PUBLIC

FTAA.ecom/inf/44

27 July 1999

Original:  English

Free Trade Area of the Americas 

Joint Government-Private Sector Committee of Experts on Electronic Commerce
A Canadian Proposal for Inclusion in the Recommendations of the FTAA Joint Government - Private Sector Committee of Experts on Electronic Commerce.

A number of issues related to electronic commerce have been raised over the last year, including strengthening the information infrastructure, increasing participation, clarifying marketplace rules and building marketplace confidence for electronic commerce in the hemisphere.  Some of these are amenable to immediate recommendations, some require further consideration in the context of the FTAA, and some need not be dealt with in the context of the FTAA (for example, taxation policy).

Recognizing that cooperation between governments, business and consumers is essential to ensuring that electronic commerce in the hemisphere flourishes, that governments should be cautious in establishing trade rules in such a quickly evolving field of activity, and that on-line businesses have a key role to play in building confidence in this medium, 

the Joint Committee recommends that governments, in all FTAA negotiations, take into account the following objectives for electronic commerce:

1) achieving the full social and economic potential of electronic commerce throughout the hemisphere through cooperation involving governments, business, and consumers;

2) promoting awareness among SMEs of the opportunities and benefits of electronic commerce and encouraging its use as an economically efficient way for accessing international markets;

3) ensuring technological neutrality in all agreements arising from the FTAA process;

4) enhancing the trade-liberalizing tendency of electronic commerce by minimizing barriers to and building enablers for electronic trade and recognizing the right of governments to pursue legitimate public policy objectives.

5) advancing a coherent approach to electronic commerce nationally and internationally.

With respect to the infrastructure for electronic commerce in the Americas, the Joint Committee recommends that governments create a competitive environment for the provision of basic telecommunications services by implementing the commitments of the GATS Agreement on Basic Telecommunications, including the Reference Paper on Regulatory Principles.

With respect to the question of the application of existing disciplines of the WTO to electronic commerce, the Joint Committee recommends that work continue in the context of the WTO to resolve questions such as the classification of electronic transmissions as goods or services and the application of various modes of service delivery.

With respect to the protection of intellectual property rights, the Joint Committee recommends that governments address the issues raised by the implementation and growth of global digital networks by working together in the context of WIPO, the WTO and the FTAA.

With respect to governments as model users of digital technology, the Joint Committee recommends that the governments of the FTAA make full use, where possible, of electronic means for the supply of government services, communications with citizens, and procurement.  

We recommend that the Joint Committee continue for another year, in order to focus specifically on those issues where discussions in the context of the FTAA process can provide added value to the development of international policy on electronic commerce.  In these issue areas, a newly-constituted Joint Committee could provide recommendations regarding how electronic commerce should be dealt with in the context of the FTAA negotiations.  The Joint Committee could also review issues referred to the Joint Committee by the Chairs of the FTAA negotiating groups.  The Joint Committee would not constitute a negotiating group.

A limited number of meetings could be planned for 2000.  The first meeting could focus on identification of priority issues for further discussion by the Joint Committee.  The Joint Committee would continue to provide limited time for government representatives only to meet; however duly accredited non-governmental participants would contribute fully to the work of the Joint Committee.  Government representatives would establish the consensus.

One key issue for further discussion is the development of infrastructure to support electronic commerce in the region: how can governments create a competitive environment for the provision of infrastructure and ensure access to that infrastructure?  

PAGE  
3

