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1.
The Fourth Senior Trade/Economic Officials’ Meeting of BIMST-EC was held on 14th-15th January in Bangkok, Thailand.

2.
The meeting was attended by delegates from the People’s of Republic of Bangladesh, the Republic of India, the Union of Myanmar, the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka and the Kingdom of Thailand.   The delegation from the Kingdom of Bhutan attended the meeting as the new BIMST-EC member and was welcomed by the Meeting.   The list of delegates attending the meeting is at Annex - I.
Welcoming remarks 

3.
Mr.Yanyong Phuangrach, as the Head of Delegation of Thailand, extended a warm welcome to all delegates, particularly the delegation of the Kingdom of Bhutan as a new BIMST-EC Member.   The Opening Remarks by Mr.Yanyong Phuangrach is at Annex - II.

Election of Chairperson

4.
The Fourth Senior Trade/Economic Officials’ Meeting of BIMST-EC elected Mr.Yanyong Phaungrach, Deputy Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Commerce as the Chair by acclamation.  Sri Lanka, thereafter handed over the Chairmanship of the STEOM to Thailand.

Election of the Rapporteur and friends of the Rapporteur

5.
Mr. Chana Kanaratanadilok of Thailand was elected as the Rapporteur to the meeting and the delegates from India and Sri Lanka were elected as friends of the Rapporteur.

Adoption of the Agenda

6.
The Agenda as adopted by STEOM is at Annex - III.  
Organization of Work

7.
The meeting took note of the arrangements of the Fourth STEOM.  The programme of the Fourth STEOM is at Annex - IV.

Consideration of the Report of the Third Meeting of the Economic Forum

8.
Thailand, as the Chair of the Economic Forum, reported the outcome of the decisions of its Third meeting held on 13th January 2004 in Bangkok to the STEOM. The STEOM welcomed the setting-up of the BIMST-EC Chamber of Commerce and its secretariat in Colombo. The report of Economic Forum is at Annex - V. After discussing the report of the Economic Forum and its recommendations thereof, the STEOM agreed to recommend to the Trade/Economic Ministers the following:-

(i) The sectors and sub-sectors for the BIMST-EC have their genesis in  the UN ESCAP report of the 1997. Based on the then trade patterns, the report identified some of the sectors for economic cooperation amongst the BIMST-EC member countries. It has been observed that the patterns of trade and investment flows amongst the BIMST-EC member countries have changed since then. Some of the sectors and sub-sectors where the trade and investment flows have increased significantly over the years are not included in these identified sub-sectors. It is therefore felt necessary that a review of activities taken so far in the existing sectors and sub-sectors of BIMST-EC is taken. For this purpose, a Task Force be constituted inter alia to carry out the review. The Terms of Reference (TOR) for the Task Force, as agreed, is at Annex – VI.

(ii) Introduce long-term multiple entry BIMST-EC visa to facilitate the movement of business people of the BIMST-EC region based on the recommendation of national Apex Chambers of Commerce and Industries. The Meeting agreed that this issue could be more appropriately pursued by the Senior Officials’ Meeting. 

(iii) To explore the possibility of having a scheme relating to issuance of “Business Travel Card” to the accredited businessmen of the member countries, on the lines of APEC Business Travel Card.   
(iv) All future sub-sectoral meetings under the Trade and Investment sector be jointly organized by public and private sectors and as decided in its Dhaka Meeting. These meetings can be held on a voluntary rotational basis. The host country will only provide the conference facilities and secretarial support at its own cost and the member countries would meet the cost of participation of their delegations.

Review of the progress reports of the Sectoral Committee on Trade and Investment and its sub-sectors thereof

9.
The Report of the Second Meeting of the BIMST-EC Sectoral Committee on Trade and Investment held in Dhaka on 4th -5th November 2003, was presented to the STEOM by Bangladesh and is placed at Annex - VII. The STEOM noted that as agreed, Bangladesh is in the process of preparing Terms of Reference for getting a project funded on the Trade Facilitation issues that are discussed in the Sectoral Committee Meeting. The TOR will be circulated in the near future to all the member countries for their consideration.

10.
The Meeting noted that the sub-sectoral expert meetings were held in the year 2003 in respect of Horticultural and floricultural products, Tea and coffee, Gems and Jewellery, Processed Food, Drug and Pharmaceuticals, Coconut and Spices, and Textiles and clothing.  The respective reports are at Annex –VIII-XIII.

11.
The STEOM also noted that the sub-sectoral meeting for Automotive Industry and parts could not be held due to lack of timely confirmation by the member countries. The STEOM directed the chair country to arrange the meeting in 2004 and continue its work. The Meeting welcomed and appreciated Thailand’s invitation to all BIMST-EC member countries to participate in the International Motor Show and the exhibition on automobile and parts and Food Festival in Thailand in the year 2004. 

12.
The STEOM agreed with the recommendations of the expert group on textiles and clothing relating to the ESCAP report (November 2001) “Prospects for BIMST-EC cooperation in textiles and clothing following abolition of the Multi-Fibre Arrangement (MFA)” that the study needs updating and directed the chair country to take up the issue with ESCAP secretariat. It further agreed that this updating also include study on the implications of MFA to the BIMST-EC member countries. The members recommended that in the study a nominee from each member country, as far as practicable, should also be included. This study should be completed by July 2004.

13.
The STEOM desired that it is necessary that all the sub-sectoral meetings are activity-oriented to give thrust and yield definite results.

Consideration of the Draft Framework Agreement of BIMST-EC Free Trade Area (FTA)

14.
Sri Lanka, the Chair of the Group of Experts (GOE) to draft the Framework Agreement of the BIMST-EC FTA presented the Report of the GOE highlighting the salient features of the Agreement. The STEOM appreciated the excellent work done by the Group of Experts in preparing the Draft of Framework Agreement within the shortest possible time. Bangladesh proposed that the negotiations for liberalizing trade in services and investments be based on a positive list approach and a provision also made for a mechanism to compensate LDCs for a possible revenue loss that may occur due to tariff preferences. 

15. After detailed discussions, the STEOM agreed to make the following changes in the draft Framework Agreement submitted by the GOE: -

(i) To insert the words “through a positive list approach” at the end of the first sentence of Article 4.  
(ii) To insert the words “through a positive list approach” at the end of the sentence of Article 5(c).  
(iii) Article 6.4 in the amended form will read as follows:

“The Parties further agree to provide technical support, to the extent possible, to the LDC Parties in their efforts to comply with the SPS and TBT requirements of the BIMST-EC countries. For this purpose, bilateral negotiations for fast tracking the process of MRAs, conformity assessment, accreditation procedures or any other necessary arrangements will be carried out in parallel with negotiations for FTA in goods.”

16. On the issue of a provision for establishing a mechanism for compensating the possible revenue loss, the delegation from Bangladesh informed that a similar provision exists in the recently concluded SAFTA Agreement. The STEOM was informed that this issue has been addressed in the report of the GOE which has proposed that such proposal could be discussed in the Trade Negotiating Committee which would negotiate the FTA in Goods as it would appear appropriate there. Upon further discussions, the STEOM felt that some of the member countries do not have necessary mandate to agree to such a proposal   being incorporated in the Framework Agreement. It was decided that this issue would need to be brought before the Trade/Economic Ministers for resolution in the ensuing meeting scheduled for 7th February 2004 in Phuket, Thailand.

It was decided that the necessary text would be incorporated in Article 3.3 (a) of the draft Framework Agreement after the words “other related matter, including” in square brackets as follows: -

[ a possibility of establishing a mechanism for compensation of possible revenue losses that may occur to LDC Parties  due to tariff preferences and]
17.
The draft Framework Agreement incorporating the agreed amendments and unresolved issue at Article 3.3 (a) is at Annex – XIV. 

18.
The issue of the level of signing of the Framework Agreement was discussed by the STEOM. The GOE had recommended that the Agreement should be signed at the level of Trade/Economic Ministers in the presence of the Leaders.  India informed that for the sake of greater visibility it would prefer the Framework Agreement being signed by the Leaders. However, the STEOM was informed by Thailand that the signing ceremony will be on 8th February 2004 in Phuket before the Gala Dinner hosted by the Thai Prime Minister. Based on the discussions held on the subject, a consensus was reached that the Agreement be signed by Trade/Economic Ministers in the presence of the Leaders and that the host country may make necessary arrangements in this regard. 

19.
The STEOM noted that after signing of the Framework Agreement, a Trade Negotiating Committee (TNC) would need to be constituted to conduct negotiations on FTA in Goods, Services and Investments. It recommended that Thailand being the chair country of the STEOM may chair the TNC.

20.
A question was raised whether Nepal and Bhutan would be expected to sign the draft Framework Agreement on 8th February 2004. Their attention was invited to Article 14.1 of the draft Framework Agreement which provides  “This Agreement shall be open for accession to any new member country of BIMST-EC which notifies its intention in writing to the Parties”.

21.
With regard to the clarification sought by Thailand for providing for phasing out of items under the negative list, it was explained to the STEOM that to begin with no tariff concession would be exchanged on items in the negative list. However, such an exchange of concessions at a later stage may be agreed through mutual consultations.

22.
The STEOM agreed to the recommendation of the GOE that after the signing of the Framework Agreement, the Agreement could be notified to the WTO under the Enabling Clause decision of 1979 for FTA in Goods and under Article V of GATS for FTA in Services. However, so far as the timing of notifying to the WTO is concerned, and the procedure to be followed in this regard could be handled by the TNC. 

Draft Agenda for the 5th BIMST-EC Trade/Economic Ministerial Meeting

23.
The Draft Agenda for the 5th BIMST-EC Trade/Economic Ministerial Meeting to be held on 7th February 2004 at Phuket, Thailand, prepared by the STEOM is at Annex – XV.
Date and Venue of the 5th BIMST-EC Senior Trade/Economic Officials’ Meeting and the 6th BIMST-EC Trade/Economic Ministerial Meeting

24.
The delegation of Bangladesh informed the Meeting that they would be hosting these meetings in March 2005 at Dhaka.  

 Other Matters

23.
The delegates expressed their deep appreciation to the warm hospitality, secretariat assistance and excellent arrangement made by the Government of Thailand for the STEOM.

Adoption of the Report of the 4th BIMST-EC Senior Trade/Economic Officials’ Meeting

24.
The Report of the 4th BIMST-EC Senior Trade/Economic Officials’ Meeting was adopted en bloc.
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