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Businesses, Governments Hold Key Meeting on 
World Trade Round in Sofia

Business leaders and government officials from 16 nations in central and eastern Europe and central Asia meet in Sofia next week to discuss how the private sector can work more closely with governments to ensure that a new global trade pact, now under negotiation, promotes their exports and boosts their economies.

At the 18-19 May conference in the Bulgarian capital, they will hear authoritative reports on the state of play in the Doha Development Round of trade liberalization talks at the World Trade Organization (WTO) and on the long-running bid by the Russian Federation to gain entry to the body. 

The latest news from Geneva will be delivered by WTO Director-General Supachai Panitchpakdi in a review of the negotiations in areas ranging from tariffs on industrial and agricultural goods to services like banking, insurance and telecommunications.

Participants will have the opportunity to talk with Dr Supachai, Bulgaria’s Deputy Prime Minister Lydia Shouleva and Deputy Economic Minister Radoslav Bozhadjiev as part of the meeting. 

Encouraging business advocacy

The meeting is organized by the Geneva-based International Trade Centre (ITC) and the Bulgarian Industrial Association (BIA). “Private firms need a stronger voice in the negotiations,” said Bojnar Danev, BIA’s President. “Business advocacy can make a difference.”

“This gathering is a key building block in our programme to promote cooperation between governments and business so that they can formulate the best-possible negotiating positions in the Round,” said J. Denis Bélisle, ITC’s Executive Director.

“The discussions will help actors from the private and public sectors in countries that are not yet members of the WTO to come closer in coordinating positions that reflect real national economic interests in their entry negotiations.” 

The 40-year-old ITC, operating under the umbrella of the United Nations trade and development agency UNCTAD and the WTO, funnels technical and market know-how to emerging and poorer economies. It has set up the Sofia meeting as part of a drive to raise awareness in those countries of the need for, and value of, what it calls “business advocacy” in the elaboration of national trade policies.

The conference, under the banner of “Business for Development”, is the second of a new cycle of such ITC-organized gatherings since the WTO’s Ministerial Conference in Cancún last September failed to agree on a negotiating agenda to bring a successful conclusion to the Round by the end of this year.

Regional issues

The first meeting of the cycle, building on the experience of a similar ITC series before Cancún, was held in Nairobi in March, and focused on the advocacy needs of eastern and southern African nations. Later meetings are to be held in Brazil, in West Africa and in Asia. 

Each regional meeting examines the Doha Development Agenda within the context of specific regional and bilateral agreements, and trade topics of greatest interest to the region. Participants in Sofia are expected to address the implications of European Union enlargement on the WTO round, which has had an impact on business-government relations on trade policy issues.

Businesses need to speak out

To underline their message, ITC experts point to bitter complaints from small and medium-sized businesses in developing countries that they are handicapped in competing for markets against firms in richer countries by the agreements their governments signed in the last global trade talks, the 1986-93 Uruguay Round.

One reason for this is that during those negotiations many governments – in Asia, Africa and Latin America – were unable to integrate views of national business groupings and firms on how the agreements, underpinned by new common trading rules all have to observe, might affect them and their positions on international markets.

Equally, business leaders in these countries now openly admit they did not take a close enough interest in the negotiations or make their concerns known in time to their governments, their trade ministries and their countries’ negotiators at the WTO, which like the ITC also has its headquarters in Geneva.

 “Our experience indicates that business advocacy in trade policy in most central and eastern European and Central Asian countries is still at an elementary stage,” says the ITC’s Peter Naray, an expert on the multilateral trading system who is closely involved in the programme. “The Sofia conference aims to help put that right.”

And Ramamurti Badrinath, ITC’s Director of Trade Support Services, says the private sector in most of the world’s newer market economies is clamouring to get its voice heard by governments because it sees how effective business firms and groupings in developed countries are in promoting their own interests.

Additionally, says former Canadian trade diplomat and businessman Bélisle, trading firms, manufacturers and farmers in transition countries are just as interested as their counterparts in the developing world in seeing a good agreement emerge soon from the Round and want their governments to work to ensure that it does. 

On the agenda

Attending next week’s meeting at Sofia’s Hotel Hilton, will be private and public sector teams from Albania, Belarus, Bulgaria, Croatia, Estonia, Hungary, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Moldova, Romania, the Russian Federation, Serbia and Montenegro, Tajikistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan.

Six of these – Belarus, Kazakhstan, the Russian Federation, Serbia and Montenegro, Tajikistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan – are not yet WTO members, which means their governments cannot play a direct role in the Round. However, all are negotiating for their admission and have observer delegations following the Round talks closely.

Whatever agreements and new rules finally emerge will provide an enforceable code of conduct for new members coming in later, as well as the present 147 WTO members, so all participants in the Sofia meeting are showing keen interest in what is happening in the talks, now slowly emerging from a frosty period after Cancún.

More detailed surveys of the talks on these issues, all of major importance to participating countries, will be delivered to the conference by key negotiators in the Round, including Hungary’s WTO ambassador Peter Balas and Bulgaria’s Dencho Georgiev, and by ITC experts.

Balas, whose country is one of eight former transition nations to have just joined the European Union, will explain how WTO membership helped them build the full-fledged market economies essential for EU entry – a path several other states at the Sofia conference are aiming to follow. 

ITC Market Development Officer Matthias Knappe, whose presentation on the outlook for textile exporters in Africa was a highlight in Nairobi, will offer his ideas on what the industry in transition economies can do to maintain and build world market share in the face of fierce competition from China and India.

Naray, author of a major study of the Russian Federation and the world trading system, will present and chair a debate on the implications for business in the Sofia conference countries of accession to the WTO and how private companies and governments can form partnerships for the negotiations on entry.

Vitaly Aristov, a senior official of the Russian Federation’s Ministry of Economic Development and Trade, and Anton Kudasov of the Belarus Foreign Ministry’s trade directorate, will complement Naray with surveys of the problems and challenges their countries have encountered in accession negotiations so far.

The Russian Federation’s admission to the WTO, seeming likely in the near future, is an issue of vital importance for all the CIS countries that emerged from the 1991 breakup of the Soviet Union, because of links between their economies.  

ITC’s documentation on business advocacy for trade talks is unique. See the “Business for Development” press kit online at the ITC web site: http://www.intracen.org/news
* * *

For more information:

Contact Ms Natalie Domeisen, Senior Public Information Officer, tel.: +41 22 730 0370;

fax: +41 22 733 4439; e-mail: domeisen@intracen.org

* * *

About ITC

The International Trade Centre is the technical cooperation agency of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and the World Trade Organization (WTO) for operational and enterprise-oriented aspects of international trade development. As the United Nations focal point for technical cooperation in trade promotion, ITC works with developing countries and economies in transition to set up effective trade promotion programmes to expand their exports and improve their import operations.
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