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Founded in 1949 as the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, the (GATT) was the worlds’ only trade arena focused initially on the reduction of tariffs on internationally traded goods. As tariffs decreased world wide new restrictions to trade where put into place which are called non-tariff barriers.  These restraints typically are in the form of quotas such as that The United States imposes items such as textiles and apparel, sugar and steel.

Until the year 2000 virtually all GATT negotiations were on trade in goods. However, every year since the beginning of the GATT, it became clearer and clearer that the “service” sector issues, ranging from architecture to value-added telecommunications, were becoming the largest and most dynamic component of both developed and developing country economies.   Although very important in their own right, services also serve as crucial inputs into the production of most goods.  Their inclusion in the Uruguay Round of trade negotiations led to the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) and since January 2000, they have become the subject of multilateral trade negotiations.

At the end of the Uruguay Round the GATT was expanded to take into account new issues such as GATS and also agriculture.  Thus a new institution was created called The World Trade Organization.  The (WTO) is the only international organization dealing with the global rules of trade between nations. Its main function is to ensure that trade flows smoothly, predictably and as freely as possible.
Virtually all decisions in the WTO are taken by consensus among all member countries. Unlike the United Nations – where each country has a vote, there is no voting in the WTO.  The consensus decisions are ratified by the members' parliaments or governments.   In the United States the ratifying body is U.S. Congress, which has the power under our constitution to regulate commerce. 

By lowering trade barriers, the WTO also breaks down other barriers between peoples and nations.  For example the WTO now must look at the free movement of people, as well as the free movement of goods. 

The issue we are discussing today has nothing to do with immigration but with the “credentialing” process in many professions.  Unlike in the goods sector, where standard setting is easy, it is much more difficult to set appropriate standards for human beings.  Alas the characteristics of a widget are much more identifiable than standard characteristics for human beings. It is not possible to say “hence forth all doctors will be females, blue eyed, blond and weigh 125 pounds!”

So we must be careful in the WTO negotiations on standards for the professions to make sure that there is a wide enough band of acceptable criteria established. Negotiators must assure that in addition to setting benchmarks for training, the agreement also accommodate cultural differences. Also important is what terminology is used when discussing this issue.  There is quite a difference in perception when one says that someone is “foreign trained” instead of “internationally trained.  The latter 

seems to imply that one was trained to a higher standard!

We also need to assure that the issues surrounding the credential of personnel be discussed in positive terms and that the standards which are agreed upon do not become “non-tariff” barriers.

And finally, I would urge that delegations be careful with the terms they impose of such standards so there is no possibility that “reverse discrimination” could take place against Americans trying to work in professional fields in other countries.

It is important to remember that these issues should not be dealt with unilaterally, but rather multilaterally.
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