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ACCESSION THROUGH THE 
BACKDOOR: HOW THE US IS 
PUSHING IRAQ INTO THE WTO 

Mary Lou Malig* 

(This article was first published in the Focus on the Global 
South report “Destroy and Profit: Wars, Disasters and 
Corporations”. The full report can be downloaded at http://
focusweb.org/content/view/819/30/)

In the last few months, all eyes were fixed on the outcome 
of the 6th Ministerial of the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) in Hong Kong. At stake was the fate of the Doha 
Development Round. 

Thousands of protestors, coming from all walks of life 
and various sectors and movements around the globe, 
swarmed into the streets of Hong Kong to try to prevent 
a bad deal. However, the big trading powers knew they 
could not afford another Seattle or Cancun. And so, with 
the help of India and Brazil, the US and EU saved the 
Round with a deal that will be detrimental to the majority 
of the world’s peoples. 

As people analyze what is in this bad deal, most of what 
the people are rejecting will soon be, if not already, ap-
plied onto Iraq. 

WELCOME TO THE CLUB
It is a little known fact that Iraq is now well on its way to 
becoming a fully-fledged member of the WTO. Iraq has 
now advanced to step 3 of the accession process and will 
most likely complete it without most Iraqis knowing it even 
happened. 

On February 11, 2004, less than a year after the US inva-
sion of Iraq, the country was granted observer status at the 
WTO. Four months before the US handed over “sover-
eignty” to an interim government in Iraq, the occupied 
territory had already taken the first step of accession into 
the WTO. 

According to one trade publication, “Geneva based ana-
lysts were taken aback by the quick move, “I would have 
thought they would wait until the country was stable.”” 
(1) Even Ahmad Al-Mukhtar, Director General of Foreign 
Economic Relations of the Iraq Ministry of Trade, stated 
as fact the country’s instability. “As you know my country is 
now going through very severe times. We are in a stage of 
instability.” (2)

Yet Iraq had enough strong backers for it to get a unani-
mous vote at the WTO General Council at the first try, de-
spite its instability. In the same meeting, Iran’s application 
for observer status, which has been on the table for the 
past three years, was blocked by the US for the fifteenth 

Iraq’s accession so successfully that the members of the 
WTO and the secretariat itself overlooked the fact that 
Iraq does not even pass the first requirement of accession. 
Under WTO rules “Any state or customs territory having 
full autonomy in the conduct of its trade policies is eligible 
to accede to the WTO on terms agreed between it and 
WTO Members”. (Article XII of the WTO Agreement). 

At the time of approval of observer status, which then 
WTO Director General Supachai Panitchpakdi declared as 
a first step to WTO membership (4), Iraq was still being run 
by Paul Bremer’s Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA). 

But this did not deter the US’ determination to make Iraq 
a member of the multilateral institution. On September 
30, 2004, Iraq submitted its request for accession to the 
Director General of the WTO. Before the year ended, in 
the December General Council of the WTO, a working 
party was established to examine Iraq’s membership appli-
cation. Iraq also started drafting its Foreign Trade Regime 
Memorandum and the creation of a national committee 
for WTO accession, the third step to accession. Step two 
was in the bag and three was on the way. 

And to make sure that Iraq would stay the course of ac-
cession, the US generously offered to help Iraqis prepare 
for negotiations. “The US government supports the Iraqi 
interim government’s efforts. To that end, we have invited 
a team of senior Iraqi officials and experts to the US to 
discuss trade issues, including preparation for WTO acces-
sion negotiations.” (5)

TIMELINE
19 March 2003 - US invasion of Iraq
11 February 2004 - Iraq granted observer status at 
the WTO 
28 June 2004 - US handover of “sovereignty” to an 
interim government 
13 December 2004 - GC established accession 
working group parties to examine membership 
application of Iraq. Iraq started the drafting of 
its Foreign Trade Regime Memorandum and the 
creation of a national committee for WTO accession 
30 January 2005 - National elections in Iraq 
September 2005 - Iraq submitted a Memorandum on 
the Foreign Trade Regime 

INITIATION RITES 
But what exactly does it mean when they say a country is 
going through the accession process of the WTO? Like 
any other entry process into an elite club, the accession 
process is highly secretive. According to Jane Kelsey, who 
has written extensively on the accession of Pacific Islands 
into the WTO, “The accession process has no rules, except 
precedent and power, and is the very antithesis of what the 
members publicly state to be the intention and design of 
the WTO.” (6)

The whole process is shrouded in secrecy with docu-
ments reviewed by the accession working party remaining 

time. (3)

The US it seems, has been able to push 



�

restricted until negotiations are over. In many cases, both 
parliamentarians and citizens of the applying country do 
not know what is at stake. 

The accession process forces the applicant country to 
make many concessions to the more powerful members of 
the WTO as well as changing their domestic and national 
regulations in order to conform to the new agreements. 
In the case of Samoa, the working party demanded con-
cessions that Samoa simply could not afford. “They can 
ask for all sorts of commitments which Samoa isn’t in a 
position to offer. If they insist, there are two options: we 
will never become a member or we have to give in to that 
request.”(7)

This is because accession to the WTO is a process of 
negotiation. Article XII of the WTO Agreement states 
that accession to the WTO will be “on terms to be agreed” 
between the acceding government and the WTO. (8) This 
means that those “terms to be agreed” can be a wish-list 
that goes beyond current WTO commitments or negotia-
tions. According to Kelsey, “It is important to recognize 
that most of what the South is rejecting [in the Doha 
round of negotiations] has already been forced, arrogantly 
and invisibly, onto some of the world’s smallest, poorest 
and most vulnerable countries.”(9)

Member countries who join the accession working party 
can then push the applicant as far as they can. And what-
ever concessions they get are then enjoyed by the rest of 
the membership under the non-discrimination policy of 
the WTO. These talks cover everything from tariff rates to 
market access to policies in goods and services. For Iraq, it 
is expected that the US will lead the negotiations as it has 
shown the greatest interest in Iraq becoming a member of 
the multilateral body. 

In fact, since day one, the US had already planned Iraq’s 
entry into the WTO and Iraq’s reconstruction has been 
geared towards it becoming WTO-compliant. According to 
one researcher, the US ordered Bearing Point, the con-
tractor tasked with the economic reconstruction of Iraq, 
to “create a WTO-consistent trade and investment legal 
framework which will both promote competitive devel-
opment of domestic business… and lay the groundwork 
for greater integration into international financial and 
trading networks.” (10) This means that Iraq’s laws have to 
be re-written to become WTO friendly and to transform 
Iraq’s former state-controlled economy to a complete 
market-controlled economy with international trade at its 
center. 

Bremer also made sure that Iraq would become a member 
of the WTO. Order number 12 or the “Trade Liberaliza-
tion Policy” is one of the now infamous Bremer Orders, 
which, in one pen-stroke, transformed the economy of 
Iraq. This trade liberalization order set the target date 
of February 2004 for joining the WTO: in the end, it was 
on that date that Iraq was unanimously granted observer 
status at the WTO. 

Bremer also made sure that even if the CPA was no longer 
there, it would take little short of a miracle to overturn his 
orders. “The Bremer Orders would remain – repealing 

them would be near impossible – because to do so would 
require the approval of two-thirds to three-fourths of a 
future assembly.” (11)

For some countries, accession to the WTO hastaken years. 
For Iraq however, it seems to be on fast track moving 
from observer status to drafting its Foreign Trade Regime 
Memorandum -- the starting point of the intensive negotia-
tions of accession -- in no time at all. 

This was all part of the US’ grand plan for Iraq. Clearly, 
the reason why the US has been in a mad rush to push 
Iraq’s accession into the WTO is to lock in the economic 
transformation of Iraq and its commitments to the WTO, 
just like the Bremer Orders have been locked in to the 
laws of Iraq. By binding them internationally, the US 
closes the door to any future policy changes by any future 
government of Iraq. It not only limits, but removes the 
ability of future governments to introduce public interest 
policies or legislation. 

HOW TO BECOME A MEMBER OF 
THE WTO IN 8 EASY STEPS

1. Get observer status at the WTO 

2. Request for accession: The accession process com-
mences with the submission of a formal written request 
for accession by the applicant government. This request 
is considered by the General Council which establishes a 
Working Party to examine the accession request and, ulti-
mately, to submit the findings of the Working Party to the 
General Council for approval. The Working Party is open 
to all Members of the WTO.
3. Submission of a memorandum on the Foreign Trade 
Regime: The applicant government presents a memoran-
dum covering all aspects of its trade and legal regime to 
the Working Party. This memorandum forms the basis for 
detailed fact finding by the Working Party.
4. Meeting conditions of entry: Terms and conditions in-
clude commitments to observe WTO rules and disciplines 
upon accession and transitional periods required to make 
any legislative or structural changes where necessary to 
implement these commitments.
5. Bilateral negotiations: The applicant government 
engages in bilateral negotiations with interested Work-
ing Party members on concessions and commitments on 
market access for goods and services. The results of these 
bilateral negotiations are consolidated into a document 
which is part of the final “accession package”.
6. Accession package: The working party then finalizes the 
terms of accession. These appear in a report, a draft mem-
bership treaty (“protocol of accession”) and lists (“sched-
ules”) of the member-to-be’s commitments.
7. Approval of the accession package: The final package, 
consisting of the report, protocol and lists of commit-
ments, is presented to the WTO General Council or the 
Ministerial Conference. If a two-thirds majority of WTO 
members vote in favour, the applicant is free to sign the 
protocol and to accede to the organiza-
tion. In many cases, the country’s own 
parliament or legislature has to ratify the 
agreement before membership is com-
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plete.
8. Full membership: Thirty days after the applicant govern-
ment notifies the WTO Secretariat that it has completed 
its ratification procedures, the applicant government 
becomes a full Member of the WTO. (12)

FREE TRADE IS A GIFT…

In all this time, however, the US has continuously pro-
jected the benevolent occupier image as it generously 
helps Iraqis get on the road of free trade and democracy. 
Al-Mukhtar declares Iraq’s accession into the WTO as its 
first step towards integration into the global economy. 
“After decades of isolation, Iraq is beginning to rejoin the 
international community and your decision today sends 
a positive signal to the people of Iraq that they are wel-
comed back and that the world really cares about their 
welfare.”(13)

Free trade supporters have even hailed this as a blessing to 
countries like Iraq. As Daniel Griswold of the libertarian 
think tank Cato Institute based in Washington DC states, 
“What do Libya, Sudan, Syria, Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan 
have in common? Besides all of them being ongoing or 
recent sponsors of terrorism, not one of them belongs to 
the WTO.”(14) 

The US then went ahead and outlined a plan similar to 
that of Iraq for the rest of the region. “The Middle East 
Free Trade Area (MEFTA) was billed as part of a plan to 
fight terrorism – in this case, by supporting the growth of 
Middle East prosperity and democracy through trade.” 
(14) an analyst with the Congressional Research Service 
wrote. And the first step to becoming a part of MEFTA is 
joining the WTO.  

…WITH STRINGS ATTACHED 
What is the reason for the push to make Iraq, 
and later on, other countries in the Middle East, 
members of the WTO? The US says it’s the way to 
ýght terrorism. However, what theyôre not saying is 
what’s in it for them and their corporations. 

The goal has always been the oil. “With the US 
expected to depend on other countries for 70 
percent of its oil needs by 2025 – securing access 
to oil was both a matter of survival and a source of 
great power.”(15) And gaining control would mean 
changing the current system as 70 percent of the 
worlds oil is still distributed through national oil 
companies.  

As a US analyst explains, a key pillar of the Bush Adminis-
tration strategy is to consolidate control over global energy 
services and the principal way to achieve that is through 
the services negotiations under the WTO. (16)

The WTO is still the best arena because of 
its legally binding agreements. The US is 

a few steps closer to its goal of control once Iraq becomes 
a member of the WTO. As US Vice President Richard 
Cheney states, “While many regions of the world offer 
great oil opportunities, the Middle East, with two-thirds of 
the world’s oil and the lowest cost is still where the prize 
ultimately lies.” (17)

The real winners of this will be the US oil giants, who have 
been eyeing Iraq’s sea of oil even before the invasion. A re-
cent report by Global Exchange states, “Billions of dollars 
in contracts have been handed out to multinational cor-
porations with ties to the Bush administration like Halli-
burton, Bechtel and Harken Energy Company for services 
such as getting the oil from the earth to the market.” (18) 
The same report asserts that energy services have become 
more profitable than the oil itself. 

THE MAIN AGENDA: ENERGY 
SERVICES 
Through the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA), the US was able to remove Canada’s control 
over its vast energy resources by, among other measures 
(19):

establishing rights of foreign companies to invest in 
the energy sector;
stripping Canada’s National Energy Board of its pow-
ers and dismantling the “vital-supply safeguard” that 
required Canada to maintain a 25 year surplus of 
natural gas (the US maintained its 25 year reserve for 
national security purposes) 
banning export taxes (a major source of government 
revenue exports) 

The NAFTA however only covers Mexico, Canada and the 
US. The US therefore has proposed to expand the services 
negotiations in the WTO to include energy. “The US has 
called upon WTO members to open markets eligible for 
private participation in the entire range of energy services, 
from exploration to the final customer…” (20)

The plan is to pry open the energy services sector and 
shift the control over oil from national governments to oil 
service corporations. According to Victor Menotti of the 
International Forum on Globalization, “If the Bush White 
House gets its way with energy services negotiations, the 
control of the global economy’s primary energy source 
could shift from national governments to oil services gi-
ants like Halliburton.” (21)

In the recently concluded 6th Ministerial Conference of 
the WTO, the US and its allies, succeeded in expanding 
the services negotiations and including energy services 
in the sectors to be negotiated. This covers all activities 
composing the energy services sector across all modes of 
supply and a whole range of activities under the oil and 
gas sector, from exploration services, services incidental to 
mining, technical testing and analysis and refining ser-
vices.(22)

Under the new expanded services mandate, there will 
be plurilateral negotiations on various sectors, including 
energy, which will open up these services to privatization 

•
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and corporate control.  

REVERSING THE TREND 
As it looks now, everything seems to be falling into place. 
The US’ grand plan for Iraq and its oil is coming to frui-
tion. Iraq will soon become a member of the WTO, energy 
services have been included in the WTO mandate, the US 
just has to simply count the days before its corporations all 
control Iraq’s oil and soon, the rest of the world’s oil. 

However, so long as the resistance in Iraq grows and the 
anti-war and anti-globalization movements maintain the 
international pressure, there is still a chance to turn things 
around. 

Iraq’s accession may well be underway but it is not yet 
complete. The legitimacy of the whole process should be 
questioned as in the first place Iraqis do not have au-
tonomy over their country, let alone trade policies. The 
accession process began before the country even had elec-
tions. And even with the new Iraqi government in place, 
its legitimacy and autonomy are questionable because the 
country is under occupation by the US.  Observer status 
was granted to Iraq while the country was still under the 
CPA. The Iraqi minister who pursued the accession pro-
cess was handpicked by the US government. The country 
effectively was still under occupation when it took its first 
step towards WTO membership. 

The US, or any occupying force, has no right to alter and 
implement new policies and legislation. As stated by many 
legal analysts, in altering Iraq’s economic policies, the US 
violated international law. Article 43 of the Hague Regula-
tions of 1907 states “The authority of the legitimate power 
having in fact passed into the hands of the occupant, the 
latter shall take all the measures in his power to restore, 
and ensure as far as possible, public order and safety, while 
respecting, unless absolutely prevented, the laws in force 
in the country.” This means that the US had no right to 
restructure Iraq and turn it into a WTO-compliant econo-
my. Even the UK Attorney General, Lord Peter Goldsmith 
advised Prime Mister Tony Blair that “(in his view) the 
imposition of major structural economic reforms would 
not be authorized under international law.” (23)

 
Iraq’s accession must be stopped. Only a legitimate and 
truly sovereign Iraqi government should be able to deter-
mine its future. 

The occupation of Iraq has aspects: military and econom-
ic. Even if the Iraqi’s peoples’ resistance is successful in 
ending the occupation and driving out the US-led military 
forces, the US and its allies’ would still have gotten their 
way through the restructuring of Iraq’s economy and its 
membership into the WTO through which they can con-
tinue controlling and exploiting Iraq’s resources. 

If Iraq’s occupation is to be ended and the right to self-
determination restored to the Iraqi people, the links 
between military and economic interests must be made, 
and campaigns must be fought on both levels.  

* Marylou Malig is the trade campaign coordinator for Focus 

on the Global South. marylou@focusweb.org
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China, the WTO and 
GLobaLiZation: Looking 
BeYond Growth Figures
By Dorothy Guerrero*

Beijing’s pre-Christmas announcement of its readjusted 
2004 gross domestic product (GDP) made an internation-
al stir and sent economists scampering to their calculat-
ing tables so they can revise their predictions concerning 
when China may overtake the US as the world’s biggest 
economy. There is a 17 percent difference between the 
Chinese government’s previous report about its gross na-
tional income of $1.65 trillion and the recomputed figure, 
which amounted to $2 trillion. The new calculation carries 
a significant implication: it means that China is a much 
bigger economy than we thought. It means that it already 
climbed to the fourth slot in the world’s ranking of largest 
economy all this time, which are two notches higher from 
previous position of number six. 

There is no doubt that this advance in the pack is impres-
sive. Official statistics illustrate two decades of very strong 
annual growth rate of real GDP, which has averaged 
around 9.2 percent. Since 2001 it is the world’s number 
two in purchasing power parity (PPP). Many countries 
envy its record of economic progress. However, this 
record-growth produces a big misconception that it is a 
big winner of globalization. Although there is truth to the 
claim that on-going market reforms and China’s opening 
to the global economy gave millions of Chinese people 
an increased standard of living, many new and critical 
documents are also arguing that there are more Chinese 
people that are suffering because of its rapid transition to 
market-based economy. 

For the majority of the Chinese people the more mean-
ingful and important question is not “when will China 
become the world’s number one?” Rather, they are asking, 
“When will the benefits of China’s rise to superpower 
status start to affect our lives positively?” True enough, be-
ing number one - as in the case of the US for a long time 
– does not necessarily guarantee an end to poverty for 
marginalized people and the likelihood of better opportu-
nities and access to resources. New studies on the relation-
ship between poverty reduction and inequality show that 
there is no necessary connection between free trade and 
poverty reduction. 1 In fact, a close study of China’s case 
as a catch-up economy since reform started in 1978 shows 
that greater openness to external trade was not the driving 
force behind its success.

In the recent 6th World Trade Organization Ministerial 
Conference in Hong Kong, which was held from Decem-
ber 13 to 18, the spotlight was on China. Its economic 
performance after WTO accession is probably one of the 
most highly watched developments since it will support or 
smash notions about free trade and economic liberaliza-
tion as necessary preconditions for economic develop-
ment. Although China displayed a not-so energetic host 
posture and is still finishing its transition stage that will 
end in 2013, its fulfillment of its WTO obligations con-
cerns many.  
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CHINA’S ACCESSION TO THE 
WTO
China joined the WTO in December 2001. Since then, it 
amended more than 2,500 of its national laws and regula-
tions and abolished more than 800 others to fulfill WTO 
rules. 2 Until now, there is no accurate general calculation 
about the implications of these changes on people’s liveli-
hood. Some of the estimated negative impacts are minimal 
or negative employment growth in the sectors such as agri-
culture, automobiles, machinery and instruments. On the 
other hand employment gain occurred in industries such 
as plant-based fibers, livestock and meat, clothing, light 
manufacturing and electronics. 3 What is clear, however, 
is that membership to the multilateral trade body further 
deepened the Chinese economy’s dependency on external 
trade and foreign investment.

Prior to its integration into the international trade re-
gime, WTO supporters within the Chinese government 
argued that accession would help China further expand its 
market, accelerate the restructuring of its industries and 
improve its legal system. The Chinese Ministry of Com-
merce report in the second quarter of 2005 shows that the 
total volume of international trade in 2004 has exceeded 
one trillion US dollars and that China is now the third big-
gest trader worldwide. The report also shows that foreign 
investment reached US$53.51 billion that year while the 
estimate for 2005 is that it will exceed US$60 billion. The 
fourth quarter report for 2005 shows that four hundred 
and fifty of the world’s top 500 companies have invested in 
China. 4

China became the favorite destination of foreign direct 
investments (FDI) because of the attractive benefits it of-
fers. China has a very friendly business environment that 
includes adjusted tax rates for FDI, which is half the rate 
that state-owned enterprises normally pay. It gives good 
conditions for guaranteed profits for transnational corpo-
rations (TNCs) such as low rent, cheap natural resources 
and lax rules for its exploitation, low wages for workers, 
absence of independent trade unions, no-strike laws and 
many others.

The international business community was happy to note 
during the WTO ministerial in Hong Kong that Beijing 
complied well with its commitments to the WTO. China 
cut its overall agricultural tariffs from 54 percent in 2001 
to 15.3 percent in 2005 and this will be further reduced to 
15.2 percent in 2006. No single member has made such a 
huge cut in such a short period of time in the WTO his-
tory. The average agricultural tariff worldwide is now 62 
per cent. 

The future of the agricultural sector was one of the most 
important concerns during the talks in Hong Kong. The 
dominant view among economists within China is that 
agriculture is comparatively unimportant relative to other 
promising and more beneficial sectors since China is not a 
major exporter of agricultural products. The agricultural 
sector only contributes 15 percent to China’s GDP. How-
ever, the number of people that depends on agriculture 
for survival and development is still huge. 

 
Huge adjustments were also made on import tariffs, finan-
cial services and government procurement. Import tariffs 
for 2005 were cut to an average of 9.4 percent from 15.3 
percent in early 2001. Tariffs on information-technology 
products, including computers and telecommunications 
gear, have fallen to zero from 13.3 percent over the same 
period. 5 Since December 2004, foreign banks were al-
lowed local currency operations in 18 Chinese cities. 

Beijing agreed to begin talks on joining the WTO Govern-
ment Procurement Agreement during the second half of 
2005. When such agreement is fully reached, it will grant 
foreign companies nondiscriminatory access to govern-
ment purchases. At the moment, Chinese government 
agencies are required to purchase equipment and technol-
ogy only from Chinese-owned companies unless there is 
no existing commercially viable alternative.  

BEHIND THE STATISTICS 
It is not a secret anymore that 250 million Chinese people 
live on less than $1 per day. Another 700 million or 47 
percent of the population, live on less than $2 a day. The 
work conditions of Chinese laborers – the people who pro-
vide the world with every affordable consumer products 
from T-shirts and bras to home appliances and computers 
- are far from pleasant. They often work between 60 to 70 
hours weekly. 

In sparkling modern cities like Shenzhen in Guangdong 
province, modernity has two sides: one is the US-educated 
corporate executives and technical experts who work in 
impressive high-rises, the other is the millions who sweat 
in mindless, repetitive factory work in the “special eco-
nomic zones”. Those who belong to the second category 
receive as little as $100 per month. Most complain about 
the tasteless food in their cafeterias and cramped dormi-
tories where 10 to 20 workers share a small room. The ma-
jority of them are migrant workers from rural areas who 
lack access to many basic social benefits, have few possibili-
ties for upward mobility and have no security of employ-
ment. This vast “floating population” is driven to the cities 
by the hopeless situations in their villages and the increas-
ing gap between life in the cities and the countryside.

Economic growth has been uneven and unfair to those in 
the agricultural sectors. Agricultural wages are stagnant 
despite China’s phenomenal economic rise. Unemploy-
ment in the rural areas is now in an alarming state – the 
government estimate is that the unemployed and un-
deremployed rural labor now number around 100-120 
million. 6

The pattern of migration to urban areas is comparable to 
Japan’s experience during the period of post-war indus-
trialization. In 1947, 700 million people or 50 percent of 
Japan’s workforce used to be involved in agriculture. This 
was reduced to less than three percent by 2002. 7 China’s 
case is more rapid and more dramatic, entailing bigger 

demands for adjustments and posing big-
ger problems to the expanding cities than 
Japan. Three hundred million Chinese are 
expected to migrate from the rural areas 
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into the cities before 2020. This is one of the largest migra-
tions in human history.

China’s problems about its “surplus labor” present many 
daunting challenges as it transforms itself into a knowl-
edge and service-based economy. It is not easy to create 
productive employment for its 744 million-strong labor 
force.  China needs to create 300 million new jobs within 
the next decade to absorb or re-employ those who lost 
their jobs in the agricultural sector as well as former state-
owned enterprises (SOEs) and provide work for the new 
members of the labor force. 8

The lack of jobs and poor conditions in the rural areas are 
bound to result in the loss of the already limited agricul-
tural land to development as well as diminished income 
because of excessive taxation. The central government is 
saying that some policy measures to improve the situation 
in the country side are starting to be implemented and are 
in fact generating positive results. However, the general 
development in the rural areas is still lagging behind the 
urban areas by ten years. The state of the environment is 
also deteriorating and this is increasingly affecting peo-
ple’s health and livelihoods. Protests and rioting triggered 
by generally felt injustice and environmental problems are 
now an almost daily occurrence in the countryside.

A 2005 World Bank study notes that China’s farmers were 
already suffering declining income in the years before 
WTO entry 9. But the linking of China’s fortunes to 
foreign markets has aggravated the trend, particularly as 
China removes tariffs that once protected local farmers 
from imports. 

From 1995 to 2001 the number of workers in state en-
terprises was reduced by 40 percent (46 million), while 
workers in collectively owned urban enterprises decreased 
by 60 percent (18.6 million). Laid-off state workers 
(registered) are around 34 million. Many of these laid-off 
workers only received partial payment when their SOEs 
closed down. At the local level, problems are now arising 
due to the uncertain future of 23 million town and village 
enterprises (TVEs), which employ around 135 million 
people. The TVEs, which served as the driving force of the 
local economy in the 1980s, are now saddled with rising 
costs and competition from foreign firms. Overall urban 
and rural unemployment rate in China is estimated at ap-
proximately 30 percent.  

China’s courtship of foreign investment dramatically af-
fected SOEs. According to Hart-Landsberg and Burkett 
in their book “China and Socialism” 10 the loss of profit-
ability of state enterprises is connected with the increased 
reliance to foreign investors. Since state enterprises pay 
relatively high taxes (compared to foreign investors) as 
well as employment, investment and employee-welfare re-
sponsibilities (pension, housing, health care) they became 
increasingly uncompetitive compared to private enterpris-
es. The decrease in the SOEs profitability, coupled with 

a way to unload the government burden. 

Privatisation encouraged greater dependency on foreign 
investors, who started purchasing the ailing state enter-
prises. The state enterprises’ share of industrial output fell 
from 64 percent in 1995 to 30 percent in 2002. The SOEs 
are now operating at a loss of about one percent of GDP 
each year. 11

Exports took a leading role and to continue the rapid 
growth, the economy relied more and more on foreign en-
terprises especially in high-tech industries. The increasing 
centrality of exports and foreign investments rationalized 
the economy’s dependency to global trade and investment 
agreements and, above all, the WTO.
  
China’s rapid growth was indeed achieved with many 
social and environmental trade-offs.  It now symbolizes 
the many wrongs that come with corporate-driven form of 
economic globalization. Privatization and the increasing 
power of local elites and foreign enterprises in China are 
magnifying the already huge division between the winners 
and losers of such growth. The UNDP’s Human Develop-
ment Report for 2005 illustrated an alarming increase in 
the country’s income disparity. China’s Gini coefficient (a 
measure of equality/inequality: 0 means everyone has the 
same income; 1 means one person has all the income) hit 
0.465 in 2004, and it is estimated to approach up to 0.47 in 
2005. 12

LEADERSHIP OF THE DEVELOPING 
COUNTRIES?

While China’s rise is giving expectations that it will 
become the “new empire”, the world’s fastest and larg-
est developing country seems to harbor no intention of 
establishing itself as the advocate of the world’s poor. The 
other big players, India and Brazil -- no doubt in their own 
interests --  have assumed this role. During the process 
of negotiations prior to the Hong Kong WTO meeting, 
China did not put any important proposals on the table. 

China’s entry to the WTO probably extended the level of 
transparency in China on issues that are of prime interest 
to corporations, which includes contracts, regulation of 
foreign investments, intellectual property rights and other 
concerns. However, the full exercise of corporate responsi-
bility within China is still far from ideal, and the reality of 
greater crackdowns on independent organizing efforts by 
Chinese workers remains.

The rise of China contradicts the earlier commonly held 
view in the West, particularly in Europe, that there is a 
decline in the nation-state development framework. Less 
than a decade ago, many adhered to the idea that the 
future belongs to unions of nation-states, along the model 
of the European Union and ASEAN. The current trend, 
which is showing the rise of countries such as China and 
India, seems to indicate the ascendancy of a new kind of 
mega-nation-state. It will be very important to see how 
China as a new power will interact with the US, the EU, 
Japan and even Russia. China is now convincing the rest of 
the developing countries and the old powers that its rise is 

management problems as well as corrup-
tion, resulted to their indebtedness. As 
their overdue debts increased in volume, 
the government opted to privatise them as 
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peaceful, and it is mainly, but not exclusively, increasing its 
influence through economic relations. How these relation-
ships develop will be crucial to follow.

* Dorothy Guerrero is a research associate with Focus on the 
Global South. <d.guerrero@focusweb.org>
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HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION: 
EVOLUTION OF A DANGEROUS 
DOCTRINE
By Walden Bello*

(Revised version of a speech delivered at the Conference 
on Globalization, War, and Intervention sponsored by the 
International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War, 
German Chapter, Frankfurt, Germany, January 14-15, 2006.)

As war clouds gather over Iran, the topic we are focused 
on in this conference is very timely: great power military 
intervention in the affairs of sovereign states for “humani-
tarian reasons.”
	
“Humanitarian intervention,” defined simply, is military 
action taken to prevent or terminate violations of human 
rights, that is directed at and carried out without the con-
sent of a sovereign government.  While the main rationale 
for the invasion of Iraq by the United States was its alleged 
possession of weapons of mass destruction, an important 
supporting rationale was regime change for humanitarian 
reasons.  When it became clear that there were in fact no 
WMD, the Bush administration retroactively justified its 
intervention on humanitarian grounds: getting rid of a 
repressive dictatorship and imposing democratic rule.

IRAQ:  DEAD END OF 
HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION
Iraq shows the dangers of the humanitarian rationale.  It 
can so easily be used to justify any violation of national sov-
ereignty to promote the interests of an external force.  Yes, 
under Saddam Hussein, the Iraqi people were subjected 
to systematic repression, with many people executed and 
jailed.  Yet, most of us, at least most of us in the global 
South, recoil at Washington’s use of the humanitarian 
logic to invade Iraq.  Most of us would say that, even as we 
condemn any regime’s violations of human rights, system-
atic violation of those rights does not constitute grounds 
for the violation of national sovereignty through invasion 
or destabilization.  Getting rid of a repressive regime or 
a dictator is the responsibility of the citizens of a country.  
In this regard, let me point out that not even during the 
darkest days of the Marcos dictatorship did the anti-fascist 
movement  in the Philippines think of asking the United 
States to do the job for us.

Now, for some people in the North, who belong to states 
that dominate the rest of the world, national sovereignty 
may seem quaint.  For those of us in the South, however, 
the defense of this principle is a matter of life and death, 
a necessary condition for the realization of our collective 
destiny as a nation-state in a world where being a member 
of an independent nation-state is the primordial condition 
for stable access to human rights, political rights, and eco-
nomic rights.  Without a sovereign state as a framework, 
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our access to and enjoyment of those rights will be fragile.

So long as nation-states remain the prime political col-
lectivities of human beings, so long as we live in a West-
phalian world—and let me say emphasize that we are not 
in a post-Westphalian world—our defense of national 
sovereignty must be aggressive.  And absolute, for imperi-
alism is such that if you yield in one case, it uses that as a 
precedent for other, future cases.

Are we not exaggerating our case?  No.  The Iraq tragedy 
is a result only of the American Right’s drive to place 
US power far beyond the reach of any potential rival or 
coalition of rivals.  The way to Iraq was paved by the ac-
tions of liberal democrats, the very same Clintonites that 
currently criticize the Bush administration for its having 
plunged the US into a war without end.  In other words, 
the road to Iraq would have been more difficult without 
the humanitarian intervention in Yugoslavia in the 1990s.  
As one conservative writer so aptly put it, George W. Bush, 
in invading Iraq, simply took the “doctrine of ‘democratic 
engagement’ of the first Bush administration, and that of 
‘democratic enlargement’ of the Clinton administration, 
one step further.  It might be called ‘democratic transfor-
mation.’” 1

KOSOVO, REALPOLITIK, AND 
INTERVENTION
Kosovo has been called, along with the US troop landing 
to put Jean Bertrand Aristide  in power in Haiti in 1994, a 
classic humanitarian intervention.  But rather than being 
emulated, the Kosovo military intervention is something 
we cannot afford to repeat.  Let us look at the reasons why.
	
First of all, it contributed mightily to the erosion of the 
credibility of the United Nations, when the US, knowing it 
would not get approval for intervention from the Security 
Council, used the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) as the legal cover for the war.  NATO, in turn, was 
a fig-leaf for a war 95 per cent of which was carried out by 
US forces.
	
Second, the humanitarian rationale was undoubtedly the 
purpose of some of its advocates, but the operation even-
tually mainly advanced Washington’s geo-political designs.  
The lasting result of the Kosovo air war was not a stable 
and secure network of Balkan states but NATO expansion.  
That is not surprising, since eventually that was what the 
air war was mainly about.  Milosevic’s moves in both the 
earlier Bosnian crisis and in Kosovo, according to Andrew 
Bacevich, “called into question the relevance of NATO 
and, by extension, US claims to leadership in Europe.”2  If 
it did not successfully manage Slobodan Milosevic, the US 
could not have supported its drive for NATO expansion.  
For the Clinton administration, such expansion would fill 
the security vacuum in Eastern Europe and institutionalize 
US leadership in post-Soviet Europe.  

In Washington’s view, according to one analyst,

Central Europe.  The prospect of alliance membership 
would itself be an “incentive” for these countries to pursue 
domestic reforms.  Subsequent integration into the alli-
ance was predicted to lock in those institutional reforms.  
Membership would entail a wide array of organizational 
adaptations, such as standardization of military proce-
dures, steps toward interoperability with NATO forces, and 
joint planning and training.  By enmeshing new members 
in the wider alliance institutions and participation in its 
operations, NATO would reduce their ability to revert to 
the old ways and reinforce the liberalization of transitional 
governments.  As one NATO official remarked: “We’re en-
meshing them in the NATO culture, both politically and 
militarily, so they begin to think like us -- and over time 
-- act like us.”3

A major aspect of the politics of NATO expansion was 
securing the Western European states continuing military 
dependence on the United States, so that the European 
governments’ failure to follow through on an indepen-
dent European initiative in the Balkans was quickly taken 
advantage of by Washington via the NATO air war against 
Serbia to prove the geopolitical point that European secu-
rity was not possible without the American guarantee.

Third, the air war soon triggered what it was ostensibly 
meant to end: an increase in human rights violations and 
violations of international treaties.  The bombing pro-
voked the Serbs in Kosovo to accelerate their murder and 
displacement of Albanian Kosovars, while doing “consid-
erable indirect damage” to the people of Serbia through 
the targeting of electrical grids, bridges, and water facili-
ties--acts that violated Article 14 of the 1977 Protocol to 
the 1949 Geneva Convention, which prohibits attacks on 
“objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian popu-
lation.”4

Finally, Kosovo, as noted earlier, provided a strong prec-
edent for future violations of the principle of national 
sovereignty.  The cavalier way in which the Clinton ad-
ministration justified setting aside national sovereignty 
by reference to allegedly “overriding” humanitarian 
concerns became part of the moral and legal armament 
that would be deployed by people of a different party, the 
Republicans, in Afghanistan and Iraq.  As the right-wing 
thinker Philip Bobbitt saw it, the Clinton administration’s 
actions in Kosovo and Haiti served as “precedents” that 
“strengthen the emerging rule that regimes that repudiate 
the popular basis of sovereignty, by overturning demo-
cratic institutions, by denying even the most basic human 
rights and practicing mass terror against their own people, 
by preparing and launching unprovoked assaults against 
their neighbors -- jeopardize the rights of sovereignty, 
including the inherent right to seek whatever weapons a 
regime may choose.”5

FROM KOSOVO TO 
AFGHANISTAN
When the invasion of Afghanistan took place in 2001, 
there was relatively little opposition in the North to the 
US move to oust the Taliban government.  Washington 
took advantage of sympathy for the US generated by the 

“NATO enlargement would provide an 
institutional framework to lock in domes-
tic transitions under way in Eastern and 
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September 11 events and the image of the Taliban govern-
ment sheltering Al Qaeda to eliminate negotiations with 
the Taliban as an option and throw international law out 
of the window by invading Afghanistan, with little protest 
from European countries.  But to strengthen its position, 
the Bush administration not only used the rationale of 
bringing the perpetrators of September 11 to justice.  It 
also painted its move into Afghanistan as a necessary act 
of humanitarian intervention to depose the repressive Tal-
iban government--one that was justified by the precedents 
of Haiti and Kosovo.  Invoking the humanitarian rationale, 
states belonging to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
like Canada, Germany, and the Netherlands also eventu-
ally sent armed contingents.  And in this connection, it 
must be pointed out that many NGOs—including many 
liberal organizations—supported the US intervention for 
the same reason

Like the Kosovo air campaign, Afghanistan soon showed 
the pitfalls of humanitarian intervention.

First, great power logic soon took over.  Hunting for Bin 
Laden yielded to the imperative of establishing and con-
solidating a US military presence in Southwest Asia that 
would allow strategic control of both the oil-rich Middle 
East and energy-rich Central Asia.  Moreover, Afghanistan 
was seized on by Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld 
as what one analyst described as “a laboratory to prove 
his theory about the ability of small numbers of ground 
troops, coupled with air power, to win decisive battles.” 6 

The Afghanistan invasion’s main function, it turned out, 
was to demonstrate that the Powell Doctrine’s dictum 
about the need for a massive commitment of troops to an 
intervention was obsolete—a view that skeptics had to be 
persuaded to accept before they could be convinced to 
take on what emerged as the Bush administration’s strate-
gic objective: the invasion of Iraq.

Second, the campaign soon ended up doing what its pro-
moters said they would eliminate: the terrorizing of the ci-
vilian population.  US bombing could not, in many cases, 
distinguish military from civilian targets—not surprising 
since the Taliban enjoyed significant popular support in 
many parts of the country.  The result was a high level of 
civilian casualties; one estimate, by Marc Herrold, placed 
the figure of civilian deaths at between 3,125 and 3,620, 
from October 7, 2001 to July 31, 2002. 7

Third, the campaign ended up creating a political and 
humanitarian situation that was, in many respects, worse 
than that under the Taliban.

One of the fundamental functions of a government is to 
provide a minimum of order and security.  The Taliban, 
for all their retrograde practices in other areas, were able 
to give Afghanistan its first secure political regime in over 
30 years.  In contrast, the regime of foreign occupation 
that succeeded them failed this test miserably.  

According to a report of the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, “security has actually deteriorated 
since the beginning of the reconstruction in December 
2001, particularly over the summer and fall of 2003.”8 So 
bad is basic physical security for ordinary people that one 

third of the country has been declared off limits to United 
Nations staff and most NGOs have pulled their people 
from most parts of the country.  The Washington-installed 
government of Hamid Karzai does not exercise much au-
thority outside Kabul and one or two other cities, prompt-
ing UN Secretary General Kofi Annan to state that “with-
out functional state institutions to serve the basic needs of 
the population throughout the country, the authority and 
legitimacy of the new government will be short-lived.” 9

Worse, Afghanistan has become a narco-state.  The Taliban 
were able to significantly reduce poppy production.  Since 
they were ousted in 2001, poppy production has shot up, 
producing a record crop in 2004 and earning Afghanistan 
the dubious honor of supplying close to 80 per cent of the 
world’s heroin supply.  Some 170,000 Afghans now use 
opium and heroin, 30,000 of them being women.10

Government officials are involved in 70 per cent of the 
narcotics traffic, with about a quarter of the 249 recently 
elected members of Parliament linked to the drug trade.  
One estimate in a study conducted for the independent 
Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit concludes that 
at least 17 newly elected MPs are drug traffickers them-
selves, 24 others are connected to criminal gangs, 40 are 
commanders of armed groups, and 19 face serious allega-
tions of war crimes and human rights abuses. 11 For these 
people, who dominate Afghanistan’s political life, “insecu-
rity,” according to Kofi Annan, is a “business” and extor-
tion is a “way of life.”12

Can one really honestly claim that this life is an improve-
ment over Taliban rule? Many Afghans would say no, 
saying that at least the Taliban were able to provide one 
thing: basic physical security.  Now, this argument may 
not cut any ice with upper and middle class people in the 
North that live in safe suburbs or gated communities.  But 
talk to poor people anywhere, and they put great value on 
ridding their shantytown communities of criminals and 
drug dealers.

Oh yes, what about the impact of NGO humanitarianism?  
Well, on the heels of the US troops came a veritable army 
of NGOs of different kinds, all seeking to help the Afghan 
people with hundreds of well-funded projects.  Indeed, 
like the Southeast Asian tsunami disaster and that wrought 
by Hurricane Katrina in the US, raising money for “help-
ing the Afghans” soon became a profitable operation that 
made humanitarian-related NGO jobs among the most de-
sirable in local economy.  How positive these projects have 
been is another story, since like the military campaign, 
there were many badly thought out and badly executed 
projects whose main effect was to stoke resentment in the 
local population. 

THE CASE AGAINST 
HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION
Popular among certain elite circles in the US and Europe 
in the 1990s, humanitarian intervention has earned a bad 
name, especially in the South.  Kosovo, Afghanistan, and 
Iraq underline the bitter lessons of humanitarian interven-
tion.  To repeat: 
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Humanitarian intervention seldom remains the 
dominant rationale for long, with geopolitics quickly 
becoming the driving force of a military operation.
Humanitarian intervention ends up doing what its 
proponents say they are out to prevent: instigating 
increased human rights violations and violations of 
human rights and related international accords.
Humanitarian intervention sets a very dangerous prec-
edent for future violations of the principle of national 
sovereignty.  Kosovo opened up the road to Afghani-
stan, and both led to the tragedy of Iraq.

All this does not mean that states and international civil 
society should not 
make use of  all the moral and diplomatic means at their 
disposal to isolate repressive regimes such as the Taliban.  
Indeed, when one can be certain that their impact will be 
felt mainly by the regime and not the people, economic 
sanctions are valid and useful in certain circumstances.  
Sanctions had a positive role in apartheid South Africa but 
they had a very negative on ordinary people in Iraq, but 
that is a topic for another discussion.
	
But we must always draw the line when it comes to the use 
of force by one state on another.  Forcible regime change 
is not only wrong.  It has far-reaching destabilizing conse-
quences for the whole international state system.  Once it 
has managed to get the green light from significant others 
in one case, you can be sure that the hegemon will resort 
to it again and again, driven by the imperative of increas-
ing its power and accumulated advantages within the 
international system.  You begin with a Haiti or a Kosovo, 
and you end up with an Iraq.
	
In international relations, there is a distinction made be-
tween “status quo powers” and “revisionist powers.”  Status 
quo powers seek to maintain the structure and distribu-
tion of relative power within the system.  Revisionist pow-
ers seek to change the structure and distribution of power.  
Ironically, the US is today a revisionist powe -- that is, it 
seeks to achieve a balance of power in its favor that is even 
greater than that it enjoys today.   By going alone with its 
earlier “humanitarian interventions” in Kosovo and Af-
ghanistan, many states and civil society organizations must 
bear some responsibility for creating this unrestrained 
hegemon.
	
We must forcefully delegitimize this dangerous 
doctrine of humanitarian intervention to prevent 
its being employed again in the future against 
candidates for great power intervention like Iran and 
Venezuela. Like its counterpart concept of “liberal 
imperialism,” there is only one thing to do with the 
concept of humanitarian intervention: dump it.

*Walden Bello is executive director of the Bangkok-based 
research and analysis institute Focus on the Global South and 
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