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I. Context 

The EFTA States and the Philippines held their first Joint Committee meeting under the  

EFTA – Philippines Free Trade Agreement (FTA), which entered into force 1 June 2018 for the 

Philippines, Norway, Liechtenstein and Switzerland, and on 1 January 2020 for Iceland. The 

Joint Committee was preceded by the first meeting of the Sub-Committee on Trade in Goods 

on 9 January 2023.  

Ms Karin Büchel, Minister and head of the Free Trade Agreements/EFTA division at the Swiss 

State Secretariat for Economic Affairs, acted as the EFTA spokesperson, while Dr Ceferino 

Rodolfo, Undersecretary at the Philippine Department of Trade and Industry, headed the 

Philippine delegation. 

II. General assessment  

Delegations confirmed the overall smooth functioning of the EFTA – Philippines FTA. They did 

not identify substantial implementation issues and explored ways to further improve the 

understanding of the functioning of the Agreement and its economic effects in practice. They 

also held first discussions on areas where new developments have occurred since the entry 

into force of the Agreement, including disciplines on domestic regulation in services and 

government procurement. In addition, EFTA and the Philippines had a constructive exchange 

on the implementation of the trade and sustainable development chapter of the Agreement, 
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with discussion on a wide range of topics related to labour, climate change policies and 

sustainable wildlife and forest management. 

III. Individual agenda items 

The Joint Committee adopted Decision 1 of 2023 establishing its rules of procedure. 

EFTA and the Philippines engaged in an exchange of information on developments in their 

respective domestic economies and foreign trade relations. Both sides reported that while 

their economies had recovered well from the Covid crisis, with growth figures recorded, the 

main challenge ahead was inflation. Delegations also informed each other about their 

respective agendas for free trade negotiations. 

Concerning trade in goods, the Joint Committee received an oral report from the Sub-

Committee on Trade in Goods on January 9, 2023, which was equally productive. Delegations 

took further successful steps towards resolving pending issues in connection with the 

reimbursement of customs duties and exchanged views on the HS 2022 updating of the 

different annexes and the appendices to the Agreement. In addition, delegates discussed 

developments in trade facilitation. To this end, EFTA had shared its updated model text with 

the Philippines before the meeting. Delegations further exchanged views about the 

implementation of the import licensing requirements for fish and marine products as well as 

recent developments in the Philippines with regard to imports of fertiliser. Finally, EFTA and 

the Philippines agreed on the usefulness and importance of assessing preference utilisation 

rates under the Agreement and to continue their annual exchange of data. They will organise 

a joint workshop on this topic in the first quarter of this year. 

On trade in services, the Philippines reported about its continued unilateral liberalisation of 

trade in services. Delegations further had a preliminary discussion on services domestic 

regulations under the corresponding Joint Statement Initiative at the WTO. Regarding 

government procurement, delegates exchanged views about ongoing negotiations and 

possible market access commitments as well as the Philippines’ observer status in the WTO 

Government Procurement Agreement Committee.  
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As part of EFTA’s enhanced mechanism regarding the monitoring of the trade and sustainable 

development chapter, EFTA had submitted a series of questions in advance related to the 

implementation of the TSD chapter. These questions referred , inter alia, on the 

implementation and ratification of several international labour conventions as well as the 

Philippines’ domestic policies on freedom of association, child labour, gender equality, 

sustainable management of forests and climate change. In its responses, the Philippines 

referred in particular to the positive steps taken by its government, including the finalisation 

of a tripartite roadmap and the decision to accept a high-level tripartite mission of the 

International Labour Organization (ILO) to the Philippines in January 2023. In addition, the 

Philippines reiterated its strong commitment to the prevention and abolition of child labour. 

On environmental and climate policies, the Philippines touched upon the focus of the current 

administration on renewable energies and the legislative developments in the field of 

sustainable management of forests and the implementation of CITES in the country. Overall, 

this exchange contributed to a comprehensive and informative discussion during the meeting 

and allowed concerns to be expressed. The Joint Committee will continue to monitor the 

implementation of the trade and sustainable development chapter at the next meeting. 

On technical cooperation, EFTA informed the Philippines of progress in the elaboration of a 

webtool to help the business community and other interest groups to fully reap the benefits 

of the FTA. 


