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The Chairman, Senior Officials meeting

The Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Trade and Industry, Government of Rwanda,
Distinguished Delegates,
Our invited Guests and Observers

Ladies and gentlemen

Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen, I have the singular honour and privilege, on behalf of Mrs. Elisabeth Tankeu, African Union Commissioner for Trade and Industry, to welcome you warmly  to Kigali, and to the Senior Officials segment of the 6th Ordinary Session of the African Union Trade Ministers Conference. It is our sincere hope that your journeys to Kigali were very smooth. At the onset, let me also express our sincere gratitude to the Government and People of Rwanda, who had offered to host this 6th Session for graciously placing at our disposal expellant facilities for our meeting. Indeed I would also be remiss; if I fail to mention the kind hospitality with which they have showered us since our arrival in Kigali.
Last year when we held the Ministerial Conference, it was in the heat of the global economic crisis, when nations were being compelled to seek solutions and take urgent remedial actions to mitigate the impact of the crisis, and regional and multilateral financial Institutions and high level political forums such as the G20 and the United Nations, sought collective global measures at addressing the crisis. We had reviewed developments then and expressed concerns and even proffered solutions aimed at mitigating the adverse impacts on African economies. This year the Ministerial Conference is taking place against the backdrop of some signs of recovery In spite of this,it must not be business as usual with regard to the participation of Africa in the global economy.
At a number of forums organized to address the implications of the global economic crisis, for Africa, one point that has kept recurring is the call for Africa to design home grown solutions to help mitigate the impacts of the crisis. One such solution is the need to mobilize the huge reservoir of domestic resources within Africa. Another is the need for Africa to increase intra-continental trade. Trade is widely believed to be an engine of economic growth, expansion and development. It is for these reasons that the mainstreaming of trade into national and regional development strategies has been accorded high priority..A major element of the efforts relates to the promotion of intra regional trade thorough the establishment of free trade area and customs union. It has also been argued that given the small sizes of the markets and indeed the economies of African states, one major option for optimising trade within the continent and with the rest of the world is to embark upon the regional integration schemes to take advantages of economies of scale.the ultimate goal is the establishment of the African economic community.
In spite of the Africa's efforts including formation of these RECs, Africa remains marginalised in the international trading system , contributing only about 3% of overall global trade. It is perhaps even more worrisome that intra-African trade is only 10% compared to trade with the rest of the world. To further underscore these trends, among other studies, this year the fourth edition of “Assessment of Regional Integration in Africa”  jointly published by the African Union, the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) and the African Development Bank (ADB). is dedicated that between 2000 and 2007, only 9 percent of Africa’s imports were sourced from within Africa, while more than 90 percent of imports came from outside the continent. All RECs are however said to have  achieved moderate growth  in intra-RECs trade between 2000  and 2007, with exports registering average growth  of 15 percent, when compared with  overall growth in intra-African exports of 25 per cent, indicating that trade confined to the RECs, is less optimal that Africa wide trade. It is instructive to note some of the key messages from the analysis. First; is the need to redouble efforts to harmonise community markets to create larger Africa-wide market place and secondly, that Africa has the potential to supply its import needs from its own sources in some project categories, namely fuels, beverage and tobacco, ores, metals and precious stones. There however still remains the lack of capacity for food self-sufficiency.

Distinguished delegates, as you are aware, the Ministerial Conference is a key institutional framework of the African Union which provides the forum and opportunity for Trade Ministers to review developments, take stock and assess policy implementations processes affecting trade. For quite some time, the Ministerial Conferences have been pre-occupied with the global trading arena, on developments in the WTO and the Economic Partnership Agreements with the European Union.  The lull in negotiations, particularly at the WTO level, has given the opportunity to do some reality check on Africa’s priorities in the interim. Based on this reality check, this year the Conference is beaming the searchlight on the crucial subject of intra-African trade. This is with a view to critically assess the state of intra-Africa trade, review trends, the opportunities, strengths, weaknesses and challenges and to take far reaching policy directions aimed at improving the movement of goods and services across borders in Africa and increase the performance of intra-African trade. Given the importance attached to this subject, a Panel Discussion has been slated for the Ministerial Segment of the Conference, to discuss the topic: “The Way Forward in Promoting Intra-African Trade”. It is the expectation that outcome of the deliberations on the state of play in intra-African trade, will provide the opportunity to form common policy directions for enhanced intra-African trade and strengthening regional integrations processes. Furthermore, a related item to the foregoing is that of evolving “ways towards the establishment of an African common market for Agricultural products”. The key objective here is the need to critically address the challenge of food self sufficiency and food self reliance and food security within the African continent..

Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen, Africa has entered into a number of strategic partnerships, in order to further the trade and other benefits, engendered by such partnerships. Two of the partnerships are being put on the spotlight at this meeting, namely the Africa-China and the Africa Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA). The objective of the agenda item on “Africa-China” is to review the state of the partnership, amid great interest about the implications of increasing Chinese presence in Africa, with a view to highlighting the benefits and challenges of the relations and hopefully, redirecting focus and formulating new strategies for the encasement of Africa-China trade relations. On the AGOA, the key challenge now is to answer the question: what will be the future direction of Africa-US trade relations, if and when the current AGOA regime winds down? The focus of deliberations on this subject will among others be on the possible post-AGOA options that can guide future Africa-US trade relations. It is thus the expectation that the outcome of the deliberations will set the agenda for defining possible new ways of approaching Africa-US trade relations post-AGOA.

Distinguished Delegates, although the WTO and EPA negotiations have witnessed serious lags, especially so for the WTO Doha Development Agenda (DDA) negotiations, the 6th Ministerial Conference again provides Ministers the opportunity to take stock of developments on the WTO and EPA negotiations. Deliberations will afford Senior Officials and Ministers to assess the situation and evolve common strategies and positions for Africa, in future engagements in the Negotiations, including Ministerial Declarations on the respective negotiations. Particularly, on the EPAs, the negotiations between respective EPA negotiating regions and the European Union, have continued to be stalled by fundamental differences over a number of contentious issues, among them, the Most Favoured Nation Principle (MFN); the definition and scope of Substantially all trade; National Treatment; Export Taxes and Financing of the EPA development Programmes. Its expected that this session of the AU ministers of trade conference will chart the way forward on these Negations.
Distinguished delegates, as the desire to enhance intra-African trade and to engage better in global trade heightens, how to tackle the ever constant challenge of overcoming supply constraints and other trade facilitation infrastructure,  also come to sharper relief, so too the subject of Aid for Trade, also continue to  remain critical, in overcoming these challenges. The item on aid for trade provides the opportunity to undertake a review of the developments, amid the concerns of a possible decline in Aid for Trade funding, as a result of the continuing global economic crisis.

All of the foregoing which forms the basis of the Agenda for this year’s Ministerial Conference has a common “thread” linking them, which is: how to increase intra-African trade; how to take advantage of market access opportunities; how to get more fully integrated into the global economy and take greater advantage of the globalisation phenomenon. This is why  this year’s Conference is a reality check of some sort, beaming the searchlight on ourselves and answering why intra-African trade is still too low, especially so, in spite of the numerous  efforts aimed at stepping up the regional integration processes. What have we not being doing right? What are the obstacles and how can we rise from this conference, pointing the way forward; the strategies to follow; so that in the near future we can see the trade statistics improving.
The African Union Commission is quite upbeat about the likely outcomes of this Conference. We are indeed convinced that every participant in this conference the same feeling. Given the importance of the theme of the conference, our major desire is to have a significant increase in Africa's chair of global trade and to continually move integration forward; 
Distinguished Ladies and gentlemen, on this note of expectancy, on behalf of the African Union Commission, let me take this opportunity to wish you all successful deliberations.

Thank You for your kind attention
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