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In the period between the tenth meeting of the SPECA Project Working Group on Trade (Ashgabat, 13 May 2016) and its eleventh meeting (WTO, Geneva, 10 July 2017), activities focused on trade facilitation and the trade-related Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). notably, promotion of the international rules-based trading system. Countries concentrated on trade facilitation, notably preparation for the implementation of the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement, concrete trade facilitation measures, WTO accession and post accession activities, Aid-for-Trade (AfT), implementation of agricultural quality standards and, especially, preparation for the implementation of the SDGs.

Building synergies with various strategic partners, such as the The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Eurasian Economic Commission (EEC), World Trade Organization (WTO), UNCTAD (United Nations Conference on Trade and Development), German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ), International Islamic Trade Finance Corporation (ITFC), UNIDO (United Nations Industrial Development Organization), and other development partners, remains a priority. In more detail, the following activities were organized:
Trade policy cooperation

1. The tenth meeting of the SPECA Working Group on Trade took place back-to-back with the UNECE-WTO Trade Policy Forum, hosted by the Government of Turkmenistan, on 11-13 May 2016, in Ashgabat. The Forum and the WG meeting made significant progress towards the achievement of SDG 17.10 (promotion of the multilateral rules-based trading system under WTO) in the SPECA countries; an approach to measuring progress on this SDG in the region was created. A new model of capacity-building in the SPECA setting took shape: the first day of the meeting was restricted only for representatives from the SPECA countries, who exchanged experiences and learned from each other about the process of accession to WTO and post-accession activities. Following a discussion on the topic, the WG decided to work on a regional SPECA Trade Facilitation Strategy. Countries proposed concrete forms of cooperation in support of regional trade.
2. In November 2016, ESCAP (in the lead this year) and UNECE organized the 2016 SPECA Economic Forum and the 11th session of the SPECA Governing Council, chaired by Mr Sahil Babayev, Deputy Minister of Economy of Azerbaijan. These events focused on the need to strengthen regional cooperation for successful implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, including the SDGs in the area of trade in the SPECA region. The Forum drafted and the Governing Council adopted the “Ganja Declaration” endorsing the use of SPECA as a platform to implement SDGs that need subregional cooperation. The Declaration suggests how to establish an intergovernmental cooperative framework to achieve the SDGs in the areas of work of SPECA, including trade. On this basis, UNECE organizes projects with partners on rules for sustainable trade in Central Asia.  The UNECE cooperates with the UNDP Istanbul office in providing assistance to the SPECA countries on the SDGs.
Trade facilitation
3. UNECE co-organized with OSCE a three day training (13-15 June 2016) on trade facilitation for SPECA countries (Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan), in order to raise the capacity of senior experts from these countries to achieve tangible results in 5 key areas of trade facilitation, using the UNECE Trade Facilitation Implementation Guide (TFIG). Another goal of the training was to identify gaps and future areas of work in trade facilitation for the SPECA countries and discuss them with the Chair of the SPECA Working Group (WG) on Trade Mr S. Nazrizoda, former PWG Chair Ms. Larisa Kislyakova (now representing the private sector), and other partners. Participants included middle to senior level managers from ministries of economy and trade, Customs and other regulatory agencies and the business community in the four countries. They improved their capacity to analyze trade facilitation issues, using the TFIG to identify solutions, suggest ways for improving regional trade cooperation, and to use trade facilitation for the development of cross-border supply chains.
4. SPECA countries also participated in the Workshop on Trade Facilitation (a key priority for the German Chairmanship) and Good Governance, organized by the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs as part of the Gerrman Chairmanship of OSCE in Berlin, from 18 until 19 May 2016. UNECE provided the keynote address at this seminar.
5. UNECE, in collaboration with UNCTAD and the Ministry of National Economy of Kazakhstan, carried out an assessment of the readiness of Kazakhstan to implement the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) from September 2015 until January 2016. As a follow up to this assessment, UNECE organized a capacity-building seminar on how to establish a National Trade Facilitation Committee (NTFC): art. 23.2 of the TFA and UNECE TF Recommendations 4 and 40, on 10-11 Nov. 2016. UNECE thus assisted Kazakhstan for the notification of measures category B (measures for which the country needs more time) and category C (for which the country needs more time and international assistance). The Government used the results of this seminar to prepare its notification of B and C measures and develop a work plan for the NTFC. The seminar provided assistance for drafting the founding documents of the NTFC of Kazakhstan: decree, ToR, action plan, etc., and identified areas for future work on the implementation of the WTO TFA and other TF activities.  
6. In November 2016, UNECE, in collaboration with UNCTAD, GIZ and the Ministry of Economy of Azerbaijan started an assessment of the readiness of the country to implement the TFA, as the Agreement has now entered the package for Azerbaijan’s WTO accession negotiations. In March 2017, UNECE hired a consultant to carry out a survey and organized an opening seminar with the Ministry of Economy. The assessment report is supposed to be ready by the end of July 2017. 
7. In May 2017, UNECE, cooperating with the Permanent Secretariat of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation Organization and Turkey finalized a Regional BSEC Trade Facilitation Strategy, which can be used as a best practice in the process of drafting a regional SPECA trade facilitation strategy. 
8. From 31 May until 1 June 2017 ESCAP organized a regional Workshop on Advancing Interoperability of Single Window systems in Cholpon-Ata, Kyrgyzstan, with the participation of the EEC. In addition, ESCAP organized a number of capacity-building events in Bangkok, involving the SPECA countries: Workshop on using technology in support of Trade for micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs), 30 Nov-1 Dec 2016; Regional Seminar on International Investment Agreements (IIAs) and Sustainable Development, and 6th meeting of the Asia-Pacific Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) Network (1-2 December 2016); 3rd Meeting of the Interim Intergovernmental Steering Group on Cross-border Paperless Trade Facilitation (23-24 March 2017); Capacity Building Workshop on Facilitation of Cross-border Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific (24 March 2017); as well as a Workshop on linking Central Asian SMEs with foreign companies and investors (including demonstration of the Kazakhstan SME online platform) in Incheon, Rep. of Korea (25 May 2017).

Support for the implementation of the SDGs
9.    In addition to the UNECE-WTO Trade Policy Forum on 11-13 May 2016 (on SDG 17.10), UNECE developed a policy paper identifying the key SDG targets, on which the SPECA Working Groups will concentrate. These targets fall within the mandates of the WGs, UNECE and ESCAP, and subregional cooperation may significantly help the SPECA countries achieve the SDGs. 
Regulatory and Procedural Barriers to Trade

10. UNECE has completed Studies on Regulatory and Procedural Barriers to Trade in Kazakhstan (2013), Tajikistan (2014) and Kyrgyzstan (2015). Each study reviews the legislation in force, regulatory systems, customs procedures, phyto-sanitary and other inspections, national standardization systems and other administrative mechanisms related to exports and imports in the country. In addition, at the request of each country, Business Process Analyses based on individual products or product groups have been included to highlight the administrative, financial and regulatory steps and procedures throughout the supply chain.
11. The results, including recommendations for action, were presented to the respective Governments, which prioritized them and, on this basis, UNECE created project documents collaborating with relevant governmental bodies and secured financing to implement them.
12. Currently, the UNECE is implementing these follow-up projects in Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan and initiating follow-up activities in Tajikistan.
13. UNECE's future plans include studies in additional SPECA countries as well as an umbrella study at the level of the Eurasian Economic Commission. 
Support for the implementation of agricultural quality standards in SPECA countries
14. UNECE continued implementing, in collaboration with ESCAP, a regional project on agricultural quality standards financed by the UN Development Account. Over 80 national experts from public and private sectors from the target region Central Asia (Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan) were trained on quality standards for cross-border trade of nuts and dried fruit at a workshop jointly organized with UNDP and supported by GIZ (11-13 July 2016, Tashkent, Uzbekistan). The workshop increased participants’ capacities in the use and implementation of UNECE standards, export and import inspection methods, food safety, quality assurance and marketing issues to improve the target country’s integration into international supply chains. It contributed and built synergies to implement existing field projects of UNDP and GIZ. As a result of this workshop, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan decided to adopt the UNECE standard for dried apricots and develop jointly UNECE related training materials, which will be used by farmers, producer associations and traders. Tajikistan will use this material to support quality apricot production in the Fergana Valley. Donor agencies active in Tajikistan (including Hilfswerk Austria) will support the implementation of the recommendations of the project. A project to strengthen food safety capacities in Tajikistan will be presented to the WTO’s STDF facility.  
15. Capacity-building on standards for fresh and dried produce took place as part of regular UNECE sessions for participants from the Balkans and Central Asia on 18-21 April and 27-29 June 2016. Further capacity-building activities, from which SPECA countries benefited, included a regional training organized in Bangkok, Thailand, from 1-3 November 2016 on paperless trade systems to facilitate cross-border agricultural trade, led by UNESCAP under UNDA 8th Tranche, and a joint UNESCAP, UNECE and the Agriculture and Food Marketing Association for Asia-Pacific (AFMA) workshop held in Bangkok, Thailand, 28-30 November 2016. 

16. During this reporting period, UNESCAP produced case studies on e-SPS implementation. UNECE and UNDP prepared a case study analyzing the export of dried grapes (a priority agricultural export produce) from Uzbekistan. While based on the UNESCAP/UNECE business process methodology, the study focused on conformity assessment and standards to maximize its use for possible future interventions by UNECE experts. 
17. Several of UNECE’s international instruments for enhancing agricultural supply chains are now available online including on the selected strategic partner ITC’s  web page (International Trade Centre – ITC sustainabilityxchange platform https://www.sustainabilityxchange.info/). UNESCAP is currently reviewing and consolidating the existing agricultural trade facilitation resources and materials for compilation and publication in 2017. 
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