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3 July 2015
1. Opening and organizational matters 

The High-Level Seminar on Regional Trade Cooperation and ninth session of the SPECA Project Working Group on Trade was hosted by the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE), on 3 July 2015, at the Palais des Nations, Geneva. 
Participants 
Representatives from the following countries and organizations took part in the meeting: Afghanistan; Azerbaijan; Kazakhstan; Kyrgyzstan; Tajikistan and Turkmenistan; as well as UNECE; the United Nations Conference for Trade and Development (UNCTAD); the International Trade Centre (ITC); the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP); the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP); the United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO); the United Nations Regional Centre for Central Asia (UNRCCA); the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD); the German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ); the International Islamic Trade Finance Corporation (ITFC); the United States Agency for International Development (USAID); and private businesses. A list of registered participants is attached. 
The first objective of this brainstorming seminar was to identify key issues for trade in te SPECA region, and establish a dialogue between the SPECA countries and international organizations on re-shaping and strengthening the SPECA Project Working Group on Trade, making it more action-oriented and able to address policy issues as well as work on new areas, activities and projects that reflect new global challenges. The second objective was to establish how the international organizations (UNECE, UNCTAD, ITC) could provide support to the group in the medium to long term. Given their rich resources, the Central Asia countries could become very prosperous by 2050. Yet, there are still economic, social, political and environmental risks. Regional cooperation would help the countries overcome some of these risks. In collaboration, UNECE, UNCTAD, ITC, and other partners can contribute to the development of the region by supporting efforts to lower its high trade costs.
Opening. Mr. Saidrahmon Nazriev, Vice Minister of Economic Development and Trade of Tajikistan and Co-Chair of the SPECA PWG on Trade, Ms Aina  Kurbanova, Vice Minister of Trade and Foreign Economic Relations of Turkmenistan and Co-Chair of the SPECA PWG on Trade, Mr. Andrey Vasilyev, UNECE Deputy Executive Secretary, and Mr. Guillermo Valles, Director of the Division on International Trade in Goods and Services, and Commodities of UNCTAD opened the meeting. 
Ms Virginia Cram-Martos, Director, UNECE Economic Cooperation and Trade Division, and Mario Apostolov, UNECE Regional Adviser presented the concept and objectives of the seminar. 
Country delegates then presented their priorities and suggestions for the future work of the Group, in light of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the Vienna Programme of Action for Landlocked Countries, and the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement. Then the international organizations responded, beginning with a joint presentation, and their proposals for the future work.  
2. Country statements. 
a. Tajikistan stressed the importance of the SPECA programme. While the population of the SPECA countries is not large,  at the same time they cover 1,2% of world trade, 0,6 % of global GDP, have high growth rates
, have high levels of education and a young population; and are a key source of oil and gas for the world. The SPECA countries are at the crossroads between major trading blocks, and could play an important role as a transit region. Yet low ratings in international trade indices show that more has to be done in order to fully develop international and regional trade. The most important impediments to trade in Central Asia include: underdeveloped infrastructure for transit and access to international sea ports; non-recognition of certificates issued by the authorities on technical regulation in the region and beyond; the lack of a harmonized system for freedom of transit in the region; and an insufficient level of cooperation between Single Window systems for trade information exchange in the region. Tajikistan supports regional trade through its participation in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), the Shanghai Cooperatin Organization (SCO); the UN Special Programme for the Economies of Central Asia (SPECA); the Central-Asian Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC); and the Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO). 
As possible solutions to the impediments to regional trade, the Tajik delegation  identified:
· Further integration of the SPECA countries into the WTO system (only 3 out of 7 countries are WTO members);
· Deeper integration of national economies into the world economy through foreign trade, participation in international supply chains and diversification of exports;
· Strengthening of trade relations within existing regional organizations and projects;
· Development of transit infrastructure providing access to international sea ports;
· Harmonized systems for freedom of transit in the region;
· Harmonization of technical standards and cooperation between relevant authorities.
Tajikistan noted the following strategic priorities for SPECA’s work on trade: 
· Developing a strategy for trade facilitation in Central Asia within SPECA, with assistance from UNECE and other partners. 

· Implementing the Trilateral Transit Agreement between Tajikistan, Afghanistan and Pakistan, and broadening its use to more SPECA countries;
· Tajikistan’s active participate in the WTO accession negotiations of other SPECA countries. As the SPECA countries have similar problems, learning from each others’ experiences could help.
· UNECE, the UN and other international organizations providing: 

· comprehensive support for the development and implementation of the regional trade facilitation strategy;

· technical and financial assistance for the implementation of measures identified as category “C” for the implementation of the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement;

· technical assistance in implementing the programme for post-WTO accession development of the economy of Tajikistan (building upon the UNECE study on procedural and regulatory barriers to trade).
b. Turkmenistan stressed the role of SPECA as a platform for trade development and regional cooperation, and for helping to identify problems and solutions through the exchange of experiences  (negative and positive). This could help countries to avoid wasting time and resources, and allow them to discuss new possibilities for cooperation and development. Turkmenistan has had a positive experience in keeping stable economic relations in the region. Since January 2015 it has been implementing a programme to boost exports and SME development, with 114 innovative projects. Turkmenistan recently acceded to GS1, which means that it is using international standards (including the UNCEFACT data information exchange standards) for more efficient international trade. 
Still, regional cooperation in natural resources management and infrastructure construction needs to be intensified. Turkmenistan’s projects fostering trade in 2015 include: intensifying the use of the recently constructed railway Kazakhstan – Turkmenistan – Iran for the efficient transportation of cargo by avoiding delays and extra costs; developing a railway corridor connecting Kazakhstan – Turkmenistan – Tajikistan, which other countries, such as China and Iran, can join; building or expanding an international Caspian sea port, the Ashgabat international airport and an international highway; modernizing telecommunications and harmonizing its electrical system with those of neighbouring countries. 
Turkmenistan’s proposals for creating more regional cooperation include:
· Harmonization of the infrastructure and regulatory systems;
· Developing projects to support SMEs;
· Support from international organizations for the integration of the region’s countries into the global rules based trading system (e.g.  accession to WTO). 
c. Afghanistan noted that the country was passing a difficult economic and political transition period. Further regional integration, including with Central Asia, is essential for its development. Afghanistan has made significant gains in the past decade: between 2003 and 2013 per capita income rose from $198 to $678. Existing trade links with Central Asia are weak. Potential for development exists in: energy, transit and border trade (he cited positive experiences from the TAPI, CASSA 1000, World Bank TUTAP, and several ADB projects). Developing North-South transit is vital. Afghanistan and the Central Asian countries face common challenges: they are landlocked; far from the major economic centres; relatively small in populations and market size; they have underdeveloped infrastructure, and face political and security challenges that pose risks for trade and human development. 
Afghanistan participates in a number of regional integration initiatives: RECCA (Regional Economic Cooperation Conference on Afghanistan); CAREC (Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation Program); SPECA (the UN Special Program for Economies of Central Asia); ECO (Economic Cooperation Organization); the Istanbul Process; SAARC (South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation); SAFTA (South Asia Free Trade Area); and APTA (Afghanistan-Pakistan Trade Agreement).

Afghanistan’s priorities for regional cooperation and development were: 
· improving trade policies;
· facilitating trade and transit;
· investing in infrastructure and connectivity;
· creating the right regional business environment;
· strengthening regional economic institutions;
· facilitating visa issuance among the SPECA countries.
d. Azerbaijan noted that it actively participates and contributes to the development of regional infrastructure including  the Transport Corridor Europe-Caucasus-Asia (TRACECA) and the Silk Wind Project, a container block train route with advanced electronic exchange of information, simplification of customs and border-crossing procedures, reducing transit travel time; Azerbaijan also mentioned the projects of trans-regional significance initiated by the country such as the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars new railway line  that was included into the UNECE Trans-European Railway (TER) master plan as an important regional project the implementation of which will create an opportunity to transport goods from China and Far East to Europe and vice versa by railways through Central Asia and the Caucasus and the Baku International Sea Trade Port that will create an intersection of rail, road and sea routes passing through the territory of Azerbaijan and provide fast and safe movement of international passenger and freight traffic. Azerbaijan actively develops regional energy infrastructure projects, such as Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan oil pipeline, Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum gas pipeline, Trans-Anatolian Pipeline (TANAP) and Trans-Adriatic Pipeline (TAP). Azerbaijan stressed that information communication technologies (ICT) are a significant enabler of socio-economic development and one of the powerful tools for empowerment and income generation. The Trans Eurasian Information Superhighway (TASIM) Project, which is another signature project of Azerbaijan, will help connect through broadband the landlocked countries of the region to major economic centres. These initiatives are meant to support trade diversification not only in Azerbaijan but also in the broader region. 
Azerbaijan’s trade with the other SPECA countries is way below potential: 2.16% (1.88% of exports and 2.83 % of imports – a total volume of 669.9 million USD).
Azerbaijan’s WTO accession application was submitted in 1997, and 12 Working Party meetings took place, the latest on 6 March 2015. Azerbaijan has free trade agreements with the Russian Federation, Georgia, Moldova, Uzbekistan, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Belarus, the Kyrgyz Republic, and Tajikistan.
Azerbaijan’s suggestions for enhanced regional cooperation and possible areas for action by the international organizations included: 
· The development of links between major connectivity projects, programmes and initiatives in the region that are aimed at harnessing cross-sectoral synergies, such as SPECA, TASIM and Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC).
· The sharing of knowledge and experience among WTO trade negotiators; 

· Preparation of analytical studies, possibly on:

· The economic impact of WTO accession on SPECA countries that have already acceded to the WTO; 
· The main TBT/SPS/TF barriers to trade in the region; 
· The conditions for effective integration of the region into Global Value Chains.
e. Kyrgyzstan elaborated on the relationship between Kyrgyzstan’s accession to the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) and regional cooperation in Central Asia. Kyrgyzstan has the most liberal trade regime in the region, with a high degree of import liberalization with: reduced import duties; abolished export duties; the elimination of re-certification of imported goods; and a single legal regime for domestic and foreign enterprises. Kyrgyzstan has a free trade regime with the CIS countries; WTO most-favoured-nation treatment for the Eurasian Economic Union countries, which will evolve into a Customs Union regime; and preferential treatment for least developed countries. The country actively participates in such regional projects as CAREC, CASA-1000, TRACECA, “Silk Road Economic Belt"," 21 Century Maritime Silk Road”, and ”One Road, One Belt” projects.
Kyrgyzstan has three strategic priorities for regional trade development in Central Asia:
1.   Implementation of national and international legal acts supporting regional cooperation and integration in trade and investments. This includes support for regional harmonization of: trade policies; development cooperation;  competition rules; standards; requirements for goods and services; access to the services of natural monopolies; as well as support for the realization of joint investment and innovation projects.
2.   Trade facilitation; reducing administrative costs through the elimination of existing barriers to trade;  and ensuring the freedom of movement of goods, services, capital and labour resources through the enforcement of mutual agreements.
3.   Building human and technical capacity through the training of specialists and experts in relevant sectors; investing in technical cooperation; and modernizing information technology, labs, border checkpoints, etc. 
The objectives of Kyrgyzstan’s accession to the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) are: maximum utilization of the country’s geographical location and natural resources; improving the standard of living of the population; the formation of a single market for the movement of goods, services, capital and labour within the Union; comprehensive modernization, co-operation and enhancement of the competitiveness of the participating national economies in the global economy. The advantages of joining the EEU include: creating favourable conditions for trade without customs borders; uniform regulatory requirements for products and documents confirming the safety of products (standardization, certification, accreditation and metrology), the elimination of non-tariff barriers, and the reduction of border-crossing costs; increasing investments; modernization of the economy; the creation of new jobs; growth in agriculture, manufacturing, and the textile industry; the modernization of testing laboratories; and favourable conditions for labour migrants; and duty-free supplies for goods of strategic importance. The possible negative consequences of joining the EEU include: a rise in the prices for certain goods imported from third countries; reduced imports from China (consequently, reduced employment in wholesale trade and reduced incomes); increased emigration to the EEU countries; and possibly increased volatility in GDP growth rates - depending on the efficiency of trade policies and governance. 
Kyrgyzstan expects from the UN and the international organizations support for regional trade in Central Asia through:

· Assistance in the development of the Single Window for international trade;
· Information on global best practices in trade facilitation, and assistance for their implementation in the countries of the region;
· Support in formulating regulations governing: customs clearance; technical regulation; the taxation of foreign economic transactions; and administrative procedures relating to external economic transactions.
f. Kazakhstan noted its strong support for regional integration and SPECA, and its representatives elaborated on their priorities for regional cooperation in Central Asia and the excellent progress in Kazakhstan's accession to WTO
. They stressed the importance of the SPECA Working Group on Trade as a tool for supporting further implementation of strategically important aspects of economic cooperation between the countries of Central Asia. Kazakhstan informed the meeting about their Nurlyzhol programme for a radical transformation of the country, which focuses on 5 institutional reforms
 in order to boost economic growth, diversify industrial production, and join the top 30 most-developed countries in the world. To achieve this goal, the Government is eager to attract strategic investors, create an enabling taxation and customs systems, and facilitate the movement of goods. Plans include the establishment of an Astana International Financial Centre (AIFC). 
The low rankings of SPECA countries in such reports as Doing Bussiness are mainly due to their being landlocked, but also to difficult customs and other administrative procedures. Efforts should be made to improve their performance, and to improve the connectedness of the region. The creation of the EEU is a step toward eliminating tariff and non-tariff barriers. 
Kazakhstan had been working on simplifying customs and transit procedures: since 1 January 2015, the number of documents required for customs clearance of imports has been reduced from 12 to 4, and for exports from 10 to 3; electronic Customs declarations and post-audit customs control have been introduced to implement paperless trade.
Another priority is the development of transport corridors to speed up and reduce the cost of logistics and the transit of goods. In 2016, Kazakhstan will finish its part of the corridor Western Europe – Western China. A new regulatory framework for PPPs will serve transport infrastructure and trade facilitation projects. In 2013, a joint Kazakh-Chinese terminal in the port city of Lianyungang and a rail route to Almaty were launched, linking the Asia-Pacific region with Central Asia, the Persian Gulf, Russia and Europe.
They were of the view that the emphasis in regional trade development should be on identifying and eliminating trade barriers (physical and administrative), including: quotas; long customs and transit procedures; complex regulations in the area of sanitary and phytosanitary measures; and complex technical regulations. 
The three strategic priorities of Kazakhstan for Central Asian regional trade are to: 

· increase turnover and expand exports;

· eliminate existing barriers, in particular ensuring the principle of non-discrimination;

· increase investment cooperation between the countries of Central Asia.

Kazakhstan expects from the UN and the other international organizations the following actions in support of regional trade in Central Asia:

· regional studies to identify the comparative advantages of regional trade in Central Asia;
· support for the identification of trade opportunities, joint ventures, and commercial requirements in order to build greater awareness of these opportunities and increase access to them for business;
· support for developing sustainable information sharing on current regulatory requirements for trade and trade opportunities, using the Internet;
· regional training on market analysis, promotion strategies and  marketing / sales techniques;
· promotion of  regional and bilateral arrangements facilitating trade between businesses in Central Asia;
· Strengthening of the institutional support for the work of SPECA on trade, including a request to UNECE to establish a position in the joint office in Almaty to support the SPECA work on trade. 

3. Setting the scene

Mr Petko Draganov, head of the United Nations Regional Centre for Central Asia in Ashgabat, Turkmenistan, Ms Sylvie Naville, director at the Emerging Markets Forum, and Mr Chiedu Osakwe, Director of WTO Accession Division made presentations setting the scene for international support for trade and regional cooperation in the SPECA countries. 
Mr Draganov commended the efforts of SPECA as a regionally-owned initiative to improve regional cooperation in Central Asia, and he stressed the need to make it a more action-oriented platform to implement the numerous projects identified by Central Asian states. He recommended to make SPECA a more action driven platform. One way to achieve this would be to connect SPECA to other broader regional economic initiatives, including the Istanbul process of confidence-building measures, especially in the area of infrastructure. Increasing prosperity in the region is obvious, but if it is not built on mutual involvement of neighbors, it remains fraught with peril and uncertainty. UNRCCA assists Central Asian governments to involve in dialogue, confidence-building measures and genuine partnership. Trade can play an important role here, as economies are incleasingly connected regionally and globally. Better trade relations will make the region more stable. Average trade costs are twice as high as in other regions, because of long delays and high fees. Intra-regional trade in Central Asia is low – approximately 5%, compared to the European Union where it is67%; the North  American  Free  Trade Agreement (NAFTA) – 62%; the  Association  of  Southeast  Asian Nations  (ASEAN) – 26%;  and the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa – 22%. The Second Conference on Landlocked Countries in Vienna addressed this issue by suggesting: transport development, regional cooperation, and the removal of physical barriers to trade, so the countries can become land-linked. UNRCCA stresses the need for structural reforms.
Mr. Dragonov proposed to: 
· organize an event similar to the seminar on 3 July 2015, in Ashgabat, hosted by UNRCCA, in cooperation with the Government of Turkmenistan and other international agencies, to improve trade conditions in the region;
· involve Afghanistan even more in regional cooperation, especially in railway and road construction.

Ms Naville, Director at the NGO Emerging Markets Forum (EMF), noted that, since 2009.  EMF had developed studies to identify long-term development issues affecting regions, as well as policies and strategies to deal with these issues and risks. 
Currently, a study is being drafted on the development of Central Asia by 2050 with a recommended framework for action to realize a desired vision for the region. It is based on a vision for 2050 of Central Asia being globally integrated, with improved living standards, market economy, well-functioning economic institutions, rule of law and the state capacity to deliver quality services and a supportive business climate; and of a Central Asia that will become an efficient bridge between major economic centres in the West, East, North and South. The study identifies possible internal risks to achieving this vision (delays in improving governance, policies and institutions, rising inequities, political instability, etc.) and external risks (climate change, war, threats to national sovereignty, adverse developments in the global economy, etc.). Based on these, EMF identified 3 possible growth scenarios for Central Asia: (1) “aspirational” (all countries converge towards US productivity levels); (2) intermediate (the current mixed convergence path is maintained); and (3) a “middle-income trap” (when none of the countries converge). Sustainable agriculture, good governance and trade facilitation were identified as growth drivers for this region. Central Asia also needs to move from a factor-driven (natural resource extraction, labor growth, investment) to efficiency and ultimately innovation-driven development. The key challenges for the region are related to good governance and robust institutions. In order to reach the vision, the priorities for the next decades should include anti-corruption, transparency and accountability. It is also imperative for the countriesof the region to follow an open regionalism strategy in order to integrate themselves with regional and global supply chains. 

In EMF’s view a strategic agenda for Central Asia should focus on: 
· enhancing productivity (transform agriculture; diversify energy production; adopt technological changes; enhance connectivity; make greater use of enhanced skills of the population);
· increasing investments (built on enhanced openness, competition, improved business climate, and economies that are diversified beyond agriculture and energy);
· building human capital (more attention to education, health, and social protection);
· more attention to global issues (demographic dynamics, competition for natural resources, commodity prices, and climate change);
· improving governance, leadership, and institutions in the region; and 
· enhancing regional cooperation and integration.

Mr. Osakwe, Director of the WTO Accessions Division, elaborated on the issues facing Central Asian countries that have just acceded or are in the process of acceding to WTO. Central Asia is the region at the heart of trade between Asia and Europe. Many changes (both positive and negative) have taken place in the transition from the Soviet economic system to a market economy. These countries face significant challenges and  acceding to the WTO can help countries to implement accession-based domestic reforms, economic policy reforms, trade and goods policies improvement, and greater protection of intellectual property rights. 

WTO can contribute to integrating Central Asian countries into the global market, based on rules, transparency, growth, and economic inclusiveness. The benefits from WTO membership include participation in: the WTO’s dispute settlement mechanism; such networks as the permanent negotiating forum with China or the recent Dushanbe forum, and WTO’s post-accession programmes to help with the implementation of WTO commitments. 
Mr Osakwe commended the efforts of Tajikistan (and personally First Deputy Minister Nazriev and his team) to reform its economy following their accession to the WTO. He also commended Kazakhstan for its political will for reform and for finalizing a very complex accession process,  involving difficult negotiations from a geopolitical, economic and technical point of view. These two accession processes had highlighted some common patterns for the region such as the need to reform an economy based on state enterprises, and to reform the systems of sanitary and phytosanitary rules, intellectual property and other trade institutions still influenced by the time of the Soviet Union. In his view SPECA could:
· provide a forum for information exchange among the countries in the region on the WTO negotiating process and on such issues as WTO-related domestic reforms, granting neighbours market access, participation in the WTO dispute settlement mechanism, the permanent negotiating forum with China and WTO post-accession programmes.
· Help countries to learn from each others experiences, as they share many common economic and institutional traits. 
4. International organizations panel

Responding to the statements by the countries, Ms. Cram-Martos, Director of the UNECE Economic Cooperation and Trade Division, made a joint UNECE-UNCTAD-ITC presentation on the United Nations support for trade development and cooperation in Central Asia, and her presentation was complemented by statements from the international organizations. 

She stressed the importance of the recently signed Memorandum of Understanding between ITC, UNCTAD, and UNECE to provide coordination and joint assistance to countries for implementing the WTO trade facilitation agreement. The Central Asian countries share common goals (modernization and faster development); common factors that could contribute to their success (including regional trade cooperation and integration, a broader regional market, and a common playing field with shared rules based on WTO); and a common need for trade facilitation, regulatory cooperation and harmonization. 
The geographical position and development needs of Central Asia together with its unusually high trade costs make the region a priority on the agenda of international organizations. The region faces many challenges: being landlocked; inadequate infrastructure; under-developed institutions; cumbersome trade procedures and long delays at border-crossings.
The challenges to regional competitiveness include the need for: removing supply-side constraints (e.g. inadequate production capacity, compliance with international quality standards and packaging, purchasing and supply chain management requirements); access to better market intelligence in order to identify niche opportunities (marketing, product branding, efficient trade fair participation); an enabling business environment (e.g. access to affordable trade finance and quality management infrastructure); an improved trade environment (e.g transparent, fair and uniform customs rules and reduced procedural barriers to trade); and for shared rules (currently there are different levels of participation in the WTO and in regional agreements, and very limited mechanisms for regional trade cooperation)
UNECE’s projects in the region included: a UN Development Account project on trade facilitation in the region, which had served as the basis for a number of Single Window projects (in Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan), as well as support for establishing national trade facilitation bodies, and public-private cooperation  in support of trade facilitation. UNECE supported regional trade discussions in the framework of the SPECA PWG on Trade. It had also undertaken in-depth national assessment studies on procedural and regulatory barriers to trade in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. UNECE also provides capacity-building to strengthen the implementation of agricultural quality standards and cross-border agricultural food supply chains.
UNCTAD has developed projects on trade facilitation assistance in Tajikistan, a World Bank supported Trade and Transport Facilitation Programme in Afghanistan (2007 – 2011), and a project to implement the computerized Customs management programme ASYCUDA in Afghanistan. The UNCTAD representative added that UNCTAD has experience in developing regional and corridor-based projects and could assist the SPECA countries and the other international organizations in this area. Recently, it had implemented a project with joint activities with the World Customs Organization, which benefited Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Afghanistan. UNCTAD also provides competition law and intellectual property law support where the challenge is to implement multilaterally accepted rules.

The ITC representative noted that ITC has been active in the SPECA countries for many years. It has had trade development projects in Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan, Iran, Turkey, and China for over 15 years, and is now developing a trade facilitation programme. ITC’s role is to bring the business perspective into the dialogue. ITC’s projects in the region include support for the competitiveness of the textile and clothing industries in several countries including Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, improvement of the quality management infrastructure; support for developing national and sector export strategies, support for WTO accession and its implications for business, national trade measure surveys, assistance for the implementation of the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement and support for national trade facilitation committees. 
These three UN agencies (ITC, UNCTAD and UNECE) partner to enhance the impact of technical assistance and capacity-building in the area of trade facilitation by using shared tools and methodologies in order to develop comprehensive and high-quality trade assistance programmes. They use the complementarity  between their work and mandates to leverage comparative advantages and provide enhanced support to member States. UNCTAD works on developing national capacities, develops technical notes on trade facilitation, has a National Trade Facilitation Committee database and other tools. ITC supports the private sector, and especially small and medium sized businesses, national business development policies, using such tools as a the ITC Trade Facilitation Business Guide, value chain analyses and support for development of export strategies. UNECE has a long tradition in developing standards and tools for trade facilitation including the UNCEFACT standards and best practice recommendations for trade facilitation, the Trade Facilitation Implementation Guide, Trade Facilitation Roadmap Guide, and National Assessments of Regulatory and Procedural Barriers to Trade. 
The common objectives of these organizations are supported by joint activities and publications, reinforcing policy formulation, including the facilitation of public-private dialogue in the context of pre- and post-WTO accession;  the implementation of trade facilitation, support for national trade facilitation committees, training and capacity building (e.g. UNECE’s workshops based on the Trade Facilitation Implementation Guide and often undertaken jointly with other organizations). With the objective of supporting the establishment of simple, transparent and effective processes for global business, the organizations are developing: needs assessments on regulatory and procedural barriers to trade (ITC and UNECE); gap analyses, assessments of the readiness to implement the WTO TF Agreement (UNCTAD, ITC, UNECE), business-process analyses; strengthening capacity to participate in cross-border agricultural food supply chains; training and support for National Trade Facilitation Bodies and  Committees (UNCTAD/ITC/UNECE). 

Further work, envisaged by the three organizations includes support for:

· further needs assessments, 
· business process analyses, 
· the establishment or strengthening of national trade facilitation committees, 
· developing national and regional trade facilitation roadmaps, 
· implementation of selected trade facilitation measures, 
· harmonization of regulatory standards and procedures, 
· public-private cooperation, 
· workshops based  on the Trade Facilitation Implementation Guide (TFIG), 
· development of a multilingual trade facilitation glossary of terms. 
Other international organizations also presented their activities in the region and discussed support for trade work under SPECA. 
UNIDO promotes inclusive industrial development and helps SMEs to compete in regional markets. It has provided training and technical cooperation on quality assessment and accreditation in the region (e.g. in Kyrgyzstan), collaborating with such partners as the Asian Development Bank. It has also worked with UNECE on regulatory assessments. UNIDO suggested:
· reinforcing the SPECA Aid-for-Trade initiative, in collaboration with UNDP and others  
UNDP focuses on productive capacity and human development. It works with producers and manufacturers on improving the quality of goods and services, technology modernization, matching partners, and market access information. UNDP works with business associations to develop micro credit facilities and business innovation funds.  UNDP is also one of the agencies supporting Single Window implementation (e.g. in Kyrgyzstan), the SPECA Aid-for-Trade initiative, trade policy efficiency and sustainability programmes, improvement of certification, development and improvement of standards and infrastructure in the SPECA countries. Its future plans include work on: climate change, employment, technology modernization, standards implementation, and human development. UNDP noted its support for the SPECA programme, and stressed the importance of:
· building synergies with other programmes, such as CAREC, in which UNDP participates. 
UNESCAP supports research and analysis for paperless trade implementation. It develops Guides and publications on Single Window implementation, notably through the joint UNESCAP/UNECE initiative: the UNNExT network. UNNExT organizes master classes for experts on trade facilitation thus establishing a community of knowledge throughout Asia and the Pacific region. The focus of its work is on the facilitation of cross-border trade and developing the exchange of electronic documents among countries. ESCAP has always supported regional cooperation in trade, including through its joint activities with UNECE.
OECD noted that while SPECA countries are not OECD members, the organization has developed sectoral  projects in Kazakhstan in areas such as health and education. OECD’s work on global and regional value chains  and trade facilitation could be used for the development of further projects in the region. OECD’s tools, such as the trade facilitation indicators for 150 countries (SPECA included) and related software could be used to develop regional indicators for SPECA (notably, if a regional trade facilitation strategy is developed). The OECD indicators cover the whole spectrum of trade procedures. The new tools developed around them help to develop an overview of the weaknesses and challenges of each country’s implementation, and what needs to be improved.
5. Development partners panel

Development partners present at the meeting made statements regarding their assistance to  the SPECA countries: 
The German Agency for International Cooperation, GIZ, has developed partnerships with UNECE, ITC, UNCTAD, UNDP and others. It uses available information, research and best practice recommendations to help countries change their processes, enhance their ability to implement the WTO TFA (e.g. by helping countries streamline certification, quality infrastructure, standards systems). The GIZ project on trade facilitation in Central Asia started in 2005, and its cooperation with UNECE started soon after that, notably on the Single Window recommendations and the establishment of national trade and transport facilitation bodies. GIZ is currently implementing a project in support of regional trade in Central Asia, and it would be natural to build synergies with SPECA in this area.
The US Agency for International Development USAID focuses on the inclusion of the private sector in technical cooperation and on the Global Alliance for trade facilitation implementation where it is working with GIZ and a wide range of other donors. USAID also supports a series of trade related projects in Afghanistan.
The International Islamic Trade Finance Corporation (ITFC), part of the Islamic Development Bank Group, provides support for physical infrastructure, and technical assistance programmes. It supports regional development programs and projects, and is willing to help Central Asia’s landlocked countries. ITFC is committed to helping the SPECA countries (in cooperation with UNECE, UNCTAD, UNIDO and other organizations), and supported the SPECA Aid-for-Trade Ministerial in 2010. ITFC has also supported business process analyses in the SPECA countries, in cooperation with UNESCAP. 

6. Feedback from the countries and other participants: 
The representative of the Russian Federation noted the country’s role as a donor for the UN and SPECA in the areas of trade, regulatory harmonization, metrology and other fields in which it has supported capacity-building projects worth over 105 million USD. She also highlighted their commitment to continue supporting SPECA and its member countries.  

The representatives of Azerbaijan noted their interest in several areas mentioned during the presentations such as consumer protection law, where UNIDO provides capacity-building; ITC’s help in strengthening relations with the business community; and GIZ’s  projects in agriculture. The international organizations should collaborate to avoid duplication of projects, and place a priority on human capital and transport development. SPECA should bring together governments and international organizations and involve more private sector participation.  TASIM as a significant trans-border public-private partnership could be an excellent pioneer project that would contribute to such cooperation.  
The representatives of Kyrgyzstan noted that electronic commerce was not yet implemented in the country and electronic signatures do not work. Therefore, it would be important for international organizations to organize capacity-building seminars  analytical work (with roadmaps for further development) in this area.
Tajikistan stressed the need to coordinate activities among the donor agencies and to avoid duplication of activities. SPECA can help share success stories and support assistance for the simplification of procedures. The donor community should help with providing technical assistance, notably for the implementation of measures categorized as “C” with regard to the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement (measures for which the countries need more time and international assistance); assistance to support the amendment of legislation in the light of international agreements, would also be useful. The head of delegation suggested that UNECE could act as a coordinator of these efforts. For SPECA he suggested drafting and implementing concrete projects covering all the SPECA countries. On the national level, Tajikistan has developed a roadmap programme of reforms after its accession to the WTO aimed at renewed growth. Accordingly, the Government is amending its legislation, but it needs support to implement this programme.
Turkmenistan needs to set up projects to enhance the potential of trade in Central Asia (for example to develop and use an enhanced railway system). Some infrastructure has been created, yet the potential is not fully realized. It is necessary to devise projects supporting the private sector and to build enabling conditions for business.
7. Conclusions and Recommendations
The ninth session of the PWG on Trade focused on three main themes: the importance of regional cooperation in trade in the SPECA region; the importance of coordinating work among the international agencies and development partners; and the need for the countries and the international community to plan the next steps. 

The Director of the UNECE Economic Cooperation and Trade Division suggested that each country nominate a focal point for trade cooperation within SPECA. She invited the countries and the development partners to keep up the good cooperation and concentrate on making concrete proposals for regional cooperation projects. Many participants stressed the need for coordination in the donor community and the need for closer cooperation by SPECA with other regional programmes and organizations, such as CAREC, RECCA, ECO, and the Istanbul Process, as well as involving Uzbekistan more closely in the work. 
The proposals for further work that were raised during the seminar and during preceding consultations with the countries can be summarized as follows: 
	General for SPECA
	· Make SPECA a more action-driven platform to implement projects identified by the Central Asian States. 
· Connect SPECA to other broader regional economic initiatives, including the Istanbul process of confidence building measures, CAREC, ECO, the Eurasian Economic Union, TASIM, etc. 

· Focus on good governance and robust institutions.
· Make SPECA as a platform to share success stories, leverage assistance for simplification of procedures, positive and negative experiences to avoid wasting time and resources. 

· Use SPECA as forum for facilitating information exchanges on WTO issues. The WTO accession processes of Tajikistan and Kazakhstan indicated common patterns for the Central Asian countries, e.g. the need to reform an economy based on state enterprises, and to reform the sanitary and phytosanitary systems, intellectual property rights systems and other relevant trade institutions. As the countries of the region have similar problems, cooperation and learning from each others’ experiences is necessary.

· Reinforce the SPECA Aid-for-Trade initiative.
· Explore the possibility to organize a trade event similar to the 3 July 2015 seminar in Ashgabat, hosted by UNRCCA and the Government of Turkmenistan.

· Establish a position in the SPECA office in Almaty in support of trade. 

	In trade facilitation
	· Develop regional and national strategies for trade facilitation in Central Asia. 

· Carry out assessments of the readiness of interested SPECA countries that have acceded to the WTO to implement the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement, where this has not yet been done. 

· Provide technical and financial assistance for the implementation of measures classified as category C under the WTO TF Agreement, and provide support for relevant legislative amendments. 

· Help develop national trade facilitation bodies in compliance with UNECE Recommendation 4 and Article 23 point 2 of the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement.

	Integration into the global rules-based trading system (WTO), in compliance with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
	· SPECA can become a forum for consultation and for facilitating information exchange among the countries and among their negotiators on WTO negotiating processes, including for accession, as the WTO accession processes of Tajikistan and Kazakhstan indicated common patterns and concerns for the Central Asian countries. 
· Assist in the WTO accession negotiations

· SPECA countries members of WTO may actively participate in the multilateral negotiations on the accession of the remaining SPECA countries. 

	Studies
	· Regional study on non-tariff barriers to trade (NTBs) in Central Asia. Recommendations from such a study would indicate actions for eliminating NTBs for the development of a regional market.

· Regional studies to identify the comparative advantages of regional trade in Central Asia.

· Analytical studies on quеstions such as the economic impact of WTO membership for SPECA countries already members of WTO; the economic costs of the main TBT/SPS/TF barriers to trade in the region; effective integration of the region into Global Value Chains, etc.

	Regional cooperation in resource management and infrastructure
	· Support the development of predictable transit infrastructure with access to international sea ports.

· Support actions to increase the transportation of cargo along the railway Kazakhstan–Turkmenistan-Iran.

· Support the development of the railway corridor Kazakhstan – Turkmenistan – Tajikistan (possibly involving China and Iran).

· Support the development of Baku-Tbilisi-Kars new railway line that was included into the UNECE Trans-European Railway (TER) master plan as an important regional project the implementation of which will create an opportunity to transport goods from China and Far East to Europe and vice versa through Central Asia and the Caucasus.

· Continue to support further development of the TRACECA corridor.
· Support development of a harmonized electricity distribution system in order to support trade, and a common policy for trade in electricity.

	Regional projects in trade
	· .

· Cooperate on setting up an enabling environment for business cooperation in Central Asia.

· Promote and strengthen regional supply chains as a factor of growth and development.

· Identify and support elimination of trade barriers (physical and administrative), including quotas, long customs and transit procedures, complex regulations in the area of sanitary and phytosanitary measures, and complex technical regulations, in order to ensure the principle of non-discrimination.

· Continue providing assistance for the development of Single Window mechanisms for export, import and transit clearance.

· Help establish cooperation and interoperability among Single Window mechanisms in the countries of the region.

· Promote regional and bilateral arrangements providing market access to neighbouring countries and facilitating trade between businesses in Central Asia.

· Help the countries redefine their trade policies.

· Identify economic trade policies and practices potentially damaging for the environment, and help establish more environmentally friendly trading patterns and legal norms for the region. 

· Support implementation of the Trilateral Transit Agreement between Tajikistan, Afghanistan and Pakistan, and explore possibilities to broaden its use to other SPECA countries.

· Develop projects in support of SMEs with support from the international community. 

· Strengthen the regional economic institutions, and cooperate with other regional organizations and agencies. 

· Support increased investment cooperation between the countries of Central Asia.

· Support the facilitation of visa issuance for traders.

	Capacity-building
	· Regional training on market analysis, promotion strategies and techniques of marketing / sales.

· Support the identification of trade opportunities, joint ventures, and commercial requirements, in order to build greater awareness of these opportunities and provide access to them for business.

· Capacity-building on e-commerce and e-signatures.
· Capacity building on trade facilitation and different aspects of implementation of the WTO TF agreement

	National projects
	· Provide technical assistance in the implementation of the post-WTO accession programme for the development of the economy of Tajikistan.

· Support development of an international sea port in Turkmenistan; the international airport of Ashgabat; and a highway for international / regional use.
· Support the development of the new Baku International Sea Trade Port that will create an intersection of rail, road and sea routes passing through the territory of Azerbaijan and provide fast and safe movement of international passenger and freight traffic across Eurasia.

	Other expectations for support from the UN and the other international organizations
	· Provide information sharing and capacity-building on world best practices in trade facilitation.

· Provide support in formulating/streamlining regulations and legislation governing customs clearance, technical regulations, taxation of foreign economic transactions, administrative procedures relating to external economic transactions.

· Help ensure sustainable information sharing on current regulatory requirements for trade and trade opportunities, using the Internet.
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� Azerbaijan 2, 8%, Kazakhstan 4,3%, Tajikistan 6,7%, Turkmenistan 10,3%, Uzbekistan 8,1%


� Negotiations were finalized on 22 June and accession was approved by the WTO on 27 July 2015


� Streamline the government apparatus, create possibilities for the young, enhance the rule of law, achieve industrial economic growth, and strengthen the country’s identity and unity
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