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General comments

ESBA believes that trade facilitation measures represent one of the most important issues for the next round of trade negotiation under the WTO. For small businesses in particular, the progress that will be achieved on trade facilitation will be one of the main criteria to verify the work achieved under the WTO. Too often, international trade negotiations are being regarded as a series of rules that will only affect the life of large businesses. Along other initiatives, ESBA does hope that the opportunity will not be missed to demonstrate that the future trade negotiations will set up concrete steps to ensure that international trade does not remain in the hands of a few initiated.

A small business perspective to trade facilitation measures - priorities

A Single Window for all export/import procedures : ESBA calls on WTO members to agree on this concrete and visible objective for all businesses. Depending on the level of integration of new technologies in all countries, this window should be accessible through different media (one internet site, one telephone operator, one form, one office).

One stop clearance in all WTO member countries : Small businesses in particular will be keen to trade at the international level if they can clearly understand every stage and in particular the stage of clearance of goods in the import countries.

Strong improvement of controls : ESBA calls for concrete improvements regarding controls of goods before exporting or importing. Such controls, when carried out with delays or errors can jeopardise the life of small businesses (e.g. in the case of international public contracts with fixed terms). ESBA certainly understands the difficulties faced by control authorities to handle a soaring amount of trade operations. This situation requires thorough simplification and transparency. For instance, a single page description of the procedure indicating the duties and rights of the exporters or importers should be the norm and made available through the Single Window. 

Efficient procedures for the “Origin of Goods : The current work to be achieved in order to collect “certificate of origins” is far too cumbersome. A large proportion of intermediaries (e.g. Chambers of Commerce) are still requesting typewriting / handwriting filing of forms. ESBA asks the WTO to promote the use of information and communication technologies, to promote best practice for the handling of certificate of origins and set up concrete simplification objectives.

Comprehensive adoption of the same international standards and simplification of data set:
ESBA insists on the importance for small businesses of implementing always the same codification for products and services. ESBA also believes that any trade operation should be identified by one single code that would contain enough data to be understood by all parties involved (e.g. date, country of export – country of imports – product code – freight agent - ..). 

Dispute Settlement Procedures.

In recent months, retaliations against SMEs have developed when disputes erupted between countries.  This unfair practice must stop.  Few SMEs can resist or combat the abrupt, unjustified increases in import duties imposed unilaterally by certain countries.  New settlement procedures for trade disputes must be established during the next round.  As a matter of principle, it should be agreed that SMEs should not be the target when trade disagreements occur. When a trade dispute occurs and until it is settled, compensations should be requested in financial terms, not by increasing duties on specific goods.

One international arbitration system for disputes between customs/export/import authorities and enterprises :  One single trade dispute between a small business and any trade authorities may sometimes jeopardise the life of the business. ESBA calls for the creation of an international arbitration system for such disputes. 

Authorised / legitimate traders : ESBA calls of a precise clarification on the concept of “authorised / legitimate traders”. ESBA believes that nothing should be made to restrict access to trade to a few initiated. Proper, open, transparent procedures to assess the qualification and capacity of traders should apply in all WTO member countries. 

Efficient information system on international trade for small businesses : As a significant proportion of red tape and procedures are of public origin, members of the WTO must improve the delivery of information on all trading aspects through simplification. A manual of all export/imports procedures with references and details for all countries covered by the agreement should be easily available for all existing or potential enterprises trading internationally.

Evaluation and follow-up : ESBA calls for the creation of an independent Observatory on trade facilitation. This observatory will be in charge of assessing the work achieved among WTO members to reduce trade red tape. The composition of such Observatory could be as follow : 1/3 of national officials dealing with international trade - 1/3 of trade organisations and intermediaries – 1/3 of enterprises.

Promoting banking transactions taking small business features into account :  The use of complex form of the international letters of credit for small businesses is source of high costs and risks for SMEs. Simpler and safe means of payment should be promoted notably in small business intertrading.

Promoting international public tendering and contract procedures taking small business features into account.  For instance, the contractual terms being projects financed by the European Fund for Development (EFD) are currently “anti-SME” because payment terms do not allow small businesses to use the contracts to purchase the goods as large guarantees are requested. EFD should follow the terms of payment used by most of all other international donors, notably the World Bank.

Giving a similar political importance to trade facilitation measures (on a par with the initiative “Everything But Arms”) :  ESBA calls on the European Commission to link the important initiative “Everything But Arms” with trade facilitation measures. For less-developed countries (LDCs) in particular, trade facilitation measures will be crucial to ensure that the “Everything But Arms” initiative can achieve concrete results. Most of enterprises in LDCs are small businesses. The economies of LDCs will benefit from the next round of trade negotiations only if their enterprises are able to export. The current customs red tape and other difficulties to trade may simply cancel the benefit of the drastic reduction of tariffs, that would then only benefit the few initiated.

