COMMUNIQUE ON THE REGIONAL SEMINAR ON PAYMENTS SYSTEMS DEVELOPMENT AND INTERCONNECTVITY IN ECOWAS

The West African Monetary Agency (WAMA), in collaboration with the Bank of Sierra Leone held a regional seminar on payments systems with the theme: ‘Payments Systems Development and Interconnectivity in ECOWAS’ from 7th to 9th July 2009 at the Bank of Sierra Leone Complex, Kingtom in Freetown Sierra Leone. The seminar was designed to assess the status of payments systems, review the progress of the ongoing payments systems projects and examine the possibility of interconnectivity and interoperability of the existing payments systems in ECOWAS in terms of standards and procedures.

The seminar, which was declared open by Dr. Samura Kamara, Minister of Finance and Economic Development, also had in attendance, Mr. Sheku S. Sesay, Governor of the Bank of Sierra Leone, experts from the central banks of ECOWAS member States, the ECOWAS Commission, West African Bankers Association (WABA), Ghana Interbank Payments and Settlement Systems (GhIPSS), Nigeria Interbank Settlement Systems (NIBSS), commercial banks in Sierra Leone, the European Central Bank and SWIFT. 
Participants reviewed the status of development of the national and zonal payment systems currently existing within the sub-region and noted the significant advances of electronic payments systems in certain countries, notably, in the UEMOA zone, Ghana and Nigeria. The other countries like the Gambia, Guinea and Sierra Leone were in the process of establishing comprehensive payments systems based on the RTGS (Real Time Gross Settlement Systems) under a West African Monetary Zone project.  Furthermore, the participants considered issues relating to infrastructure and legal framework with the objective of determining modalities for upgrading and harmonizing the national payments systems within the scope of the proposed introduction of the ECOWAS single currency.
The discussions centered around the need to have a common platform in terms of infrastructure and legal framework to facilitate payments and cross border transactions in ECOWAS. Consequently, participants underscored the need to accelerate the process of infrastructure development by establishing RTGS system and to develop electronic payments systems at the regional level. In addition, participants emphasized the need for automated cheque clearing mechanisms at the national level initially, owing to the risks associated with such transactions.
To achieve the intended results, participants emphasized the need to:

· establish an expert Working Group with sub-groups to handle the issues relating to infrastructure development, legal framework, sensitization, standardization of payments systems instruments;

· define a clear and definite timeframe and establish appropriate structures to ensure effective monitoring of the implementation process;
· sensitize the political authorities, all stakeholders and the citizenry so as to obtain their buy-in; 
· strengthen capacity  of the payments system operators  by establishing relationships between the Universities and other capacity building institutions  and operators within the region;
· assign WAMA the responsibility to coordinate all activities relating to payment systems development and harmonization process in ECOWAS, in conformity with its mandate. To this end, central banks should make available to WAMA within a month, copies of their national laws on the payments systems.  
· expedite action towards creating a West African Central Switch to which all national switches could interconnect in the nearest future.
Finally, participants underscored the need for WAMA to strengthen its collaboration with the West African Monetary Institute (WAMI), West African Bankers Association (WABA), BCEAO and the other Central Banks in order to achieve synergy and expedite the ongoing efforts in payments systems development.
