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Excellencies, 

Distinguished Participants,

Ladies and Gentlemen,


In this warm July morning, let me begin with sincere thanks to all representatives of SPECA countries and the international organizations and development partners – UNCTAD, ITC, ESCAP, UNDP, UNIDO, UNRCCA, OECD, WTO, GIZ, USAID, the Islamic Trade Finance Corporation, the Emerging Markets Forum - and all other participants for responding to our invitation. We are grateful for your readiness to come up with new ideas and to discuss how to strengthen regional cooperation in trade in Central Asia. We expect that as a result of this seminar, we will produce a clear vision on how to re-shape and strengthen the SPECA Project Working Group on Trade, how to make it more policy oriented, and how to work on new areas, activities, and projects, which reflect the new challenges and opportunities in the world today. 

Supporting regional cooperation in trade in Central Asia is a challenge in itself. This is exactly the objective of this seminar: to have an honest discussion of the problems, and what can be the feasible solutions. We should not be scared by the complexities, because this is exactly where you and us, working within the United Nations framework, can make a difference – helping develop regional cooperation in Central Asia is a difficult, but worthwhile task. 
Given the resource endowments of Central Asia, it makes sense to assume that it can become one of the most prosperous regions of the world by 2050, with high living standards, and decent jobs for most of the population. At the same time, there are serious economic, political, environmental, and social risks. In order to overcome these risks and leverage its huge potential, the region must cultivate a sense of regionalism. Without a doubt, regional trade cooperation is a solid stepping stone for this sense of regionalism. The leaders of the region and its ordinary people, with the help of the international community – the United Nations, other international organizations, and development partners – should work to devise the policies and the institutional framework that will support such cooperation. This is why we have come together here, today.
Foreign trade in Central Asia has developed significantly since the creation of the SPECA Project Working Group on Trade ten years ago. Overall trade volumes have grown three times. Trade with China has developed most of all: imports have grown six times, and exports eight times, resulting in a positive trade balance for the SPECA countries as a whole. The main trading partner remains the European Union, and Russia comes third, after China. Intraregional SPECA trade, however, which 10 years ago was commensurate with that with China, has grown only three times, less than half of the overall growth rate – and well below the potential of a possible regional market, free of excessive internal barriers, and supportive to  regional supply chains. 
In consultations with representatives from  Central Asian countries, we have identified a number of possibilities for regional projects and fruitful collaboration with our partners. Trade facilitation has been a traditional focus for our trade work with the SPECA countries. A roadmap for trade facilitation, with concrete objectives and indicators of achievement, which can guide the Central Asian countries in their national strategies, is a possible direction for action. UNECE was at the origin of international trade facilitation work more than 50 years ago. Recommendations and standards developed under our intergovernmental bodies – at that time Working Party 4 which is now the UN Centre for Trade Facilitation and Electronic Business (UN/CEFACT) – are the key instruments for trade facilitation implementers, including our partners in UNCTAD, ITC, the World Bank and others. Under a recently signed MoU, UNECE, UNCTAD, and ITC, are collectively helping less-advantaged economies get ready to implement the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement. Our work on trade facilitation contributes to the economic and social development of the region by lowering the high cost of trade – a cost that falls primarily on the poorest and most vulnerable parts of our societies, as noted the Secretary General of WTO Roberto Azevedo earlier this week at the 5th Aid-for-Trade review. 
A long standing idea is the establishment of a mechanism for consultation and discussion among the WTO negotiators of the SPECA countries. Now, with the upcoming accession of Kazakhstan to the WTO such a possibility could become part of day-to-day practice, supported by the countries themselves. 
Another area of possible collaborative support could be the establishment and strengthening of regional supply chains, where parts of the production cycle are split among two or more countries in the region, allowing for economies of scale, balanced development, and integration into the global economy. 

More environmentally-friendly patterns of regional trade is another area that could be developed as well as trade measures to help ensure food security.  As one example: Kazakhstan could expand its exports of wheat to Turkmenistan, which  could then substitute the production of wheat, based on the use of  irrigation, with the production of higher value fruits and vegetables for export. 

With this I would like to wish you productive and useful discussions in the search of more efficient and practical solutions for trade and development in your region.
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