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Mr Chairman,
Your Excellency the African Union Trade Commissioner, 
Excellencies, Trade Ministers of African Union Member States, 
Ambassadors, Permanent Secretaries and other Senior Officials of African 
Union Member States,

Distinguished delegates 
Ladies and Gentlemen

First of all I would like to warmly welcome you all to our beautiful city and indeed your second capital, Addis Ababa. I hope your stay here in Addis during the coming few days will be as productive as you have planned before leaving home.

Mr Chairman

Ladies and Gentlemen

If my understanding of the objective of this meeting is correct, we have gathered here for these two days, today and tomorrow, to discuss a number of very important and timely issues that concerns all our nations and our continent.

Firstly, the suspension of the global trade talks under the WTO Doha Development Round in July 2006 and the subsequent failure of the convening a mini-ministerial in December 2008 continue to undermine the potential benefits to the majority of African countries which are envisioned in this Round.

Secondly, parallel to these stalled WTO negotiations, many of our countries are involved in regional trade negotiations with the European Commission under the Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) which was supposed to have been concluded last year, is still been under negotiation without resolving issues of contention as a result of the Interim Agreements.
Lastly, we have the new concept of Aid for Trade, which we must ensure as it helps our countries and regions to-integrate into the global economy.
Mr Chairman

Ladies and Gentlemen
Let me now try to look at these three areas in depth to set the scene for these important discussions.

As you all know, trade negotiations in the WTO Doha Development Round have been suspended in July 2006 because of a disagreement between the USA, EU and the G20 over issues of market access and agriculture. The subsequent failure of convening of a mini-ministerial in December 2008 also continue to undermine the possibility of conclusion of these negotiations.

Had the Doha Development Agenda been concluded it was the majority of African countries basically the LDCs who stood to benefit most as they would have gained substantial duty-free quota-free offers from all WTO members without any more additional commitments. Not gaining this certainly means impeding the growth of LDCs in trade. It must also be remembered that it is in the interest of all, for LDCs to grow. Therefore a successful outcome of the Doha Development Agenda is one of our potential hopes for our developmental agendas.

The need for the conclusion of this round is even more compelling and urgent now, than were before especially as the effects of the global financial crisis start manifesting itself on some of African countries directly or indirectly.

Therefore it is important that we as African Trade Ministers combine our voices to push forward the Doha Development Agenda, especially given that these negotiations will resume in 2009.

At this juncture Mr. Chairman, I must also mention that in Ethiopia we are undertaking the process to accede to the WTO. This is part of our development strategy and reflects the recognition that the WTO can deliver development benefits. We therefore, believe that the conclusion of the Doha Development Agenda would seriously enhance this claim. However, the fear remains; that there could be no overall Doha Development Agenda agreement unless a solution is found soon.
Mr Chairman

Ladies and Gentlemen
The second issue I mentioned at the outset, was the Economic Partnership Agreements that are current!y being negotiated with the European Union. As we are all aware, although these negotiations were supposed to have been concluded by end of 2007 with implementation starting January 2008, the deadlines have, however, been missed. Of course, one can argue that for us in the African continent, this delay has offered us some breathing space with ample time to consolidate our respective regional EPA positions for our benefit.

There are currently five African regions undertaking these negotiations; ECOWAS, SADC, Central Africa, Eastern and Southern Africa (ESA), and since November 2007, the East African Community (EAC). As it can be recalled that the interim agreements covering mainly trade in goods were initialled between the EU and individual ACP countries and subgroups of countries (for instance the EAC region), as temporary measures to avoid trade disturbances for some countries with a view to continuing negotiations towards full and comprehensive regional EPAs.
In the current state of play in the EPA negotiations, I would like to remind you that, the African Union Ministers of Trade and Ministers of Finance meeting in April 2008 here in Addis Ababa have identified a list of contentious issues considered as critical to development-oriented EPAs. In the on-going negotiations with EU, these issues are still contentious as consensus on them remains a bit remote between EC and African negotiators at technical level.

The joint Trade and Finance Ministers further directed the AU Commission in collaboration with UNECA to develop an African EPA Template that will facilitate the negotiation process in each region and harmonize negotiation positions.

At this juncture I would like to commend the African Commission for the wonderful and professional job done to draft an EPA Template as decided by the joint Trade & finance Ministers. Although this template is not exhaustive, it however provides general guidance and direction to regions and thus can be adopted and tailor made to the respective needs of each EPA region or country(ies). Of course, I would like to emphasise that as the negotiations continue, there is need for us to ensure that our positions are truly reflected even in this template.

I hope our Senior Officials have reviewed the template and the template could serve our EPA regions and negotiators to harmonize African position in most common issues like development. Given the complexity of these EPAs negotiations, there is also a need for us to draw lessons and experiences from other negotiating groups both in Latin America, the Caribbean and even Asia who have concluded and implemented free trade agreements with developed countries, especially with EU.

Mr Chairman

Ladies and Gentlemen
The third issue I mentioned was Aid for Trade, which we must ensure helps our countries and regions integrate into the global economy for us to realise the benefits of globalisation. Aid for Trade is supposed to be a complementary catalyst for integrating countries in the global economy.

An important aspect of the Aid for Trade that makes it attractive, if we can make it work, is the scope of the trade challenges that it seeks to address in developing countries. Some of the challenges, which it is supposed to addresses as given in its scope and will have a positive impact on Africa's trade prospects includes: support to; production and export diversification, weak trade-related infrastructure, constraints to trade development, high adjustment costs to trade reforms and constraints to trade policy and regulations.

In my view Mr. Chairman, the Aid for Trade priorities for Africa, among other things should, focuses on three broad areas: development of modern infrastructure, trade facilitation and developing standards and testing laboratories.

Thus, as we move towards the Second Global Aid for Trade Review (to be held on 6 and 7 July 2009), there is need for our Aid for Trade concerns and positions especially, implementation of the program be consolidated and articulated.

Mr Chairman

Ladies and Gentlemen

With these few remarks, I am hopeful that we will have a positive outcome of this meeting and will be able to develop the issues raised here further.

I thank you for your kind attention.

