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Excellencies, distinguished participants, ladies and gentlemen, 

 It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the WTO/ESCAP/ARTNeT Regional Seminar on 

Agriculture Negotiations for Asia-Pacific Economies. At the outset, I express my appreciation to the 

Government of China, and in particular the Ministry of Commerce, for its cooperation with UNESCAP 

in this activity as well as other joint initiatives that have had productive outcomes under the trade and 

investment programme.  I thank in particular officials from the Ministry of Commerce, Ministry of 

Agriculture and local authorities’ representatives as well as other dignitaries from the Government of 

China who have taken time from their busy schedules to share with us their insights on trade 

liberalization and rural development. Your personal presence here today is testimony to the importance 

that the Government attaches to the efforts to address these complex issues involved in reconciling 

trade and development challenges. It is also testimony to the importance of dialogue and understandings 

among economies of the Asia-Pacific region for greater common good of mankind.  

 I also extend a warm word of thanks to the Vice Governor of Shaanxi Province for the warm 

welcome and hospitality in Xian.  As a world heritage site that embodies the centre of one of the 

greatest and most ancient civilizations, it is indeed an honour and privilege for us all to be here today.  

 

Excellencies, distinguished participants 

With less than 10% of world trade and only 4% of world GDP sourced from agriculture, it is 

perplexing to many how agricultural disputes become the lynchpin of trade liberalization negotiations. 

Under the Uruguay Round, the resumption of negotiations as well as its conclusion was delayed for 

years by a farm trade dispute. As the Doha Round goes into a final critical phase, the same story is 

unfolding.   
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The difficulties in reaching a multilateral agreement need to be understood in terms of the 

strategic importance of agriculture. In Asia-Pacific, it is important to focus on the fact that close to 70% 

of its population lives in rural areas, and that most lives in absolute poverty. Agriculture is the main 

source of livelihood. There are development dimensions of  agricultural trade, that are not only 

associated with putting food on the table, but also with ensuring food security and food safety, 

protecting traditional family farming, traditional knowledge and values, and preventing soil erosion, 

which requires a unique approach to liberalization.  Furthermore, almost 80% of agricultural trade in 

this region consists of food, which gives it a special role in the fight against poverty and hunger. Be it 

for these or other reasons, agriculture has always been important in international trade and today in the 

minds of many it holds the key of the current round of trade negotiations.  

What is at stake then? What will be left locked behind the door if the key to agricultural 

liberalization is lost? Trade remains a principal driving force in the development strategies of 

UNESCAP members and associate members. A successful conclusion to the Doha Round will lead to 

more trade – a situation in which every WTO member gains something - not only the large trading 

countries, but also developing countries, including LDCs and small landlocked economies.  However, 

the benefits from liberalization in agriculture are inseparably linked to benefits from liberalization on 

NAMA, services and most importantly from ensuring that development aspects remain firmly 

entrenched in trade talks. While there are still wide differences in the negotiating positions of WTO 

members, there is also an increasingly evident resolve to eliminate these differences sufficiently to pave 

the way for the conclusion of the Doha Round by the end of this year.  This seminar as part of a 

continuing series of seminars is one valuable instrument, in clearing the obstacles on the road towards 

consensus and mutual benefit.  

It also underscores the increasing need for consultations and dialogue based on sound policy 

analysis and research.  UNESCAP, in partnership with WTO, and through ARTNeT funded by IDRC, 

seeks to meet these objectives. The programme has gained a regional reputation for excellence and it is 

now one of the flagship programmes of UNESCAP.  Given its expertise in development problems and 

its close proximity to developing countries of the Asia-Pacific region, we believe that UNESCAP in 

collaboration with WTO, is well placed to continue over many years in the future, to deliver such 

programmes in a cost-effective and highly focused manner.  This work will continue for as long as our 

members recognize that the need for strengthened skills, knowledge and common understanding of the 

issues involved.  

 One might however ask why UNSECAP –  in light of proliferation of regional trade agreements 

– to which our newly designed database APPTAD is the best witness – still continues to promote and 

foster the multilateral approach to trade liberalization?  The answer is simple. We, and our core 

partners, are convinced that the multilateral approach is the one which delivers the most to the ones that 

need it most – least developed and developing countries. No regional/bilateral agreement has offered 

anything better in agricultural trade liberalization, services liberalization, or other areas of trade 

liberalization to consistently protect development interests. No preferential trade agreement has offered 
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a better solution to the need to cut domestic support in agriculture, with sharper cuts in export subsidies, 

or other trade distorting measures.  In this regard, I look forward to hearing from the ARTNeT 

researchers this afternoon on their results and hope that the ensuing government-researchers dialogue 

will give us innovative ideas.  Perhaps as the region of future growth, Asia and the Pacific is destined to 

lead the way and show the rest of the world how this can be done.  

  Before concluding, I wish to thank our long term partner in this activity, the WTO secretariat, 

represented here by Dr. Raymond Krommenacker and Dr. Edwini Kessie, for the excellent 

collaboration that has enabled us to more effectively meet the needs of our members and associate 

members. Special thanks are also extended to IDRC as well as WTO, for their steadfast support to 

ARTNeT which has contributed to the research and training network gaining rapid momentum.   

Through our partnership we are building bridges between economies, between researchers and 

policy decision-makers which will contribute to greater prosperity and more justice for all.  In this 

regard, let me also express gratitude to all distinguished participants for your commitment to this 

programme without which such partnerships would not be possible.  

 I wish the seminar all success. 
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