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GHANA AND THE EU HELD THE FIRST ROUND OF NEGOTIATIONS ON A FLEGT VOLUNTARY PARTNERSHIPAGREEMENT.
Accra, Ghana, 2nd March  2007

In December, 2006, the Government of Ghana and the European Union issued a joint statement in Brussels declaring the move to formal negotiations on the Voluntary Partnership Agreement. The Ghana delegation was led by the Hon. Adjei-Yeboah (Dep. Minister in Charge of Forestry) and met with Commissioner Dimas, Commissioner for Environment and Director General for Development, Mr Manservisi.

As a follow-up to the process of formalisation, a delegation from the European Union, led by  Luis Riera Figueras, Director in Directorate General for Development, European Commission, visited Ghana to start negotiations on a Voluntary Partnership Agreement (VPA) with the Government of Ghana within the framework of the EU Forest Law Enforcement Governance and Trade (FLEGT) Action Plan. The first formal negotiation session was held on 1st March, 2007 in Accra. 
The Government of Ghana negotiating team was led by the Hon. Adjei-Yeboah.  The Ghana team is drawn from the Ministries of Finance & Economic Planning, Trade PSI and Private Sector Development, Lands, Forestry & Mines and the Attorney General’s Department.  The Timber Trade and Civil Society are providing support to the team.
The EU delegation was led by Luis Riera Figueras, of the European Commission and consisted of Filiberto Ceriani Sebregondi, Ambassador and Head of the EC Delegation in Accra and members of his staff. Representatives of the United Kingdom also participated, indicating broader EU commitment. 

The EU adopted its FLEGT Action Plan in 2003, in recognition of the increasing public concern with the social, economic and environmental consequences of illegal logging and related trade worldwide.  A key element of the Action Plan is a proposal to establish bilateral voluntary partnership agreements between the European Community and timber-producing countries. 
The EU is the largest importer of Ghana’s timber products. It shares Ghana’s objectives of protecting and sustainably managing its forests and ensuring that all timber it exports originates from legal and sustainable sources. Ghana also intends to address the problem of illegal logging to supply the domestic market through the VPA process. The European Community notes the efforts made by Ghana in reforming its forest sector and implementing sustainable forest management.  In this context, the development of Ghana’s Verification of Legal Timber Programme (VLTP), which incorporates a chain of custody system, is indicative of its determination to eliminate illegal timber from its timber trade.

Once concluded, the agreement will be legally binding on both parties and ensure that only legally harvested timber will be imported in the EU from Ghana. The agreement will reinforce Ghana's efforts to implement sustainable forest management and will provide for cooperation, knowledge-sharing, new control systems and capacity-building. 
In addition to the formal outputs, the EU delegation met with representatives from the forest industry, the civil society and the local communities which highlighted the various perspectives and the key challenges in the forest sector in Ghana.  
Ghana presented the intensive preparatory work accomplished so far and emphasised the ongoing participatory process with various stakeholders on all key stages in the development of the VPA. 
During the formal negotiations, Ghana and the EU confirmed the mutual commitment to the VPA process.  Agreement was reached on the stages of the road map for the negotiation process, the associated timeline and the practical considerations of the negotiation process. The Government of Ghana and the EU agreed on the various elements that need to be addressed during the negotiating process, including standard of legality, verification system, domestic market and its future, mitigating the impacts on livelihoods of the transition to legality, market access and trade promotion and monitoring indicators of the VPA. 

The roadmap outlines a participatory process, development of mechanisms for policy reforms in the forest sector and discussions on law enforcement and governance. The parties agreed that to achieve a sustainable agreement, it will be important to identify need for development assistance. Ghana and the EU acknowledged the complexity of the VPA process which needs to take into account a number of interlinked issues in order to achieve a sustainable agreement. 

Mr Riera Figueras remarked that in this leading role, "the one who strikes first, strikes the best. While the EU recognises the complexity of the forest governance issues and the associated implications he expressed his conviction that the commitment of the Government of Ghana with the support from civil society, the forest industry and local communities will reach a sustainable agreement". 

Honourable Adjei Yeboah stated that "Ghana is committed to the process and expects that the VPA will contribute to the already initiated Government of Ghana programmes on sustainable forest management, good governance and poverty reduction”.

Ambassador, Filiberto Ceriani Sebregondi, the Head of Delegation of the European Commission in Ghana, stated that "I am personally proud to be present in Ghana at the moment this negotiation starts. As Ghana is the first in Africa to embark in this process, the black star is playing its leading role. " 

The second negotiation session will be held in June 2007. 
