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SPECIAL PROGRAMME FOR THE ECONOMIES OF CENTRAL ASIA (SPECA)

Project Working Group on Trade

First session

(Dushanbe, Republic of Tajikistan, 14 December 2006)

Draft Annotated Agenda 

09:00-09:30
1. 
Opening Session

The Executive Secretary of UNESCAP, representative of UNECE and the Deputy Minister of Economy and Trade of the Republic of Tajikistan (Chair) will make opening statements.

09:30-10:00

Coffee break 

10:00-10:05
2. 
Adoption of Agenda 

10:05-10:30
3.
Consideration of the draft Terms of Reference and Work Plan of the    Project Working Group on Trade (PWG on Trade)

At this inauguration meeting, the PWG on Trade will adopt a formal name, Terms of Reference and Work Plan for 2007-2010. A document outlining the draft Terms of Reference and Work Plan prepared by the UNECE and UNESCAP secretariats will be circulated for consideration. The Terms of Reference and Work Plan should be broad enough to allow the PWG on Trade to consider various issues related to trade (and possibly investment) of relevance to the SPECA region in the immediate future. 

10:30-12:30
4.
Trade Policy Issues 

The Group will discuss trade policy issues of common interest to the Central Asian countries (such as implementation and harmonization of bilateral and regional free trade agreements, WTO accession, trade development and facilitation policies, export promotion, etc.) 
10:30-11:20
(a)
Free Trade Agreements: Implementation and harmonization issues 

The SPECA countries are members of multiple regional and bilateral free trade agreements. There is an argument that such agreements undermine the multilateral trading system and diverts resources from effective accession to WTO. On the other hand, regional dimensions of trade integration should not be overlooked and can be complementary to the MTS. Strengthening the bilateral and sub-regional free trade agreement regime among the Central Asian countries will contribute to the creation of a broader market of the Central Asian countries and attract foreign investment. Two presentations will be given: one on the Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Agreement Database (APTIAD) developed by ESCAP. On the basis of APTIAD, current work is done with the aim to develop indicators and benchmarks for the analysis of these agreements and common frameworks in selected areas such as rules of origin. The PWG will consider and discuss APTIAD on its relevance for SPECA. A second presentation will be given on the Asia-Pacific Trade Agreement (APTA) and its potential relevance for SPECA countries.
11:20-12:00
(b)
Accession to WTO and implementation commitments  

Of the SPECA member countries, only Kyrgyzstan is currently member of WTO. All other countries are in the process of accession. The PWG will discuss modalities for regional cooperation that will facilitate the accession process through exchange of lessons learnt and experiences. In this context, a project titled: Building the capacity of SPECA member countries for accession to WTO, post-accession negotiations and implementation of WTO agreements and commitments, as well as establishment of an Informal WTO Forum within SPECA (Annex 19 to the SPECA Work Plan for 2005-2007) will be presented by UNESCAP/UNECE and discussed.

12:00-12:30
(c)
Networking Trade Research Institutions 

Given the increasing complexity of the international trade environment, policy makers are in need of more effective institutions able to deliver the research and analytical studies to make better decisions. In April 2004, developing countries in Asia and the Pacific expressed support for the establishment of a research network on trade to equip the region with a mechanism for enhancing the capacity of research institutions. This led to the creation of the Asia-Pacific Research and Training Network on Trade (ARTNeT), an open regional network composed of leading trade research institutions across the UNESCAP region, and supported by the International Development Research Centre (IDRC), Canada. The UNESCAP Trade and Investment Division is the Secretariat of the Network and coordinates its activities, while an Institutional Advisory Board (IAB) has been set up to provide leadership and guidance during its initial phase. ARTNeT aims at increasing the amount of quality and relevant trade research in the region by harnessing the research capacity already available and developing additional capacity through regional team research projects, enhanced research dissemination mechanisms, increased interactions between policy makers and researchers, and specific capacity-building activities catering to researchers and research institutions from least developed countries. 

UNECE, UNDP, OSCE and EERC have jointly established the Partnership for Economics Education and Research Support (PEERS). PEERS supports economic development and cooperation in Central Asia by empowering national policy research, economic research and higher education institutions and individual experts to produce high quality research to inform state policy-making and business decision-making. 

Cross-country and regional trade research teams and networks supported by ARTNet and PEERS could respond to demand from policy makers, intermediary organizations and multilateral agencies, as well as the business community and provide theoretical underpinning for the activities of PWG on Trade. High-level policy-research-business dialogue at SPECA Economic Forums would also benefit from improved trade research resulting from joint support by ARTNet and PEERS.

12:30-14:00 
Lunch
14:00-15:10
5.
Trade Facilitation Issues 
Trade facilitation is increasingly considered as an important vehicle for trade development and economic growth, notably for such landlocked countries as the SPECA member countries. The Work Plan has identified various areas for the PWG to look at with the aim to promote regional cooperation in this area. Two projects under the UN Development Account (UNDA) are currently being implemented in trade facilitation. A presentation will be made on the current state of implementation of the projects and the way forward in these areas. Through a 4th tranche UNDA project UNECE has provided training for national experts and WTO negotiators on trade facilitation from the SPECA member countries. A 5th tranche UNDA project provides capacity building for trade facilitation, notably for integrating trade information flow management in Central Asia. To achieve this objective, the project aims at better collaboration among various country authorities; improved information gathering and sharing; adoption of international standards and modern technological solutions; collaboration in policy and strategy formulation for a coordinated facilitation of trade, transit, and electronic business, which may include synchronization of relevant WTO positions. It will be executed for over 48 months. Cooperation will be developed with UNCTAD, UNDP, the World Bank, ADB, and regional initiatives developing a trade and transport facilitation component, such as TRACECA, EurAsEC and CAREC.

15:10-15:30
6.
Support for agricultural exports from the Central Asian countries 

The Group will discuss project(s) to build capacity for implementing international standards for commercial agricultural products. It is expected that this will improve the competitiveness of low-income agrarian economies on international markets. These activities will draw on the long-standing expertise of UNECE in developing and using in practice agricultural quality standards. 36 out of 85 fruit and vegetable standards have been incorporated in European Union legislation and many others in the legislation of other countries. The expertise of UNCTAD on international commodity markets, UNESCAP and ITC in agricultural trade, UNIDO in product testing laboratories will also be utilized. Networks of national and regional counterparts would be established to work together with experts from countries with advanced agricultural export/import sectors.

15:30-16:00

Coffee break
16:00-16:45
7.
Supply-side capacity building issues 

While improved market access and trade facilitation are important aspects of a trade promotion strategy, the development of business as agents of trade and investment is also essential, in particular private sector businesses, such as small and medium enterprises, which also play an important role in the reduction of poverty. The successful development of such enterprises depends, in turn, on an enabling environment such as access to finance, technology, infrastructure, the rule of law and effective public and private sector institutions. The PWG is invited to briefly consider priority areas in which project proposals could be drawn up for consideration at its next session. 

16:45-17:30
8.
Inter-agency coordination mechanisms and donor relations 

Various agencies are currently active in the SPECA member countries in the area of trade, such as ITC, UNCTAD and, in particular, ADB through CAREC. The effective coordination with these agencies is essential to forge synergies and avoid unnecessary duplication. In this regard, active coordination of the PWG on Trade with its counterpart under CAREC is of particular concern. The PWG is invited to discuss modalities to forge such cooperation and coordination mechanisms while also discussing relations and coordination with potential donors of projects on trade and investment, which are discussed by the PWG.

17:30-17:45
9.
Other matters 

Under other matters, participants may wish to bring up any other matter that they wish to discuss at the first session of the PWG on Trade.

17:45-18:00
10.
Closing  Session

Closing statements by the Chair and representatives of UNESCAP and UNECE.
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