CUTS SAFIT II 
Geneva, Tuesday 13 January 2009

Speaking points

FAO - Manzoor Ahmad, Director/Liaison Office in Geneva
​​​​​​​​​​

Thank you for inviting me to this forum and also for giving me the honour of chairing this session on a “Possible Way Forward to Face Emerging Challenges in the Global Trading System.
Before I open the floor for this very distinguished panel, please allow me a few introductory comments.

First, we should welcome CUTS’ initiative to have a representative office here at Geneva. Over the years we could see that there was a lack of coordination or even a proper forum for exchange of views on trade-related issues amongst South Asian countries representatives based in Geneva. CUTS - being a non-governmental organization and having a long credible record of solid work - is in a good position to fill this vacuum.

Second, CUTS office here is keeping Geneva representatives informed of what is being debated in their countries on trade issues. For example, this SAFIT II programme is a follow-up of previous discussions held in New Delhi.

Now let me say a word about emerging challenges in the global trading system.

First, the most pressing economic challenge is that the growth in world gross product (WGP) is expected to slow to 1.0 percent in 2009 as against 2.5 percent estimated for 2008 and well below that of previous years. This would undoubtedly have a serious adverse impact on trade and the progress made over the last several years in poverty reduction.
Second, there would be demands for protectionist measures. With most of our countries either not having high bindings at the WTO or having enough water between the bound and applied rates, it would be easier for them to raise tariff rates. Just like open-trade is a win-win situation, so is protectionism a lose-lose situation. 
How do we cope with these challenges?
Keeping trade flowing in times of international recession is an international and regional challenge as well as a national one. 
· At the international level, all the signs are that there will be fresh impetus on concluding the Doha Round in 2009. The current package on the table has many gains for everyone but particularly for countries in the SAARC region. It would be in the interest of SAARC countries to push for an early conclusion of the Round.
· At the regional level, although SAFTA has not made much progress, whatever progress was achieved so far should be kept under careful scrutiny so that the countries do not go back on their commitments on tariff reductions.

· At the national level, trade experts (such as those represented here today) can exercise their influence and try to impress on their governments that raising tariff walls would further complicate the economic downturn and going back to the protectionist regime of  the 80’s would not be in anyone’s interest. 

To begin with, competing in a recession would be much more difficult than in the past. SAARC members would have to ensure that they are able to cut costs and reduce barriers to international trade. This should mean policies which are not beggar-thy-neighbour but which are reinforcing each other’s strengths. Reducing costs would mean reducing tariff and non-tariff barriers. The most important barrier is the current system of clearance of goods and persons in the SAARC region. 
In addition, we all seem to be facing serious energy shortages which are hampering our industrial productivity. To the extent possible, the SAARC region should consider closer cooperation for energy generation and distribution.
While there are serious political difficulties at present, one has to think in the long term. I am sure the CUTS initiative is a worthwhile initiative and one that needs to be fully supported.

I look forward to a lively discussion, and it is my great pleasure to give the floor to our first speaker, Ambassador Debapriya  Bhattacharya from Bangladesh.
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