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Russian way to the World Trade Organization (WTO): why did it take so long?*

By Sergei F. Sutyrin
At the end of 2011 negotiations on Russian accession to the WTO came to a successful completion. Decision of the Working Party on the terms of the country’s membership made on 10 November and approval of Russia’s entry at the 8th Ministerial Conference in Geneva on 16 December constituted two last steps of the process. 
Although Soviet Union had been able to become one of the “founding fathers” – contracting parties of the initial General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), it due to several reasons had deliberately preferred not to participate. Only as late as 1991 USSR got the observing status to the organization, and thus had no opportunity to develop any actual relations with it. Russia in its turn in June 1993 applied for GATT membership. History doesn’t know the conjunction mood, so there is no sense in speculations on scenarios of RF foreign trade development in case of getting this status, and then more or less automatically becoming a member of the WTO after it started to operate from  January 1, 1995. Nevertheless, at least two points seem to be relevant here. 
First one is substantial difference between GATT and WTO. The latter covers by its rules and procedures much wider range of international economic transactions including trade in services, protection of intellectual property rights and certain components of international investments. More than that, the WTO imposes on its members more rigid discipline with respect to implementation of their commitments. All this inevitably influences the way accession to the institution is negotiated. 

Secondly, it is interesting to note that for the last years of GATT a total number of its contracting parties increased significantly. During 8 years of Uruguay Round 37 states and separate customs territories joined “the club”. Just within the period of second half of 1993 – December 1994 GATT got 17 new members.    
In one of his previous publications
 an author of the present paper merely enumerated several factors due to which the successful completion of negotiations on Russian accession ultimately took more than 18 years and so far happened to be the longest in the history of the WTO enlargement
. Here two of these factors will be discussed in more detailed manner. Namely they are: the scope of negotiated issues, and the number of countries participating in the Working Party. Being closely connected with each other both of them nevertheless emphasize different dimensions of the problem.
In particular, in case of the former a key point deals with the size as well as relatively high level of diversification typical for RF economy. Even taking under consideration unprecedented economic slump experienced by the country during the 1990s, Russia continued to be a relatively significant participant of international trading system. In particular, in 2002 Russian Federation accounted for 0.9% of world merchandise import, being the 23d largest importer on the globe. In case of merchandise export the results looked even more impressive – 1.7% share and 17th position in the global ranking
. During next several years (before 2008-2009 economic crisis hit the country) Russian foreign trade expanded significantly. This type of growth resulted in 2008 in 1.8% share of world merchandise import (16th rank) and 2.9% share of world merchandise export (9th rank) 
.
Under the circumstances overall Russian economic regime as well as specific conditions of commercial collaboration in very different individual markets of goods and services were of obvious substantial importance for a large variety of economic agents all around the globe. In their turn Russian negotiators were obliged to take into consideration both often mutually conflicting concerns of domestic stakeholders and possible discrepant repercussions of proposed measures. On this basis they had first to elaborate and then to implement coherent strategy aimed at securing of national interests.      
In addition to mentioned above, the number of the Working Party participant per se also paid its tribute to making negotiating process lengthy. According to the existing rules each and every member of the WTO is able to enter the group of those who are interested in discussions with the candidate. In Russian case they appeared to be more than 60. Majority of them negotiated Russia’s accession from the very beginning of the talks. At the same time, some newly acceded countries (e.g. Ukraine, Saudi Arabia, and Cambodia) joined much later. 

Why all that is relevant to the issue under investigation? This is due to the fact that substantial part of negotiations (in particular, on tariffs and trade in goods and trade in services) were carried out in a bilateral regime. From purely technical point of view quite a period of time is needed in order to prepare and sign 57 bilateral agreements on market access for goods and 30 bilateral agreements on market access for services. By the way, one can hardly expect that these figures will ever be surpassed by any future potential WTO member.            
To sum up, it seems sensible to argue that 18 years-long negotiations on Russian accession to the World Trade Organization should not be perceived as something really extraordinary. Generally speaking, there are no strict objective quantitative criteria any candidate should conform to. Under the circumstances straightforward consent to meet all Working Party demands and to implement within reasonable period of time respective liberalization measures allows to receive the status of the WTO member fast enough
. In case of Russia, membership for the sake of membership never was a goal. Maxim Medvedkov’s team rather strived for securing acceptable conditions of accession. It won’t take that long to see whether they managed to succeed.           
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