


system of policies and obligations recog-
nizing services as a key element of sus-
tainable development. 

Several multilateral environmental agree-
ments (MEAs) relate to services trade.  For
example:

•The Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate
Change relates to energy services and
energy consuming services; 
• The Basel Convention on the Control of
Transboundary Movements of Hazardous
Wastes and their Disposal concerns waste
disposal services; and 
• The Convention on Biological Diversity
relates to services in that biodiversity
could be negatively affected by unregulat-
ed trade in services such as tourism trade. 

Together, MEAs and the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP) need to
ensure that services trade liberalization
does not put increasing stress on the envi-
ronment or restrict governments' rights to
regulate for the protection of the environ-
ment. 

Several international agencies work on
linkages between services trade and eco-
nomic development.  For example:

• The United Nations Conference on Trade
and Development (UNCTAD), provides
much needed policy analysis that aims to
ensure that services trade liberalization
delivers economic benefits to the South; 
• The United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) pursues similar
goals. In addition to economic develop-
ment, it also aims to ensure that services
trade liberalization proves positive for
human development more broadly. 

Several of the specialized UN agencies
recognize the linkages between services
trade, human rights and social and human
development.  For example:

• The World Health Organization (WHO),
works to ensure that liberalization of
health care services does not threaten
health policy objectives;  

• The UN Sub-Commission on Human
Rights affirmed the importance of basic
services as a means of promoting human
rights - a primary responsibility of govern-
ments;5 and 
• The UN High Commissioner on Human
Rights subsequently released a report on
the human rights implications of services
trade liberalization, particularly GATS.6

Finally, the Commission on Sustainable
Development (CSD) in its preparation for
WSSD 2002 repeatedly acknowledged the
linkages between services and sustainable
development.7

It is crucial that international trade negoti-
ations do not undermine these concerted
efforts to promote sustainable develop-
ment do notcreate conflicting legal obliga-
tions for governments. Consequently,
WTO services negotiations must not be
carried out in isolation but must take into
account the efforts in these other fora.
Moreover, before accepting new, legally
binding international trade rules, WTO
Members must have a clear understanding
of the effects that existing and future
GATS rules may have on sustainable
development policies. Services trade
assessments may provide this much need-
ed information.

PROMOTING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
AND ACHIEVING COHERENCE IN
INTERNATIONAL POLICY MAKING

Sustainability assessments analyze the
economic, social and environmental
impacts of trade policies. They thereby
provide trade policy-makers with a tool to
develop a negotiating agenda and a set of
policy options that can maximize the con-
tribution of services trade liberalization to
sustainable development and minimize its
potentially negative implications.8 WTO
Members have started to recognize the
value of assessments. Services trade
assessment is a standing agenda item of the
Council for Trade in Services.9 However,
it is important that in their assessment,
WTO Members consider more than purely 
quantitative economic effects of services
trade liberalization. Rather, they need to

conduct a comprehensive and thorough
assessment, focusing in addition on the
social, environmental and human rights
implications of services trade liberaliza-
tion.  This call for a thorough, comprehen-
sive, early and transparent assessment of
services trade is widely accepted.  For
example: 

• The UN Sub Commission on Human
Rights in its 2001 resolution on services
trade liberalization recognized the value of
such assessments. It subsequently called
upon various UN agencies to undertake
services trade assessments with respect to
their areas of competence. It also called
upon WTO Members to take these com-
prehensive studies into account in their
assessments;
• Civil society groups and non-govern-
mental organizations have repeatedly
called for a comprehensive assessment of
services trade before the WTO continues
any services negotiations. They have also
offered their expertise in assessment to
trade policy-makers.10

Increasing collaboration between the WTO
and its Members on one hand and other
UN agencies and non-governmental organ-
izations on the other may give rise to syn-
ergies and contribute towards promoting
sustainable development. To allow for this
to happen, WTO Members must recognize
that services trade liberalization affects
sustainable development, in both positive
and negative ways. WTO Members must
then honor their existing legal obligations
to promote sustainable development and
make sustainable development the key
benchmark of any liberalization activities
in current negotiations. Finally, WTO
Members must commit to undertaking
thorough and comprehensive sustainability
assessments before devising any new obli-
gations under GATS. When carrying out
these assessments, both at the national and
international level, WTO Members should
employ open and transparent processes,
and call upon the expertise of relevant UN
and non-governmental organizations.

For more information, please contact:
Elisabeth Tuerk at etuerk@ciel.org
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