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Russia and World Trade Organization (WTO) – end of journey or endless one?*

By Sergei F. Sutyrin

Both options suggested by the title of this small article could be sensible argued. Indeed, on the one hand, top ranking Russian officials including Prime Minister Vladimir Putin and President Dmitry Medvedev express their hopes for the successful completion of the WTO accession in 2011. This optimism was shared by the organization Director-General Pascal Lamy who told a news conference on the sidelines of the latest World Economic Forum: "I believe Russian accession to the WTO before the end of this year is doable". On the other hand, similar type of forecasts has already been made (at least in Russia) for more than a half of decade. Under the circumstances pessimists might really expect that current prognosis would share a sad destiny of the previous ones. Recently declared extension of the end of talks till June, instead of April indicated just a week earlier, supports skepticism.
According to an official cite of the WTO the process of Russian accession was launched in June 1993 when the country applied for GATT membership. After establishing of World Trade Organization in 1995 initial application was transformed into application to the WTO. This means that among all currently acceding countries RF has the second longest accession story after Algeria (application was submitted in June 1987). 

So far forty one new members joined the club since it started to operate. Thinking about certain general trend of the WTO enlargement one might claim that each next participant (taking under consideration its size, structure, level as well as dynamics of economic development) tended to pay higher entrance fee in terms of concessions and duration of negotiating process. Under the circumstances Russia – at least after Chinese accession – really had not that many chances to finalize the deal fast and easy. From purely technical point of view only bilateral talks with 62 members of the Working Party on Russian accession1 were doomed to be very lengthy. Similarly, just due to the scope of issues on agenda multilaterals also were extremely time-consuming. In some cases negotiating parties aspired to secure the best possible outcome for themselves regardless of their vis-à-vis’ interests, concerns and arguments2 substantially contributing to extension of the talks. 
At last but not least, trying to understand why during certain periods negotiations either almost stopped or produced no results one might recall famous “Cui prodest?” Indeed, because of various economic, political, ideological reasons different groups of both domestic and international stakeholders benefited from the delays in Russia’s accession. Hence, they could influence the process accordingly.
Taking under consideration several evident previous failures to fulfill initially announced schedules, is it of any

sense to declare once again yet another date for completion of the talks? In spite of an obvious risk, time targeting has its own and pretty powerful logic. Generally speaking schedules are needed to mobilize available resources, to focus them on achieving clearly defined ends. 

In a specific case under discussion announced dates tend to introduce additional internal discipline for the negotiators. In addition to that, time targeting demonstrates to the other party seriousness of our intentions. Even if it simultaneously might diminish our bargaining power, nevertheless it looks fair to claim that without any schedules at all negotiations could last almost forever. By the way, Russian accession is far from being the only example of relatively poor time management. Already more than six year delay in completion of Doha Development Agenda3 provides critics of the WTO with a very convincing argument. Under the circumstances it is not that clear who has to take the bulk of responsibility for protracted talks with Russia.
Meanwhile, from an author of the present article point of view nowadays chances to bring the negotiations to the successful end are higher than before. On the one hand, there are fewer reasons to expect any serious developments similar to June 2009 Russia's Prime Minister Vladimir Putin declaration. He said that RF together with Belarus and Kazakhstan halted their separate talks on accession to the World Trade Organization. Instead they would apply to join the WTO as a single customs union. At least in a short run this dramatic shift in Russian position generated additional tension between negotiating parties and required extra time to bring them back to fruitful discussion. On the other hand, global economy this year most probably will not experience new wave of economic turmoil similar to 2007-2009 crisis. The latter, as is well known, initiated substantial growth of protectionist pressure, making whatever trade liberalization initiatives more difficult to implement.
At the same time, whether completion of negotiations under review will happen in 2011 or later, adjustment to

Russia’s new status in comparison with accession per se will by all means present much more diverse set of challenges – both threats and opportunities – to the substantially greater number of stakeholders in the country as well as internationally.
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1 Such an impressive membership will for sure stay as an absolute record of the WTO accession.
2 This type of tough negotiating strategy is sometimes referred as “Generation me” philosophy.

3 According to Doha Declaration a new package of agreements on wide range of international trade related issues had to be agreed by 1 January 2005
