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Mr. Chairman,

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is indeed an honor to be here today as the Ministerial Coordinator of the WTO LDC Consultative Group. I take this opportunity to express my profound appreciation to the government of the Peoples Republic of China, and to the Minister of Trade Mr. Chen Deming, for convening this Roundtable on WTO Accession Best Practices for Least Developed Countries, and my thanks for the warm hospitality and commendable arrangements for a successful meeting. The WTO LDC Consultative Group is very impressed by China's understanding of the particular difficulties and constraints of the LDCs and expresses its appreciation for the commitment and the valuable contributions to the Group, as witness our presence here, today, as part of the China LDC Accession Programme.

I must as well, express my profound gratitude to the WTO, to the Director-General, Mr. Pascal Lamy particularly, and to the Secretariat, and specially the Accession Division, for their tireless efforts on behalf of the LDCs. 

Mr. Chairman,

We are here in Beijing to explore ways in which we could, as was mandated since 2002 at the Doha Ministerial Conference, further facilitate and accelerate through simplified and streamlined procedures, with a view to concluding WTO LDC accessions negotiations as quickly as possible. 
The need to reaffirm the global commitment to address the special needs of the Least Developed Countries and to support their efforts in eradicating poverty and to integrate beneficially into the global economy is universally recognized. To that goal, the UN in 2000, established the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), and successive LDC Programs of Actions. 

With the MDGs, the urgent need for an enhanced global partnership in support of the LDCs were underscored, with focused attention to the areas of: (a) strengthening productive capacities to build resilience and reduce LDCs’ vulnerability to external shocks; (b) promoting agricultural development to reduce hunger and ensure food security; (c) strengthening financial resource mobilization and targeting aid to productive sectors; (d) improving access to export markets; (e) developing infrastructure; (f) managing climate change and ensuring a new green deal for LDCs; (g) ensuring universal access to essential services and accelerating progress towards the MDGs.

Notwithstanding the positive developments recorded by LDCs in the recent past, most of these countries are far from meeting the internationally agreed goals, including the MDGs, and still face massive development challenges. Progress in economic growth has made little dent on poverty and social disparities in LDCs. Hunger and malnutrition are widespread with dire consequences for the large vulnerable populations.

LDCs have also suffered from the impacts of the global financial crisis and the resulting global economic recession; and the drastic effects of climate change are already being experienced by many LDCs.

With the IPoA, the Istanbul Programme of Action of 2011, the International Community recognizes that LDCs represent an enormous human and natural resources potential for the world economic growth, welfare, prosperity, energy and food security. The contention is that a successful, renewed and strengthened global partnership that effectively addresses the special needs of LDCs will contribute to the cause of peace, prosperity and sustainable development of all. One reason to do this is the belief that solidarity, cooperation and partnership with the least developed countries, the poorest, most vulnerable and weakest countries and their people are not only moral imperatives, they are also economic and political ones. The Istanbul Declaration, in its section on trade, paragraph 9, states, if you allow me, “We reaffirm that international trade remains a key driver of economic growth and sustainable development in least developed countries. We strongly call on all World Trade Organization members to intensify their negotiating efforts to bring the World Trade Organization Doha Round to a successful conclusion. We commit to the realization of the timely implementation of duty-free and quota-free market access, on a lasting basis, for all least developed countries, consistent with the Hong Kong Ministerial Declaration adopted by the World Trade Organization in 2005. We commit to ensuring that preferential rules of origin applicable to imports from least developed countries are simple, transparent and predictable and contribute to facilitating market access. We emphasize the need for implementing effective trade-related technical assistance and capacity-building to least developed countries on a 
priority basis, including by enhancing the share of assistance to least developed countries for aid for trade and support for the Enhanced Integrated Framework, as appropriate, to help least developed countries to build their supply-side capacity, trade-related infrastructure and trade facilitation. In this regard, we emphasize the role of all relevant international agencies and organizations. We also underline that the accession of least developed countries to the World Trade Organization should be encouraged and facilitated”.

The stated goal of the Istanbul Programme of Action is to get half of the LDCs out of poverty by 2020. 

How would that be possible, Mr. Chairman, if there are still LDCs awaiting accession to the WTO? Again, while specific progress has been registered, we must do better. I would be remiss to not point out the significant gains accomplished in 2011, and I call on members to sustain that momentum. Several accessions were completed and others significantly advanced. The work accomplished on the accessions of Russia, Montenegro, Samoa, Vanuatu, as well as the cases of Lao PDR, Yemen, Ethiopia, and so forth merit to be recognized.
Since the WTO came into existence in 1995, 31 new members were admitted, among them 5 LDCs. There are actually about 30 countries who are awaiting accession, and of these, 12 are LDCs.  Of the five who have acceded, Nepal started its process in 1989 and acceded in 2004 (15yrs), Cambodia started its process in 1994 and acceded in 2004 (10yrs), Cape Verde started in 1999 and acceded in 2008 (9yrs), Samoa applied in 1998 and acceded in 2012 (14yrs) and Vanuatu applied in 1995 and the WTO approved its accession package in 2011 (16 yrs); Vanuatu will become the 156th Member of the WTO 30 days after notifying the Secretariat of the domestic ratification of its Accession Package. In comparison, it took KYRGYZSTAN, LESS YHAN 3 YEARS, GEORGIA, ABOUT 4 YEARS, and OMAN, 5 YEARS. Of LDCs close to accession, Lao PDR started in 1997 and Yemen has been at it since 2000.  
Individually, these countries or territories do represent a tiny part of world commerce. But as a whole, LDCs account for a combined population close to 800 million people.
It is evident, Mr. Chairman, that while the recent accession process has done well, there is still room for improvement. 

The 2002 Guidelines for accession states, as well as successive Ministerial declarations that: “Negotiations for the accession of LDCs to the WTO (are to) be facilitated and accelerated through simplified and streamlined accession procedures, with a view to concluding these negotiations as quickly as possible”. 

Some questions come to mind: 

Could it be that the terms used, such as “exercising restraint, reasonable concessions,” etc … are too vague in many instances and allow for interpretation? Is not there a need to “simplify and streamline guidelines into a set, explicit and mandatory rules that would be applied universally”? 

Should not we consider a true “fast-track procedure for LDC accessions that would institute minimum specific criteria to be met within a flexible, streamlined schedule (and even considering a fixed number of Working Party Sessions with specific purposes) that would apply to all acceding LDCs in order to speed-up the process of accession?

Should LDCs be asked to undertake more demanding obligations (so-called WTO-plus commitments) than those accepted by other WTO members?

Should not the same provisions of a transition period for the implementation of WTO obligations available to LDCs members, be extended to acceding LDCs from the date of accession? 

It is obvious that LDCs must make substantial institutional and domestic policy reforms that must be complemented with macro-economic stability and strengthened market institution: Are they not entitled to receive the necessary assistance and guidance that will allow them to effectively and durably effectuate that transition?

Finally, in regards to the evident gains and achievements for the accession of Yemen and Lao PDR, the LDC group wishes to commend the 3 Chairs Facilitation process in the case, and wholeheartedly encourage Ukraine, Lao PDR and Yemen to arrive at a prompt conclusion of their bilateral talks, maybe even on the margin of this Round Table. 
In a little less than two months, the Sub-Committee on LDCs, as mandated by MC8, is scheduled to present its recommendations on LDC Accessions to the General Council. It may be desirable that a facilitation mandate emerges from the informal meetings and negotiations and be included in that report. 

Let's avail ourselves of the opportunity to make it worthwhile to the LDCs and to the universality, the effectiveness and the fairness of the WTO.

We indeed have a tremendous challenge in our hand (Nous avons du pain sur la planche).

I wish you all a productive, fulfilling and effective roundtable.

Thank you.

