Briefing Note
 5th ORDINARY CONFERENCE OF AFRICAN UNION TRADE MINISTERS, ADDIS ABABA ETHIOPIA, 16 – 20 MARCH 2009
BACKGROUND
The profile of trade is continually increasing and radically expanding the global economy Trade has played an immense catalytic role in propelling the phenomenon of globalisation. Trade is therefore widely believed to be an engine of growth, expansion and development and hence the potential for the eradication of poverty and ability to help realise the objectives of the Millennium Development Goals. In spite of the capacity of trade to generate these socio-economic benefits, Africa remains particularly marginalised in the global scheme of things, contributing only about 5% 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. At the global level, the multilateral trading system have suffered serious crisis of confidence as Members of the WTO are unable to close ranks over wide range of issues which have continued to bedevil the conclusion of the Doha Round negotiations, in spite of the efforts and initiatives over the past eight years, since the Round was launched. At the regional level, Africa is engaged with programmes aimed at enthroning vibrant integration schemes, as well as in the negotiation of the Economic Partnership Agreement with the European Union. The foregoing have undoubtedly posed critical challenges, both for domestic and external trade policy making and implementation, as Africa continue to remain marginalised in the global economy. 

THE AU TRADE MINISTERS CONFERENCE 2009

The African Union is holding its Fifth Ordinary Session of the Trade Ministers Conference. 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. The conference, taking place at this time of the year, is considered well-timed and opportune, particularly given the crucial problems of global dimension which have impacted seriously on trade, namely: rising food prices, the global financial crisis, the impact of climate change and until recently the increasing energy prices, among others. These have consequently compelled nations around the globe to undertake reviews of their national trade and overall economic policies, in order to take appropriate intervention measures to avert the collapse of their economies. Of particular note, at the multilateral trading system, is that the global crisis has also compelled review of negotiating stance and reversal of earlier flexible positions Members of the WTO have adopted. In some cases, the situation have not just been about reversal, but a further hardening of positions and the adoption of measures which border on protectionist tendencies. Similarly, the ability of the crisis to influence and reshape of positions on the Economic Partnerships Agreement (EPA) negotiations cannot be underestimated.  

AGENDA/ISSUES AT STAKE
Taking into account these developments as the critical basis, the Ministerial Conference would address key trade promotion  and expansion vehicles such as the Doha Round negotiations in the WTO and EPAs with the European Union, with a view to assessing the state of play and deciding on the next steps forwards in these respective negotiations. In this regard, a key item on the agenda is the Interactive Session between African Ministers and other key players in the WTO and EPA negotiations, such as the EU Trade commissioner, the United States Trade Representative, the Brazilian and Indian Ministers of Trade the Director General of the World Trade Organisation (WTO),  the UNCTAD Secretary General. Among others, the Interactive session would touch on the global financial crisis, its impact on trade and particularly on African economies and the consequences of intervention measures by Members, on WTO rules. The WTO Membership also continues to be divided on wide ranges of issues in the Doha negotiations, even though it is assumed that eighty percent of the issues have been reconciled. Positions continue to differ in critical make or mar subjects of agriculture, Non-Agricultural Market Access (NAMA), Cotton, Services. In the wake of the global crisis, trade have come to be looked upon as the key to the resurgence of the global economy, should the WTO negotiations be concluded early. What is the way forward? What is the role of Africa in these processes aimed at reforming global financial architecture?  Can Africa take effective advantage of any new opportunities? How can Africa contribute positively to the re-launching the WTO negotiations? These are the issues the conference will be addressing.
Similarly the EPA negotiations continue to throw up challenges for Africa. Negotiations initially planned to terminate in December 2007, had in their twilight days generated the interim economic partnership agreements, as purported stop-gap measures to meet the twin obligations of compliance with WTO rules and obligations as well as in providing alternatives to stall disruptions of trade flows in fulfilment of the Cotonou Partnership Agreement requirements that ACP should not be worse, in any alternative arrangements reached, should the negotiations not be concluded. As the experience of the interim EPAs has subsequently revealed, they have serious potentials for derailing the progress so far achieved in the regional integration process. Differences remain over a wide range of issues bordering on the scope, ambitions, and expectations of both parties in the negotiations. Above all, is the fear that the EPAs, may after all not deliver the development dividends for which African countries so enthusiastically engaged in the negotiations at the onset. Should there be a new sense of direction? Can the issues of development be sustained on the agenda of the EPA negotiations? Can the EPA negotiations be concluded at the targeted date of June 2009 or should there be a reality check on the process so far and hence the need for an extension of time to a more realistic date? What is the way forward for Africa? Can an EPA template spelling out common offensive and defensive positions for African EPA negotiating Regional communities (RECs) come to the rescue? What can be learnt from the experiences of their developing countries, with long experiences in negotiating Free Trade Agreements with developed countries? At the core of deliberations here would be the adoption of a Model EPA, prepared by the African Union Commission.
In the light of the last question, some developing countries with long standing experiences of negotiating FTAs with developed countries have been invited to share their experiences with Africa, and from which valuable insight can be gained and ploughed into the EPA negotiation processes and in further fine-tuning the EPA template designed to assist African countries/RECs engaged in the EPA negotiation. 

Others issues slated for deliberations at the Conference are issues of market access offer, particularly those under the ambit of renewed Sino-Africa and Indo-Africa initiatives aimed at strengthening socio-economic co-operation and improved trade relations, within which duty free and quota free market access offers were made to products originating particularly least developed countries in Africa. With the participation of China and India, this will provide the opportunity to further sensitise the Member-States on these market access opportunities among others. 
Furthermore, it will be recalled that the Africa Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA), has provided a veritable market access opportunity for Africa in the United States. The AGOA forum also provides opportunities for our two sides to review developments. As the 8th AGOA Forum approaches, the Conference therefore provides opportunity for Ministers to take stock with a view to evolving a proactive agenda setting process aimed at giving greater visibility to the issues of concerns to Africa in the AGOA.

Finally, the Second Global Review on the Implementation of the Aid for Trade
Initiative will be taking place about the middle of 2009. Concerns remain
regarding the pace of Aid for Trade implementation in Africa and also
it’s monitoring. The success of the Aid for Trade initiative depends on
how proactive the African countries and the RECs are in preparing and
championing bankable projects in the priority areas of infrastructure,
trade facilitation and products standards. At the same time, the
matching of these bankable projects with the Aid for Trade commitments
and disbursements is important. In addition, the question of how to
monitor the implementation and what indicators are most appropriate
remain a subject of much discussion. The session on Aid for Trade provides the opportunity for experts to address these issues. In this regard, an issues paper has been prepared by the Economic Commission for Africa, which draws from a background document of the Africa Aid for Trade Working Group (ECA, AfDB and WTO). The paper focuses on whether supply is meeting demand in the Aid for Trade implementation. The session is accordingly aimed at generating recommendations that can
help in the deepening of the implementation of the Aid for Trade in
Africa, including how to ensure that Aid for Trade results in improved
trade performance at national, sub-regional and continental level. It will also provide the basis for commencing preparatory work for Africa’s effective engagement in the second global review of the implementation of the Aid for Trade Initiative. 
Expected outcomes

· Interaction between African Ministers and other key global figure in global trade policy making arena, with a view to assessing the impact of the global financial crisis on global trade in general and how trade can contribute to the recovery process; 
· Common African views and position, that would be brought to bear on the forth coming G20 Financial Summit in London;
· Stocktaking of developments in world trade and evolving common positions for Africa, including the issuance of Political Declarations, particularly on the WTO and EPA negotiations;
· Provision of clear political guidance on the EPA negotiations, through the adoption of  an EPA template to guide all EPA negotiating RECs, on the common levels of ambition to aspire to, without undermining the regional and continental programmes of integration;
· Evolution of a machinery for the preparation of a pro-active African agenda, for more effective engagement with the United States, in the 8th AGOA Forum planned for Kenya by mid year;
· Exchange of experience with other developing countries, in the negotiation and implementation of Free Trade Areas, as to provide valuable insights for negotiations in the EPA;
· sensitisation of Member-States on the Duty Free Tariff Preferences accorded to Africa, especially the LDCs, by China and India and how to take advantages of these market access opportunities;
· evaluation of the Aid for Trade Initiative and to evolve machinery for the preparation of a pro-active African agenda, for more effective engagement in the second global review on the Aid for Trade initiative, coming up by middle of 2009.
To facilitate preparations, placed at the African Union web site are the following: draft agenda; a draft annotated agenda; work programmes. Other relevant materials, logistic and protocol related information, necessary to facilitate the successful participation of Ministers and officials at the Conference are currently being arranged and would be posted on the special window of the AU web site dedicated to the 5th Conference of the African Union Trade Ministers.
Date and venue
The Conference will be held at the Headquarters of the African Union, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, from 16 – 20 March 2009. Senior Officials meeting will take place from 16 – 18 March, while the Ministerial Conference will hold on 19 – 20 March 2009. 

Participants expected

The 5th Ordinary Session of African Union Conference of Ministers of Trade will be attended by Trade Ministers of the Member States, representatives of the Regional Economic Communities, invited International and Regional Organisations and invited dignitaries.
Contact Persons

To facilitate effective co-ordination, please forward names of delegations/participants and further inquiries about the conference  by e-mail to  the following contact Persons, Mr. Clemance Chikwene (batclem@yahoo.com) or (chikweneb@Africa-union.org)  and Ms. Miriam Menda (Miriamenda@yahho.com or MiriamM@Africa-union.org) or by fax to +251  - 115  510  467. 
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