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CONTEXT


Gabon is an upper‑middle income country with an estimated GDP per capita of US$12,707 in 2010.
  It is currently engaged in efforts to revitalize its economy (following the progressive decline in oil production) in order to tackle its lack of competitiveness and low level of regional and global integration.


Gabon's latest Trade Policy Review, conducted in 2007
, highlighted the need for a number of socio‑economic reforms aimed at diversifying its economy, a process which essentially involves enhancing the business climate, rationalizing the management of resources and improving governance criteria.


This, in turn, means strengthening public‑private dialogue, and calls for government policies designed to promote trade and to restructure the institutional support mechanism for the private sector.


It is against this background that all of the trade facilitation initiatives should be viewed.  They include, in particular, measures to revive the activities of the national trade facilitation committee, the new work strategy of the Customs Administration, and the introduction of a special economic zone for the wood industry (facilitation of the importation of inputs and the re‑exportation of semi‑finished and finished products).

I. NATIONAL TRADE FACILITATION COMMITTEE

Created by decree No. 1101/PR/MCIRS of 29 July 1993 on the establishment of the National Committee for the Facilitation of Trade Procedures, the National Trade Facilitation Committee (as it is now called) was a response to the need to create an efficient business environment by simplifying trade practices and procedures and making the regulations governing international trade transactions in Gabon transparent.


Thus, the government (environment, trade, transport, economy, budget, justice, land‑use planning, agriculture) and the private sector (carriers, freight forwarders, stevedores and cargo handlers, banks and insurance, importers and exporters, employers and Chamber of Commerce, Shippers Council) are represented on a practically equal basis.


The division of responsibilities within the General Secretariat is in keeping with this parity:  the Secretary‑General is from the public sector and the Deputy Secretary‑General from the private sector, appointed by decree on the proposal of the employers' confederations.

Thus, it acts as an institutional platform for permanent consultation's regarding the different components of the import‑export environment at the national level.  A major and constant concern in these consultations and exchanges of experience is the need to find appropriate solutions to what are considered to be barriers to trade.  This is a significant step forward from the structural compartmentalization and functional rigidity that prevailed when there was no such structure.

Its operation is covered by a budget entry under the Law on Finances and by contributions from interested enterprises and public services, and it has recently benefited from expertise offered by its multilateral partners, such as the World Trade Organization, in the form of technical assistance (national and regional activities relating to trade facilitation, in particular the workshop on self‑assessment of needs and priorities in July 2008, which provided a comprehensive overview of the expectations and the real challenges involved (determination of the roles of the different actors, review of the actions undertaken, further commitments, etc.)).

It is this framework, born of the momentum created by the last Trade Policy Review and the determination to diversify the economy, that has prompted the various stakeholders to move towards ownership.


In this connection, the trade administration launched a far‑reaching institutional and human capacity‑building programme aimed first and foremost at ensuring a better understanding of the mechanisms of the multilateral trading system in order to help those concerned to participate more efficiently in the work of the National Trade Facilitation Committee and in the trade negotiations (training on the multilateral trading system with technical assistance from development partners), and the Customs Administration undertook a comprehensive reform involving a work strategy designed to produce a fresh momentum (capacity building, rational use of internal resources, structural reform targeting, efficiency and effectiveness, intensification of efforts to identify and remove barriers to trade, decompartmentalization of services).
II. WORK STRATEGY OF THE GABONESE CUSTOMS ADMINISTRATION 2009‑2013

Faced with an ever‑changing economic environment shaped by the globalization of trade and the quest for efficiency and predictability, and in an effort to tackle the excessive bureaucracy, the Customs Administration has undertaken to move from the traditional transaction‑based system to a modern system:  introduction of simplified clearance procedures, specific customs regimes adapted to the activities of enterprises (implementation at the national level of facilitation procedures to ensure consistency with the recommendations and objectives of the Revised Kyoto Convention adopted by the WCO Council as the blueprint for modern and efficient customs procedures in the 21st century).


This overall strategy is based on the following elements:


‑
Trade facilitation and efficient control through statutory provisions detailing the application of simple but effective procedures;


‑
new rules of implementation for mandatory provisions;


‑
Customs/enterprise partnership to reinforce the partnership with the private sector, along with appropriate and personalized procedures, in response to the urgent need for a formal framework for dialogue;


‑
facilitation of the international trade supply chain with a focus on reconciling facilitation with security needs through appropriate IT tools;


‑
availability to administrative staff and economic operators of all WTO agreements and all provisions pertaining to facilitation (WTO and WCO recommendations);


‑
appropriate solutions for cases in which the transaction value does not apply and adoption of the legislation needed to increase staff and enhance the quality of services in anticipation of post‑clearance control of goods (redeployment of staff from first‑level to second‑level controls and progressive dismantling of deferred controls in the regional directorates);


‑
development of customs activities away from the border in order to avoid bottlenecks in the ports;


‑
contribution to the implementation of the Framework of Standards and to the facilitation and security of international trade:  standardization, rationalization of procedures;


‑
signature of national conventions with partners;


‑
automation of electronic data‑transmission procedures (vertical and horizontal), with private partners as well;


‑
adoption of proposals to review the provisions of Decree 152 on the organization and functioning of the Ministry of Finance in order to bring them into line with the new environment;


‑
improvement of administrative and financial management and of the compilation and analysis of foreign trade statistics;


‑
introduction of the electronic signature of decisions concerning preferential regimes and rationalization of controls;


‑
electronic document management;


‑
training suited to employment (specific training of agents):  online training using WTO (e‑training) and WCO (Promed) modules;


‑
procedures for the development of performance indicators;


‑
segmentation of enterprises by sectors of activity;


‑
reduction of red tape and elimination/redefinition of the missions of the accounts section;


‑
enactment of a procedure for processing declarations that takes account of the specificity of customs clearance channels;


‑
introduction of an on‑site regular or advancing clearance procedure for companies approved by Customs, thereby avoiding the constraints and the rigid working hours of the Customs offices;


‑
dematerialization of declarations by introducing a Single Window bringing together all stakeholders in international trade;


‑
redefinition of the selectivity criteria for operators and goods, and collection and processing of data before the arrival of the goods;


‑
introduction of customs procedures designed to facilitate international trade transactions;


‑
introduction of a targeting and selectivity mechanism to help manage the companies and the goods to the cleared;


‑
inter‑institutional and inter‑State or regional cooperation to strengthen customs information and hence the control of declarations under the facilitated procedures.


All of these measures, which are beneficial both to the importing/exporting companies and to the Customs and trade administrations, favour the private sector as a means of speeding up formalities and reducing the cost of customs transactions.  Ultimately, anything that helps to facilitate trade will also optimize customs revenue and contribute to the competitiveness of economic operators.


However, there can be no doubt that while all of these activities will contribute to facilitating trade by speeding up trade and customs procedures, their implementation can be expected to involve enormous costs and will inevitably require significant financial investment and a clear political commitment.

III. INTRODUCTION OF A SPECIAL ECONOMIC ZONE

In connection with the diversification of the country's economy, inter alia, through the expansion of its production base, and in conformity with the provisions of the Gabonese Forestry Code, the Gabonese Government has decided to prohibit the exportation of timber and to create a special economic zone devoted entirely to the industrialization of the wood sector.


The main objective of this measure is to create substantial value‑added and to ensure more rational exploitation of wood in a country which has an enormous number of species.

This ambitious project, the first in Central Africa, is based on an innovative concept:


‑
Importation:

· Tax deduction and refunds on inputs and machines intended for use in the special economic zone;

· tax relief for approved enterprises;

‑
Exportation and re‑exportation:

· Operation under the free‑zone regime.

__________
� Source:  UNDP 2010.
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