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Abstract
The crisis of multilateralism is expressed, among others, not only by the slow progress of the Doha Round, but also by a continued disinvolvement of the very economic operators to whom the WTO is ultimately addressed. This panel sought to trigger renewed interest among companies to the multilateral process by highlighting the tangible realistic prospects.

Against the background of the slow Doha Development Agenda (DDA) progress, many companies question the usefulness of investing time in the multilateral process. Trade policy-makers in many WTO members focus on an increasing number of bilateral agreements. At the same time, the existing WTO framework continues to offer significant advantages to the private sector in terms of stability and predictability. Trade facilitation negotiations have made reasonable progress, and early harvest could soon deliver tangible benefits to economic operators.
1. Presentations by the panellists
(a) Mr Ralph Kamphöner, Director, International Trade and Wholesale, EuroCommerce; Mr Pierre-Michael Gröning, Trade Policy Advisor, Foreign Trade Association
Mr Kamphöner welcomed all participants and underlined the importance of commerce in the overall picture of the European economy. Mr Gröning introduced the topic of the session by emphasising that economic success in international trade was dependent on a favourable political and legal environment based on three key factors: liberalization, predictability and trade facilitation. In reaction to the outbreak of the financial crisis in 2008, the number of trade-distorting measures around the world has increased significantly.

Against this background, he stressed the need to strengthen the multilateral rules framework to prevent national policy-makers opting for protectionist temptation. The WTO would be the ideal platform to do so because of both its procedural capacities to impose binding rules and its dynamic nature to adapt its rulebook regularly. One cornerstone in shaping healthier business conditions would result from the conclusion of a trade facilitation agreement.

Mr Kamphöner recalled the high expectations at the start of the DDA and economic operators’ disappointment of the current stalemate. Beyond liberalization, companies need predictable and stable framework conditions to plan their international trade transactions. Importers’ buying cycles usually stretch over several months. The need for predictability and stability becomes visible in various areas related to imports where there is no advanced level of multilateral simplification and harmonization – for instance rules of origin.

The WTO has not yet been able to address these issues effectively. On the other hand, it does already provide stability through its Dispute Settlement Body. Additional tangible progress can be expected also on trade facilitation and by implementing the Russian Federation’s accession.

EU–Russian trade will now take place under clearer, more transparent and non-discriminatory rules. European commerce welcomes the liberalization commitments. One hundred per cent of foreign-owned companies will be allowed to engage in wholesale, retail and franchise in the Russian Federation. Tariffs, quota and non-trade barriers for goods will be dismantled significantly. The accession package will boost the economy both in the European Union and the Russian Federation.

The simplification and harmonization of customs procedures (trade facilitation) is a vital building block for economic growth and development. It is the simplest, most regulatory efficient way to recover economic performance and generate wealth creation for the good of all societies, regardless of location or region. In times of immense challenges, economic operators worldwide are waiting anxiously for negotiators to show leadership and demonstrate the ability of the WTO to really deliver.

The consensus-driven negotiations and the Draft Agreement on Trade Facilitation now have sufficient shape to be concluded and implemented, for the good of all economies, without awaiting the formal conclusion of the single undertaking. Early agreement to implement the Trade Facilitation Agreement would offer a key and significant boost for the global trading community during these critical economic times and show that the WTO has the determination to deliver.

EuroCommerce and the Foreign Trade Association presented a joint statement with these messages, co-signed by the Retail Council of Canada, the Conseil québecois du commerce de détail and the National Retail Federation.
(b) Hon. Mr Vital Moreira, Member of the European Parliament; Chair, Committee on International Trade
Hon. Mr Moreira recalled the crucial role of the European Parliament in forging the EU trade policy and acting as a liaison within the political sphere with the civil society and the business community. Furthermore, he stressed the Parliament’s strong support of the WTO and the Doha Agenda. His particular attention dedicated to the ongoing negotiations for an agreement on trade facilitation as a successful outcome would generate significant and immediate benefits for both developing and developed countries.

In his presentation, Hon. Mr Moreira referred to four key considerations. Firstly, he underscored that while tariffs and quotas – and to some extent behind-the-border obstacles – had been removed or at least reduced, impediments at the border remained substantial. Poor quality of border management is a serious threat to the free circulation of goods in the global supply chain, and therefore it is time to deliver on trade facilitation. Secondly, he provided a definition of trade facilitation, referring to it as the simplification (eliminating unnecessary paperwork), standardization (adopting uniform procedures) and harmonization (converging procedures) of international trade procedures. Key words in this context are transparency and the fight against arbitrary decisions. For developing countries, modernization of customs procedures is a powerful tool to increase integration into global markets. 

Thirdly, he analysed the overall impact of the issue: the implementation of the trade facilitation measures discussed in Geneva could reduce total trade costs by almost 10 per cent. This statement was further supported by other statistics. Fourthly, the special needs of developing countries have to be addressed. A WTO agreement would include preferential treatment provisions for poor countries and supporting policies such as an early warning system to signal implementation obstacles and technical assistance by donor states. Even today, “Aid for trade programmes deliver assistance – the European Union alone provided more than € 10 billion in such frameworks in 2009. In his concluding remarks, Hon. Mr Moreira emphasized that that 2012 should not be a lost year for multilateral negotiations and that states should demonstrate more realism to unlock the Doha Round.
(c) Mr Olivier Ganne, Head, International Customs Department, Oxylane Group
Mr Ganne briefly presented the Oxylane Group, a sporting goods producer, importer and reseller including the chain store Decathlon, and running stores in Asia, Europe and the United States. He explained that Decathlon is facing two major concerns when dealing with customs rules. The first challenge is to determine the correct amount of customs tariffs to be paid to authorities. Due to lack of transparency, this is often a difficult task. The second concerns relates to the physical import of goods, a complicated and time-consuming operation with many obstacles at the border. In this context, one practical example given by Mr Ganne was the abrupt and arbitrary modification of transaction values by customs authorities.

Mr Ganne submitted five concrete proposals to improve customs procedures and remove impediments for economic operators. Firstly, mutual recognition of classification procedures and the status of authorized economic operator have to be promoted. Secondly, the number of computerized and dematerialized procedures has to be augmented. Thirdly, more transparency in defining the transaction value is needed to avoid countries applying different rules. Fourthly, the fight against corruption, which is still a major obstacle to the circulation of goods, must be intensified. Finally, more training for customs officers is required to transform customs authorities into modern service providers.
(d) Mr Paolo Garzotti, Head of Unit, WTO Coordination, OECD, Export Credits and Dual Use, Directorate General for Trade, European Commission
Mr Garzotti emphasized the relevance of the WTO. Three quarters of world trade take place between operators in more than one country. Beyond its liberalization agenda, the WTO provides for predictability through the enforcement of rules. The accessions of the Russian Federation and soon Kazakhstan provide for additional stability.

Although the DDA is currently in an impasse, issues like subsidies, trade defence and trade facilitation are difficult to deal with outside the multilateral system, which still leaves room for the WTO to consider solutions for the future. When currently exploring the path of free trade negotiations with several trading partners, the European Union nevertheless seeks to consolidate those in the WTO, which is easier in some areas (tariffs) than in others (non-tariff barriers). 

Mr Garzotti illustrated several beneficial aspects of the trade facilitation negotiating proposal, such as systems comparable to the EU binding tariff information in every WTO member, authorized economic operator (AEO) status and expedited shipment channels to help delivery on time. The European Union is willing to deliver its contribution in the field of technical assistance and aid for trade.
(e) Mr Ruslan Kokarev, Chief Operating Officer, AEB
Mr Kokarev introduced the AEB, an independent, non-commercial organization based in the Russian Federation, advocating the opinion of 640 European companies.

The Russian economy has grown significantly in recent years and shows great potential for future development in all industries. The majority of the AEB companies have reached their break-even points within one to three years. Business culture evaluation and assessment of business environment are quite modest in the country. Interaction with regulating authorities, especially with the customs and tax, is viewed rather negatively. But there are some latest indications for slight positive changes in the future. Regulation restrictions are the main obstacles for production operation.

The majority of AEB members have positively evaluated the Russian Federation’s WTO accession, and they consider that it will bring benefits to the country and their companies. They support simplification and harmonization of customs procedures and implementation of other trade facilitation measures within the customs union and the WTO. Following accession, the overall effect of both the change in tariff rates and the improvement of the conditions for Russian manufacturers’ access to foreign markets will be 0.5 per cent of the level of aggregate consumption in the country (in the short term).

Measures to be taken following WTO accession include:
· restructuring non-competitive industries
· increasing the potential of Russian non-raw-material exports by reducing the obstacles to Russian companies’ entry into foreign markets
· developing competitive industries and redirecting those which cannot be competitive within the framework of the existing global division of labour
· improving the business climate in the Russian Federation and general conditions for foreign direct investment by reducing administrative obstacles, investments in infrastructure, counteracting corruption and creating conditions of equal competition for all business entities.

2. Questions and comments by the audience
After the presentations, participants were invited to contribute with questions and comments:

· Mr Jonathan Peel, President, Permanent Study Group on WTO and Other International Trade Agreements, European Economic and Social Committee (EESC), floated the idea of civil society monitoring the implementation of a future trade facilitation agreement.

· Mr Michael Hindley, trade consultant and former Member of the European Parliament, commented that donors are in competition when providing technical aid to developing countries – and not always to the advantage of the latter.

· A representative from the Ethiopian Chamber of Commerce expressed some concerns about liberalization and trade facilitation and the need to adjust trade facilitation measures to least developed countries.

· The trade delegate of Angola to the WTO expressed that negotiations on trade facilitation did not represent a priority for African states.

In his response, Hon. Mr Moreira stressed the importance of distinguishing between trade liberalization and facilitation. The implementation of trade facilitation would create an inevitably win-win situation.
3. Conclusions
The panel signalled bold business support to the WTO and sensibilized economic operators for the opportunities the WTO continues to offer. Special emphasis was attached to the Russian Federation’s accession and the need for quicker progress on trade facilitation. Much remains for the private sector and trade policy-makers to do in order to secure the deliverables of the WTO.
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