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Regional Trade Agreements (RTAs)
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Context

 Proliferation of regional initiatives

 Agreements between different regional 
trading blocs

 Trade creation? 

 Trade diversion?

Global Trade Outlook and Statistics. WTO 2026
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An indirect definition of RTAs

No formal WTO 
definition 
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Basic concepts
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Basic concepts
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Levels of Integration
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LEVEL 2LEVEL 1

Levels of Integration
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LEVEL 3

Levels of Integration

Customs Union
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Levels of Integration
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Integration levels criteria
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The 4 “Duties”
1.Observe the most-favoured-

nation (MFN) principle

2.Neither maintain nor introduce

quantitative restrictions

3.Observe the bound rates
contained in the Schedules of

concessions

4.Observe the principle of

national treatment

Exceptions for certain regional initiatives
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Applicable Rules: GATT

 1947: GATT (goods)

 Art. XXIV: Customs unions and free-trade 
areas (as well as interim agreements leading to 

either of these forms of integration)

 1979: Decision by the contracting parties                     
(Tokyo Round)

 “Enabling Clause” (Goods)
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Applicable Rules: WTO

 1995: Marrakesh Agreement
 Understanding on the Interpretation of the GATT Article XXIV (Goods)

 Art. V of the GATS (Services)

 2001: “Doha Programme”
 Negotiating the “rules”

 Early harvest “Transparency Mechanism”

 Waivers
 Preferential Tariff Treatment for Least-Developed Countries (LDCs) -

General Council Decisions 2009 (WT/L/759) and 2019 (WT/L/1069)

 LDC Services waiver (WT/MIN(15)/48)
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GATT Art. XXIV

Customs Unions (CU)

 Elimination of customs duties and other restrictive 

regulations of commerce between members of the 

CU “for a substantial part of the trade” between 

those members

 Customs duties and other regulations applied by 

all members of the CU to products from third 

countries are identical
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GATT Art. XXIV

Free-trade areas (FTA)

 Elimination of customs duties et and other 

restrictive regulations of commerce between 

members of the FTA “for a substantial part of 

the trade” between those members
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GATT Art. XXIV

Principles

 “deepening” of the process of economic integration

= elimination of barriers within the CU or FTA

= preferences 

= violation of the MFN principle 

 under certain conditions

 provided economic integration does not raise  
barriers for third countries
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Enabling Clause

Generalized System of Preferences (GSP)

 Preferential tariff treatment accorded by 
developed countries to products from developing 
countries

 Unilateral measures

= elimination or reduction of access barriers on   
products from developing countries

= preferences 

= violation of the MFN principle
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Enabling clause

Special and differential treatment with 
respect to non-tariff measures

 Non-tariff preferences for products from 
developing countries

 Measures negotiated multilaterally

= elimination or reduction of barriers on products 
from developing countries

= preferences

= violation of the MFN principle
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Enabling clause

Regional arrangements between developing 
countries

 Tariff and/or non-tariff preferences for trade 
between developing countries (elimination or 
reduction)

 Plurilateral (regional) agreements outside the 
GATT

= elimination or reduction of access barriers on 
products from developing countries within the 
same region

= preferences 

= violation of the MFN principle
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Enabling clause

Special treatment for LDCs

 Additional special and differential treatment for 
LDCs

 Measures negotiated multilaterally

= elimination or reduction of access barriers on 
products from the LDCs

= preferences 

= violation of the MFN principle

 few specific provisions in the GATT
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GATS V

(Regional) agreements liberalizing trade 

in services

 Absence or elimination of substantially all 

discrimination between parties to the agreement

 elimination of existing discriminatory measures

 prohibition of new discriminatory measures
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Waivers

 “Enhanced Enabling Clause” (2009 Decision)

 Temporary waiver

 Preferential tariff treatment accorded by developing 
countries to products originating from LDCs

 Unilateral measures

= elimination or reduction of access barriers on products 
from the LDCs

= preferences 

= violation of the MFN principle

 Other waivers

• e.g.: Cotonou Agreement

• e.g.: US - Caribbean Basin initiative
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Review Procedures

 GATT XXIV + Understanding

 Notification (Goods Council)

 Mandatory review (CRTA)

 GATS V

 Notification (GATS Council)

 Review on request (CRTA)

 Enabling Clause

 Notification (Committee on Trade and Development)

 Review on request (CRTA)

 Waivers 

 General Council decisions
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NOT: Regional Trade Agreements (1)

• 2006 Transparency Mechanism for RTAs (WT/L/671)

• Early announcement

• Notification (WT/REG/16)

• Factual presentation

• Consideration by Members: Committee on RTAs (CRTA) or

Committee on Trade and Development (CTD) or

Council for Trade in Services (CTS)

• Subsequent Notification and Reporting

https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/region_e/trans_mecha_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/region_e/trans_mecha_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/region_e/trans_mecha_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/region_e/trans_mecha_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/region_e/trans_mecha_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/region_e/trans_mecha_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/region_e/trans_mecha_e.htm
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NOT: Regional Trade Agreements (1)

http://rtais.wto.org

http://rtais.wto.org/
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Review Procedures

 GATT XXIV + Understanding

 Notification (Goods Council)

 Mandatory review (CRTA)

 GATS V

 Notification (GATS Council)

 Review on request (CRTA)

 Enabling Clause

 Notification (Committee on Trade and Development)

 Review on request (CRTA)

 Waivers 

 General Council decisions
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RTA Database http://rtais.wto.org

http://rtais.wto.org/
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