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MINISTERIAL MEETING OF THE 
EUROPEAN FREE TRADE ASSOCIATION

Vaduz, 21 June 2001

COMMUNIQUE

The European Free Trade Association (EFTA) held its spring Ministerial meeting in Vaduz, Liechtenstein, on 21 June 2001 under the chairmanship of Ernst Walch, Minister for Foreign Affairs, Liechtenstein. 

Ministers signed the updated EFTA Convention, a milestone in EFTA’s 40-year history. They expressed the view that the updated Convention provided an important contribution to the integration of the European market place. It would create conditions between the EFTA States that in many respects are similar to those between the EFTA States and the EU, provided by the EEA Agreement and the bilateral Agreements between Switzerland and the EU. The modernised Convention would strengthen the cooperation among the EFTA Member States and benefit their businesses and citizens alike; at the same time, it would provide a platform to improve their trade relations with third countries. 

Ministers expressed satisfaction with the signing of Free Trade Agreements with Croatia and Jordan. They noted that progress had been made in negotiations on a free trade agreement with Chile and emphasized that these negotiations should be finalized as soon as possible. Ministers furthermore stressed the importance of a rapid conclusion of the negotiations with Canada. They noted that the first round of negotiations on a free trade agreement with Singapore would take place in Oslo in July and expressed the view that these negotiations should be concluded by the end of this year. They also welcomed the holding of exploratory talks on a free trade agreement with South Africa. Ministers moreover noted with satisfaction the continuation of negotiations with Egypt and Tunisia, and that it had been agreed to hold a Joint Committee meeting with Yugoslavia under the Declaration of Cooperation.

EEA EFTA Ministers considered that the EEA Agreement continued to function well. They nevertheless saw a need for a more active participation of the EEA EFTA States in the decision shaping of EEA relevant EC legislation and in EU programmes. Ministers emphasized the importance of increased involvement in policy discussions relating to the development of the internal market and related cooperation. Ministers also welcomed the progress made in the enlargement process of the EU and emphasized the need to ensure simultaneous enlargement of the EEA Agreement. 
THE UPDATED EFTA CONVENTION

Ministers signed the updated EFTA Convention and agreed to aim for parallel entry into force of the Convention and the bilateral Agreements between Switzerland and EU, expected early next year.  They considered this to be a milestone in EFTA’s 40-year history. For the first time since the signing of the EFTA Convention in Stockholm in 1960 Member States agreed to substantial changes to the Convention. The conditions for trade in goods have been improved by removing technical barriers to trade, allowing for mutual recognition of certification of industrial products and facilitating trade in certain agricultural products. Substantial new provisions have been introduced on free movement of persons, investment and services, including land and air transport, public procurement, and intellectual property rights.  The updated Convention provided an important contribution to the integration of the European market place. It would create conditions between the EFTA States that in many respects are similar to those between the EFTA States and the EU, provided by the EEA Agreement and the bilateral Agreements between Switzerland and the EU.  Ministers expressed their conviction that the substantive modification of the Convention would further strengthen the cooperation among the EFTA Member States and benefit their businesses and citizens alike; at the same time it would provide a platform to further improve their trade relations with third countries.

EFTA THIRD-COUNTRY RELATIONS – SIGNING OF FREE TRADE AGREEMENTS WITH  CROATIA AND JORDAN

Ministers signed Free Trade Agreements with Croatia and Jordan, bringing up to eighteen
 the number of free trade agreements concluded by the EFTA States.  They noted that the conclusion of these agreements marked important steps towards consolidating the EFTA States’ networks in south-eastern Europe and in the Mediterranean region. 

As regards the EFTA States’ third-country relations in the Americas, Ministers expressed satisfaction that the Free Trade Agreement with Mexico would enter into force on 1 July for Mexico, Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland, and for Iceland later this year.. They noted that good progress had been made in the second round of negotiations on a free trade agreement with Chile, and emphasised that these negotiations should be finalised as soon as possible.  With regard to Canada, Ministers stressed the importance of a rapid conclusion of these negotiations.

Furthermore, Ministers welcomed that exploratory talks with Singapore had been successful and noted that the first round of negotiations on a free trade agreement would take place in Oslo between 2 and 6 July.  Ministers were of the view that these negotiations should be concluded by the end of this year.  They confirmed the objective to conclude an agreement that would be comprehensive and cover trade in goods and services, investment, government procurement, competition and intellectual property rights, and include an effective dispute settlement mechanism.  Ministers also welcomed the holding of exploratory talks on a free trade agreement with South Africa in Geneva the following week, and expressed their hope that these talks would soon lead to the opening of negotiations. 

Addressing relations with countries in the Mediterranean region, Ministers welcomed that negotiations both with Egypt and Tunisia continued. The conclusion of these agreements in due time would effectively contribute to the emerging Euro-Mediterranean free trade area.  Efforts had been made to finalize the agreement with Cyprus.

Ministers also welcomed that it had been agreed to hold a Joint Committee meeting under the Declaration of Cooperation between EFTA and Yugoslavia and hoped that conditions would soon be ripe to start negotiations on a free trade agreement with that country. 

They also noted that contacts with Mercosur and the GCC were continued.

Ministers took note with satisfaction that it had been possible to hold Joint Committee meetings with Poland, Slovenia and Romania during the first half of the year. They attached great importance to the regular holding of Joint Committee meetings in order to secure the good functioning of the EFTA States’ free trade agreements.

EFTA-EU CO-OPERATION

EEA EFTA Ministers considered that the EEA Agreement had continued to function well. Nevertheless, they saw a need for a more active participation of representatives of the EEA EFTA States in the decision shaping of EEA relevant EC legislation and EU programmes. Furthermore they committed themselves to make additional efforts to speed up the integration of new legislation into the agreement and to improve the implementation at national level. 

Ministers emphasized the importance of increased involvement in policy discussions relating to the development of the internal market and related cooperation. They welcomed the efforts made by the Swedish EU Presidency through extended contacts at political level for instance by inviting EFTA ministers to informal EU ministerial meetings relating to the internal market and consumer issues, as well as policy discussions in the cultural field. 

The Lisbon strategy and the follow-up at the Stockholm Summit, aiming at enhancing a knowledge-based society with more and better jobs, a modernized social model and sustainable development, represent a challenge also to the EFTA countries in general, and in relation to their participation in the EEA in particular. Ministers referred to the input made by the EFTA side to the Stockholm Summit and would welcome the possibility to be more actively involved in the follow-up of the strategy, referring to the next meeting in Barcelona.

Ministers welcomed the progress made in the enlargement process of the EU and emphasized the need to ensure simultaneous enlargement of the EEA Agreement. Expressing satisfaction with the improved dialogue with the EU Presidency and the European Commission on EEA relevant parts of the enlargement process, they referred to the position presented by the EEA EFTA countries with regard to the free movement of persons in relation to prospective new EU/EEA members.
EFTA ADVISORY BODIES

Ministers stressed the importance of the work of the EFTA advisory bodies, the Parliamentary Committee, and the Consultative Committee representing EFTA’s social partners, and welcomed the constructive contributions of these bodies to the work of the Association, particularly with regard to their important relations to the European Union institutions.
WTO

Ministers reaffirmed their commitment to continued trade liberalisation within the multilateral trading system and expressed their hope that it would be possible to launch a new round of negotiations at the next session of the WTO Ministerial Conference in Doha in November.  Ministers welcomed the progress achieved so far and stressed that it would be important to agree by end of July on the essential elements of what would be the Declaration to be adopted by Ministers in Doha. 
FAREWELL TO THE DEPUTY SECRETARY-GENERAL IN GENEVA AND NEW APPOINTMENTS

Ministers expressed gratitude for his valuable contribution to the Association to Mr. Grétar Mar Sigurdsson, who will leave his function in the coming months. They welcomed Mr. Pétur Gunnar Thorsteinsson, who will take up his duty as the new Deputy Secretary-General in Geneva in the coming months. Ministers also welcomed the reappointment of Mr. Carl Baudenbacher as judge in the EFTA Court.
NEXT MEETING

The next meeting of the Council at Ministerial level would take place in Geneva, on 
13 and 14 December 2001.

�	A separate newsletter has been issued on the contents of the updated EFTA Convention.


� 	Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Israel, Jordan, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia, Mexico, Morocco, Palestine Liberation Organization, Poland, Romania, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Turkey





