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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this paper is to highlight certain general aspects of trade facilitation that form an integral part of trade policy as an activity that is profitable thanks to the WTO as an institution which regulates international trade relations, an activity consisting of improving the standard of living of populations, including the LDCs.  The role of government in economic development, in the Comoros in particular and in Africa in general, relies more than ever on the resources available and the adoption of appropriate strategies and policies, as well as on the country's human potential.


The principles applied to achieve these objectives are a reflection of the situation facing the LDCs (the Comoros).


When it comes to reciprocity, the EPAs are consistent with Annex D of the DDA.  The developing countries and the least developed countries should enjoy enormous flexibility in order to safeguard their efforts to develop infant industries, and should only respect obligations in a coherent way if those obligations are in keeping with their resource capacity and their priority development needs.  Cooperation with the developed countries is essential in helping to achieve these objectives (Part IV of the GATT essentially in connection with best endeavour, and Article IV of the GATS, which is not applied in practice).


Thus, strengthened provisions governing S&D, sector‑specific concerns and the S&D control mechanism could, for us Africans, be among the factors that contribute to economic development provided we receive help in examining ways to make them more effective and to examine how they can best be used while at the same time improving information flows (ATFF + transition period and economic policy coherence).  For the LDCs, S&D should be seen here in the context of their RIGHT to economic development.  As for the control mechanism, the role of the CTD when it comes to implementation and producing results should ultimately incorporate competence for evaluating the provisions and adopting recommendations with a view to improving the way they are used.


Another of the WTO's important functions is to serve as a market access framework for the growth and diversification of exports.  The developed countries often block or limit exports from the developing countries.  This requires appropriate S&D to enable us to participate profitably in the multilateral trading system and to help to deal with specific concerns ‑ which is one of the reasons for addressing trade facilitation in the WTO:  dismantling tariff barriers and ensuring market access where the other organizations have no enforcement powers.


The case of the Comoros:  Constraints, expectations, outlook and conclusions:  Although the Union of the Comoros is present in the work of these organizations (COMESA, EPAs, WTO, and AGOA) and is negotiating the Tripartite Free Trade Area (TFTA) between COMESA, the SADC and the EAC, the country's progress towards trade liberalization has fallen short of its objectives.  The acceleration and intensification of international trade has placed the small island States like the Comoros, already highly vulnerable, net importers of mass consumption goods and services with little in the way of an export production base, in a position where they face difficult challenges and strategic choices in order to adapt.


The appointment of a new broad‑based national government in May 2011 helped to trigger an improvement in the difficult relations between the Union government and the governments of the islands themselves which had prevented the Union from developing coherent economic legislation and from introducing the necessary economic reforms.  The country therefore requires assistance more urgently than ever so that on the one hand it can implement a trade policy and strategies in keeping with well‑defined objectives, while on the other hand participating effectively and efficiently in the regional integration process, the negotiation of an EPA with the EU, and finally in the WTO accession process.


In October 2007, the Comoros were granted observer status.  However, the main concern is the Foreign Trade Memorandum that is to be submitted to the WTO no later than October 2011.


The fact is that the Comoros must first develop a very clear strategy to diversify and redirect the economy towards a broader tax base and to consolidate the domestic market (free trade area) and reinforce the regulatory framework for domestic market integration.  Infrastructure development (significant supply-side constraints) and trade promotion as well as private sector support are also priorities.


In order to commit ourselves to the WTO, we need to be represented in Geneva and to engage in concrete activities in keeping with the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by introducing economic reforms that are consistent with WTO rules, and by making mutually acceptable concessions that are consistent with the EPA under negotiation.


The Comoros are prepared to notify the Foreign Trade Memorandum to the WTO and to sign the EPA, with due regard for variable geometry, the safeguard clause, S&D, and the development matrix, in keeping with Annex D.


N.B.  These objectives require capacity building, studies and financing before any decisions can be taken.


Will WTO membership help the Comoros to achieve these objectives?  The whole purpose of embarking on the Enhanced Integrated Framework is that the financial resources should make it possible to build up the institutional capacity of the ministry responsible for trade and of the WTO National Committee, to evaluate the overall competitiveness of the Comorian economy, to identify sectors providing greater export potential and to dismantle barriers to the development of trade.  Finally, physical presence at the various training courses in Geneva ‑ and we welcome the initiative of the Netherlands ‑ as well as in the region will bring us into contact with the ongoing activities of the WTO and COMESA Secretariats and help us to gain a better understanding of the multilateral trading system.

The overall objective is also to conduct discussions that will enable the WTO Secretariat and Members to take the necessary steps to contribute to the national development of the Union of the Comoros and to its regional and international economic integration by strengthening cooperation in all areas:  trade, customs, agriculture, transport, TIC, energy, gender, security, health, etc.


Trade situation:  trade between the Comoros and the COMESA member countries accounts for 5 per cent of the value of imports and less than 1 per cent of revenue in the COMESA free trade area.  There is an urgent need for two impact assessments on the income shortfall upon implementation of the free trade area and prior to the signature of a full EPA.
The constraints:  Computerization

1.
Lack of data processing technology to support customs operations, notably in the areas of inventory control, goods accounting and taxation.  On the other hand, it is used for customs revenue accounting, processing of goods declarations and production of statistics.

2.
Absence of legislation on computerized customs procedures:


‑
Failure to recognize the need for a campaign to raise awareness among the political authorities of regional and international economic integration;


‑
lack of transparency in information on fees and charges;


‑
need for capacity building of customs brokers, customs officers, and trade and economic operators particularly as regards rules of origin, transaction value, and trade policy in general;


‑
weakness of the production base;


‑
insufficient use of the information system and lack of understanding by agents of notions such as "origin of goods", "source of goods";


‑
failure to bring the shortfall in revenue increase under control;  this has to be corrected as one of the conditionalities for the completion point of the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) Initiative;


‑
faulty transport infrastructure (roads, ports, airports) that fails to meet the requirements for economic integration and intensification of the international trade;


‑
absence of a fishing port in the Union of the Comoros;


‑
deterioration of the marine ecosystem owing to the disposal in the sea of unwanted species fished by fisherman with industrial fishing vessels;


‑
lack of expertise in conducting feasibility studies, particularly in the agricultural, fisheries and energy sectors;


‑
lack of specialized financial institutions such as an agricultural bank;


‑
low energy production capacity at the national level:  the country is called upon to produce 75 MW of electricity by 2015, although it currently produces only 20 MW;


‑
impossibility of diversifying energy sources ‑ electricity is the country's only source of energy;


‑
shortage of qualified personnel in almost all areas, particularly the ports and economic services;


‑
lack of creativity among women and young people owing to colonial methods, in spite of the high proportion of young people in the total population (more than 60 per cent of the total population is aged 35 or under);


‑
absence of organizational culture among women and young people;

‑
EXPECTATIONS FROM THE WTO GROUP "D"


‑
given the strategic geographical location of the Union of the Comoros between the countries of the Indian Ocean and the Arab countries of the Gulf, there is a need for regional warehouses;


‑
the impact assessment on the development of trade in the region needs to be updated;


‑
a commitment needs to be made to computerize customs procedures.


With respect to breaches and communication, there needs to be more exchanging of lists of goods and publications ‑ otherwise, the risk of prohibited imports will be disregarded.  Information on prevention and legislation in the customs area needs to be disseminated.
Urgent needs:  Computerization and training of managerial staff in all areas deemed necessary


‑
Support for accession of the Union of the Comoros to the WTO;


‑
interconnection of ASYCUDA++ sites has not taken place for financial reasons;


‑
need for an expert to help Customs and Statistics Directorates to introduce the EUROTRACE system;


‑
support in organizing the round table on trade scheduled for 2012 in Moroni as part of the national strategy for the mobilization of resources.  The idea is to help build productive and supply capacity by removing both supply‑side constraints and internal and external market access constraints;


‑
helping certain Comorian managers to become acquainted with the principles of regional and international integration by sector of activity through the regional and international organizations;


‑
training on SPS, S&D and TBT measures;


‑
support for regional and international cooperation in the country's efforts to mobilize Aid‑for‑Trade resources;


‑
support for improved operation of ports by supplying equipment:  tugboats, particularly in the islands;


‑
support for the rapid introduction of IPS codes;


‑
support for safety and warning equipment for passenger transport;


‑
support for the Comorian authorities in their fight against piracy in the Indian Ocean;


‑
support for the fight against the illegal fishing activities of fishermen with industrial fishing vessels off Comorian territorial waters.

OUTLOOK


‑
Regarding the development of maritime transport, a maritime transport and route services programme was developed by COMESA, and requires one million dollars for the related feasibility studies.  The IOC "has undertaken to conduct this study";


‑
feasibility studies need to be made in the maritime transport area.  The depth of the port of Moroni needs to be increased and the port infrastructure developed;


‑
staff capacity building needs to be followed up with maritime science training (possibility in Egypt);


‑
the government needs support for the introduction of internationally recognized safety and rescue standards;


‑
see "D" group to determine whether it could contribute to helping the country's tourism sector;


‑
in the telecommunications area:  look at ways and means of helping the country and facilitating the use of satellites;


‑
given the importance of Comorian women in agricultural activities (80 per cent in relation to men), the work done by women in the energy area, for example finding wood for heating, and women's involvement in providing food, a programme needs to be set up to help integrate women and young people into active life;


‑
professional training needs to be provided to women and young people so that they can be competitive and in a position to work in the Comoros and in other countries of the world;


‑
in the capacity‑building area, a fund should be created to help integrate women entrepreneurs with provision for capacity building of women;


‑
support is also needed for distance vocational training;


‑
in the telecommunications area, there is a need to determine ways and means of helping the country and facilitating the use of satellites.

CONCLUSION


The Government should view trade facilitation as a crucial stage in the country's process of integration in the WTO in order to dismantle technical barriers and gain market access, while benefiting from S&D where the other organizations have no enforcement powers.


Consequently, if it is essential that trade facilitation programmes be introduced at the national, regional, world level with a view to:


‑
Reducing document costs and the formalities involved in trade between member States;


‑
adopting common standards for trade formalities (within the Community in cases where international conditions are at odds with the conditions that prevail in the member States);


‑
regularly reviewing the transport and trade formalities adopted at the international level in order to streamline them and adopt them for use in the member States;


‑
collecting and disseminating information on international events relating to trade facilitation;


‑
encouraging the search for common solutions to problems and adopting them in order to facilitate trade between member States.
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