
 

AFRICAN UNION CONFERENCE OF MINISTERS OF TRADE – 
4 DECEMBER 2014 SPEECH BY WTO DIRECTOR-GENERAL 

ROBERTO AZEVEDO 
 
 
Mr Chairman, 
Commissioner Acyl, 
Honorable Ministers, 
Distinguished Delegates, 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
Good morning. I'm delighted to be here, and to have the 
opportunity to address you today. 
 
I travel a lot as Director-General – pretty much all over the world 
in fact. But everywhere I go I get asked the same question. 
 
People want to know about my view of the global economy - what 
the next big trend is going to be and where the opportunities will 
lie for trade and investment. 
 
And I always give the same answer: Africa. 
 
I talk about Africa's dynamism – that it has the youngest 
population and the highest growth. 
 
And I talk about the sense of energy and purpose that I find in 
every African leader or businessperson I meet. 
 
Right now I think Africa's potential is unmatched. And I think that 
trade has a crucial role to play in helping to realize this potential. 
 
I know I'm not alone in this view. 



 
It was notable that a recent survey of global public opinion found 
that it was not the people of Asia or North America who have the 
most positive view of trade – but the people of Africa. 
 
And this is largely down to the leadership that ministers and 
policymakers - all of you - are showing on this issue. 
 
You are taking huge strides forward in regional integration. 
 
There is a lot of excellent work going on to lower barriers and 
streamline procedures so that you can trade with each other more 
effectively. 
 
I have heard numerous examples of transit costs being halved, 
and transit times being reduced from days or weeks to just hours. 
 
The African Union's Action Plan for Boosting Intra-African Trade 
is very important here. And of course there is your work towards 
creating a Continental Free Trade Area. 
 
This regional integration is totally compatible with the multilateral 
agenda – indeed I think this work will support wider integration 
into the global trading system. 
 
The fact that intra-African trade remains just a tenth of Africa's 
total trade shows that improving regional integration is critical. But 
it also shows that engaging at the global, multilateral level 
remains vital. 
 
That's why, while you are pursuing these regional efforts, you are 
also making your voices heard more loudly than ever at the WTO. 
 
The WTO gives you a seat at the global table, and I strongly 
welcome your engagement. 



 
In fact, my message today is that you should seek to engage 
even more in the weeks to come. We are coming to a defining 
period in our work when it will be crucial that your voices are 
heard in full. 
 
I will say more about this in a moment. 
 
But first, I'm sure you are all aware that since July there has been 
an impasse in the implementation of the Bali package which has 
had a paralyzing effect on negotiations across the board. 
 
The impasse related to the political link between two issues – the 
decision on Public Stockholding for Food Security Purposes, and 
the Trade Facilitation Agreement. 
 
I'm pleased to say that last week – almost on the anniversary of 
the Bali conference – we resolved this impasse. 
 
It was a major breakthrough for all of us. 
 
WTO members came together in a Special General Council 
meeting and took three very important decisions. 
 
First, they clarified the Bali Decision on Public Stockholding for 
Food Security Purposes to say that the peace clause agreed in 
Bali will remain in force until a permanent solution is found to that 
issue. This was a key issue for one member in particular. 
 
I know food security is also a very important issue for many of 
you, and so I can assure you that this clarification does not 
substantively change what we agreed in Bali – nor does it 
compromise in any way the policy space that exists in the 
agreements today. 
 



Second, members adopted the protocol of amendment which 
formally inserts the Trade Facilitation Agreement into the WTO 
rulebook. 
 
This clears the path for the Trade Facilitation Agreement to be 
implemented and come into force. 
 
Members will now go ahead and ratify the Agreement, following 
their domestic procedures. 
 
It is estimated that the Agreement will reduce trade costs by up to 
15% in developing countries. 
 
This is particularly important for Africa where the cost of customs 
procedures tends to be higher – around 30% higher than the 
global average according to UNECA. 
 
But, moreover, this Agreement is important for Africa because it 
supports your efforts at regional integration in a very practical 
way. 
 
For the first time in the WTO's history, this Agreement states that 
assistance and support should be provided to help developing 
countries achieve the capacity to implement it. 
 
So, for those countries with less-developed customs 
infrastructure, the Agreement will mean a boost in the technical 
assistance that is available to them. 
 
To ensure that this commitment is honoured, I worked with the 
coordinators of the Africa Group, the LDC Group and the Africa, 
Caribbean and Pacific Group at the WTO. We decided the best 
approach was to create a new initiative, to be called the Trade 
Facilitation Agreement Facility. 
 



This Facility will ensure that LDCs and developing countries get 
the help they need to develop projects and access the necessary 
funds to improve their border procedures, with all the benefits that 
that can bring. 
 
The Facility is already in place and it became operational when 
members took this decision last week. 
 
And donors are already very interested and involved. 
 
We have already received a great deal of support and interest – 
and we have built strong partnerships with a number of 
organisations in support of this work, including the World Bank. 
 
So I urge you to look at how this Facility and the various other 
trade facilitation projects can support you. 
 
Members took a third decision last week as well – which was 
arguably the most important of all. It concerns the WTO's post-
Bali work. 
 
With this decision Members agreed that this work will resume 
immediately and that they will engage constructively on the 
implementation of all the Bali Ministerial Decisions. 
 
This means taking forward: 
• the decisions on agriculture and cotton, • the monitoring 
mechanism, which originated from an Africa Group proposal, and 
• the LDC decisions on duty-free-quota-free, the services waiver 
and rules of origin. 
 
It is vital that we use the momentum we have now to take these 
decisions forward with the priority they deserve. 
 



Moreover, this decision means agreeing the work programme on 
the remaining DDA issues. 
 
Under the decision taken last Thursday all 160 WTO members 
committed to delivering the work program by a new target date of 
July 2015. 
 
I think this is an important moment – and a real opportunity. 
 
The big, tough issues of agriculture, services and industrial goods 
will all be back on the table. 
 
I urge you to engage fully in the discussions that will take place 
between now and July, to ensure that the outcomes reflect your 
concerns. 
 
But I would also urge you to focus a critical eye on what is 
important for you now. 
 
Focus on what is truly important – and what you think is doable. 
 
We can achieve a great deal here, but if we over-reach then we 
will simply get stuck once again – and I think that is the worst-
case scenario for developing countries. 
 
So please, get engaged in the discussion. 
 
I will be here to listen to you and support you in any appropriate 
way that I can. 
 
These next few months will be critical. 
 
We are also approaching an important moment in the Aid for 
Trade calendar. 
 



The Fifth Global Review of Aid for Trade will be held at the WTO 
in Geneva from 30 June to 2 July 2015 – and I would like to 
extend an invitation to you all. 
 
I will be using the event to bring together numerous key figures – 
heads of agencies, donors and regional development banks – to 
see what more we can do to support you to build your trading 
capacity and further the good work that is already being done. 
 
So please, come to Geneva and take part in that meeting. 
 
This is also an important time for the Enhanced Integrated 
Framework for the LDCs – of which the WTO is a key partner. 
 
The EIF is now up for evaluation and I have been arguing strongly 
for the initiative to continue into a new phase, so that it can 
continue to assist LDCs to become more active players in the 
global trading system. And I hope you will also lend us your 
support here. 
 
So, while there is a lot of work ahead of us, I think the WTO is 
going into the New Year with a lot of momentum. 
 
The breakthrough last week put the WTO back in the game. It put 
our negotiations back on track. 
 
But the decisions that members took were not an end in 
themselves. 
Rather, they were a means to allow us to pursue the greater ends 
of: 
 
• delivering the Trade Facilitation Agreement – and the vital 
support that goes with it, • taking the other Bali decisions forward, 
• and delivering the work program to tackle the remaining issues 
of the DDA. 



 
You are the leaders who can seize this opportunity – and realize 
the potential that I talked about at the start of my remarks. 
 
So I look forward to your renewed and redoubled engagement in 
2015. 
 
I will be here to help you in any way I can. 
 
Thank you. 
 


