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EFTA MINISTERIAL MEETING

Geneva, 13 December 2001

COMMUNIQUE

The European Free Trade Association (EFTA) held its autumn Ministerial meeting in Geneva, Switzerland, on 13 December 2001 under the chairmanship of Mr. Ansgar Gabrielsen, Minister of Trade and Industry, Norway.  Ministers also met with the EFTA Parliamentary Committee.

Ministers welcomed the successful outcome of the WTO Ministerial Conference in Doha and the decision to launch a new round of multilateral trade negotiations.  They underlined that EFTA’s policy of making free trade agreements complemented and supported the WTO global approach.

Ministers expressed their satisfaction with EFTA's progress in negotiating free trade agreements in the Americas and Asia.  With Singapore, a draft agreement had been reached. This draft agreement is now under consideration by EFTA governments. It is expected to be signed in the first half of 2002. Such an agreement would be the first free trade agreement between East Asian and European countries. Negotiations progressed well with Chile, and the free trade negotiations with Canada were expected to be completed soon.  Ministers affirmed that the aim should be to conclude both agreements in the first half of 2002.  They noted the efforts made to advance ongoing negotiations with Egypt and Tunisia and the positive outcome of exploratory talks with South Africa on a free trade agreement.

With regard to the enlargement of the European Union, Ministers underlined the importance of close co-ordination with the EU and the urgency for preparations on the EFTA side.  They reiterated the importance of achieving a simultaneous enlargement of the European Economic Area.  At the same time the existing free trade agreements with the candidate countries would be replaced by the EEA Agreement and the bilateral agreements between Switzerland and the EU.
Wishing to maintain the homogeneity of the European Economic Area and the efficiency of the extended internal market, EEA EFTA Ministers welcomed the examination of possible technical adjustments to the EEA Agreement, as a result of changes in the Maastricht and Amsterdam Treaties.  Ministers reiterated their call for a more active EFTA involvement in the follow-up to the EU’s Lisbon Strategy.  They agreed to provide substantial EEA EFTA input to the upcoming Barcelona summit.

WTO

Ministers welcomed the successful outcome of the WTO Ministerial Conference in Doha and the decision to launch a new round of multilateral trade negotiations.  They reaffirmed the EFTA States’ commitment to trade liberalisation and expressed the hope that the new round would improve the framework conditions for administrations and economic operators leading to sustainable growth.  At the same time, they emphasised that EFTA’s policy of making free trade agreements complemented and supported the global agenda.  They welcomed the accession of new members to the WTO and underlined that the entry of China and Chinese Taipei was an important step towards making the WTO universal.

EFTA INTERNAL CO-OPERATION

Ministers recalled that the agreement amending the EFTA Convention signed in Vaduz on 21 June 2001 (Vaduz Convention) would soon replace the Stockholm Convention of 1960 as the basis for EFTA's work.  They noted with satisfaction that preparations were under way for the orderly entry into force of the Convention next year, as well as its regular update.  Ministers reiterated their objective that the updated Convention should enter into force in parallel with the bilateral agreements between Switzerland and the European Union.  The new convention would significantly deepen the relations between the EFTA countries, covering new areas such as free movement of persons, investments, services, including air, road and rail transport, intellectual property matters and public procurement, in addition to goods.  Ministers underlined the importance of further developing transparency and information activities in EFTA.  

EFTA THIRD-COUNTRY RELATIONS

Ministers welcomed that a draft free trade agreement had been reached with Singapore. It is now under consideration by EFTA governments. It is expected to be signed in the first half of 2002. The draft agreement is broad in scope and includes chapters on goods, services, investments, government procurement, competition and intellectual property. It would be the first free trade agreement between East Asian and European countries. 
With regard to the free trade negotiations with Canada, Ministers noted the ongoing efforts to make progress and expected Canada to take the necessary steps leading to their early conclusion.  Ministers expressed satisfaction that the talks with Chile were proceeding well and affirmed their hope of concluding the negotiations during the first half of 2002.  They noted that with the recent entry into force of the free trade agreement with Mexico, and the addition of agreements with Canada and Chile, the EFTA States would have completed three transatlantic free trade agreements.

Turning to EFTA relations with countries in the Mediterranean area, Ministers noted the efforts made to advance the ongoing free trade negotiations with Egypt and Tunisia and expressed the hope that progress could be made in the negotiations with Cyprus.  A successful conclusion of the negotiations with these countries was important in order to create equal opportunities for EFTA economic operators in the region and would contribute to the goal of building a large Euro-Mediterranean free trade area.  

Ministers noted the positive outcome of the exploratory talks with South Africa in June, and expressed their hope that conditions would be ripe for starting negotiations on a free trade agreement soon.  They underlined that such an agreement would further contribute to parallelism between the EU and EFTA for the business community as well as strengthen political and economic ties between the EFTA States and South Africa. 

Ministers welcomed a decision taken at the Joint Committee meeting between the EFTA States and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia in September to establish a Sub-Committee to prepare the ground for future negotiations on a free trade agreement.  Such an agreement would be an important contribution by EFTA to the integration of Yugoslavia into European economic co-operation.  

Ministers noted with satisfaction that Joint Committee meetings with the three Baltic States, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, had been held in November. They underlined that it was important to keep close contacts with the EU candidate countries so that adaptations of the EFTA countries’ relations with them could be clarified and prepared well before their accession to the EU. 

EFTA-EU CO-OPERATION

In light of the increased intensity of the European Union enlargement process, Ministers attached great urgency to technical preparations on the EFTA side. Ministers noted with satisfaction the consensus at the EEA Council meeting in October on the importance of achieving simultaneous enlargement of the EU and the EEA. In this respect, they noted that the EEA Joint Committee was working on clarifying the necessary procedures and legal instruments required for EEA enlargement.  Moreover, Ministers underlined the importance of exchange of information between the EU and the EFTA States on important issues in the enlargement negotiations. EFTA free trade agreements with provisions for free trade in fish will be replaced by the EEA Agreement when candidate countries join the EU/EEA.  Efforts must be made to maintain free trade in fish in order not to introduce new barriers to trade.  In the case of Switzerland, Ministers noted that the EFTA free trade agreements with countries joining the EU would be replaced by the bilateral agreements between Switzerland and the EU.

Ministers reaffirmed that in the common interest of the EU and the EEA EFTA countries, legal homogeneity in the internal market should be maintained.  Ministers recalled that the EEA Council of 9 October had observed that a number of EEA provisions were identical in substance to EC treaty provisions as they had been before changes were introduced by the Maastricht and Amsterdam Treaties.  The fact that these changes had not been reflected in the EEA Agreement might affect the legal homogeneity of the EEA. The EFTA side was prepared to look into the question of technically adapting the EEA Agreement accordingly. Ministers stressed that it was not the intention to renegotiate the Agreement but to maintain its original purpose in the interest of both parties.

Ministers reiterated their call for a more active EFTA involvement in the follow-up to the EU’s Lisbon Strategy. The EEA EFTA States were establishing an action plan, which would identify the specific EEA relevance. It would outline what issues would be affected by the new processes and how the EEA EFTA States could respond in the best way. EEA EFTA States should provide input to the decision-shaping and implementation of acquis, and make parallel initiatives to processes falling outside the EEA framework. Ministers agreed to provide substantial EEA EFTA input to the upcoming Barcelona summit.

Ministers took note that the ratification procedure on the seven new bilateral agreements between Switzerland and the EU was about to be finalized so that the agreements could enter into force in the first half of 2002. They were further informed about the 10 new negotiation issues with the EU, such as processed agricultural products, services, customs fraud, taxation of savings, as well as judicial and police co-operation, which would later also have an impact on EFTA internal relations.

ADVISORY BODIES

Ministers exchanged views with EFTA's Parliamentary Committee members on EFTA-related matters.  They expressed their appreciation for the Committee's successful conference on EFTA-EU relations and EU enlargement in Oslo on 13 and 14 November. The conference had brought together parliamentarians from the EU/EEA candidate countries and other EFTA partner countries to discuss the implications of enlargement.  Ministers noted that the EFTA parliamentarians had moreover, in co-operation with their colleagues in the European Parliament, recently presented resolutions on current issues such as governance and EEA competition policies in the Joint EEA Parliamentary Committee.

Ministers noted that the EFTA Consultative Committee, which enjoys fruitful co-operation with its counterpart in the EU, the Economic and Social Committee (ESC), had contributed actively to a meeting in Oslo on 10 December 2001 on the enlarged Single Market, hosted by the ESC’s Single Market Observatory. 

NEXT MEETING

The next meeting of the Council at Ministerial level will take place in Egilsstaðir, Iceland, on 27 and 28 June 2002.

