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Introduction 

Central America´s location, on a narrow isthmus that bridges two continents and 
oceans, renders it particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. Trade 
facilitation and the transition to sustainable production schemes represent wide 
opportunities for the improvement of Central America in adapting the process of 
climate change. 
 
Regional institutional structures and cooperation, transfer of green technologies, and 
food security sectoral policies are crucial to achieve an equilibrium between 
international trade development and minimizing of emissions of greenhouse gases 
(GHG). 
 
Due to different production and logistical processes involved, international trade has a 
direct effect on GHG emissions. Therefore, the implementation of strategies for 
sustainable and environmentally friendly production is needed in order to reduce GHG 
emissions and to promote an efficient integration into international markets. 

1. The role of international trade in the regional context 

With the signing of the General Treaty of Central American Economic Integration 
(TGIEC) in 1960, the Central American States made various efforts to increase 
intraregional trade; building up on the patterns of trade and productive 
complementarity in order to move towards the economic integration of their economies 
and to achieve a more competitive position in international markets. 
 
Since the Protocol to the General Treaty of Central American Economic Integration 
(Guatemala Protocol), signed in 1993, the region accelerated its gradual incorporation 
to the general framework of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995, except for 
Panama that formalized in 19971.  
 
This contributes to the signing of several Free Trade Agreements (FTA) with major 
strategic partners and important international markets like the United States, European 
Union, Mexico and Chile. Through this position in the regional policy with foreign 
countries, Central American countries have given legal certainty to their trade and 
investment relations with third parties, covering more than 80% of Central American 
trade with signed FTAs. 
 

                                                      
1
 For more information, see: https://www.wto.org/spanish/thewto_s/whatis_s/tif_s/org6_s.htm 
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Figure 1: Central American exports and imports in 2014 
 

Figure 1: Central America: Imports and exports 2014 

 
Source: Directorate of Economic Intelligence (SIECA).  

 
Source: Directorate of Economic Intelligence (SIECA). 

 

2. The relationship between international trade and GHG emissions 

 
As the effects of climate change begin to be evident on trade relations and production 
systems in the countries of the region (UNCTAD, 2015), the mitigation and adaptation to 
this phenomenon has become a pressing issue on the agenda of the Central American 
States. 
 
The correlation between the effects of international trade development in Central 
America and the intensity of GHG emissions has to be studied to fully understand the 
context of appropriate policies to balance the insertion in international markets. On this 
regard, there are several effects through which trade opening economies brings changes 
in the levels of GHG, as summarized WTO/UNEP (2009): 
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Figure 2: Effects of international trade on climate change 

 
Source: WTO/UNEP. 

3. Paradigm of international trade for the reduction of GHG emissions 

Trade facilitation encompasses all aspects related to the simplification and 
harmonization of documents, procedures and information flows associated to 
international trade (Echeverría, 2007). Through concrete measures on trade facilitation, 
Central American countries can ensure greater efficiency in the flow of important 
commodities for food and nutrition security (SAN), and lesser impacts on the cost matrix 
associated transport movement of the products. 
 
On the other hand, sustainable productive transformation combines a mix of policies, 
regulations and institutions that allow economies to evolve into sustainable productive 
activities, ensuring the availability of decent human conditions for future generations 
(UNCTAD, 2015). 
 
Therefore, in this manner, trade facilitation and sustainable production transformation 
are two key pillars to articulate specific measures to mitigate the impact of business on 
the environment and, at the same time, promoting competitive participation in 
international markets.  

3.1 Greater facilitation of trade and higher positive externalities 

The current management at border crossing points is one of the factors that significantly 
affect logistics performance in Central America. It is estimated that the combined cost of 
these shortcomings in border management increases the final price of the products 
traded in the region up to 12% (COMIECO, 2015). This has a direct impact on the final 
price and supply patterns of food commodities in the intra-regional market restricting 
the access to basic foodstuffs for the most vulnerable population. 
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Additionally, the obstacles encountered in the transit of goods by road, increase the 
impact of transport services on GHG emissions. According to the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), in 2010 transport services accounted 14% of world GHG 
emissions and international trade was one of the main activities that require this kind of 
services. The quick mobilization of goods by road and diversification of transport modes 
would reduce the final costs of goods to improve access to the population and minimize 
side effects of transport on the environment. 

Figure 3: Trade facilitation and positive externalities 

 
Source: Directorate of Economic Intelligence (SIECA). 

 

Some of the strategic actions that could be undertaken from a regional perspective in 
the area of trade facilitation are: 
 

Trade Facilitation and Competitiveness Strategy with emphasis on Coordinated Border 
Management (GDF) Execution: Adopted by the Council of Ministers for Economic 
Integration (COMIECO) in October 2015, this group of policies will reduce the costs 
associated with intra-regional and extra-regional trade and will improve the 
competitiveness of Central American exports by expediting the merchandises 
movement. 
 
Adaptation of safeguard mechanisms of FTAs: safeguard mechanisms in force through 
FTAs allow modify import tariffs in the importing country with a national security 
proposal. Make adaptations in the national approval mechanisms for safeguards will 
improve the responsiveness of the region in these situations.  
 
Diversification of transport modes: the road infrastructure deficit in the region 
combined with the complexity of procedures at border crossings; generates a charge on 
transport systems and international transit of goods, raising trade costs and the impact 
of transport services on the environment. Diversify modes of transport of goods using 
sea routes for short-haul intra-regional trade, represents an opportunity to improve 
logistics performance in Central America, minimizing the side effects of transport on the 
environment. 
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3.2 Sustainable productive transformation as platform for development  

New production structures friendly to the environment can satisfy the high quality 
standards of the Central American trading partners, allowing portfolio diversification of 
partners in the region, facilitating insertion of Central American products to the Global 
Value Chains (CGV). Some initiatives for the region in this area could be: 
 

Certification of export products, according to their GHG footprint: The certification 
verifies the sustainability of the production process and the origin of the inputs used in 
the production of the final merchandise in order to improve the accounting of GHG 
footprints, and taking advantage of certifications to drive the development of a regional 
brand with environment friendly characteristics. 
 
Support trading rules: The Central American Technical Regulations (RTCA) include the 
labeling, safety and quality rules of products for intra-regional trade. Adaptation and 
creation of regulations that support GHG footprint certification efforts represents an 
opportunity to promote the intra-regional market as a model of fair and sustainable 
trade. 
 
Strengthening sustainable value chains: The regional value chains (CRV) are a 
concatenated set of production, marketing and distribution activities for goods or 
services where two or more economies participate directly in the links that make it up. 
Through programs of technical assistance, research and sharing of best practices, is 
possible to strengthen the chains to adapting to climate change and environmental 
sustainability. 
 

Conclusions  

The adaptation of Central America to the effects of climate change represents a key 
challenge for insure high human development for future generations. To find the 
equilibrium between trade growth and GHG emissions reductions is a necessary 
condition to achieve the goal mentioned. 
 
Through trade facilitation and sustainable productive transformation, the Central 
American States can achieve several goals in the adaptation process for climate change 
and set up good opportunities in the short term to minimize the impacts related with 
these phenomena. 
 
The regional integration process in Central America is the appropriate forum to discuss 
and set dialogues to define a multi-sectorial agenda for moving forward in specific and 
coordinated actions which allow countries get solutions to this structural challenge. 
 
 


