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SPECIAL PROGRAMME FOR THE ECONOMIES OF CENTRAL ASIA (SPECA)

SPECA/PWG-Trade/2018/7/EN
Conclusions and Recommendations of the 

Twelfth Session of the SPECA Working Group on Trade 

Grand Hotel Tien Shan, Almaty, Kazakhstan, 19 September 2018
Recommendations of the 12th session of the SPECA Working Group on Trade. 

1. The Working Group will further concentrate on aligning regional trade with the objectives of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development as an overall umbrella in a result-driven work on a feasible, limited amount of deliverables, where SPECA has added value. 
2. The Group will continue to work, notably through intergovernmental consultation, on the draft SPECA Trade Facilitation Strategy as a deliverable for the Governing Council session and Economic Forum in 2019. Participants in the Working Group session are requested to send by e-mail to mario.apostolov@un.org by 26 October a list of their countries’ priorities in trade facilitation, to be included in the SPECA Trade Facilitation Strategy, as well as brief assessments of the current situation of trade facilitation implementation in their countries.The comments by Kazakhstan and Tajikistan on the strategy will be taken into account, The list of activities on the implementation of the strategy will be taken out of the text of the strategy in a separate Roadmap of Activiites document. UNESCAP and UNECE will include the results of the UN Regional Commissions Global Survey on Trade Facilitation and Paperless Trade into the strategy, as part of the analysis of the current situation. The Chairman of the Group will then send a letter with the text of the Strategy, and the SPECA participating countries will be asked to make their comments and contributions by 20 December 2018 (to be sent to UNECE).
3. The Group will continue work, notably through intergovernmental consultation, on support to regional trade and sustainable development, particularly on a list of principles of sustainable trade in the SPECA subregion, i.e. aligning the development of regional trade to sustainable development and the SDGs. The Chair of the Group and the secretariat will send an updated version by the end of October 2018 to the participants in the Working Grpoup session. The SPECA governments will be requested to produce comments on these documents by 20 December 2018. The Group will review and continue working on the two background papers related to regional trade and sustainable development. 
4. As part of this work, the Group will further analyze the current trends in intra-regional trade among the SPECA countries, and further produce recommendations on how sustainable trade among the countries and regional supply chains can be bolstred. The Eurasian Development Bank will be asked to support this work.
5. UNECE and UNESCAP will further work with the SPECA participating countries on the analysis of regional trade, with a view to recommend action on raising the volumes of reginal trade, further developing regional supply chains, and raising the share of exports of the SPECA countries in world exports (SDG 17.11). 
6. The SPECA participating countries, UNECE and UNESCAP will further cooperate on strengtherning their integration in the international, rules-based trading system under the WTO (SDG 17.10). This can be a major topic at the SPECA events on trade and transit facilitation in 2019, notably at the 2019 SPECA Economic Forum and Governing Council session. 

7. As encouraged by Azerbaijan, other SPECA participating countries should consider acceding to the Framework Agreement on Facilitation of Cross-Border Paperless Trade in Asia an the Pacific.

8. In compliance with the decisions of the SPECA Governing Council, each country will nominate a focal point for the SPECA Working Group on Trade by 20 December 2018. 
9. The next meeting of the SPECA Working Group on Trade will take place in 2019, back-to-back with the 2019 Economic Forum and Governing Council session in Ashgabat or in another location. This will be decided through the diplomatic channels. 

10. The Chairman and the participants in the Working Group session thanked Kazakhstan for its support and hosting the Working Group session on 19 September 2018 in Almaty. 

Report from the 12th session of the Working Group on Trade
The 12th session of the SPECA Working Group on Trade convened on 19 September 2018 in Almaty, Kazakhstan. Mr Zavqi Zavqizoda, First Deputy Minister of Economic Development and Trade of Tajikistan and Chairman of the SPECA Working Group on Trade, Mr Hog Joo Hahm, OiC of the UN Economic and Social Commission ofr Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), Ms. Monika Linn, Principal Adviser and Chief of Sustainable Development and Gender Unit, UNECE, and Kairat Torebayev, Director, Department of the International cooperation, Ministry of National Economy of Kazakhstan, opened the session. Mr. Zavqizoda chaired and moderated the session.  

The session took into account the recommendations of the 2018 SPECA Evaluation Report and the Expert Meeting on the review and strengthening of SPECA (held in Almaty, 11-12 June 2018). Participants in the Working Group session noted with satisfaction the high assessment of the SPECA Working Group on Trade and its outputs by the Evaluation Report and the Expert Meeting, which invite the Group to continue its work in support of regional trade to the benefit of sustainable trade in the subregion. 
The Working Group paid special attention to the key recommendation to make SPECA and its thematic working groups more country-owned and country-driven. In order to achieve this, the Group invited all SPECA Governments to join in the work on its deliverables and make contributions to the logistics, budget, and activities of the Group. In this sense, the Group expressed its gratitude to the Government of Kazakhstan and UNECE for their contributions to the organization of this session, and encouraged all SPECA countries to plan their own budgets and contributions to SPECA. 

The Working Group will review and update at its next session in 2019 its Terms of Reference, , reflecting the main deliverables of the Group, and will take note of the new updated Terms of Reference of SPECA, if they are prepared for 2019. The Chair from Tajikisan noted the need to focus more on results, and the need that the SPCA Governments implement the outputs (practical recommendations) of the Group. Kazakhstan noted the need to intensify activities to make full use of potential for cooperation.
The OiC of ESCAP highlighted the declining share of intra-Central Asia trade compared with trade with partners external to the Central Asia region. Trade between Central Asian countries is important and must be facilitated by reducing procedural barriers. Digitalization and trade facilitation will be crucial for cutting barriers and corruption at the borders, and this requires multilateral cooperation. Monika Linn highlighted the importance of stronger participation of the participation of the countries in the activities and biudget of the Programme, and briefed the participants on the “nexus” approach to SDGs being taken by UNECE, which underscored the significance of the discussion on the link between water management, trade, and the environment – the subject of one of the papers presented at the meeting. . 

The Chair presented the progress report since the 11th session of the Group on 10 July 2017, in Geneva, which focused on projects and training activities for trade facilitation, agricultural standards and regulatory cooperation, readiness assessment and advice for implementation activitie son the WTO Trade Facilitaiton Agreement (TFA) for Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan, etc. 

Kazakhstan had notified its B & C measures on the TFA to the WTO on 17 July 2018, using the UNECE-supported readiness assessment. Tajikistan is carrying out a range of activities to implement reforms, but it still needs to align legislation with WTO requirements. Action Plan has been approved, consisting of 75 very well-defined actions. There is a conscious effort to diversify exports away from the previous dominance of aluminium and raw cotton.

Afghanistan stressed its need to focus on building soft and hard infrastructure. Azerbaijan had adopted document Azerbaijan 2020: Looking to the Future. It addresses trade facilitation issues and implementation. It had also signed several bilateral agreements, and negotiations with others were ongoing. It also highlighted the joint seminar with UNECE on the implementation of the recommendations of the TFA readiness of Azerbaijan. Kyrgyzstan had prepared its B&C notification to the WTO secretariat, and concentrated on capacity biulding. A new Export Development Programme 2019-2022, which includes the work on SGDs, had been developed. The country concentrates on developing sectors with greatest export potential. 

Turkmenistan noted that it was important for economic development to activate trade and economic linkages with neighbouring countries, and went through a range of reforms to increase economic openness. Uzbekistan noted that the new Government had planned a range of reforms aiming at further trade facilitation, improving tariffs and Customs regulations. The Government had adopted a Roadmap to join WTO. 

Statement by Mr Humayun Rasaw, Minister of Trade of Afghanistan
He thanked the Government of Kazakhstan for hosting this event, as well as UNECE and ESCAP for secretariat support. After WTO accession, Afghanistan ratified the Trade Facilitation Agreement and established two Committees – one for implementation, meeting quarterly with key stakeholders, and a Technical Committee, to discuss all key issues related to trade facilitation and its implementation. Afghanistan requires some technical assistance to implement category B and C measures. The Customs department had prepared a 5 year plan to modernize customs, especially data sharing, with support of WCO. The Afghanistan Government is committed to trade and transit, and wants to make Afghanistan a trade and transit hub, as trade facilitation is all the more important for landlocked countries. He srongly encouraged all countries to ratify and implement the WTO TFA. He suggested that the countries develop a trade portal to publish all export and import requirements online. He noted that it was important to separate trade from the political agenda in the countries, in order to avoid disruption to trade at times of political uncertainty. He thjanked Tajikistan for chairing the WG, and the participants for their active stance. 
Further, the agenda of the 12th session of the Working Group on Trade focused on four background documents and deliverables of the Working Group: a SPECA regional trade facilitation strategy; principles of aligning regional trade development with sustainable development; the nexus between water management, regional trade, energy, and sustaoinable development; and non tariff measures (NTMs) in the region. 
SPECA TF Strategy. The Chairperson then briefed WG on the draft SPECA Trade Facilitation Strategy, and Mario Apostolov presented the strategy in more detail. An agreed position among all SPECA countries in needed to go ahead with this strategy. 

Comments on the Strategy. Kazakhstan welcomed the work on the document, and presented its comments. First, it suggested the document to be split into two parts, with a shorter Strategy document as a first step, which can be more easily adopted. Second, it suggested beefing up the analysis of the current situation. On this ESCAP suggested using the results of the five Commissions’ survey on trade facilitation implementation. The Chair from Tajikistan also made three comments. First, he confirmed more elaboration would be needed on the baseline situation in the SPECA countries – where they are now. Second, work needed to be backed by money and concrete project proposals. Third, all countries must send their national priorities, so that the document reflects their ational priorities. He noted that the document partly reflected Tajikistan’s national priorities, but not completely. That may be true for other SPECA participating countries, and asked other countries to make sure it reflects their national priorities. This would require expert inputs from countries.

Chair: Heads of Delegations to provide lists of their countries priorities and information on the current state of implementation of trade facilitaiotn (TFA readiness reviews) for the TF Strategy by 15 October.
The Chair of the Working Group and the UNECE secretariat will request from the participants in the Working Group session to send to them by 15 October a list of priorities in trade facilitation, which should be included in the SPECA Trade Facilitation Strategy. They will also send brief assessments of the current situation in trade facilitation in their countries. 

The Chair of the Working Group and the UNECE secretariat will also send the latest version of the trade facilitation strategy document to all SPECA Governments (Ministers of Trade) for a review and comments to be returned by 20 December 2018. Input will be solicited from various regional and international organizations and related projects (UNECE, ESCAP, UNCTAD, ITC, etc.). The comments will be incorporated into an agreed version as a major input into the 2019 annual SPECA Forum and Governing Council. Synergies will be sought with the SPECA Working Group on Sustainable Transport and the transport divisions of UNECE and ESCAP on the 2019 SPECA events. 

Mr. Yann Duval from ESCAP introduced the results for SPECA of the UN Global Survey on Trade Facilitation and Paperless Trade Implementation 2017. He also made a presentation on the Framework Agreement on Facilitation of Cross-Border Paperless trade in Asia and the Pacific. He noted that Azerbaijan had been the first country to ratify this agreement in February 2018. As encouraged by Azerbaijan, other SPECA participating countries will consider becoming member of the Framework Agreement on Facilitation of Cross-Border Paperless Trade in Asia an the Pacific as soon as possible. This would make it easier for SPECA countries to complete implementation of the WTO TFA, reduce capacity gaps among themselves and help them secure resources needed to undertake pilot projects in this area. Mr. Duval stressed that this was an enabling UN treaty and framework focused on developing cooperation and building capacity of countries at all level of development to achieve cross-border paperless trade, and it would be very beneficial for the SPECA countries to accede to it as soon as possible. A pilot project on electronic exchange of data and documents may become one of the areas of work for the Group in the future. The Chairman commented that the move towards paperless trade was indeed much harder than was initially expected, as various agencies may not always cooperate and initial enthusiasm died out. However, he advised that more attention should be given to developing concrete projects for the SPECA countries in this area.
Mr. Berik Bulekbayev, Chairman of the Association Transport and Logistics Partnership in Central Asia made a presentation, and the Group discussed developing a longer term collaboration with this partnership on trade and transport facilitation issues. Mr Bulekbayev noted that Kazakhstan had investing significantly in infrastructure – e.g. in railways and dry ports – which is important for landlocked countries.

Trade and sustainable development in the SPECA subregion. 
The Chairman and Mr. Mario Apostolov then presented the document “International Trade and Sustainable Development”, which contains a list of principles of sustainable trade for the SPECA region. This is a listof basic principles that countries may review, edit and adopt in their national sustainable development plans, in order to reflect the specific link between trade development and sustainable development in the region. 

Trade between SPECA countries is quite limited with regard to the potential, and even if it is increasing, it has declined in relative terms. Yet there is much scope for increase in mutual trade, with a new focus on sustainable production and trade patterns and in terms of developing regional cross-border supply chains. Some statistical issues were discussed. Mr Efimov from the Eurasian Development Bank noted that including volumes of trade in absolute terms between countries might be increasing, while the share of mutual trade might be decreasins as percentage of mutual trade. Mr Efimov Useful to look at both. 

Decision: The Chair of the SPECA Working Group on Trade and the UNECE Secretariat will send to the SPECA Governments the paper on Trade and the SDGs (together with the paper on the nexus between water management, regional trade and sustainable development) with request to review and comment by 20 December 2018, specifically on the list of “principles” for aligning the development of regional trade to sustainable development and the SDGs. The UNECE secretariat and the SPECA countries will make an effort to raise funds and launch projects on cross-border “sustainable trade” in the region. 

Mr. Bo Libert, UNECE consultant, presented his paper Water-food-energy-ecosystems nexus 

in SPECA countries from the perspective of sustainable trade. He noted that countries may need to build their policies around the idea that sustainable development can foster trade development. The paper recommends to strengthen the implementation of international trade rules; eliminate procedural and regulatory barriers to trade that hamper sustainable devleopment; intensify work on trade facilitation, as this means elimination of waste in trade procedures; carry out studies on the ecological effects of the patterns of development of regional trade in the SPECA subregion; review the policies on food security; carry out negotiations on the link between trade and sustainable development with regard to river basin or subregional agreements; and carry out joint capacity-building activities. Further, he went into the details of the recommendations in the areas of concentration of the paper: increasing trade in more and less water-intensive products in agriculture (wheat, cotton, citrus fruit, etc.) with a view to address pending issues for sustainable development (e.g. decreasing the water intensive production of crops in the basins of Amu Darya and Sir Darya. The Chairman noted that this work was closely relared to the work of the Water, Energy and Environment Working Group of SPECA. 
The representative of UNEP (Ms Luvson) spoke about the International Coalition for Green Develoment on the Belt and Road Initiative and  noted that reducing tariffs for green goods, green technology transfers, and the other measures recommended in the paper, would be important for meeting obligations under the Paris Climate Agreement. She reiterated the need for cooperation between SPECA and the Environment and Trade Hub of UN Environment Mr. Talaibek Makeev from UNECE also noted that it would be important to work on the trade aspects of sustainable development in the region. He noted that currently 95% of the increasingly scarce water in the SPECA region is used for agriculture, while population is growing and by 2030 the glaciers in the region will completely melt down. This is expected to create a new and very serious situation with water deficit. Trade aspects of this issue need to be addressed. 
As a result the Group envisaged working together on the two papers: on regional trade and sustainable development and on the Water-food-energy-ecosystems nexus. It will cooperate and build synergies with the SPECA Working Group on Water, Energy, and Environment (the nexus paper will be discussed at the next meeting of the WEE WG in October 2018, as well as the regional network of research institutions in the SPECA countries on further improvement and use of the recommendations of the countries. SPECA Governments are invited to consider including the recommendations of the nexus paper in their national sustainable development plans. 
Mr Yann Duval, ESCAP, presented the paper on Non-Tarriff Measures in trade. The Group took note of this paper and of the presentation of UNECE on the national studies on Regulatory and Procedural Barriers to Trade, and decided to continue working and monitoring this issue, with a view to help prevent that NTMs become barriers to trade. The Chairman noted that this was a very interesting subject, and should be given attention to in parallel to the work on trade facilitation. Further analysis needs to be done on the link between NTMs and sustainable development. 
The Working Group welcomed the return of Uzbekistan to the active work of the Group, and of ESCAP as one of the two UN Regional Commissions supporting the Working Group. The Working Group will be happy to see some of the next activities organized by them. 

The Working Group encourages the UNECE and ESCAP secretariats and participating countries to strengthen cooperation woith institutional partners: UNDP, UN Enviropmnent, the Eurasian Develoment Bank, UNCTAD, UNDESA, WTO, ADB, the World Bank, OSCE, and others. 
Working with the Chairman, UNECE and ESCAP will prepare projects in support of the deliverables of the SPECA Working Group on Trade, e.g. in support of the SPECA Trade Facilitation Strategy and/or of the principles for sustainable trade in the SPECA subregion. The Chairman suggested to focus on a limited, but feasible, amount of projects (1-2) on practical matters. 
The next meeting of the SPECA Working Group on Trade will be organized in 2019, preferably before the Forum and Governing Council session, which is scheduled to take place in Ashgabat, Turkmenistan, in November 2019. Several options were discussed: 

(1) back-to-back with the 2019 SPECA Econoimic Forum, which will focus, according to the plan, on connectivity, trade and transport facilitation, together with the working groups on trade and transport in a “SPECA week” in  Ashgabat. In this option, a possibility to organize a joint meeting of the SPECA working groups on trade and on sustainable transport was discussed. The secretariat will explore this possibility woth the Turkmen hosts, the management of the Working Group on Sustainable Transport and the Transport Divisions at UNECE and ESCAP. 
(2) A second option is to host the Working Group at a regional trade facilitation training seminar, discussed with Kazakhstan for mid June 2019.

(3) A third option would be to organize the meeting back-to-back with the biannual Aid-for-Trade meeting at the WTO in Geneva. Yet, for this option there is no specific funding, and Mario Apostolov will explore with WTO what may be the possible support from WTO.
The Working Group expressed its special thanks to Kazakhstan for hosting the 12th session of the SPECA Working Group on Trade and for providing resources for the organization of the SPECA events. It thanked the Chairman for his able organization and to UNECE for supporting the organization of the meeting. 
Concluding remarks by the Chair

All items on the agenda and the four papers were covered. Participants had noted that intra-SPECA trade had reduced from 15% to 7% of overall trade of the SPECA countries, and the cost of trade remains high. NTMs are also higher in SPECA than in other regions. So, despite progress in trade facilitation by all SPECA countries, there are still a lot of opportunities to boost intra-SPECA trade. Useful recommendations were made to improve intra-SPECA trade and facilitate it, as per the four papers submitted to the session. What is needed now, however, is support of SPECA Governments, the private sector and development partners. Support by all stakeholders is required. He thanked all participants for their active participation. 

The Chairman noted that SPECA was a great platform for subregional cooperation. It has to be made more result-driven, and these results have to be integrated in the governments’ decision-making process. In this sense focusing on the trade facilitation strategy and roadmap, as well as the sustainable development principles would be a good move. Other projects may focus on regional supply chains, financed by such agencies as the Eurasian Development Bank. The Group will still need to improve organizationally and its substantive work. It is important to involve higher level participatin from all countries. 
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