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Background  

The Asia-Pacific countries followed many industrialized economies in anchoring their development on the opening of 

their economies to international trade and investment as well as on mobility of people across borders. Equally, their 

growth depended on increasing access to overseas markets. Effective participation in the multilateral trading system 

as overseen by the WTO has been considered as the first best approach in securing stable market access across the 

globe. Moreover, it was perceived as “a universal system of enforceable rules that strives to achieve a balance 

between stability (through rules which improve transparency and predictability of trade governance) and efficiency 

(through liberalization) of international trade transactions.”1 The key recommendation to all countries with respect 

to trade policymaking has been “to strengthen the multilateral system and emphasize its primacy in governing 

international trade for development”. While the sluggish performance of the global economy and faltering of 

international trade in goods as well as anemic flows of FDI ever since the global financial crisis in 2008/09 raised 

many concerns about this “export-led growth”, the primacy of the multilateral trade governance and open trade 

development have been weaved into the design of the SDGs and international trade and investment were identified 

as the key means of implementation of the SDGs.   

Fast-forward from 2015 to the eve of 2020. Today we face many challenges in international trade, and also in the 

multilateral trade system. Despite the indisputable positive net effects, lack of adequate social policies to support 

those adversely affected by openness to globalization has created a backlash against multilateralism, especially in 

some developed economies. Strong disagreements have emerged on how and even whether to “promote a universal, 

rule-based, open, non-discriminatory and equitable multilateral trading system under the WTO”, a target of 

Sustainable Development Goal 17. Since 2018, the situation has been worsened by growing unilateral protectionism 

to address (ineffectively) serious and worsening issues of inequalities and access to economic opportunities. The 

risks of wide-spread trade wars have accumulated deepening policy uncertainties and threatening regional and global 

economic growth and the achievement of the sustainable development goals, as ad-hoc trade policy decisions can 

lead to job displacements and other undesirable and largely unpredictable socio-economic impacts. 

These are the prevailing socio-economic circumstances in which World Trade Organization and its members have to 

prepare for the 12th Ministerial Conference, to be held on 8 to 11 June 2020 in Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan. The 

                                                 
1 Asia-Pacific Trade and Investment Report, 2009, p.xxi. 
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Ministerial Conference, which is attended by trade ministers and other senior officials from 164 members of the WTO 

(39 of which are also ESCAP members) and some 20 observers, is the highest decision-making body of the WTO. 

Under the Marrakesh Agreement Establishing the WTO, the Ministerial Conference is to meet at least once every two 

years. The last Ministerial Conference was held in December 2017 in Buenos Aires, Argentina.  This is the first time 

the Ministerial Conference will be held in one of the Central Asian countries.  

Every WTO Ministerial Conference is burdened with great expectations and a setback is subject to serious scrutiny. 

It is also true that several (if not all) of the WTO Ministerial Conference since its establishment in 1995 faced incredible 

challenges. Yet, there is almost a grand consensus in seeing this Ministerial Conference as the milestone for the 

multilateral rules-based trading system. At present, the WTO members have started to look at setting a realistic set 

of potential outcomes. As the Director-General of the WTO, Roberto Azavedo, recently stated, members should be 

careful in setting pragmatic and achievable goals so to not only preserve but increase the relevance of WTO.   The 

outcome of the MC12 should be that the multilateral trading system can deliver meaningful results which will 

“enhance certainty and predictability in the 21st century global economy”.2 

While the General Council of WTO still has to deliberate and decide on the agenda, the serious candidates include 

negotiations on fisheries subsidies and possibly further reduction of the subsidies in agricultural sector, as the fare 

of the ‘standard’ WTO menu, and then also issues put forward by strong and growing pressure of the Joint Statement 

Initiatives: e-commerce, investment facilitation, and MSME.  

In 2020, the WTO trading system designed during the last completed multilateral trade round known as the Uruguay 

Round (1995) will mark a quarter of a century of its operation. In the opinion of many the system requires a major 

overhaul to be declared “fit for purpose” and since the Ministerial Conference is the highest governing body of the 

WTO, it is the perfect forum for such discussions and decisions. However, recently Director-General Azavedo when 

commenting on the wider WTO reform debate, suggested that attempts to negotiate a specific reform package would 

likely result in prolonged paralysis. Instead, he is proposing to members to be pragmatic and try to harvest “what 

they can, when they can, moving forward without artificial deadlines. Reform will be — and should be — a constant 

process of adapting to economic conditions and responding to members' concerns. Every change to WTO rules and 

procedures is part of reform.”3  

In this context the next Aid for Trade work programme (2020-2021) will be even more relevant for economic 

diversification of the developing and least developed countries. The current discussions on exploring the role Aid for 

Trade can play in promoting access to finance for MSMEs and to enhance inclusivity and empowerment, digital 

connectivity, and diversification in a green growth context will hopefully not be ignored at the MC12. 

 

ESCAP Regional Consultation 

 

The Regional Consultation is organized as part of ESCAP mandate to assist in building capacity of its member States 

and associate members to engage in regional and multilateral trade negotiations towards making trade fully 

effective means of implementation for the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Similar multi-stakeholder 

fora were organized in preparation for the previous Ministerial Conferences. Moreover, in 2020, the United Nations 

and its 193 members will be also deliberating the results of the first five years of the implementation of the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development in which trade features as one of the key means of delivery. Ten Asia-Pacific 

least developed countries are currently considered for graduation between 2021 and 2024 and majority of them 

are current WTO members and/or observers. It is necessary for the Ministerial Conference agenda to include items 

addressing how to ensure that trade will be a driver of smooth transition in graduation and development of these 

countries. Thus, the upcoming Ministerial Conference is seen as being of crucial importance for those members but 

also for the whole region. 

 

The ESCAP Regional Consultation will provide a platform to discuss, in a transparent and inclusive manner, the 

state of play on preparation of the WTO MC12 and its relevance for all developing and least developed countries 

and especially graduating least developed countries. Participation by Government officials, representatives of civil 

society and selected business representatives will facilitate capturing the current dynamics of negotiations and 

possible innovative options for reforming the global trade regime to be fit for purpose for accelerating progress for 

meeting the SDGs.  

                                                 
2 Statement at the Informal WTO Ministerial Meeting, organized by China on 5 November 2019, in Shanghai. The 
full speech is available here https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news19_e/infac_05nov19_e.htm. 
3 Ibid. 

https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news19_e/infac_05nov19_e.htm


 

 

 

 

Objective 

 

The objective of the Regional Consultation is to strengthen capacity in the region to position development interest 

of developing countries, including least developed countries, through the multilateral trading regime, especially 

ahead of the 12th Ministerial Conference of the WTO to be held on 8-11 June 2020 in Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan. 

Format and participants 

 

The Regional Consultation will include short introduction of the issues by Government officials and / or experts from 

international organizations and think tanks to facilitate open discussion among the participants.  Selected 

background materials relevant to the theme will be made available to participants in electronic format one week 

before the event.4 Participation by Government officials, representatives of civil society and selected business 

representatives will facilitate capturing the current dynamics of negotiations and possible innovative options for 

reforming the global trade regime to be fit for purpose for accelerating progress for meeting the SDGs. 

 

Capacity building segment 

 

In addition to learning enabled through exchange of positions and views between Government officials a, experts 

and other participants, this event includes a specialized leaning session focused on application of newly developed 

tools helping decision-making for trade policy options such as the Trade Intelligence and Negotiation Advisor (TINA) 

and datasets on Non-tariff Measures.  

 

Tentative Programme  

 

Day 1 

9:00-9:30   Opening  
 

ESCAP Secretariat 
 
Host of MC 12 - Kazakhstan  
 

Special address H.E. Mr Pich Rithi, Under-Secretary of State, 
Cambodia 
 

9:30-10:00 From MC 11 to MC12: Process and Substance  

The twelfth Ministerial Conference of the WTO (MC12) will be held in Nur 
Sultan, Kazakhstan, from 8 to 11 June 2020. This session will provide an 
account of key developments that have taken place in WTO since MC11, 
and the issues that are likely to be addressed at MC12.  
 

Introduction: Mr. Taufiqur Rahman, WTO Secretariat 

10:00-10:30 Special & Differential Treatment 

S&DT has been a key area of negotiations of developing countries, 
including LDCs. The developing countries have been pursuing under the 
coordination of G-90 comprising ACP, Africa and LDC Groups. This session 
will review the proposals made by G-90, the current state of play, as well 

as the recent discussions on development in the WTO. 
 

Introduction: Mr. Taufiqur Rahman, WTO Secretariat 

                                                 
4 Such as “Market access for products and services of export interest to least developed countries,” Note by the 
Secretariat, WT/COMTD/LDC/W/67, issued 15 Oct 2019. 



 

 

10:30-10:45 Coffee break 

10:45-12:15 Agriculture, fisheries subsidies 
 
In agriculture negotiations, domestic support remains one of most 

sensitive and contentious issue. Many developing members called for 
correcting the asymmetries and imbalances in the existing Agreement on 
Agriculture. WTO Members have submitted various proposals on 
disciplining trade distorting support to agriculture and fisheries subsidies. 
For agriculture, some members are demanding elimination of AMS 
entitlement, whereas others seek to cap spending under de minimis, Blue 
box, Article 6.2. Some members have proposed that discipline should be 

established on product-specific AMS beyond de minimis of concerned 
agricultural products under S&DT. 
On fisheries subsidies, Members are intensely engaged in negotiations to 
achieve SDG 14.6.  Special and Differential treatment provisions for 
developing members have also been highlighted in fisheries subsidies 

negotiations. However, Members have divergent views on these issues as 
reflected in various proposals. 

 
Introduction: Agriculture  
                    Fisheries subsidies Sri Lanka / Vanuatu  
 
Moderator: Mr. Sachin K. Sharma, Centre for WTO Studies, New Delhi, 
India  

12.15-13.30 Lunch break 

13:30-15.00 Joint Statement Initiatives Issues:  e-commerce, Investment and 
MSMEs 

Introduction: e-commerce Thailand / Bangladesh  

                    Investment, China / Cambodia 

                    MSMEs, Philippines / Lao PDR  
 

Moderator: Ms. Intan M. Ramli, Policy Fellow, ERIA 

15:00-15:15 Coffee break 

15:15-16.45 Issues of Interest to LDCs, including graduating LDCs, at the 
MC12* 

The upcoming MC12 should be seen as an important opportunity to reignite 
global interest in securing the interests of the LDCs in the context of the 
multilateral trading regime. There are several reasons for this: to revisit 
the Doha Round built-in agendas and decisions in favour of the LDCs; to 
discuss the concerns and interests of the LDCs in the context of newly 
emerging issues in the WTO and LDC stance in the plurilateral discussions; 

in view of the large number of LDCs being slated for graduation, to design 
a package of support for the graduating LDCs; to examine the rise of 
mega-regionals and discuss their implications for trade interests of the 
LDCs; to address the adverse implications of the ongoing trade war for the 
economies and trade interests of the LDCs; to examine the role of the WTO 
in view of decisions in support of LDCs in the context of the IPOA 2011 and 

Goal 17 of the SDGs. Of importance in this backdrop is the need to have a 
focused discussion at the MC12 on issues relating to the graduating LDCs 
many of which belong to the Asia-Pacific region. These LDCs will be 
required to take part in the discussion at the MC12 by taking into 
cognisance three perspectives: as current LDCs, as graduating LDCs over 
the near-term, and as future developing countries. The session will thus 



 

 

focus on strategies and initiatives on how MC12 discussions could be 
geared towards (a) implementing Doha Round decisions favouring the 

LDCs, (b) articulating LDC stance on new agendas, (c) strengthening the 
capacity of LDCs to participate in global trade from position of strength 
and (d) identifying the elements of a possible package of support in the 

WTO for graduating LDCs. 

Introduction: Paper summary*  
                    Nepal  
 

Moderator: Mustafizur Rahman, CPD, Bangladesh 
 
*A background paper prepared by Mustafizur Rahman, CPD, Bangladesh 

16:45-17:00 Wrap up of Day 1 

ESCAP secretariat 
 

Day 2 

9:00-10:30 Discussion on Issues / Proposals Relating to WTO Reforms 

One of the most urgent issues facing the WTO is how it can respond to the 

many challenges arising in recent years. To address these issues, many 

WTO Members have been discussing WTO reform for the past two years. 

This session will review the reform proposals from the main players 

including the EU, Canada and China, explain the main issues and their 

rationales, and help participants to formulate their own positions on the 

issues. 

 

Introduction: Singapore  

                    China 

                    

 

Moderator: Henry Gao, ARTNeT advisor, Singapore Management 

University, Singapore 

10:39-10.45 Coffee break 

10:45-12:15 Round table: Aid for trade and other support measures to 

accelerate achieving sustainable development through trade 

Given that AFT now has quite a long track record and is pretty well 
documented, the focus of this session is on what has worked well and how 
that can be harnessed for the future, to support LDCs graduation as well 
as the needs of those not on a graduation trajectory. Within this, the 
abiding question remains what the appropriate balance, per country, is 
between support for building supply side capacities (infrastructure in its 

various forms) and institutional capacities in relation to the new trade 
issues (digital; gender; finance; sustainability) that have emerged in the 
context of the JSIs and SDGs.  
 

Moderator: Peter Draper, Institute for International Trade, Australia 

Panelists:  

Ms. Nora Carina Dihel, World Bank 

Mr. Watcharas Leelawath, Mekong Institute 
Representative of Bangladesh (TBC) 



 

 

      

12:15-12:45 Summary and closing of the Regional Consultation Segment 

ESCAP secretariat 

12:45-14:00  Lunch break 

14:00-16:00 Capacity building segment:  

a) Trade Intelligence and Negotiation Adviser Tool 

b) Understanding NTMs 

ESCAP secretariat 

16:00-16:30 Evaluation and feedback for designing forward looking trade 

capacity building programme 

ESCAP secretariat and all participants 

 


