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Introduction

It’s my honor and pleasure to be speaking here. We have just had the opportunity to learn from the positive experiences of Canada, the Philippines and Korea, and as a contribution to this important gathering here today, I would like to share with you some of our observations.

First, regarding our rationale for joining the ITA

This may be a history ten years ago. But I am feeling it’s worth mentioning here. As you may know, we joined the ITA five years before our formal accession to the WTO. Our decision to do this can be attributed to both external and internal factors. From the external side, some of the proponents were strongly encouraging us to participate back in 1996, when the draft agreement (or more precisely, the draft of the Ministerial Declaration of Singapore) was still under discussion. Frankly speaking, this could be regarded as a form of outward pressure on us – especially on certain local industries and concerned legislators – to further open up our market. At the same time, from the internal side, government survey was indicating that overall, ITA participation would bring us more advantages than disadvantages, though the exact extent of these advantages were difficult to quantify at that time. At the same time, of course, the plan was not without its dissenters. Certain industries, arguing that some of their products would be in need of “special care,” encouraged the government to be cautious on the decision to join the ITA. Fortunately, the results of our studies eventually eased these stakeholders’ concerns, and as followed, we became a founding participant of the ITA, with obtaining a limited amount special & differential treatment that to some extent, addressed the concerns of our stakeholders.

Second, regarding our experiences over the past ten years.

We recently completed an internal, preliminary study of the effects of the ITA on our national economy over the past ten years, which was intended to focus on the aspects of consumption, investment, trade, GDP and employment. As a result, the institute that conducted the survey informs us that it is difficult to analyze the effects of the ITA on the overall economy, as the agreement’s tariff reduction scheme is just one of many factors that contributed to the dynamic development of our IT industry during this period. For example, like the indication on price decline from the Secretariat report earlier, the drop in the market prices of IT products sometimes outpaced the reduction of customs tariffs. Yet having said that, the institute concluded that the ITA would certainly work as a stimulator to promote the establishment of a global or regional IT production supply-chain network, which, we believe, will be highly beneficial for both developed and developing countries.

Third, regarding our expectations of the ITA Committee.

Over the past ten years, we have been pleased to see positive developments result from ITA Committee discussions. The number of participants in the ITA, for example, is increasing. Clarifications of classification divergences remain on the right track, and the work programme on non-tariff measures on IT products is proceeding constructively. The EMC/EMI Guideline would work as a good example in this regard. At the same time, we also note that there are still outstanding issues – for example, how to resolve the issue resulted from the evolution of the IT industry, and how best to address the non-tariff barriers that unnecessarily impede the free flow of IT trade. On a national level, we think the issue like technology evolution is best handled by government authorities dealing with industrial policy, trade policy and revenue policy. We would like to encourage all participants to step up internal consultations – as my government has been doing recently – with a view to achieving a constructive outcome in the ITA Committee soon. In addition, we note that some issues under discussion by the ITA Committee are related to those discussed in NAMA negotiations, and we therefore think that an exchange of information between these two forums might be quite useful. As Mr. Chairman has mentioned earlier, cooperation between NAMA and ITA is important now. Indeed, the proposals raised in NAMA negotiations – especially those regarding tariff and non-tariff-barriers on electronic products – deserve the regular attention of the ITA Committee.

Conclusion

In summary, I would like to conclude with a few observations and simple suggestions. First, we believe that the ITA has assisted, to some extent, in the development of the global IT industry – and our own IT industry is of course no exception. Second, we do not believe it is necessary to resist outward pressure all the time, as market opening sometimes leads to technological upgrades, which are of course quite valuable. Third, when making market access commitments, we believe it is necessary to consider appropriate levels of special and differential treatment. And finally, we feel that the ITA Committee should take into consideration any developments in related issues that are discussed or negotiated in other forums. At the same time, we suggest that issues arising from the evolution of technology also be taken into account.

Thank you.

Appendix 1

Is the ITA a Plurilateral Agreement?

The Information Technology Agreement (ITA) is a generic term.  It is formally known as “The Ministerial Declaration on Trade in Information Technology Products.”

2.      The ITA is solely a tariff cutting mechanism, which aims to expand world trade in information technology products.

3.      Members choosing to join the ITA are called “participants.” Those choosing to join the Agreement on Government Procurement (GPA) and Agreement on Trade in Civil Aircraft, legitimate plurilateral trade agreements for the moment, are called “signatories.”

4.      Each ITA participant shall offer tariff concessions to all WTO members, not just to other ITA participants.  However, rights and obligations under the GPA apply only to GPA signatories.

5.      Therefore, the ITA is not a plurilateral agreement under the WTO.

Appendix 2

申請加入ＩＴＡ委員會程序

依據一九九七年十月三十日第二次ＩＴＡ委員會議決議，申請加入ＩＴＡ委員會程序如次：(摘錄自G/IT/M/2會議紀錄)

4.1Procedures for becoming a participant in the Ministerial Declaration on Trade in Information Technology Products
4.1.1
The Chairman noted that the Committee would need to address the procedures required to deal with applications of WTO Members and acceding countries that wanted to become participants.

4.1.2
On the basis of a text prepared by the Secretariat and commented on by participants, the Committee agreed on the following understanding concerning procedures for becoming a participant:

"Any WTO Member, State or separate customs territory in the process of acceding to the WTO, hereinafter referred to as government, that would like to become a participant to the Ministerial Declaration on Trade in Information Technology Products should send a formal request to the Director-General of the WTO and submit a draft schedule of its commitments for verification.  If the draft schedule is in line with the conditions set out in the Ministerial Declaration, it would only need to be verified in the usual way, first informally by the Secretariat
 and then in the Committee, and unless there are objections, the government in question could become a participant.  If, however, the government in question would want to deviate from the conditions set forth in the Declaration, this would have to be negotiated between the government concerned and the participants before its draft schedule is submitted for verification."
     �With respect to verification, if discrepancies were found in the Secretariat verification, they would be communicated to the government concerned as well as to the participants.  The government concerned could then correct these discrepancies and the schedule to be circulated would contain a note by the Secretariat to that effect.  Alternatively, if the government concerned so desired, the schedule would be circulated as originally submitted with the discrepancies.





