Third Global Review of Aid for Trade - Day 1 

Summary of Discussions

Session 4: Aid for Trade: Delivering on Trade Facilitation Gains

· Panellists unequivocally underlined the importance of trade facilitation (TF): namely, that as tariffs have decreased, the time and costs required for goods to move across borders and along supply corridors have loomed steadily larger in firms' domestic and international competitiveness. Facilitating trade boosts real income. TF is crucial for landlocked countries and also for informal traders and the poor, who are the least able to afford fixed expenses arising from high trade costs. Small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are also major beneficiaries, since they are less able than big companies to negotiate red tape. As such, TF was highlighted as part of an inclusive growth agenda.

· AfT has helped developing countries address domestic and regional challenges such as improving customs management, building transport infrastructure, and updating ICT and technology. TF is not just about money for hard infrastructure: it's also about 'software' such as regulatory policies along the supply chain, customs officials' capacities, etc. Logistics and financial services are directly part of the TF agenda.

· TF is a complex undertaking requiring political will -- in some countries, dozens of agencies and ministries would have to be involved in 'single-window' initiatives, requiring vested interests to be challenged. The regional aspect of trade facilitation was repeatedly highlighted -- improving procedures and infrastructure in one country does little good without the same next door. 

· Speakers repeatedly underscored the need for partnership with all stakeholders, particularly the private sector, since it is traders who encounter the bottlenecks. Better inter-institutional coordination was highlighted, as was the need for functional regional environments. Investment is needed in getting data on what is happening at borders and along supply corridors, to maximize bang for the TF buck.

· Regional perspectives were presented. APEC saved over US$ 60 billion in trade transaction costs through action plans targeting customs, standards conformance, business labour movement, and e-commerce.  Reforms and policy harmonization in the East African Community customs union have increased intra-regional trade by 52%, benefiting all countries in the region, cutting delays at some border posts from three days to three hours. But transport costs within the region are still 50% higher than in Europe and Asia.  Countries under the West African Economic and Monetary Union have implemented "one stop border posts" or "single window" facility to complement tariff reductions, but challenges remain.  Although aid has helped identify bottlenecks, more work is necessary to develop methodology/indicators to assess the effectiveness of TF projects.
