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The mass protests and demonstrations that took place in Seattle, which became the focus of news features around the world ahead of the WTO ministerial conference indicate that the WTO objectives are not being met in terms of improving peoples lives. The some 50,000 to 70,000 protesters included a cross section of representatives from around the world to include environmentalists, labor unions, indigenous groups, international NGOs, and students who were protesting the impact the WTO agreements were having on their represented section of the population. Global Exchange, a key NGO was instrumental in motivating other NGO’s and groups to protest. They are a human rights organisation who promote social, economic and environmental justice around the world, and who are highly critical of globalisation, and seek to move from profit-centred to people-centred. They motivated all groups opposed to the WTO’s corporate favoured policy to join the protest movement. The Forest Ecology Network’s is another group whose view of the WTO is, that their “goal is to increase international trade, not protect the environment or public health, and it works towards this goal by striving to diminish the regulatory powers of nation-states and local communities - particularly our rights to make laws about public health, food safety, environment, labor, culture, democracy and sovereignty - while increasing the powers and freedoms of global corporations to act without any controls.” Claims which are supported by many who are at the receiving end of the effects of globalisation, such as local farmers, developing countries, environmentalists and more.


Business unchecked becomes crime.
Stewart Brand
On its website, the WTO states that its aim is to “help its members use trade as a means to raise living standards, create jobs and improve people’s lives.” It is there to support a global market that enables all member countries access to free trade. In theory, to enable a flow goods and services between countries with little or no restriction, and so improve economic growth and reduce consumer costs. On the surface this policy appears inclusive and beneficial for the good of all world citizens. This form of trading however is, has enabled the growth of large-scale corporations, through the mass production of goods and services enabling cheap imports and low consumer costs at the sacrifice of smaller local businesses who cannot compete with the big giants. 

In 1999, just shy of hitting the new millenium, thousands of protesters took to the streets of Seattle to protest outside the World Trade Organisation (WTO) ministerial conference. The result was the abandonment of the conference due to mass destruction and disruption in what was to become know as The Battle in Seattle. The protests covered a wide range of issues to include sustainable economies, and environmental and social issues. Issues that were not new but becoming increasingly crtitical as the divide between the rich and the poor deepens. 
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From the mouths of peasants into the bellies of big corporations
Stolen Harvest

Protestors hang a flag from a construction crane in downtown Seattle in protest of the 1999 World Trade Organization conference.Reuters
One example depicted in Shiva’s book is that of the Indian peasant farmer. Initial awareness of corporate control was identified by the Dag Hammarskjold Foundation in 1987 by highlighting the repositioning of chemical companies as “life sciences”. Their goal? To control agriculture through patents, genetic engineering and mergers. Shiva took it upon herself to take action. In summary, reforms forced large swathes of land that had been used for food crops to be used instead for growing cotton; the seeds having been acquired on credit, through heavy marketing campaigns with the promise of high yielding crops from modified seeds patented by Monsanto. This was contrary to traditional practices by farmers, who saved their seeds for future harvests and freely shared with other farmers. These new seeds were vulnerable to pests and so the farmer had to also buy pesticides from Monsanto. Sadly though, the promises made by Monsanto were empty.  The farmers suffered poor harvests leaving them heavily in debt. Many farmers lost their livelihoods. The rate of suicides amongst farmers sky rocketed. Sad to say, statistics show that on average, every year since 2001, 15,500 farmers commit suicide. This was all due to ruthless campaigns by a big corporation for its own greedy gains. Their interference with centuries old practices that created strong community connections and a system of self sufficiency is strong evidence that the system of globalisation serves a select few to the detriment of the vast majority. Evidence of the negative impact of corporate actions can be seen in the environment around the world. From environmental damage, to carbon emissions, labour exploitation and increased povery among other things.  There is little evidence to show that the WTO takes a holistic approach to solving world issues.

Anthropologists and ecologists, such as Vandana Shiva, strive to highlight how the impact of large-scale industrialisation has affected local economies. Rather than improving their standard of living or improving their lives, the opposite has happened leaving communities in below poverty conditions. The removal of trade barriers has enabled large corporations to exploit resources in developing countries through use of cheap labour and land. Shiva, in her book, Stolen Harvest, has illustrated, how globalisation and the enabling of free trade has cost small local economies to disappear and along with it the livelihoods of local people including the resultant damage brought about by the activities of large corporations who have been given rights regardless of environmental protections and concerns.
The farmers’ plight is just one area in which the WTO has failed to consider the needs of all world citizens. They persistently ignore environmental concerns or the needs of developing countries in favour of capitalistic corporate greed. After the failed ministerial conference in Seattle, the next conference in Doha in 2001, the WTO found in favour of the rights to have access to medicines over commercial interests and also agreed to address the needs of poorer countries. Unfortunately by the next meeting in 2003, it was evident that the WTO had no interest in honouring these key points; developing countries walked out of the talks realising that, yet again, their needs and wishes were being ignored in favour of WTO self interest. Transparency on their website is practically non-existent. Searches for information in relation to this article were cumbersome and if anything served to generate more suspicion against the WTO as to what they could be hiding and the nature of their true intentions. The evidence of diminished nation states powers indicates governments increasingly have less power in making laws for the good of their people and their environment whilst corporations are becoming autonmous in securing world domination.




little to deter the protestors. The 2003 war in Iraq saw an unprecedented turnout of protestors, estimated to be around 10 million worldwide, with Rome having the largest turnout of 3 million. Many are becoming aware of the effects of the tightening hold of corporate power and control, infringing on many peoples lives around the globe, making it impossible for their self serving antics to go unnoticed. As a result, the number of protests have increased worldwide, fighting against the top 1%, who it seems are striving for world domination. People are waking up to the unjust actions of the few to the detriment of the rest of the world and one can only hope that continued persistence of NGOs, groups and individuals from around the world  will eventually pay off. 
One of the negative effects of WTO membership is the negation of a countries powers to make decisions that serve the best interest of that country.  Instead, it seems that large corporations, when faced with barriers, simply apply to the WTO to pave the way for them to act freely in their own self interest. An example of this, is when the United States took India to the WTO to contest its restrictions on food imports (mentioned in Shiva’s book at the time when the dispute was in progress). Unfortunately, we are in a time when corporate greed supersedes human interest. The inability or the refusal of the WTO to take a balanced approach to free trade is setting the planet on a trajectory for world disaster.  Fortunately there will always be those that fight for justice. Who woll win this battle? Will opposers of WTO objectives succeed in getting them to change direction? Only time will tell. If not, nature herself may have a hand in this decision, since no matter how much humans may think they have control, mother nature always has a way of proving otherwise.

.

The protests and demonstrations in Seattle are by no means an isolated event; there have been similar protests and demonstrations taking place at subsequent ministerial conferences and at other similar world meetings such as the G8 summit and COP15 in spite of new measures in place since the fiasco of Seattle 1999. The introduction of a two mile exclusion zone at all world meetings to prevent disruption, but in my view is ultimately another nail in the coffin of the rights and freedom of people. This has done little to deter the protestors. The 2003 war in Iraq saw an unprecedented turnout of protestors, estimated to be 

The 1996 Rome declaration on World Food Security defined food security as “when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and
On its website, The Forest Ecology Network state “It is also one of the world's most powerful, secretive, undemocratic and dangerous bodies and the principal rule-making bureaucracy of corporate-driven economic globalization.” I couldn’t agree more! Some benefits of free trade include increased economic growth. For example, the projected growth in 2003 for the USA was from 0.1% to 0.5%. Shiva, in her book has shown that in Mexico, food import in 1996 was 43 percent but in that time 2.2 million lost jobs and 40 million fell into extreme poverty. The two examples given show that developed countries can indeed enjoy economic growth but by contrast developing countries have a different story to tell. Another benefit of free trade is the ability of businesses to expand globally. This was to stop countries from protecting the their industries and businesses and prevents stagnation.  The flip side is that by opening up free trade the increase in competition and the influx of cheap imports has threatened domestic livelihoods and allowed corporate giants to establish an even stronger foothold on the world playing field. There are many downsides of free trade. A couple to mention here are poor working conditions and labour outsourcing. Developing countries especially are vulnerable to the effects of outsourced labour, particularly women and children. Competitioin for work is high and the working environment is prone to being unregulated.  Countries that outscource their labour take jobs away from their own country thereby increasing unemployment.   
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