Leading the News: Ministers to resume Doha --- Obama appointment signals fresh attempt at global trade pact 
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BRUSSELS -- Trade ministers from major economies agreed to resume negotiations on the eight-year-old Doha Round of trade talks, a day after the Obama administration signaled its commitment to the process by naming a new ambassador to the World Trade Organization.

The decision Friday came after two days of meetings in New Delhi, the first gathering of trade ministers since a failed summit at the WTO's Geneva headquarters in July 2008.

Talks on a new global trade deal have broken down repeatedly over the thorny issue of agricultural subsidies in developed nations. "There has been a breakthrough in negotiations," Indian Commerce Minister Anand Sharma said. Other officials responded more cautiously.

The Doha Round has been delayed repeatedly since its inception in 2001. At summit after summit, countries have failed to fulfill their original promises -- by the European Union and U.S. to cut farm subsidies and tariffs, and by developing countries to open markets for industrial goods.

"We have missed so many deadlines," said U.S. Trade Representative Ron Kirk, Reuters reported. "Substance will drive this process, not setting deadlines and timelines."

Ambassadors and their staff will begin talks in Geneva on Sept. 14, Mr. Sharma said. Such low-level, though formal, discussions had stopped after collapsing in Geneva last summer, when developed countries refused to give developing nations the right to raise tariffs if imports of a specific product suddenly spike.

If all goes well, there will be further talks on trade at a Group of 20 summit in Pittsburgh Sept. 24-25, followed by a WTO ministerial meeting in late November.

Trade officials say U.S. fears about the domestic political risks of cutting a major foreign-trade deal have become the main obstacle to reviving the Doha talks.

New trade leadership in India, the EU and the U.S., however, has sparked hope, as well as an acknowledgement that Doha's ambition might have to be downsized, experts say. "It finally sounds like there's serious engagement," says Iain MacVay, a lawyer for Steptoe & Johnson LLP in London. "What kind of deal we'll end up with is a different question."

EU spokesman Lutz Guellner stressed caution. "It's an important step forward, but we need to be careful," he said.

Mr. Guellner and other trade officials on Friday welcomed President Barack Obama's appointment of Michael Punke as the new WTO ambassador, who will reside in Geneva. The post had been vacant since Peter Allgeier resigned early last month.

The ambassador-designate is a Clinton-era Washington trade lawyer who quit to write history and teach at the University of Montana. Max Baucus, the influential Democratic senator from Montana, lobbied for his appointment. Mr. Punke "has keen political instincts and a great knack for getting along with people," says Richard Weiner, a Washington-based trade lawyer for Sidley Austin LLP. "He's bound to be a success as the new face of the new administration in Geneva."

Mr. Punke, who must be confirmed by the Senate, is also the author of a novel and a nonfiction book about conservationist George Bird Grinnell, who founded the first Audubon Society in the late 1800s.

