals in the preliminary draft resolution and recommendation showed the way forward for using trade
agreements and their new interpretation towards mainstreaming new societal priorities.

The Chairperson then thanked all the participants for their contributions and closed the hearing so that the
Committee could proceed with the examination and adoption of the preliminary draft resolution and
recommendation.
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