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Statement of Todd Tucker, Research Director, Public Citizen’s Global Trade Watch 
 

Public Citizen commends the Obama administration for taking the necessary step of 

appealing today the harmful World Trade Organization (WTO) ruling against U.S. consumer and 

dolphin protection measures.  

 

In September 2011, a WTO panel ruled that the U.S. dolphin-safe tuna labeling law 

violates WTO rules. The labels have been enormously successful in reducing dolphin deaths by 

tuna fishers – a major problem in the past, when tuna fleets set upon dolphins to catch tuna, since 

the two species associate with one another in the Eastern Pacific Ocean. The label allows 

consumers to “vote with their dollars” for dolphin-safe methods. Mexico successfully challenged 

the U.S. standard after decades of refusing to transition its fishing fleet to more dolphin-safe 

fishing methods.  

 

The ruling’s implications are dire, especially in the context of a decades-long battle to 

save dolphins. This struggle has been beset by countless trade-related obstacles: 1991 and 1994 

rulings under the WTO’s predecessor organization led to the U.S. eliminating the more potent 

import ban of dolphin-unsafe tuna, and environmentalists fighting successfully in U.S. court to 

block the Clinton and Bush administrations from also watering down the voluntary labeling 

policy. These groups narrowly blocked this executive branch effort, which U.S. courts deemed 

“Orwellian” and “a compelling portrait of political meddling.” The legitimacy of the WTO is 

likely to be further undermined if the WTO’s Appellate Body upholds the lower panel ruling. 

Consumer and environmental groups will see that the WTO allows anti-environmental forces a 

second (or third) bite at the apple, even when such forces fail in their U.S. legal and political 

efforts to undermine a domestic policy to which they object. 

 

The Obama administration is considering expanding some of these anti-consumer and 

environmental rules in the first trade deal it is negotiating: the nine-nation Trans-Pacific Free 

Trade Agreement. The WTO ruling – and two others in 2011 against country-of-origin labels on 

meat and a ban on sweet cigarettes used to entice teens into smoking – show that a new approach 

to trade policy is needed, one that puts consumers, the environment and communities first.  
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Public Citizen is a national, nonprofit consumer advocacy organization based in Washington, 

D.C. For more information, please visit www.citizen.org. 

 

 

 

 

 


