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Services in international trade



What are services?

Residual

• Everything that is not a good.

Functional

• Activities in which there is a change in the conditions of a person or a good, under previous 
consent of the consumer and producer.

Positive

• Non-tradable

• Non-storable

• Intangible

• Simultaneous production and consumption
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The relevance of services

Backbone of 
the economy

Increasing 
share of GDP

Growing share 
of services in 
international 

trade
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Growth of value-added in services (% GDP) Trade in goods and services



New developments in trade in services

Technological 
changes

Global value chains

Trade 
liberalization
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General Agreement on Trade in 
Services (GATS)



GATS objectives

Expansion of 
services trade

Progressive 
liberalization through 
successive rounds 
of negotiations for 

promoting the 
growth and 

development

Transparency of 
rules and regulations

Increasing 
participation of 

developing countries
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GATS preamble
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Recognizing the growing importance of trade in services for the growth and development of the world economy;

Wishing to establish a multilateral framework of principles and rules for trade in services with a view to the 
expansion of such trade under conditions of transparency and progressive liberalization and as a means of promoting 
the economic growth of all trading partners and the development of developing countries;

Desiring the early achievement of progressively higher levels of liberalization of trade in services through 
successive rounds of multilateral negotiations aimed at promoting the interests of all participants on a mutually 
advantageous basis and at securing an overall balance of rights and obligations, while giving due respect to national 
policy objectives;

Recognizing the right of Members to regulate, and to introduce new regulations, on the supply of services within their 
territories in order to meet national policy objectives and, given asymmetries existing with respect to the degree of 
development of services regulations in different countries, the particular need of developing countries to exercise this 
right;

Desiring to facilitate the increasing participation of developing countries in trade in services and the expansion of 
their service exports including, inter alia, through the strengthening of their domestic services capacity and its efficiency 
and competitiveness;

Taking particular account of the serious difficulty of the least-developed countries in view of their special economic 
situation and their development, trade and financial needs;



GATS: system of rules covering 
international trade in services

Measure affecting trade in 
services at all government 

levels
Covers all services*

Identifies 4 modes for 
supplying services

Applies to services and 
service providers

GATS
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GATS:  Wide scope of application

GATS disciplines apply to: 

 measures

 affecting TRADE in SERVICES

  taken at all government levels



GATS - Scope
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GATS – Art. I:3

(a) “measures by Members” means measures taken by:

 (i) central, regional or local governments and authorities; and

 (ii) non-governmental bodies in the exercise of powers delegated by central, regional or 

local governments or authorities;

In fulfilling its obligations and commitments under the Agreement, each Member shall take such 

reasonable measures as may be available to it to ensure their observance by regional and local 

governments and authorities and non-governmental bodies within its territory;

(b) “services” includes any service in any sector except services supplied in the exercise of 

governmental authority;

(c) “a service supplied in the exercise of governmental authority” means any service which is 

supplied neither on a commercial basis, nor in competition with one or more service 

suppliers.



The GATS architecture

Framework 
Articles 

(I-XXIX)

Annexes (Financial

Services, Air 
Transport, 

Movement of 
Persons,

Telecom)

Art II (MFN) 
Exemption 

Lists 

Schedules of 
Specific 

Commitments 

Member-

specific 

elements

Uniform 

elements



GATS sectors - MTN.GNS/W/120

Business 
services and 
professional 

services

Communication 
services

Construction 
and related 

services

Distribution 
services

Education 
services

Energy services
Environmental 

services
Financial 
services

Health and 
social services

Tourism 
services

Transport 
services

Movement of 
natural persons

12Further subdivided into ≈ 160 sub-sectors Also: UN Central Product Classfication
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Modes of supply
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The GATS Modes of Supply (1/2)

MEMBER A MEMBER B

Mode 2: Consumption abroad

The consumer abroad

Service

supply 

Consumer Consumer
Service 

supplier

Mode 1: Cross-border

Consumer
Service 

supplier
The service crosses the border

Mode 3: Commercial presence

Company
Commercial

presenceConsumer

$          $          $         $        $

Service

supply 

Establish commercial presence

Service

supply 

© WTO/OMC

GATS Art. I



MEMBER A MEMBER B

An employee is sent by 

a company of country B

Controlled

affiliate

intra-corporate transferee Juridical 

person

The GATS Modes of Supply (2/2)

Service

supply 

Mode 4:  Presence of natural persons 

Natural 

person

A self-employed goes to country A 
Service

supply 

Mode 3 supply

Consumer

© WTO/OMC 15

GATS Art. I
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GATS obligations



GATS applicable obligations

Services 
not 
covered

Services 
covered

Services 
included in 
schedules
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Obligations on all services covered

• Most-Favored Nation treatment (Art. II)

• Extend immediately and unconditionally to services or services suppliers of all other members “treatment no 

less favourable than that accorded to like services and services suppliers of any other country”.

• Derogations are possible in the form of so-called Article II-exemptions. Members were allowed to seek such 

exemptions before the Agreement entered into force. New exemptions can only be granted to new members 

at the time of accession or, in the case of current members, by way of a waiver under Article IX:3 of the WTO 

Agreement.

• Certain transparency obligations (Art III:1, 2, 4)

• GATS members are required, among other things, to publish all measures of general application and 

establish national enquiry points mandated to respond to other members' information requests.

• Provide prompt review and remedies for administrative decisions affecting trade in 
services (Art. VI:2)

• Monopolies also have to respect MFN (Art. VIII:1)
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Services 
not covered

Services 
covered

Services 
included in 
schedules



Obligations on listed sectors

Transparency 
(Art III.3)

Domestic 
regulations 

(Art VI:1, 3, 5 
& 6)

Monopolies 
and exclusive 

providers 
(Art. VIII)

Payments 
and transfers 

(Art. XI)
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Services 
not covered

Services 
covered

Services 
included in 
schedules



Obligations on services included in 
Schedule of commitments

Services included in 
Schedule of commitments

Specific 
commitments

Obligations 
on sectors 

listed

Obligations 
on all 

services

20

Market access:

• Market access is a negotiated commitment in specified sectors. 
It may be made subject to various types of limitations that are 
enumerated in Article XVI(2). 

National treatment:

• A commitment to national treatment implies that the member 
concerned does not operate discriminatory measures 
benefiting domestic services or service suppliers. 
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How to read / prepare a schedule 
of specific commitments



Format of Schedules under GATS

Modes of supply:  (1) Cross-border supply  (2) Consumption abroad (3) Commercial presence   (4) Pres. of 
natural persons 

Sector or sub-sector Limitations on market 

access 

Limitations on national 

treatment 

Additional 

commitments 

I. HORIZONTAL COMMITMENTS 

 
 
 
 
 

(1) 

(2) 

(3) 

(4) 

(1) 

(2) 

(3) 

(4) 

 

II. SECTOR-SPECIFIC COMMITMENTS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(1) 

 

(2) 

 

(3) 

 

(4) 

(1) 

 

(2) 

 

(3) 

 

(4) 
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Limitations on Market Access (Art. XVI)

• All restrictions on market access falling under Article XVI must be scheduled 

• Covers both discriminatory and non-discriminatory measures

• “Exhaustive list” (closed list of measures)

• Quantitative restrictions can be expressed numerically or through economic 
needs tests (ENTs)*

• Focus is on measures limiting market access rather than on implementation 
mechanisms (e.g. licensing requirements) or relevant laws and regulations.
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(*) Economic Needs Test (ENTs): test which conditions market access on 
complying with certain criteria (e.g. requirement to establish health facility is 
based on population criterion). The criterion on which ENT is based must be 
stipulated. 



Six Types of MA Limitations:
Examples (Document S/L/92)

(a) Number of service suppliers

Annually established quotas for foreign medical 
practitioners.

(b) Value of service transactions or 
assets 

Foreign bank subsidiaries limited to x per cent of total 
domestic assets of all banks. 

(c) Number of service operations or 
total quantity of service output 

Restrictions on broadcasting time available for foreign 
films.
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(d) Number of natural persons that may be 
employed in a particular sector 

Foreign labour should not exceed “x” per cent of total.

(e) Specific types of legal entity or joint 
venture 

Foreign companies required to establish subsidiaries.

(f) Limitations on the participation of foreign 
capital 

Foreign equity ceiling of “x” per cent for a particular 
form of commercial presence.
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Six Types of MA Limitations:
Examples (Document S/L/92)



National treatment (Article XVII)

26

• Treatment shall be “no less favourable than accorded to own 
like services and services 

Non discrimination

• Either formally identical or formally different treatment

De facto or de jure

• No modification of “the conditions of competition” in favour of 
own like services or service suppliers 

Relevant benchmark



Examples of National Treatment limitations 
(Document S/L/92)

Eligibility for 
subsidies 

reserved to 
nationals 

Nationality or 
residency 

requirements 

Non-residents 
are excluded 

from the 
acquisition of 

real state

Skilled foreign 
employees 
required to 

provide 
training to 

locals  

2727
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Additional Commitments (Art. XVIII)

Scheduling of measures not falling under Articles XVI or 
XVII.  Such measures may relate to qualifications, 
standards, licenses, competition disciplines, etc.  

        See also S/CSC/W/34

Example: Telecom Reference Paper



SCHEDULE OF SPECIFIC COMMITMENTS 

 

Sector or 
Sub-Sector 

Limitations on 
Market Access 

Limitations on 
National Treatment 

Additional 
Commitments 

 (1) (1)  

(2) (2) 

(3) (3) 

(4) (4) 

 (1) (1)  

(2) (2) 

(3) (3) 

(4) (4) 

 

GATS: Hybrid approach to scheduling
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Positive 
Element:  
selection
of sectors in 
which
Market Access 
and National 
Treatment is 
granted

Negative Element: 

inscription of any 

limitations on  

Market Access and 

National Treatment

Negotiated 

commitments

 not subject to 

scheduling under

 MA or NT



Modes of supply: 1) Cross-border supply 2) Consumption abroad 3) Commercial presence  4) Presence of natural persons 

 

Sector or 
subsector 

Limitations on 
market access 

Limitations on 
national treatment 

Additional 
commitments 

 
Hotels and 
restaurants  
(CPC 641- 643) 

 
1) Unbound* 
 
2) None  
 
3) Only through joint ventures 

with foreign equity ceiling 
of 49 per cent  

 
4) Unbound except as 

indicated in the horizontal 
section 

 

 
1) Unbound*  
 
2) None 
 
3) Foreign-owned hotels 
      and restaurants are  
      subject to training  
      requirements  
 
4) Unbound  

 

 

 

“Unbound” = no commitment 

(full policy discretion)

“None” = no limitation (full 

commitment) 

“The admission of ... “ and 

“Foreign-owned .... “ =  partial 

commitments (commitments 

with limitations)

“Unbound* (due to lack of 

technical feasibility = 

Unbound (no commitment)

Terminology related to MA and NT Limitations
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Notification requirements under 
the GATS 



GATS: background to notifications

• Preamble:  “Wishing to establish a multilateral framework of principles and 
rules for trade in services with a view to the expansion of such trade under 
conditions of transparency […]”

• Article I:1  “This Agreement applies to measures by Members affecting 
trade in services”



GATS: background to notifications – the 
term “measure”

• Article I:3 (a):  "measures by Members" means measures taken by: 
(i) central, regional or local governments and authorities;  and (ii) 
non-governmental bodies in the exercise of powers delegated by 
central, regional or local governments or authorities

• Article XVIII (a): "measure" means any measure by a Member, 
whether in the form of a law, regulation, rule, procedure, decision, 
administrative action, or any other form



Why do we notify?

• Conceptual meaning:  Transparency is one of the 
cornerstones of the WTO agreements, it ensures symmetry 
of information, fairness and accountability on the part of 
Members

• Legal meaning: Notifications are GATS obligations

• Practical meaning: Notifications are simply a means to an 
end – a reliable mechanism to achieve transparency and 
predictability and facilitate information exchange in the 
Council for Trade in Services (CTS)

• The Secretariat does not police or surveil Members in respect of their 
notification obligations, it only counts existing notifications

• The Central Registry for Notifications (CRN) issues a call for notifications 
once a year, as well as two reminders per year in respect of GATS 
Articles III:3, III:4 and VII:4



Overview of relevant GATS Articles

Article III:3 – Transparency: 

"Each Member shall promptly and at least annually inform the Council 
for Trade in Services of the introduction of any new, or any changes to 
existing, laws, regulations or administrative guidelines which 
significantly affect trade in services covered by its specific 
commitments under this Agreement". 



Overview of relevant GATS Articles

Article III:4 – Enquiry Points

“Each Member shall respond promptly to all requests by any other Member for specific 
information on any of its measures of general application or international agreements 
within the meaning of paragraph 1. 

Each Member shall also establish one or more enquiry points to provide specific 
information to other Members, upon request, on all such matters as well as those subject 
to the notification requirement in paragraph 3. Such enquiry points shall be established 
within two years from the date of entry into force of the Agreement Establishing the WTO 
(referred to in this Agreement as the "WTO Agreement"). 

Appropriate flexibility with respect to the time-limit within which such enquiry points are to 
be established may be agreed upon for individual developing country Members. Enquiry 
points need not be depositories of laws and regulations”.

See also S/L/23



Overview of relevant GATS Articles

Article IV:2 – Contact Points

“Developed country Members, and to the extent possible other 
Members, shall establish contact points within two years from the date 
of entry into force of the WTO Agreement to facilitate the access of 
developing country Members' service suppliers to information, related 
to their respective markets, concerning: 

(a) commercial and technical aspects of the supply of services; 

(b) (b) registration, recognition and obtaining of professional 
qualifications; and 

(c) the availability of services technology”.

See also S/L/23







Overview of relevant GATS Articles

Article III:5 – Transparency

"Any Member may notify to the Council for Trade in Services any 
measures, taken by any other Member, which it considers affects the 
operation of this Agreement.“

• Notifications received:  One - S/C/N/653 (notification from Norway in 
2012)





Overview of relevant GATS Articles

•Article V:5 - Economic Integration

"If, in the conclusion, enlargement or any significant modification of any 
agreement under paragraph 1, a Member intends to withdraw or modify a 
specific commitment inconsistently with the terms and conditions set out in its 
Schedule, it shall provide at least 90 days advance notice of such modification 
or withdrawal and the procedure set forth in paragraphs 2, 3 and 4 of Article 
XXI shall apply."

Notifications received: Three (concerning EU enlargements)



Overview of relevant GATS Articles

•Article V:7(a) - Economic Integration

"Members which are parties to any agreement referred to in paragraph 
1 [agreement liberalizing trade in services] shall promptly notify any 
such agreement and any enlargement or any significant modification of 
that agreement to the Council for Trade in Services.  They shall also 
make available to the Council such relevant information as may be 
requested by it.  The Council may establish a working party to examine 
such an agreement or enlargement or modification of that agreement 
and to report to the Council on its consistency with this Article"



Overview of notifications submitted by 
Members to date

Article V:7(a) - Economic Integration

Notified Agreements:  237 (including Agreements of the EC/EU with subsequent 

Member States and EU enlargement  Agreements) (JOB/SERV/CTS/37/Rev.1) 



Overview of relevant GATS Articles

Article V bis – Labour Markets Integration 
Agreements

“This Agreement shall not prevent any of its Members from being a party to an 
agreement establishing full integration[2] of the labor markets between or 
among the parties to such an agreement, provided that such an agreement:

(a) exempts citizens of parties to the agreement from requirements concerning 
residency and work permits;

(b) is notified to the Council for Trade in Services”.

[2] Typically,  such integration provides citizens of the parties concerned with a right of free entry to the employment 
markets of the parties and includes measures concerning conditions of pay, other conditions of employment and social 
benefits.



Overview of notifications submitted by 
Members to date

Article V bis – Labour Markets Integration Agreements

Notifications received:  Five, for one Agreement (Nordic Labour 
Market).  

In 1996, Denmark, Iceland, Norway, Sweden and Finland notified their 
participation in a common Nordic Labour Market (S/C/N/34 - 38)



Overview of relevant GATS Articles

Article VII:4 – Recognition:  

"Each Member shall:

     (a) within 12 months from the date on which the WTO Agreement takes effect for 
it, inform the Council for Trade in Services of its existing recognition measures and 
state whether such measures are based on agreements or arrangements of the type 
referred to in paragraph 1;

     (b) Promptly inform the Council for Trade in Services as far in advance as 
possible of the opening of negotiations on an agreement or arrangement of the type 
referred to in paragraph 1 in order to provide adequate opportunity to any other 
Member to indicate their interest in participating in the negotiations before they enter 
a substantive phase;

   (c) promptly inform the Council for Trade in Services when it adopts new 
recognition measures or significantly modifies existing ones and state whether the 
measures are based on an agreement or arrangement of the type referred to in 
paragraph 1".



Overview of notifications submitted by 
Members to date

Article VII:4 – Recognition: 

Notifications received:  97, from 46 Members (JOB/SERV/CTS/37/Rev.1) 



Other relevant GATS articles

• Article VIII:4 and 5 – Monopolies and Exclusive Service Suppliers - None 

• Article X:2 - Emergency Safeguard Measures - None 

• Article XII:4* – Restrictions to Safeguard the Balance of Payments - None 

• Article XIV bis – Security Exceptions One - S/C/N/115 (notification from 
Nicaragua)

• Article XXI:1(b) – Modification of Schedules - Seven

• Article XXVIII(k)(ii) – Definitions 

• Annex on Article II (MFN) Exemptions

*notifications have to be made to the General Council instead of the CTS

(JOB/SERV/CTS/37/Rev.1) 



Article XXI:1(b) – Modification of Schedules

(b) “A modifying Member shall notify its intent to modify or withdraw a 
commitment pursuant to this Article to the Council for Trade in Services no later 
than three months before the intended date of implementation of the 
modification or withdrawal”.

What’s next?

→ at the request of any affected Member -> the modifying Member “shall enter into 

negotiations with a view to reaching agreement on any necessary compensatory 

adjustment” on an MFN basis -> if no agreement reached -> arbitration -> if the modifying 

Member does not comply with arbitration findings, any affected Member may “modify or 

withdraw substantially equivalent benefits […] solely with respect to the modifying 

Member”.

→ Procedures for the Implementation of Article XXI of the General Agreement on Trade in 

Services (S/L/80)



Understanding the notification process

 The WTO does not prescribe how the process of notifications should be 
administered domestically – it only obliges Members to be transparent 
about what they do

 In most countries there are numerous regulatory authorities that are 
responsible for notifying changes in their respective sectors (e.g. 
Central Bank, Telecom authority, Ministry of Tourism, professional 
associations, etc.)

 Each notification requirement in the GATS has its own timeline 
(however, most frequently reference is made to “promptly”)

 There are agreed formats for notification (S/L/5, S/L/310, S/L/418)



Understanding the notification process

• S / L / 5 - Guidelines for notifications under the General Agreement on Trade in Services  (adopted by the 
Council for Trade in Services on 1 March 1995) + notification template

• S / L / 310 –Notification format for Regional Trade Agreements (adopted by the Council for Trade in Services on 
16 November 2007)

• S / L / 428 – Template for notifying changes to an existing Regional Trade Agreement (adopted by the Council 
for Trade in Services on 12 October 2018) 

• JOB/SERV/CTS/37/Rev.1- Overview of notifications made under relevant GATS provisions (Informal note by 
the Secretariat). *presented at the first CTS of every year

• S / ENQ / 78 / Rev.26 (2026 revision) – Contact and Enquiry Points notified to the CTS (note by the 
Secretariat)

• Summary of requirements and links to relevant documents: Technical Cooperation Handbook on 
Notification Requirements : https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/handbook_on_notifications_complete_e.pdf 

• Notification Portal: https://notifications.wto.org/en/notification-requirements/trade-in-services 

Useful documents: 

https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/handbook_on_notifications_complete_e.pdf
https://notifications.wto.org/en/notification-requirements/trade-in-services
https://notifications.wto.org/en/notification-requirements/trade-in-services
https://notifications.wto.org/en/notification-requirements/trade-in-services
https://notifications.wto.org/en/notification-requirements/trade-in-services
https://notifications.wto.org/en/notification-requirements/trade-in-services
https://notifications.wto.org/en/notification-requirements/trade-in-services
https://notifications.wto.org/en/notification-requirements/trade-in-services




Understanding the notification process:

Information necessary to produce a notification 
includes (S/L/5):

▪ GATS Article, pursuant to which the notification is being made

▪ Brief description of the measure

▪ Date of entry of the measure into force 

▪ Duration of the measure (usually “indefinite”)

▪ Responsible agency

▪ Affected Members (usually “none”)

▪ Link to the text/description of the measure
▪ Article VII:4  + “a synthesis of the main elements of the measure or the international agreement in question and advice on 

where additional information is available”







Understanding the notification process

• S / C / N / *

• S / ENQ / * (GATS Article III:4 and IV:2 – enquiry & contact points)

• S / SECRET / * (modification of schedules under GATS Article XXI and EU 
enlargement notifications pursuant to GATS Article V: see e.g. S/SECRET/8, 
S/SECRET/9, S/SECRET/11)

Where to look for notifications?

➢WTO website->Documents, data and resources->WTO Documents Online OR docs.wto.org

➢Notification Portal

Notification symbols



Summary: Notification obligations

• Each Member shall promptly and at least annually inform the Council for Trade in Services of the introduction of any 
new, or any changes to existing, laws, regulations or administrative guidelines which significantly affect trade in 
services covered by its specific commitments under this Agreement.

Transparency (Art. III:3)

• Members which are parties to any agreement referred to in paragraph 1 shall promptly notify any such agreement 
and any enlargement or any significant modification of that agreement to the Council for Trade in Services. They 
shall also make available to the Council such relevant information as may be requested by it.

Economic integration (Article V:7(a))

• (i) shall promptly notify any such agreement and any enlargement or any significant modification of that agreement 
to the Council for Trade in Services; (ii) as far in advance as possible of the opening of negotiations on an 
agreement or arrangement, (iii) when it adopts new recognition measures or significantly modifies existing ones and 
state whether the measures are based on an agreement or arrangement.

Recognition (Art. VII)

• Labour market integration, monopolies, emergency safeguards measures, etc. 

Other

58
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Copyright Notice and Disclaimer

© World Trade Organization (WTO), 2026.

All rights reserved.  No part of the WTO training material may be reproduced, translated and/or disseminated, in any form, 
whether for commercial/for profit or non-profit purposes, without prior permission in writing from the WTO. Requests for 
permission must be submitted by e-mail to enquiries@wto.org

The WTO, however, authorizes the use, reproduction and/or dissemination of its training material strictly for non-commercial 
and non-profit scientific, educational, or research purposes, provided that the WTO is properly identified and acknowledged 
as the original source. Any reproduction of WTO print and materials is governed by the applicable WTO norms and policies 
and subject to the conditions outlined on the WTO website Copyright and permissions. 
 
The WTO reserves its right to add, change, or update any of its training material without notice. Under no circumstances 
shall the WTO accept liability for any loss, alteration, damage, or expense suffered which is claimed from the use of the WTO 
training material.

The views expressed in the authorized use of the WTO training material are not necessarily those of the WTO, its Secretariat 
or any of its Members. It should also not be interpreted as any kind of endorsement of opinions or recommendations on the 
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