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Outline

While there are trends towards trade liberalisation under existing WTO provisions, Russian steel exports have been facing an increasing number of trade protection actions worldwide. Only within the last two years, the EC has initiated five new anti-dumping proceedings and two review investigations concerning imports of various steel products from the Russian Federation. The latest steel safeguard proceedings - which were started as a result of the US application of its Article 201, then followed by the EC safeguard investigation - have not involved Russian exporters, but that is because the latter have already been subject to severe quantitative limits for a number of years - restrictions which would have to be phased out once Russia is in the WTO fold.
It would therefore appear, at first glance, that WTO membership can only be positive for Russia's large steel industry.
There is little doubt that the steel sector will remain one of the crucial topics after Russia's WTO accession. The extent to which the Russian government will be able to use the available WTO instruments in order to defend the interests of its steel industry, will largely depend on the Russian authorities - and the lobbying power of the country's industry.
However, once in, Russia will also have the opportunity to use the well-oiled dispute settlement machinery of the WTO in the event of unfair or discriminatory treatment by fellow members.
There are nonetheless a number of questions (perhaps some which are still open-ended and answerable only in hindsight).
1.
Anti-dumping protection
Once in the WTO, will Russian exporters automatically be able to gain better protection of their interests during anti-dumping investigations against exports of Russian steel?
This is an interesting question, as after all Russia will have the new armaments of the WTO's dispute settlement mechanisms and discussion forum at its disposal - as well as the new-found respect of being within, rather than outside, the WTO club. However, apart from the fact that it will itself be able to use the anti-dumping and other trade protection instruments against injurious imports into Russia, as well as retaliatory measures in the event of unfair treatment against its exports (possibly a deterrent to others), it is unlikely that anti-dumping cases against it will diminish.
Indeed, the Commission has already armed itself with a generous dose of discretion in the recently published amendments to the EC's anti-dumping Regulation. As Russian manufacturers may know, the Commission has decided to treat Russia as a market economy country in anti-dumping investigations, but is nonetheless also retaining the possibility of different types of treatment should circumstances so demand.

The impending accession of ten new Member States will also enlarge the scope of EU trade production measures to traditional markets where Russian steel exports have a strong presence.    

2.         The EC steel quotas
Article 11.4 of the Commission decision on administering quantitative restrictions on imports of steel products into the EC from Russia provides that prior to Russia's WTO membership, the Agreement should be reviewed.
How is it perceived that the review of the Agreement will take place? Will the review's outcome ensure that the quotas will be phased out gradually, or completely cancelled at the outset? (Compare: EC's textile, footwear and other non-textile quotas with China - these are to be phased out fully by 2005.)
At the same time of phasing-out or termination of the quotas, will the review see to it that Russian imports into the EC will be covered by the EC's definitive steel safeguard quotas?
3.
Lower import duties
WTO membership will permit Russian imports of steel entering fellow-members' territories to benefit from WTO tariff concessions. This should lead to increases in Russian steel exports, and improved access to other countries' markets. But is this the whole picture?
Unfortunately, it seems not. There is a flip-side to this. Russia will likewise have to lower its import duties which could have the effect of a surge of imports entering the Russian market from countries where steel is produced cheaply - Ukraine, Khazakstan and India, for example. These imports may certainly prove to be a threat to Russia's steel industry. Are steel manufacturers aware of this possibility?
4.
Subsidization issues
Russia will need to comply with the WTO's subsidies agreement even while it will be in a position to attack other countries' subsidy policies when necessary. Its own subsidy schemes will have to be granted in accordance with the WTO Agreement on Subsidies and Countervailing Measures. Could this obligation of compliance make Russia's steel industry less competitive on the global market, as it might lead to increases in the costs of production, and in turn, sales prices?
Russia grants different types of loans, tax breaks and allowances, some of which may be limited to the steel sector. Several of these may be deemed illegal subsidies by WTO standards. The result: Russia's government will have to review its subsidy schemes for steel products to ensure WTO compliance - or face the consequences (countervailing actions against exporters and possibly dispute settlement proceedings before a WTO panel).
Have Russian manufacturers of steel thought of the consequences of these various matters - e.g., a possible reduction of available subsidies, or countervailing actions against them initiated by Russia's trading partners?

