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Russia is seeking to occupy a place in the world economy which is consistent with its manpower, industrial and research potential, and to become an equal trad​ing partner in the world market. Entry to the World Trade Organisation is therefore a pre​dictable and logical step. Furthermore, it is nec​essary to consolidating domestic reform and ensuring its successful implementation.

The negotiation process regarding Russia's entry to the WTO started in 1995. The negotia​tions addressed four aspects: access to the mar​ket of goods, access to the market of services, the terms of joining the WTO Agreement on Agriculture and so-called systemic entry issues, i.e. the issue of conformity of the Russian legis​lation with WTO standards and principles. Negotiations regarding the access of goods and services to the Russian market have been under way since 1998 (entry to the services market became a subject of discussion in early 2000). It is fair to say that the negotiating process was appreciably intensified in mid-2001.

The start of this year saw an important event. At its regular official meeting in Geneva in January, the Working Party dealing with the entry of the Russian Federation into the WTO passed a resolution to start drafting a Working Party report on Russia's entry. It should be noted here that the Working Party Report is an essential element of the overall entry package. In fact, the WP Report will be a sort of agree​ment regarding the terms of Russia's entry into the WTO. Incidentally, soon after the Russian Economic Forum in London, namely, on April 23-24, the Working Party is to hold a first read​ing of the Report, with a second reading to fol​low in mid June. At those meetings, the Working Party will discuss all aspects of Russia's WTO membership, focusing on the commitments that will have to be made by Russia in the course of the entry process.

The January meeting of the Working Party saw significant progress made in the negotia​tions regarding the access of goods to the Russian market. By the start of this year, about three-quarters of the 11,000 tariffs being negoti​ated had been agreed. Yet, considerable effort is required in order to achieve progress in negotia​tions concerning certain other commodities, such as cars, civil aircraft and furniture. In deal​ing with several countries, the number of outstanding tariff positions has been reduced sub​stantially, so tariff negotiations with 10 to 12 of these countries are expected to be completed and protocols executed this year.

As regards services the progress of the negoti​ations has been slower and there is a lot still to be accomplished at the negotiating table. The great​est difficulties exist in the financial sector and especially in the insurance services sector, where Russian companies seek to restrict access to for​eign competitors. At the same time, a multilater​al meeting concerning telecommunications held in January made some progress. The mutual understanding achieved is set to remove any potential restrictions on investment in the telecommunications sector that could be imposed.

Agriculture seems to remain the most difficult area and where the least progress has been made in the negotiations. The stumbling block is the level of government support for agriculture and export subsidies. Russia insists on providing USD 16.2 billion in government support per annum, But Russia's negotiating partners, particularly Australia and New Zealand, have requested that this support is practically eliminated and export subsidies abolished. Russia cannot accept that. Generally speaking, Russia could move as far in that direction as other WTO members have been doing, but so far they have not taken any steps of this kind. It should be remembered that Russia is a huge country in terms of area and therefore commercially effective food exports from some of its regions will not be possible unless subsidies are available.

At its January meeting the Working Party also discussed Russia's trading regime. Most delega​tions agreed that over the past 18 months Russia had taken huge steps to reform its legislation to bring it into line with WTO standards and principles. However, some problems still remain. One of them, as identified by Russia's partners, is too much red tape as regards customs procedures, which is not in line with WTO standards. Russia's partners are also concerned about some provisions of Part IV of the Russian Civil Code, cur​rently being elaborated, which may result in com​plications for the protection of intellectual prop​erty in Russia I would like to point out, however, that Russian legislators are aware that a lot is yet to be done to bring Russian legislation into line with WTO rules and regulations.

We agreed with our partners that intensive bilateral negotiations concerning goods and serv​ices would be held this winter and during the coming spring. We expect that the development of the terms of Russia's entry to the WTO will be almost complete by next autumn. However, that does not mean that all the terms will be agreed by then. In other words, it should not be expected that Russia will be all set to enter the WTO by the end of this year, although some influential figures have uttered words in favour of such a scenario. I would like to point out in this connection that the outlook for Russia's entry to the WTO in 2003 is not impossible, but should be regarded as quite optimistic.

As for the timing and terms of Russia's entry to the WTO, the highly principled and unwavering approach that we have been adhering to is that Russia will join the WTO only when the overall balance of rights and obligations stemming from entry are favourable to the Russian economy and will promote its dynamic growth. Liberalisation of market access for goods and services should not cause damage to the respective sectors of the Russian economy, especially those being mod​ernised and/or restructured. This means that Russia's entry should be based on relevant WTO standards and principles only, without any refer​ences to the terms on which other countries have joined and these should not be used as arguments in the negotiations with Russia.

At present, over 120 discriminatory measures are being used against Russia The experience of the past few years clearly indicates that Russia's exports cannot be effectively protected without WTO mechanisms.

Also, it is critical that Russia is involved in developing new rules of international trade, which feature well-defined and clear principles such as transparency, predictability, non-discrim​ination and national treatment, minimisation of government regulation of the economy and for​eign economic relations. So far, Russia has not had this opportunity.

The WTO Ministerial Conference held in Doha, Qatar in November 2001 launched a new round of multilateral trade negotiations. Having made arrangements with its partners, Russia managed to obtain the maximum that can possi​bly be gained by a candidate nation; its represen​tatives will be able to participate in all the negoti​ations, yet, will not be able to vote on or influence any decisions. Only after Russia becomes a full member of the WTO will it have the right to vote just like any other WTO member-nation. This is another weighty argument against unreasonable delays in the entry process. If Russia enters the WTO before the new round of multilateral trade negotiations is completed, this would be in line not only with Russian interests, but also with the interests of the World Trade Organisation, which would then become truly world-wide in scope.
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