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OF AU MINISTERS OF TRADE,
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ADDIS ABABA, ETHIOPIA

Ato Girma Biru, Minister of Trade and Industry of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia,

Honourable Ministers,

Excellencies,

Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a great pleasure for me to welcome you, on behalf of H. E. Jean Ping, the Chairperson of the AU Commission, to this 5th Ordinary Session of the Conference of AU Ministers of Trade. The Session is holding in the midst of the most serious crisis that has afflicted the global economy in living memory. Although the crisis has not been the making of African countries, the root causes being the greed of some financial operators in Western countries and the failure of their regulators to excise adequate control and supervision over the operators, our countries have not been spared from the contagion effects of the crisis.

The global demand for goods and services produced in Africa has witnessed a sharp decline. The resultant decline in export earnings coupled with the other effects of the crisis such as the decreasing inflows of   official development assistance, foreign investment, remittances and trade finance are beginning to have a devastating impact on Africa’s economic growth. According to projections by the IMF, the continent’s growth rate is   likely to fall by half in 2009 and beyond. Such a development will have adverse implications for the attainment of the MDGs, the reduction of poverty and the attainment of political and social stability on our continent.

Trade has been a major engine powering economic growth in most of our countries. This engine is still needed to lift our countries out of the current economic depression and to realize our vision of a strong and prosperous Africa. One of the expectations from this Conference is that you, Honourable Ministers, will give political guidance on this issue. It is for this reason that one of the items on the agenda of your meeting is an interactive session on the global economic and financial crisis and its impact on trade and development. The session will provide you with an opportunity to reflect on how Africa’s trade capacity, intra-African trade and Africa’s trade with the rest of the world can be boosted as part of the response to the current crisis. 

Your Conference which is holding on the eve of the G20 meeting in London also provides you with an opportunity to join your colleagues, the AU Ministers of Finance, in sending a strong message to the international community, especially the G20, that a recourse to protectionism and trade restrictions, and a reduction of official development assistance to Africa should not be part of the response to the current crisis. What Africa needs to mitigate the effects of the crisis is the speedy and successful conclusion of the Doha Round to improve market access for its products and remove   trade distortions (tariffs and non tariff barriers, subsidies etc) in NAMA and Agriculture, especially cotton. More than ever before, Africa needs more policy space and greater special and differential treatment within the framework of the WTO in order to cope with the crisis. Also needed are   adequate funding and effective implementation of the Aid for Trade Initiative, and the reform of the global financial architecture to (i) achieve greater coherence with programmes and policies of   other global institutions (WTO, UNCTAD, etc) as they relate to   problems of developing countries, (ii) meet the trade and development financing needs of African countries, and (iii) give greater voice to Africa in the Bretton Woods Institutions.

Honourable Ministers,

Excellencies,

Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen,
It will be recalled that, at the request of the Assembly of AU Heads of State and Government, you held in this very hall on 3rd   April 2008, a Joint Conference with your colleagues the AU Ministers of Finance   and reflected on the EPA Negotiations. The Joint Conference identified some shortcomings in the Interim EPAs, which many of our countries have had to initial by the deadline of   December 2007 in order to safeguard the access of their exports to the EU market. Your Joint Conference called for the shortcomings and the contentious issues in the Interim EPAs to be adequately addressed in the context of the negotiations of full and comprehensive EPAs and directed the AUC, in collaboration with UNECA and the RECs, to develop an EPA Template, that will be used as a guide by African countries and regions in the negotiations of full and comprehensive EPAs. Your   decisions were endorsed by the AU Heads of State and Government at their Sharm El Sheik Summit. The current global economic and financial crisis underscores the need for EPAs to be development-oriented and to provide adequate policy space for African countries.

I am pleased to inform you that the EPA Template has been prepared as directed your Conference and Summit. A zero draft of the Template was presented, in December 2008, to an expert group meeting   in Namur, Belgium. The representatives of African Groups of Ambassadors based in Addis Ababa, Brussels, and Geneva, as well as the Representatives of the RECs and Research Organizations working in the area of trade negotiations attended that meeting. A revised version of the EPA Template, incorporating recommendations by the Namur Experts Meeting and taking account of useful ideas from research and partner organizations, has been presented   to the meeting of your senior officials for consideration. All the contentious issues identified by your conference in April have   been addressed in the template. The AU Commission recommends the template for your endorsement so that it can be quickly used as a guide by African EPA negotiating groups and as a framework for our political leaders in engagements with their counterparts in the EU.

Excellences,

Je voudrais saisir l’occasion de cette rencontre pour vous rendre compte des contacts officiels que j’ai eus avec la nouvelle Commissaire européenne en charge du Commerce, Baronesse Catherine Ashton. Celle-ci m’a appelée dès sa prise de fonction et m’a reçue dans son bureau à Bruxelles le 9/12/2009. Au cours de ces entretiens, elle a exprimé sa volonté d’approfondir le dialogue avec l’Union africaine et les Communautés régionales en vue de parvenir un APE régional pro-développement. Aussi les Ministres africains se doivent-ils  collectivement d’apporter leurs propositions sur les questions en suspens à la partie européenne. Le modèle d’APE présenté et discuté par vos experts est de nature à répondre à cette attente et d’accroître le pouvoir de négociations de nos Communautés régionales.
Honourable Ministers,

Excellencies,

Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen,

There can be no doubt that the current global economic and financial crisis needs a global solution. But getting a global solution that will respond to Africa’s concerns and interests and concerns requires that our continent speak with one strong and united voice, within the international community, in international trade negotiations, and in engagements with our development partnerships. I am   optimistic that the Declarations that will come out of your conference will send a clear message of a united Africa.

A major lesson to be learnt from the current global economic crisis is the importance of   speeding up the process of   Africa’s integration through the establishment of the Pan-African Economic Community. Also important is the building of infrastructure, the human and institutional capacities for the diversification of our economies and enhancement of the competitiveness of our manufacturing. The vulnerability of African countries to the current global economic crisis would not have been as severe as it is, if we are trading more with each other and if our exports to the rest of the world are diversified and do not comprise mainly of primary commodities.

Over the last three days, your Senior Officials have worked very hard, preparing for your meeting. In addition to considering   issues relating to the current global economic crisis, the EPA and WTO negotiations, Aid for Trade, and AGOA; they have   exchanged views with the Representatives of China and India on how to make optimal use of the duty-free quota -free market access offers that these countries have made to African LDCs. On all   of these issues, which are critical for the enhancement of Africa’s trade and development, they have made recommendations for your consideration. I wish to commend them for their hard work and devotion to the cause of Africa’s development.

Honourable Ministers,

Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen,

Permit me to express the gratitude of the AU Commission to Mr. Pascal Lamy, Director General of the WTO; Mr. Peter Allegeir, Acting USTR; Mr. Peter Thompson, Director for Development and EPAs, European Commission; Mr. Amrendra Khatua, Director General of Trade, India ; and Mr. Martin Khor, Director General of South Center,  for accepting  our invitation to participate in the Interactive Session on the Global economic crisis and the implications for Africa’s trade and development. The Commission is also indebted to the UNCTAD, South Center, Third World Network, ECDPM, TradeCom Facility and the Commonwealth Secretariat for the technical and financial support that they provided towards the development of the EPA Template.

 Finally, Honourable Ministers, the AU Commission is deeply appreciative of your taking time from your busy schedules to attend   this 5th Ordinary Session of your Conference. Your presence here   is a reflection of your strong commitment to the economic emancipation and   development of our continent in an increasingly difficult global economic and trading environment. I am optimistic that the outcome of your deliberations will assist African countries to meet the challenges of the current global crisis and to make trade a dependable and effective engine of growth and development.

I thank you for your kind attention and wish you successful deliberations.
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