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SUMMARY 
A key function of the World Trade Organization (WTO) is to serve for its members as a forum for the 
negotiation of global trade rules. However, since the WTO's foundation in 1995, WTO members have 
largely failed to meet their self-defined negotiating objectives as set out in the comprehensive 2001 
Doha Development Agenda (DDA). By the time of the 2024 Abu Dhabi Ministerial Conference, WTO 
members had settled on merely two multilateral agreements in almost 30 years: a 2013 agreement 
on trade facilitation and a partial agreement on fisheries subsidies, concluded in 2022.  

As some of the DDA's trade liberalisation items were dropped and negotiations on other items have 
stalled, sub-sets of WTO members have found other ways to craft new trade rules outside the WTO: 
either through bilateral or regional preferential trade agreements or through plurilateral trade 
negotiations, leading to the fragmentation of rules and questioning of the WTO's legitimacy. 
Modelled on the successful conclusion in 1997 of the first WTO plurilateral agreement eliminating 
tariffs on information technology, groups of WTO members led by developed countries set up two 
separate tracks of plurilateral talks on liberalising trade in services and in environmental goods in 
2013 and 2014 respectively. Both stalled in 2016 and virtually ended market access-enhancing 
efforts within the WTO. In 2017, a group of members launched three initiatives – on domestic 
services regulation, investment facilitation and e-commerce – to re-invigorate the WTO's 
negotiating function. The initiatives marked a shift from a new market access-seeking approach to 
an approach prioritising trade and investment facilitation with a strong development dimension. 
Albeit more successful, their incorporation into the WTO legal architecture has been challenging 
given opposition from some members. If opposition were overcome, plurilaterals could be a means 
of multilateralising new trade rules, as was the case for the 'codes of conduct' under the pre-WTO 
GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade) regime by 1995. 

To retain legitimacy and relevance, experts suggest that the WTO could do more to leverage its role 
as a forum for deliberating emerging issues, such as plastics pollution, trade and gender, green and 
fossil fuel subsidies, trade and industrial policies, carbon border mechanisms and regulatory action, 
for sustainable trade towards concrete negotiated outcomes. 

IN THIS BRIEFING 

 The WTO's main functions and legal
architecture

 Negotiation of multilateral agreements
 Negotiation of plurilateral agreements
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 European Parliament position 
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The WTO's main functions and legal architecture 
The World Trade Organization (WTO) was set up on 1 January 1995 under the Marrakesh Agreement 
on Establishing the WTO at the end of the Uruguay Round of multilateral trade negotiations 
(1986-1994), held under the auspices of the 1947 General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), 
the WTO's predecessor. The Marrakesh Agreement among other things sets out the organisation's 
scope, functions, structure, and decision-making. The WTO has the following major functions:  

 a negotiating (rule-making) function to craft new disciplines for global trade; 
 a deliberative function to debate new challenges to global trade for potential future 

rule-making;  
 a monitoring function to follow global trade trends and members' trade policies and 

implementation of WTO rules through the regular trade policy review mechanism for 
all members and transparency (notification requirements relating to member's trade 
policy measures);  

 an adjudication function to settle trade disputes among WTO members; 
 a capacity building function for developing countries. 

The WTO is member-driven. Its secretariat has merely a support function – it is not empowered to 
take measures against WTO members for non-compliance with WTO rules. WTO members take 
decisions when they meet biannually at ministerial conferences or outside of these in the General 
Council (GC). The institutional set-up includes a Goods Council, a Services Council, and a TRIPS 
Council and committees. After the 2024 accession of Comoros and Timor-Leste, the WTO's 
membership grew to 166 countries and customs territories accounting for 98 % of global trade. The 
WTO continues the GATT practice of taking decisions by consensus only, forgoing the option to 
proceed to a vote for which rules are set out in Articles IX and X of the Marrakesh Agreement. 

Figure 1 – Basic structure of the trade agreements included in the Marrakesh Agreement 

Source: WTO. 

The Uruguay Round agreements listed above can be found in Annexes 1A to 1C of the Marrakesh 
Agreement. Annex 2 covers the Dispute Settlement Understanding. Annex 3 contains the Trade 
Policy Review Mechanism. Annex 4 lists two plurilateral trade agreements concluded as an 
exception to the WTO's most favoured nation (MFN) principle: the Agreement on Trade in Civil 
Aircraft and the Agreement on Government Procurement. 

Trade in services 

• General Agreement on Trade in Services 
(GATS) 
Annexes: 

• Movement of natural persons  
• Air transport services 
• Financial services  
• Maritime transport services  
• Telecommunications 

Trade in goods 

• General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) 
• Agreement on Agriculture 
Trade defence measures: 
• Anti-dumping agreement  
• Agreement on subsidies and countervailing measures 
• Agreement on safeguards  
Non-tariff barriers to trade: 
• Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures Agreement (SPS) 
• Technical Barriers to Trade Agreement (TBT) 
• Agreement on import licensing procedures 
• Agreement on customs valuation 
• Pre-shipment inspection agreement  
• Agreement on rules of origin  
• Trade-Related Investment Measures (TRIMs) Agreement 

Intellectual property rights 

• Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of 
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS), as 
amended in 2017 

https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/04-wto_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/04-wto_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/fact4_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/inbrief_e/inbr_e.htm
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/GC/W864.pdf&Open=True
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/tpr_e/trade_monitoring_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/org2_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/bodies_divisions_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/a1_comoros_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/inbrief_e/inbr_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/org1_e.htm
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2180230
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/agrm1_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/ursum_wp.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/agrmntseries1_wto_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/28-dsu_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/29-tprm_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/29-tprm_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/fact2_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/air-79_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/air-79_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/rev-gpr-94_01_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/26-gats_01_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/47-dsnat_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/26-gats_02_e.htm#annats
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/48-dsfin_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/49-dsmar_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/50-dstel_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/06-gatt_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/14-ag_01_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/19-adp_01_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/24-scm_01_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/25-safeg_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/15sps_01_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/17-tbt_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/23-lic.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/20-val.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/21-psi_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/22-roo_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/18-trims_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/31bis_trips_01_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/31bis_trips_01_e.htm
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Negotiation of multilateral agreements 
The strict consensus principle that governs WTO negotiations, the diversity of interests within an 
increasingly heterogeneous membership, and growing geopolitical and geo-economic tensions 
have created challenges for members to adopt the new global trade rules –such as for digital trade 
– that are needed for global trade governance to keep pace with a rapidly changing international 
trade environment. Although at the 2001 Doha Ministerial Conference, an ambitious negotiating 
agenda was adopted under the Doha Round, most of its items have not materialised. The Doha 
Development Agenda (DDA) work programme listed 21 negotiating items, such as agriculture, trade 
in services, market access for non-agricultural products, and intellectual property issues. By 2008, 
however, negotiations had stalled, albeit lingering on for several years. The 2015 Nairobi Ministerial 
Conference declaration suggested a lack of consensus on whether the Doha Round mandates 
should be pursued, with the EU and the United States (US) open to new trade issues and approaches. 
From 1995 to 2024, members agreed on two multilateral agreements, one only partially. 

Trade Facilitation Agreement 
The Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) was the first multilateral trade agreement concluded under 
the WTO umbrella at the 2013 Bali Ministerial Conference. In 2014, the TFA was incorporated into 
Annex 1A of the WTO Agreement and entered into force in 2017. The 1996 Singapore Ministerial 
Conference was the starting point for preparatory work for negotiations on trade facilitation, one of 
the four 'Singapore issues' that also included trade and competition, trade and investment, and 
transparency in government procurement. In 2004, a negotiating mandate for a TFA was agreed and 
became the last item to be added to the DDA. The mandate focused on improving GATT Articles V 
(freedom of transit), VIII (import- and export-related fees and formalities) and X (transparency), to 
facilitate the movement, release and clearance of goods, including goods in transit. It has thus 
sought to eliminate red tape at the border to facilitate trade. 

The negotiations broke new ground in that they were 
conducted in an open-ended, de-centralised and 
inclusive bottom-up manner based on delegations' 
proposals, with a chair acting predominantly as a 
facilitator to broker a compromise. This approach was a 
sharp departure from the WTO's traditional informality 
of 'green room' negotiations between major global 
players only, which were frequently criticised as non-
representative and non-inclusive and 'died' in 2008, 
experts argue. A novel aspect was to consider the 
implementation of commitments early on and 
incorporate a new principle, according to which the 
obligation of a developing or least developed country 
(LDC) to implement the agreement's provisions are 
conditioned on that country's technical capacity. The 
agreement has been referred to as unique, as it allows 
developing countries and LDCs to set their own 
timetables for implementation in line with their 
capacities and to draw on the implementation capacity 
through WTO support. However, some experts have 
argued that the format may be 'ill-suited' for dealing 
with other issues such as agricultural and industrial 
subsidies. 

In 2014, the WTO TFA Facility was set up to provide 
assistance for capacity building. As of 15 April 2024, the 

TFA's benefits so far 

WTO estimates suggest that TFA 
implementation from 2017 to 2019 
generated an increase in global trade of 
1.17 %, in goods manufacturing of 1.5 % 
and in agricultural goods of as much as 5 %. 
These increases were largely driven by the 
trade growth in LDCs, where agricultural 
exports rose by 17 %, manufacturing 
exports by 3.1 %, and total exports by 
2.4 %. Research finds a surge of 16 to 22 % 
in agricultural trade between developing 
countries that made TFA commitments. 

A 2022 Economic and Social Commission 
for Asia and the Pacific study found that 
TFA implementation reduces trade costs 
by 1 to 4 % on average. The TFA's trade 
cost-reducing impact is strongest between 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) and non-OECD 
economies, with trade costs reduction 
ranging between 3 and 5 %. The study 
shows that South–South trade costs 
reductions from TFA participation are less 
than 2 %, and those between advanced 
economies to be not significant. 

https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/dda_e/dda_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/doha1_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/minist_e/mc10_e/mindecision_e.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/STATEMENT_15_6302
https://ustr.gov/about-us/policy-offices/press-office/press-releases/2015/december/statement-ambassador-michael
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/L/940.pdf&Open=True
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/minist_e/mc9_e/mc9_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/tradfa_e/tradfa_e.htm
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/104757/1/782835929.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/glossary_e/singapore_issues_e.htm
https://edisciplinas.usp.br/pluginfile.php/161151/mod_resource/content/1/Jones%202004.pdf
https://respect.eui.eu/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2021/07/Chapter_1.pdf#page-6
https://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/wto-atf/omd_wto_tfa_web_en.PDF?la=en
https://www.aalco.int/Trade%20Facilitation%20Agreement%20enters%20into%20Force.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/TN24_NextSteps.pdf
https://www.piie.com/publications/policy-briefs/can-world-trade-organization-be-saved-should-it
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news23_e/fac_27mar23_e.htm
https://www.unescap.org/kp/2022/has-wto-trade-facilitation-agreement-helped-reduce-trade-costs-ex-post-analysis


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

4 

Facility's website indicates that TFA ratification by 156 countries stood at 95.1 % and 
implementation at 79.3 %. Moreover, with regard to the special and differentiated treatment (SDT), 
an individual, country-by-country and measure-by-measure approach was pursued, rather than a 
one-size-fits-all approach of providing transition periods and flexibilities attached to the status of 
being a developing country or LDC. The agreement was expected to be used as a model for defining 
the SDT in future negotiations and to set new standards for a new negotiating style. 

Agreement on Fisheries Subsidies 
Since the late 1970s, the percentage of stocks fished at biologically unsustainable levels grew from 
10 % in 1974 to 35.4 % in 2019, according to the 2022 State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 
report of the United Nations (UN) Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). When in 2001, over-
exploited stocks had for the first time exceeded non-fully exploited stocks as defined by the FAO, 
WTO members added fisheries subsidies to the DDA's negotiating items, given concerns that 
overfishing and overcapacity caused by fisheries subsidies programmes had resulted in depleted 
fishery stocks. The 2005 Hong Kong Ministerial Conference adopted a more detailed mandate to 
'strengthen disciplines on subsidies in the fisheries 
sector, including through the prohibition of certain 
forms of fisheries subsidies that contribute to 
overcapacity and overfishing'. The mandate moreover 
stipulates that 'appropriate and effective SDT for 
developing and least developed members should be 
an integral part of the fisheries subsidies negotiations, 
taking into account the importance of this sector to 
development priorities, poverty reduction, and 
livelihood and food security concerns'. Negotiations 
gained fresh impetus from the adoption in 2015 of the 
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), notably 
SDG Target 14.6 that calls for the prohibition, by 2020, 
of certain forms of fisheries subsidies that contribute to 
overcapacity and overfishing and the elimination of 
subsidies that contribute to illegal, unreported, and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing. 

At the 2022 Geneva Ministerial Conference, WTO members settled on a partial agreement on 
fisheries subsidies that contains several key disciplines, while continuing talks on disciplines for 
some outstanding forms of harmful subsidies to be added to the agreement at a later stage. While 
talks continue for a duration of a maximum of 4 years ('sunset clause') following the entry into force 
of the agreement, after which it would expire, ratification of the partial agreement is ongoing. For 
the agreement to enter into force, acceptances from two thirds of WTO members are required. By 
15 April 2024, 46 WTO members, counting the EU-27 as one, had transmitted their instruments of 
acceptance. 

The partial agreement sets out the three main substantive areas in which WTO members have 
agreed on new rules and prohibitions:  

 subsidies that contribute to IUU fishing;  
 subsidies for fishing and fishing-related activities regarding overfished stocks; and  
 other subsidies, including those provided to fishing in the unregulated high seas, to 

re-flagged vessels, and to fishing on unassessed stocks.  

Several crosscutting issues are addressed, including horizontal SDT provisions, transparency and 
notification, institutional issues, and dispute settlement. A WTO Fisheries Funding Mechanism was 
set up to provide technical assistance for developing and LDCs to implement the agreement's 
provisions. 

IUU fishing and forced labour 

A 2023 report by the US National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration identifies 
Angola, Grenada, Mexico, the People's 
Republic of China (PRC), Taiwan, The 
Gambia, and Vanuatu as economies that 
have vessels that engaged in IUU fishing. 
Moreover, it claims to have information 
that the PRC and Taiwan have produced 
seafood-related goods through forced 
labour mostly involving migrant workers 
from Indonesia and the Philippines. The US 
has been a strong advocate of including a 
provision in the Agreement on Fisheries 
Subsidies to address concerns about forced 
labour in the ocean-fishing sector. 

https://www.tfafacility.org/
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/104757/1/782835929.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/cc0461en/online/sofia/2022/status-of-fishery-resources.html
https://www.fao.org/3/i2389e/i2389e.pdf#page=30
https://www.scirp.org/journal/paperinformation?paperid=53414
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=Q:/WT/MIN05/DEC.pdf&Open=True#page=36
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/coher_e/sdgs_e/goal146.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/IPOL_STU(2022)703592
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/rulesneg_e/fish_e/fish_acceptances_e.htm
https://www.iisd.org/publications/guide/wto-agreement-fisheries-subsidies-readers-guide
https://www.pgaction.org/pdf/2020/factsheet-high-seas-unregulated_en.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/rulesneg_e/fish_e/fish_fund_e.htm
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/international/international-affairs/report-iuu-fishing-bycatch-and-shark-catch
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2023-08/2023RTC-ImprovingIFManagement.pdf#page=41
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2023-08/2023RTC-ImprovingIFManagement.pdf#page=42
https://ustr.gov/about-us/policy-offices/press-office/press-releases/2021/may/united-states-urges-wto-members-address-forced-labor-fishing-vessels-ongoing-fisheries-subsidies
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Those provisions on which members were not able to agree at the 2022 Geneva Ministerial 
Conference, in particular subsidies that contribute to overcapacity and overfishing, were presented 
as a draft text to the 2024 Abu Dhabi Ministerial Conference; however, India as the only WTO 
member blocked adoption, maintaining that 'its core interests were not being addressed'. 
Commentators have regretted the lack of a definition of artisanal fishing 'to avoid deceptive 
practices'. 

Negotiation of plurilateral agreements 
At the WTO's creation in 1995, a set of plurilateral agreements (then called 'codes of conduct') that 
had previously been negotiated among a sub-set of GATT members were incorporated into the 
WTO's legal architecture as 'multilaterals' binding all members. Two plurilaterals kept their status 
and were attached to Annex 4 as deals that only bind those WTO members that signed them: (i) the 
sector-specific Agreement on Trade in Civil Aircraft, which includes tariff reductions and disciplines 
on related government procurement, and (ii) the Agreement on Government Procurement, both 
concluded on a non-MFN basis.1 These plurilaterals were not multilateralised and not listed under 
Annex 1, as they were of interest to only a small number of WTO members, and the area of 
government procurement was excluded from the coverage of GATT Article III (National treatment). 
Article II.3 of the Marrakesh Agreement provides the legal basis for the conclusion of new 
plurilaterals 2 and sets out their legal status: 

The agreements and associated legal instruments included in Annex 4 ... are also part of this 
Agreement for those Members that have accepted them, and are binding on those Members. The 
Plurilateral Trade Agreements do not create either obligations or rights for Members that have not 
accepted them. 

A third sector-specific plurilateral, the Agreement on Trade in Pharmaceutical Goods, sets out tariff 
reductions made by a sub-set of members representing a 'critical mass' of trade. When it entered 
into force in 1995, its commitments made on an MFN basis, benefiting also non-participating 
members, were incorporated into the schedules of the WTO members concerned following a 
certification process.3 After 1995, WTO members only reached one single sectoral plurilateral 
agreement –that on tariff liberalisation for information technology products (ITA) in 1997, updated 
in 2015. Its success served as an example for two later plurilateral initiatives: the negotiations for a 
plurilateral agreement on liberalising trade in services and one on liberalising trade in 
environmental goods began in 2013 and 2014. However, both negotiations became gridlocked at 
the end of 2016, as the geopolitical environment had changed with China's rise and the global trade 
distortions its non-market practices generated, and with the US's partial retreat from the multilateral 
trading system. As the US-led trade liberalisation slowed down after the Uruguay Round and was 
superseded after 2016 by the re-emergence of protectionism and industrial policies also referred to 
as 'polite' protectionism, alongside endeavours to level the playing field with non-market 
economies and de-risking approaches to foster supply chain resilience relating to the green and 
digital transition, a revival of these negotiations appears unlikely.  

Against the backdrop of the slow pace with which WTO multilateral deals are negotiated (about two 
decades on average) and of growing opposition among WTO members to liberalising trade in goods 
and services, at the 2017 Buenos Aires Ministerial Conference, like-minded groups of WTO members 
issued four Joint Statement Initiatives (JSIs) to reinvigorate the WTO's negotiating function. They 
mark a shift from primarily seeking new market access commitments for trade in goods and services 
to facilitating investment and (digital) trade in goods and services, notably with and in developing 
countries. They also included the launch of a working group on micro-, small and medium-sized 
enterprises. Although the negotiations of plurilaterals under the 2017 JSIs have been more 
successful than the earlier plurilateral talks on new market access commitments, they have 
nonetheless faced political and legal challenges when it comes to multilateralising them. A few WTO 
members – including India, Namibia, and South Africa – have been opposed to plurilaterals in 
general, irrespective of whether they are negotiated on an MFN or non-MFN basis, arguing they are 

https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/FE_Search/FE_S_S006.aspx?MetaCollection=WTO&SymbolList=%22WT%2fMIN(24)%2fW%2f10%22+OR+%22WT%2fMIN(24)%2fW%2f10%2f*%22&Language=ENGLISH&SearchPage=FE_S_S001&languageUIChanged=true
https://borderlex.net/2024/03/01/wto-mc13-e-commerce-moratorium-set-to-lapse-in-2026-no-agreement-on-fish-agriculture/
https://thefishingdaily.com/latest-news/once-again-india-blocks-wto-fish-subsidies-agreement/
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/civair_e/civair_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/rev-gpr-94_01_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/gatt47_01_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/04-wto_e.htm
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/FE_Search/FE_S_S009-DP.aspx?CatalogueIdList=25887&CurrentCatalogueIdIndex=0
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/inftec_e/itaintro_e.htm
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/package-multilateral-and-plurilateral-trade-agreements/file-trade-in-services-agreement-(tisa)
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-stronger-europe-in-the-world/file-environmental-goods-agreement-(ega)
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-stronger-europe-in-the-world/file-environmental-goods-agreement-(ega)
https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/news/commission-updates-report-state-induced-distortions-chinas-economy-2024-04-10_en
https://global.upenn.edu/sites/default/files/go-trumps-attempted-bown.original.pdf
https://www.hinrichfoundation.com/research/article/us-china/when-the-us-fell-out-of-love-with-geneva/
https://www.hinrichfoundation.com/research/article/us-china/when-the-us-fell-out-of-love-with-geneva/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2018/603874/EXPO_STU(2018)603874_EN.pdf
https://www.cfr.org/article/curse-nostalgia-industrial-policy-united-states
https://www.cato.org/policy-analysis/biden-trade-year-one#polite-protectionism
https://www.trade-knowledge.net/commentary/the-elusive-notion-of-a-level-playing-field/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/cea/written-materials/2023/11/30/issue-brief-supply-chain-resilience/
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/jsi_e/jsi_e.htm
https://tradebetablog.wordpress.com/2024/01/12/comment-india-plurilateral-illegal/
https://www.cfr.org/blog/responsible-consensus-wto-can-save-global-trading-system
https://doaj.org/article/762789af928943e0b4993f1fd11b2a42


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

6 

a tool to circumvent the WTO's core tenets of multilateralism.4 However, many WTO members and 
stakeholders consider them a legitimate way of overcoming WTO deadlock. 

Table 1 provides an overview of all plurilateral agreements that are part of the WTO Agreement's 
Annex 4 and those whose negotiations were concluded, have stalled or are ongoing. The number 
of participants of most plurilaterals may still be subject to change, especially of the open and 
inclusive plurilaterals that are part of the 2017 JSIs. 

Table 1 – WTO plurilaterals at different stages of development, as of April 2024 

Source: J. Bacchus, The Future of the WTO: Multilateral or Plurilateral?, CATO, May 2023, and WTO websites.  

Agreement on Trade in Pharmaceutical Products 
In 1994, when the Agreement on Trade in Pharmaceutical Products was concluded, it covered 90 % 
of global trade in pharmaceuticals. However, this coverage shrunk to 65 % by 2016, after new key 
players such as China and India entered the global pharmaceuticals supply chains. Both countries 
did not join the agreement's signatories (Canada, the EU, Japan, Macao (China), Norway, 
Switzerland, the United Kingdom and the US). The 
agreement has been revised four times, the last time in 
2010, but has not kept up with the developments in 
global pharmaceuticals trade. It covers only medicines 
and their inputs that carry an average MFN tariff of 
2.1 %. Its scope thus excludes a much bigger basket of 
what is referred to as 'medical goods', for which the 
WTO average MFN tariff at 4.8 % is twice as high. The 
medical goods category includes medical supplies 
(WTO average MFN tariff: 6.2 %), medical equipment 
and technology (3.4 %), and personal protective 
products (10.5 %). Import tariffs for medical goods vary 
considerably, with China levying 4.5 %, the EU 1.5 %, 
and the US 0.9 % on average. Only four WTO 

Name of the agreement Participation MFN/non-MFN Status 

Agreement on Trade in Civil Aircraft 
34 after Brazil's 
2023 accession Non-MFN In force since1980 

Government Procurement Agreement 49 Non-MFN 1981, updated 2012 

Agreement on Trade in Pharmaceutical 
Products 

34 MFN In force since 1995 

Information Technology Agreement (ITA) 82 MFN 1997 

ITA expansion 53 MFN 2015 

Trade in Services Agreement (TiSA) 50 Non-MFN  Talks suspended 

Environmental Goods Agreement (EGA) 46 MFN  Talks suspended  

Services Domestic Regulation Agreement 72 MFN Final text 2021 

Agreement on Investment Facilitation for 
Development 

more than 125 MFN Text published 
February 2024  

E-commerce Agreement 90 Tbd Ongoing 

Dynamics in pharmaceuticals trade 

Recent research has shown that import 
tariffs for pharmaceutical imports decreased 
on average from 4.9 % in 2001 to 3.4 % in 
2018, although some countries still apply 
import tariffs of up to 20 % (Pakistan). 
Moreover, to compensate for foregone tariff 
revenue, some countries have increased the 
number of tariff lines. India for instance 
reduced its average tariff rates by 24 % 
between 2001 and 2018 while increasing the 
categories of medicines subject to tariffs in 
the same period from 9 to 141. 

https://dgap.org/en/research/publications/reforming-wto-through-inclusive-and-development-friendly-approaches
https://www.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/2023-05/bacchus-trade-pa.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/pharma_ag_e/pharma_agreement_e.htm
https://ustr.gov/issue-areas/industry-manufacturing/industry-initiatives/pharmaceuticals
https://www.dihk.de/resource/blob/28238/a41ac714074ff4730120303dd992695f/dihk-ideenpapier-ausweitung-wto-pharma-abkommen-englisch-data.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/blogs_e/data_blog_e/blog_dta_23may23_e.htm
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2023/747918/EPRS_ATA(2023)747918_EN.pdf
https://www.cato.org/policy-analysis/trade-good-health-freeing-trade-medicines-other-medical-goods-during-beyond-covid#tariffs-medicines-other-medical-goods
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/rese_03apr20_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/tokyo_air_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/civair_e/civair_map_e.htm
https://tradecouncil.org/brazils-entry-into-wto-civil-aircraft-agreement-boosts-trade-prospects/
https://tradecouncil.org/brazils-entry-into-wto-civil-aircraft-agreement-boosts-trade-prospects/
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/rev-gpr-94_01_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/docs_e/legal_e/rev-gpr-94_01_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/pharma_ag_e/pharma_agreement_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/pharma_ag_e/pharma_agreement_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/pharma_ag_e/pharma_agreement_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/inftec_e/itaintro_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/inftec_e/inftec_e.htm
https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/ita-2-success-nairobi
https://www.hinrichfoundation.com/research/tradevistas/wto/information-technology-agreement/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/package-multilateral-and-plurilateral-trade-agreements/file-trade-in-services-agreement-(tisa)
https://www.esf.be/new/multi-plurilateral-negotiations/tisa/what-is-tisa-trade-in-services-agreement/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-stronger-europe-in-the-world/file-environmental-goods-agreement-(ega)
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/envir_e/ega_e.htm
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/INF/SDR/1.pdf&Open=True
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news24_e/serv_27feb24_e.htm
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/MIN24/17.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/MIN24/17.pdf&Open=True
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news24_e/infac_19mar24_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news23_e/jsec_30nov23_e.htm
https://geneva-network.com/research/2020-pharmaceutical-tariffs/
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members – Macao, Hong Kong, Iceland, and Singapore – eliminated all duties on all medical 
products.  

Information Technology Agreement 
The last successfully concluded WTO plurilateral 
agreement aiming to liberalise trade in goods was the 
2015 expansion of the Information Technology 
Agreement (ITA) originally signed in 1996 by 82 WTO 
members. This initiative was not part of the DDA. At the 
outset, the ITA covered about 97 % of global trade in IT 
products. The conclusion of negotiations on ITA-II 
among 53 WTO members was announced at the 
2015 Nairobi Ministerial Conference. ITA-II reduced 
tariffs on an MFN basis for a wide range of technology 
products including medical equipment, and thus 
complemented some of the gaps of the 
Pharmaceutical Agreement mentioned above. In 2021, 
Lao joined both agreements as the first LDC. 

Trade in Services Agreement (TiSA) 
In March 2013, 23 WTO members, including the then 
EU–28 and the US, but excluding major emerging 
markets such as Brazil, China and India, launched 
negotiations outside of the WTO on a plurilateral 
agreement aimed at liberalising trade in service (TiSA) 
on a non-MFN basis. At the time, the group accounted for roughly 70 % of global trade in services. 
It was their response to stalled multilateral negotiations under the DDA in view of updating the 
GATS. The proposed plurilateral agreement was set to further liberalise trade in services and possibly 
multilateralise the negotiation outcome by incorporating the commitments made into the 
respective WTO members' GATS schedules.  

However, experts argued that 'the real economic benefits would be reduced by the fact that a 
number of participants have already exchanged significant concessions amongst themselves 
through bilateral preferential trade agreements'. Experts also warned against high hopes for a 
smooth multilateralisation of the prospective TiSA, on both procedural (closed-door talks) and 
substantive grounds (departure from existing GATS 
rules). The most controversial negotiating items were 
public services and data protection. The negotiations' 
lack of transparency and concerns about the potential 
adverse impact of TiSA deregulation on the EU's right 
to regulate public services sparked strong criticism 
from civil society. TiSA talks were expected to be 
finalised in 2017. No negotiating rounds were 
scheduled for 2017, including owing to the 
uncertainty of the US position after Donald Trump's 
election as US president. The Biden administration has 
pursued trade initiatives in line with its 'worker-
centered trade policy' that do not include tariff and 
market access provisions. Without the US as a main 
driver of TiSA in the past and a major services provider, 
reviving TiSA talks appears to be unlikely for now. 

Towards an ITA-III? 

The US Information Technology and 
Innovation Foundation estimates that a new 
tariff liberalisation round for an ITA-III among 
the 82 members of ITA-I could provide a 
US$766 billion boost to the global economy 
within 10 years. Expressed as a cumulative 
10-year gross domestic product (GDP) 
growth derived from tariff reductions under 
a potential ITA-III, the US would benefit the 
most, with US$208 billion, followed by China 
with US$147 billion, and India with 
US$101 billion. The EU would merely gain 
US$28.7 billion. Research shows that ITA-III 
membership would generate economic 
growth for all countries assessed, and that for 
many of them, tax revenue generated from 
enhanced economic growth would more 
than compensate for tariff revenue forgone. 

Untapped potential in services trade 

The 2019 WTO World Trade Report predicted 
that by 2040, the share of services in global 
trade could increase by 50 %. It found that 
owing to regulatory divergence and the lack 
of transparency, the cost of trading in services 
was about twice as high as the cost of trading 
in goods. It moreover found that the cost of 
trading was highest for services trade among 
developing countries.  

A 2021 OECD/WTO joint research paper 
estimated that the full implementation of the 
Services Domestic Regulation's disciplines 
would yield annual trade cost savings of 
US$150 billion. 

https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/inftec_e/itaintro_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/inftec_e/inftec_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/inftec_e/inftec_e.htm
https://www.cato.org/free-trade-bulletin/doha-round-over-wtos-negotiating-agenda-2016-beyond
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/rese_03apr20_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news21_e/ita_02dec21_e.htm
https://ustr.gov/TiSA/Participant-List
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_15_4590
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/package-multilateral-and-plurilateral-trade-agreements/file-trade-in-services-agreement-(tisa)
https://www.international.gc.ca/trade-agreements-accords-commerciaux/topics-domaines/services/tisa-acs.aspx?lang=eng
https://ustr.gov/TiSA
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R44354.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/reser_e/ersd201311_e.htm
https://www.wti.org/research/publications/524/a-plurilateral-agenda-for-services-assessing-the-case-for-a-trade-in-services-agreement-tisa/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2015/570448/EXPO_IDA(2015)570448_EN.pdf#page=20
https://corporateeurope.org/en/blog/342-civil-society-groups-oppose-deregulation-and-privatisation-proposed-services-agreement-tisa
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/trade-in-services-agreement-a-way-out-of-the-trade-war/
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10156
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10156
https://www.visualcapitalist.com/visualizing-u-s-gdp-by-industry-in-2023/
https://itif.org/publications/2023/09/11/how-expanding-the-information-technology-agreement-to-an-ita-3-would-bolster-nations-economic-growth/
https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/00_wtr19_e.pdf#page=85
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news21_e/jssdr_26nov21_e.pdf
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Environmental Goods Agreement 
Although the DDA mandated WTO members to negotiate 'the reduction or, as appropriate, 
elimination of tariff and non-tariff barriers to environmental goods and services', and WTO members 
pursued multilateral negotiations in the WTO Committee on Trade and Environment Special Session 
(CTESS) and in the non-agricultural market access (NAMA) negotiations, these negotiations 
remained inconclusive. 

At the 2014 World Economic Forum in Davos, the then EU–28 and 13 other WTO members, including 
mostly developed but also some emerging economies such as China, calling themselves 'Friends of 
Environmental Goods', announced their intention to launch negotiations on an Environmental 
Goods Agreement (EGA), to liberalise global trade in environmental goods (EGs) by slashing tariffs 
modelled on the ITA. The then participants in the EGA talks represented almost 90 % of trade in EGs 
under negotiation. Rather than negotiating a definition of an EG in order to determine the scope of 
the EGA tariff reduction talks, participants used as a starting point several lists of EGs compiled either 
by themselves or by other organisations, including the Asia–Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC).  

Although participants sought to conclude negotiations during the 18th negotiation round in 
December 2016, they failed to do so because of disagreements on the definition of an EG and after 
China submitted a new list of products at a very late stage. China was eager to include bicycles, 
which the EU and the US opposed, since they had imposed anti-dumping duties on imports of 
Chinese-made bicycles. Disagreements also concerned dual use goods, a mismatch of goals (China's 
'green mercantilism', i.e. its focus on gaining bigger market access for domestic EGs, while limiting 
foreign competition at home), and more broadly the scope of the talks that excluded environmental 
services and non-tariff barriers such as licensing practices. Non-participating developing countries 
with high import tariffs were concerned about a tariff elimination potentially resulting in a surge in 
cheap imports from high- or middle-income countries with various comparative advantages. Finally, 
the election of US President Donald Trump in 
November 2016 brought about a reversal of 
Barack Obama's climate change policies and a US 
inclination to raise rather than lower tariffs in what 
turned into Trump's tariff war with several countries.  

On the sidelines of the 27th session of the Conference 
of the Parties of the UNFCCC (COP 27) in 2022, WTO 
Director-General Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala stated that 
exploratory discussions about a possible revival of 
negotiations on a global environmental trade deal had 
begun, but that some countries had expressed 
concerns. She highlighted that tariffs for fossil fuel 
products were lower than for renewables in many 
countries, and that a potential agreement should also 
cover environmental services where trade barriers 
have remained considerable. Subsequently, she kept 
calling for a revival of the stalled talks, perhaps on a 
shorter list of EGs to accelerate the green transition. 

Services Domestic Regulation 
At the end of the 2017 Buenos Aires Ministerial Conference, a group of 59 WTO members decided 
to accelerate talks on domestic regulation outside of the WTO Working Party on Domestic 
Regulation, which had failed to deliver results. The group issued a Joint Ministerial Statement on 
Services Domestic Regulation aimed at addressing the trade-restrictive impact of measures relating 
to licensing requirements and procedures, qualification requirements and procedures, and 
technical standards and at enhancing transparency, predictability and legal certainty. Unlike the 

Boosting trade in EGs to tackle 
climate change 

A 2022 WTO report estimates that the 
elimination of tariffs and the 25 % reduction 
in the ad valorem equivalent of non-tariff 
barriers to trade in energy-related EGs and 
environmentally preferable products would 
create new trading opportunities. By 2030, 
the increased value of trade in these goods 
would amount to US$109 billion and 
US$10.3 billion respectively. The report also 
shows that from 2000 to 2020, exports of 
EGs from middle-income countries with 
lower import tariffs than those of low-
income countries increased more rapidly 
than those from high-income countries, 
while exports of EGs from low-income 
countries stagnated. 

https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/minist_e/min01_e/mindecl_e.htm
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=Q:/TN/TE/20.pdf&Open=True
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/markacc_e/markacc_negoti_e.htm
https://ustr.gov/sites/default/files/EGs-Announcement-joint-statement-012414-FINAL.pdf
https://www.cato.org/free-trade-bulletin/free-trade-environmental-goods-will-increase-access-green-tech
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/f256d8d8-067c-4f3c-9a21-c3601816c2cf
https://www.apec.org/meeting-papers/leaders-declarations/2012/2012_aelm/2012_aelm_annexc
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-stronger-europe-in-the-world/file-environmental-goods-agreement-(ega)
https://www.international.gc.ca/trade-agreements-accords-commerciaux/topics-domaines/env/plurilateral.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSKBN13T0QT/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/environmental-goods-agreement-new-frontier-or-old-stalemate
https://www.bike-eu.com/35746/wto-ruling-makes-dumping-duties-on-regular-bikes-imported-from-china-more-likely-to-continue
https://cyclingindustry.news/25-tariffs-to-hit-us-importers-of-chinese-goods-from-today/
https://www.bicycleretailer.com/international/2019/01/18/eu-imposes-stiff-anti-dumping-duties-chinese-e-bikes
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/trade/issues-of-dual-use-and-reviewing-product-coverage-of-environmental-goods_113773714837
https://www.cato.org/free-trade-bulletin/free-trade-environmental-goods-will-increase-access-green-tech
https://cepr.org/voxeu/columns/whats-wrong-wtos-environmental-goods-agreement-developing-country-perspective
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/mar/28/trump-clean-power-plan-executive-order-coal-industry
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/article/how-trump-is-changing-science-environment
https://www.piie.com/blogs/trade-and-investment-policy-watch/2018/trumps-trade-war-timeline-date-guide
https://www.reuters.com/business/cop/cop27-wto-chief-seeks-revive-green-trade-talks-2022-11-08/
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/envir_e/policy_brief_environmental_goods_e.pdf#page=9
https://www.gtreview.com/news/global/exclusive-wtos-okonjo-iweala-calls-for-environmental-goods-deal-lower-tariffs-for-renewables/
https://www.gtreview.com/news/global/exclusive-wtos-okonjo-iweala-calls-for-environmental-goods-deal-lower-tariffs-for-renewables/
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/serv_e/dom_reg_negs_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/serv_e/wpdr_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/serv_e/wpdr_e.htm
https://wtoplurilaterals.info/plural_initiative/services-domestic-regulation/
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/envir_e/policy_brief_environmental_goods_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/envir_e/policy_brief_environmental_goods_e.pdf#page=7
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stalled TiSA talks, the negotiations on the Agreement on Services Domestic Regulation did not cover 
market access for trade in services. It aimed to facilitate trade in services based on existing GATS 
market access schedules by cutting red tape for the import of services, improving the business 
climate, creating modern rules and thereby lowering trade costs. 

In December 2021, an enlarged group of 69 WTO members, representing 92.5 % of global trade in 
services, announced the conclusion of the negotiations and set out the disciplines agreed in a 
Reference Paper on Services Domestic Regulation. The rules also include SDT provisions. The 
participating WTO members have sought to incorporate these disciplines into their respective GATS 
schedules as additional commitments under Article XVIII GATS through the WTO certification 
process. These disciplines do not affect existing rights and obligations of non-participating WTO 
members: they are only binding on those members that have included them in their GATS 
schedules, while service providers from all WTO members benefit from them on an MFN basis. Some 
members raised objections to the certification process, but withdrew them later. Following the 2024 
Ministerial Conference, the number of participating WTO members increased to 72. 

Agreement on Investment Facilitation 
At the 2017 Buenos Aires Ministerial Conference, 70 WTO members in a Joint Ministerial Statement 
called for structured discussions aimed at developing a framework for investment facilitation for 
development to increase investment flows to developing countries. In September 2020, the group 
formally launched negotiations on an agreement on investment facilitation (IFA). In July 2023, more 
than 110 WTO members concluded the negotiations, and in December 2023, the text was finalised. 
The agreement differs from bilateral investment agreements in that it excludes market access, 
investment protection and dispute settlement provisions under a 'firewall provision'.  

The IFA is focused on attracting and retaining investment in all economic sectors by enhancing 
regulatory transparency and predictability and speeding up administrative procedures to cut red 
tape. It includes a dedicated section on SDT modelled on the corresponding TFA provisions. It 
contains provisions on a self-assessment of 
developing countries as to their needs in terms of 
capacity building and technical assistance to ensure 
the IFA's implementation. For the first time in a WTO 
agreement, it also addresses cross-cutting issues on 
sustainable investment, as it incorporates 
provisions on responsible business conduct and 
measures against corruption. The initiative has 
been open to all members and has attracted more 
members to join after the conclusion of talks. The 
123 parties to the agreement (as of February 2024) 
have sought the IFA's integration at the 2024 
Abu Dhabi Ministerial Conference into the WTO 
legal architecture as an Annex 4 open-ended 
plurilateral agreement whose benefits would 
accrue to all other WTO members on an MFN basis. 

However, the integration into the body of WTO agreements requires consensus from all 166 WTO 
members as of March 2024, some of which have been opposed to such a move, arguing that only 
rules negotiated by all WTO members should be added to the WTO rulebook.5 Only a small minority 
(9 %) of WTO members has never participated in a WTO plurilateral agreement. India blocked the 
IFA's ratification at the 2024 Abu Dhabi Ministerial Conference, joined in March 2024 by South Africa 
and Türkiye, questioning the viability of negotiating plurilateral agreements and multilateralising 
them successfully afterwards. By March 2024, IFA participants grew to more than 125. 

Expected IFA welfare gains 

A 2021 study on the agreement's economic 
impact concluded that the expected global 
welfare gains from investment facilitation 
reforms ranged between 0.56 % and 1.74 % of 
GDP in different scenarios. It would be 
particularly beneficial for China and Russia. 
The gains were nonetheless projected to be 
smaller for low- and middle-income countries 
as an aggregated group than the gains 
accruing to the EU-27 or G20. If it were to 
participate, India – unlike the US – would gain 
significantly. The study was updated in 2024. 

https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/serv_e/sdr_factsheet_e_oct21.pdf#page=1
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/serv_e/jsdomreg_e.htm
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/INF/SDR/1.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/GC/W819R1.pdf&Open=True
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/foreign-trade/wto-negotiations-india-secures-multilateral-victory-upholds-principles-of-fair-trade/articleshow/108063103.cms?from=mdr
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news24_e/serv_27feb24_e.htm
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/MIN17/59.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/INF/IFD/W51.pdf&Open=True
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/invfac_public_e/factsheet_ifd.pdf
https://wtoplurilaterals.info/plural_initiative/investment-facilitation-for-development/
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news24_e/infac_22jan24_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news24_e/infac_25feb24_e.htm
https://www.iisd.org/events/understanding-wto-investment-facilitation-development-agreement-ifda
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/minist_e/mc13_e/mc13_e.htm
https://guides.ll.georgetown.edu/c.php?g=363556&p=4074566
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=viy8D-1-e9k
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/fact2_e.htm
https://tradebetablog.wordpress.com/2021/02/22/india-south-africa-plurilaterals/
https://tradebetablog.wordpress.com/participation-wto-plurilaterals/#total
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/MIN24/29.pdf&Open=True
https://tradebetablog.wordpress.com/2024/03/22/setbacl-plurilateral-investment-deal-blocked/
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news24_e/infac_19mar24_e.htm
https://www.card.iastate.edu/products/publications/pdf/21wp615.pdf
https://www.card.iastate.edu/products/publications/pdf/21wp615.pdf#page=15
https://yeutter-institute.unl.edu/investment-facilitation-development-agreement-potential-gains
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E-commerce 
Currently, e-commerce negotiations at the WTO are 
pursued under two tracks. The multilateral track was 
created in 1998 (see box below). The plurilateral track 
was initiated at the 2017 Buenos Aires Ministerial 
Meeting by a sub-set of 71 WTO members who 
agreed to launch exploratory work towards future 
negotiations on trade-related aspects of 
e-commerce under the Joint Initiative on E-
commerce. In January 2019, 76 WTO members 
confirmed in a joint statement their intention to start 
these negotiations. As the talks are inclusive and 
open to all WTO members, the number of 
participants has risen since the inception of talks. By 
October 2023, 90 WTO members participated in the 
discussions, accounting for over 90 % of global trade.  

The plurilateral talks' original aim was to combine 
trade facilitation and market access rules with digital 
policy issues such as cross-border data flows and 
data localisation, access to the source code and open 
internet access (network neutrality). Major issues of 
disagreement have included market access and the 
e-commerce moratorium. The broad negotiating 
approach was adjusted in October 2023 when the US 
withdrew Trump-era proposals on particularly 
contentious issues including data flows, data 
localisation and forced transfer of source code (all of 
them rejected by China and thus not very likely to 
find common ground). The US argued it had to take 
into account regulatory objectives, balancing the 
right to regulate in the public interest and the need 
to address anticompetitive behaviour in the digital 
economy.  

In December 2023, a roadmap for a staged approach 
was decided. The first stage would be focused on 
finalising the negotiation of issues on which agreement is within reach for a partial early harvest 
agreement (modelled on the fisheries subsidies negotiations). In a second stage, outstanding issues 
could be negotiated. In November 2023, talks on 13 articles had concluded. Ongoing negotiations 
are focused on topics including telecommunications services, cryptography-utilising products, e-
payments, the legal architecture, the moratorium of duties on electronic transmissions, and the 
development dimension. According to a leaked draft Chair's text of January 2024, the future 
agreement is structured around five sections:  

 enabling electronic commerce (e-contracts, e-invoicing, etc.); 
 openness and e-commerce (customs duties on e-transmissions, access to and use of 

the Internet for e-commerce, etc.);  
 trust and e-commerce (online consumer protection, personal data protection, 

cybersecurity, etc.);  
 transparency, domestic regulation and cooperation and development; and  
 telecommunications. 

WTO e-commerce moratorium 

In 1998, WTO members launched the work 
programme on e-commerce, agreeing on a 
moratorium on customs duties on electronic 
transmissions. The moratorium has since 
been regularly extended, while the definition 
of 'electronic transmissions', as well as the 
moratorium's scope and impact, have 
remained controversial. The debate on a 
further extension has increasingly pitted 
industrialised countries such as the EU-27 and 
the US, which support the moratorium, 
against developing countries such as India 
and South Africa, which have called for 
ending it. The latter have long claimed that, 
adding to the growing digital divide between 
developed and developing countries, the 
moratorium prevents developing countries 
from taking advantage of the growing 
imports of electronic transmissions. At the 
2024 Abu Dhabi Ministerial Conference, WTO 
members agreed that the moratorium and 
the work programme would expire at the next 
ministerial conference or on 31 March 2026, 
whichever is earlier. 

According to a 2023 OECD study, the cost of 
terminating the moratorium would be 
considerable. The trade of low-income 
countries would be most adversely impacted 
from an end of the moratorium. A 2023 
International Monetary Fund report 
emphasises other methods of revenue 
collection resulting from digital trade. As of 
December 2023, differences among WTO 
members on the moratorium's future persist, 
'including the need for more discussions on its 
definition, scope and impact'. 
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Deliberations on new trade policy challenges 
The WTO hosts various informal working groups, discussions or dialogues (see Table 2 below) on 
new trade policy challenges outside of the WTO General Council and its subsidiary bodies. In 2020, 
two informal working groups were set up: one on trade and gender, to increase women's 
participation in global trade, and another on micro-, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs), 
recognising that 95 % of global firms are MSMEs, accounting for 60 % of the world's total 
employment. Following its 2020 announcement that it would organise structured discussions on 
trade and environmental sustainability, a group of WTO members launched the Trade and 
Environmental Sustainability Structured Discussions (TESSD), whose work includes trade and 
climate change, trade in environmental goods and services, circular economy, and sustainable 
supply chains. In 2022, four informal working groups (WGs) on environmental goods and services, 
trade-related climate measures, circular economy and circularity, and subsidies were created. Their 
2023 activities finished with a summary report. In 2020, an Informal Dialogue on Plastics Pollution 
and Environmentally Sustainable Plastics Trade was added with a view of addressing the rising 
environmental, health and economic cost of plastics pollution. In 2021, discussions on fossil fuel 
subsidies reform were launched. In 2023, the WTO hosted an informal retreat on trade and industrial 
subsidies. These initiatives could be leveraged to restore the WTO's legitimacy and relevance – if, as 
experts believe, they received formal recognition within the WTO as an international forum for 
global trade governance. The WTO in June 2023 held an informal meeting on WTO reform, focused 
on harnessing the WTO's deliberative function with a view to setting a roadmap for the 2024 Abu 
Dhabi Ministerial Conference, which produced several declarations of ongoing work of these 
informal discussions. The European Commission – which in February 2023 submitted to the WTO 
proposals on deliberations on trade policy and state intervention to support industries; trade and 
global environmental challenges; and trade and inclusiveness for reinvigorating the WTO's 
deliberative function – regretted that at the 2014 Ministerial Conference, deliberations on key trade 
challenges such as trade and industrial policy were supported by most but blocked by few. 

Table 2 – WTO informal working groups and discussions as of February 2024 

Source: J. Bacchus, The Future of the WTO: Multilateral or Plurilateral?, .CATO, May 2023, and WTO websites. 

On 22 January 2024, the European Commission held a civil society dialogue, titled 'Tackling global 
trade challenges – is multilateralism still the answer?', with Executive Vice-President Dombrovskis 
and WTO Director-General Okonjo-Iweala (recording). The latter revealed recently initiated WTO 
efforts in cooperation with other multilateral organisations (e.g. The World Bank, the IMF, the OECD 
and UNCTAD) towards a global framework for carbon pricing, against which the methodologies 
underlying the 73 different systems currently in existence across the world could be measured. 

Name Participation Type/creation Creation 

Trade and gender 128 Informal WG 2017 

Micro-, Small, and Medium-Sized Enterprises 
(MSMEs) 

98 Informal WG 2017 

Trade and Environmental Sustainability 
Structured Discussions (TESSD) 76 Discussions 2020 

Plastics Pollution and Environmentally 
Sustainable Plastics Trade 

78 Dialogue 2020 

Fossil Fuel Subsidy Reform 48 Discussions 2021 

Trade and industrial policies (WTO reform) n/a Informal retreat 2023 
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European Parliament position 
The European Parliament has regularly adopted its position ahead of WTO ministerial conferences. 
On 8 February 2024, Members held a debate ahead of the Abu Dhabi Ministerial Conference 
following a statement from the European Commission and adopted a resolution. Parliament, among 
other things, expects 'the WTO reform to create an easier path for open plurilateral agreements to 
be integrated into the multilateral architecture in order to ensure progress in areas not mature 
enough for the entire membership'. It reiterates its call to WTO members 'to reflect on a way to 
develop a new system, with clear principles and a minimum of members that should participate in 
a plurilateral initiative, and on that basis establish a straightforward mechanism that allows the 
resulting agreements to be incorporated into the WTO structure'. It 'supports the incorporation of 
[the IFA] into the WTO rulebook under Annex 4 on Plurilateral Trade Agreements ... and considers 
that this can serve as a model for future plurilateral agreements'. 
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