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First of all, I would like to express, on behalf of the WTO Secretariat and the WTO Committee on Customs Valuation our gratitude towards all the speakers and moderators for taking the time and energy necessary to provide this seminar with informed, insightful presentations of a very high calibre.  I would also like to thank all the participants for coming to Geneva to attend this seminar and for their questions and comments.  Indeed, I am impressed by the vast amount of technical assistance and capacity-building activities going on world-wide.  It is obvious that one of the primary observations we can draw from this seminar is the importance of coordination of all these activities.  But this I will get to in a moment.  


First, I would like to respond to the Philippine challenge made yesterday morning.  That was to provide all participants with the possibility of leaving this seminar with a greater appreciation of the difficulties developing countries have in not only implementing the Customs Valuation Agreement, but in creating the necessary economic, structural, legal and organizational context in which to bring about sustainable customs reform.  Unfortunately these difficulties, or what we have termed challenges, are not new and we are all too aware of them.  Although not all countries have the same problems, these can include: 

· overreliance on customs duties for national revenue coupled with a low domestic tax base;

· lack of willingness and support from highest authorities to bring about customs reform;

· poor infrastructure, including telecommunications and automated services;

· large informal trading sector in which invoices are absent ;

· corruption or cheating whereby false invoices are presented or declarations containing false information and customs administrations lack the necessary "proof" to establish definitively such practices;

· poor legal and financial systems whereby laws and enforcement is weak and poor accounting render post-importation auditing difficult or ineffective;

· lack of trained staff, low salaries and high turnover ….

And I am sure there are other points we can add to this list.  Our colleague from Jamaica also identified challenges within the Agreement itself.  These were related to the implementation of provisions dealing with related party transactions, including the problem of transfer pricing, royalties and licence fees, and sole agents and distributors.  Fortunately, we have the WCO Technical Committee which can and must provide clarification of these technical points.  

Nevertheless, it must be recognized that all these challenges are significant and, at times, daunting.  But does that mean that developed countries, international organizations and other donors and providers of technical assistance should close their eyes and turn away from the challenge?

I think that we can all agree that the answer is NO, an emphatic NO.  The role of customs administrations in protecting and policing national borders and in the collection of the much-needed revenue on which many developing countries depend is all too important.  Indeed, it is crucial to national development hopes and aspirations. 

However, the necessary plunge into opening and liberalizing markets and adopting a customs philosophy of partnership with traders where trade facilitating and market-oriented policies and practices are the norm, can be  frightening for many countries.  The fear of loss of revenue and inability to maintain control over fraudulent practices is very real.  

But as our colleague from the World Bank said, it is possible, even within the constraints of these challenges and fears, to implement, at the minimum, partial solutions that respond to the objectives of transparency and objectivity (or neutrality in WTO terms), while assisting customs to fulfill its revenue protection objectives without excessively hampering trade facilitation.  One such temporary or partial solution I heard mentioned was the use of preshipment inspection services.  A few speakers considered that PSI companies could play a useful role in easing a country's transition towards a reformed customs administration that relied on the WTO valuation system.  In this regard, the stress was placed on managing and strictly controlling the functions and role of the PSI company in order to gain as much use as possible from their services, which must be fully spelled out in the contracts between governments and the PSI companies.  It was also stressed that their services should be time-bound and limited with a coherent phase-out programme.  

But are partial solutions what we should be aiming for here?  I think it might be possible to go further.  It may be possible to implement the Customs Valuation Agreement while at the same time working with donors and providers of technical assistance to strengthen and solidify every link in the customs chain of operations (to borrow a metaphor from our World Bank colleague).  Valuation is but one link in this chain.  I pose this challenge because, as we have heard from our colleagues from France and the United Kingdom, implementing the WTO system of valuation is a process.  Every process has to be initiated somewhere.  For some countries, the process will be initiated at the bottom of the learning curve, for others it will be initiated at a higher point.  But, it must begin.  The benefits of a transparent, market-oriented system, harmonized with the rules of the international trading system, for traders, investors and government administrations intent on achieving development objectives are too great to ignore.

In meeting this challenge, as several speakers have stated, technical assistance and capacity-building are critical.  As our colleague from Zambia stated for meaningful achievement, technical assistance should continue especially in strengthening of international legal and operational framework.  He mentioned the importance of exchange of information and, particularly, export values.  As you are all aware, Ministers at Doha confirmed that customs administrations must cooperate with each other and one element of this cooperation could be the exchange of export values.  However, as a few speakers said, export values should not be seen as a panacea or even a solution to implementation difficulties.  These must be addressed at the source.  The assistance of developed countries, as well as the international and regional organisations and other donors and providers in this task is paramount.   I believe, however, that this seminar has indicated that, while improvements have been made, there is still considerable work to do in terms of coordinating and streamlining technical assistance to meet the needs of recipients.  Indeed, donors and providers are themselves on a learning curve in terms of what works and what doesn't in the provision of technical assistance.  

While efforts to coordinate technical assistance among many of the donors and providers have been made, it appears that much more is necessary.  Our colleague from the WTO put her finger on it when she said that each donor and provider have their specific expertise and skills.  While there is obvious overlap, the notion of comparative advantage should also apply here.  For example, the WTO technical assistance focuses on teaching the legal requirements of the Agreement, whereas the WCO may focus on ensuring uniformity in application of the Agreement at the technical level.  Other donors may provide structural and material assistance such as computers, office equipment, and other administrative and organizational techniques.  Improving coordination would allow donors and providers to better respond to the full range of recipient countries' needs.  

In aiming towards better coordination, the importance of recipient countries playing a role in managing the technical assistance they receive is also important.  While donors and providers can coordinate on the supply side, it is key that recipient countries clearly identify and tailor their demands to meet their needs, even if they need assistance to tell them what type of technical assistance they need.  In this regard, it is important that the supply does not chase the demand.  I think that our colleague from the Philippines provided us with a useful example of how technical assistance can be managed and how it should comprise one element in an overall plan of action for customs reform.  

While it is clear that my concluding remarks have not done justice to the wealth of information and experience that has been shared with us over these past two days.  I have merely presented to you my observations and thoughts.  I leave it to each of you to study the experiences and presentations and make your own judgements and draw your own conclusions.  Once again, I thank everyone for their participation, remind you that all presentations will be available on the WTO web-site, and wish you all a safe journey home.

Thank you.
