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AUC – EC FORUM on trade facilitation:
A customs strategy for the Continental Free trade Area (CFTA)
Brussels, 11 – 13 December 2012.

1. Background

The AU 2012 January Summit dedicated to "Boosting Intra-African Trade" endorsed the decision to move toward a Continental Free Trade Area in principle by 2017, building upon the integration agenda of the Regional Economic Communities (RECs)
and in particular the Tripartite Initiative launched by COMESA, EAC and SADC.
Setting up the CFTA presents a number of political, economic, legal and administrative challenges, including for the customs administrations of the participating States that play a key role in the definition and management of the rules that govern trade in products. Such rules concerns in particular the tariff nomenclature, the valuation of goods and the rules of origin, all of which must be uniform across the CFTA if the expected benefits for trade are to be achieved.
In addition, customs must have the required capacity in terms of resources, knowledge and infrastructures to perform their role efficiently, that is by duly applying the relevant rules and procedures without causing unnecessary costs or delays for the operators.
These issues have been widely debated in recent years, under the pressure of globalising trade, integrated value chains and improvements in the means of transport and communication, under the terms "trade facilitation".
Reflecting the common interest of private stakeholders (importers, exporters and transporters), customs and the economy at large in promoting trade facilitation, a Trade Facilitation Agreement is being negotiated in the context of the WTO Doha Development Agenda and trade facilitation provisions are included into many free trade agreements. 
Various organisations provide analysis, technical assistance, capacity building and training on trade facilitation to African countries, notably the WTO Secretariat, the World Customs Organisation, the OECD, UNCTAD, UNECA, the Africa Development Bank and the World Bank, as well as the EU Member States and Commission via the respective cooperation programmes.
Customs and Trade Facilitation (TF) is one of the areas for cooperation of the Joint Africa – EU Strategy (JAES) and its second Action Plan 2011- 2013 adopted at the Tripoli Summit in December 2010. The JAES and the Action Plan cover eight partnerships, each one operating through Joint Experts Groups. Customs and TF are part of Partnership N°3 (P3) on Regional Integration, Trade and Infrastructure. The activities foreseen in the Action Plan are: 

1. Facilitate cooperation between EU and African customs administrations on customs reforms to conform to internationally agreed standards, in particular in the context of supply chain security as well as on the current African process for development of common Transit procedures, on training and capacity building, including the organisation of Customs Blueprints seminars.

2. Exchange of information with a view to support the interconnectivity of computerized Customs systems within Africa, taking into account existing customs computer projects, e.g. UNCTAD Asycuda.
2. Objective of the Forum

In this context, the Forum on Trade Facilitation is one of the actions that the services of the African Union and European Commissions have agreed to organise in 2012. The purpose of the Forum is to contribute to the identification of the concrete measures to be taken by the African Union, its RECs and Member States in the area of customs in order to contribute to the set up and implementation of the CFTA.
This concerns in particular the consolidation and harmonisation of initiatives already taken or in progress at the continental and regional level, focussing on the requirements necessary for the CFTA to operate effectively and efficiently and in particular on any "missing link" at the regional or continental level. Any needs identified at country level should be dealt with under other follow-up actions.  The Forum is expected to contribute to the elaboration of an AUC customs strategy that would become part of the overall AUC working plan in the coming years.
In order to provide an overview of the current situation at regional and AU level, a study has been commissioned to consolidate information from the organisations active in this area on what has been achieved so far, work in progress and what remains to be done (e.g. the WCO Columbus programme diagnostics or the WB needs assessment relating to the DDA TF negotiations, subject to the agreement of the countries concerned) and the main obstacles encountered by RECs in their integration agenda in this matter. The Forum is also expected to provide additional data relevant for the study final report.
3. Scope of the Forum and expected outcome
Using experts' presentations and open debate between participants, the Forum will provide an overview of the current situation in the RECs concerning the essential customs elements of a free trade area (classification of goods within a harmonised tariff nomenclature, value and origin rules, customs border procedures) and try to identify the missing links and the concrete needs for harmonisation between RECs in order to establish the CFTA.
The Forum is expected to agree on recommendations for future work on those areas, within an Africa Customs Strategy for the CFTA to be considered by the AU institutions. 
4. Participants
Invited participants and speakers will include representatives from the customs, trade and development departments of the AU and EU Commissions and African Regional Economic Communities; WTO, WCO, OECD, UNECE, UNECA, UNCTAD, ADB, WB, private sector (Chambers of Commerce, forwarding agents…)…(not exhaustive) will also be invited to attend the Forum. 
5. Date and venue

Brussels, 11 – 13 December 2012
� The eight RECs recognized by the AU are: � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arab_Maghreb_Union" \o "Arab Maghreb Union" �Arab Maghreb Union� (UMA); � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Common_Market_for_Eastern_and_Southern_Africa" \o "Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa" �Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa� (COMESA); � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community_of_Sahel-Saharan_States" \o "Community of Sahel-Saharan States" �Community of Sahel-Saharan States� (CEN-SAD); � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/East_African_Community" \o "East African Community" �East African Community� (EAC); � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economic_Community_of_Central_African_States" \o "Economic Community of Central African States" �Economic Community of Central African States� (ECCAS); � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economic_Community_of_West_African_States" \o "Economic Community of West African States" �Economic Community of West African States� (ECOWAS); � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intergovernmental_Authority_on_Development" \o "Intergovernmental Authority on Development" �Intergovernmental Authority on Development� (IGAD); � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Southern_Africa_Development_Community" \o "Southern Africa Development Community" �Southern Africa Development Community� (SADC).
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