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How to use this guide

Each section is self-contained for quick revision. Green boxes highlight likely exam angles, gold

boxes highlight key facts and figures, and blue boxes provide extra context. Tables summarise

information that is commonly asked in MCQs and short questions for the CSS International

Relations, Current Affairs, and Pakistan Affairs papers. 
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S E C T I O N  0 1

Introduction — What is the WTO?

The World Trade Organisation (WTO) is the only global international organisation dealing

with the rules of trade between nations. Headquartered in  Geneva, Switzerland, it came

into  being on  1 January 1995,  replacing the  General  Agreement  on Tariffs  and Trade

(GATT), which had governed international trade since 1948.

At its core, the WTO is a rules-based system created and negotiated by its member governments. Its

main purpose is to ensure that trade flows as smoothly, predictably, and freely as possible. It does this by

administering  trade  agreements,  acting  as  a  forum  for  trade  negotiations,  settling  trade  disputes,

reviewing national trade policies, and providing technical assistance and training for developing countries.

1995
YEAR ESTABLISHED

166
MEMBER STATES (approx.)

98%+
OF WORLD TRADE

COVERED

Geneva
HEADQUARTERS

Nature of the Organisation

The WTO is often misunderstood as a supranational body that dictates policy to governments. In reality, it

is a  member-driven, consensus-based organisation. Decisions are taken by the entire membership,

typically  by  consensus,  and  the  agreements  themselves  are  contracts  negotiated  and  signed  by

governments, binding them to keep their trade policies within agreed limits. The WTO Secretariat has no

independent decision-making power; it exists to service the negotiations and administer the agreed rules.

Legal Character

The WTO possesses international legal

personality. It is an intergovernmental

organisation, not an agency of the United

Nations, though it cooperates closely with the

UN system, the IMF, and the World Bank. 

Guiding Idea

Trade opened up, predictable, and free from

arbitrary discrimination contributes to

economic growth, development, and well-

being — provided there are agreed rules that

all players respect. 

What the WTO Is NOT

It is not a lending institution (unlike the IMF or World Bank) — it does not provide loans or financial

assistance.

It  does  not set  tariffs  or  dictate  trade  policy  directly  — members  negotiate  and  bind  their  own

commitments.

It is not a world government and cannot compel a sovereign state to change its domestic laws beyond

the commitments that state has voluntarily accepted.

• 

• 

• 
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It  is  not primarily  concerned  with  free  trade  for  its  own  sake  —  it  is  concerned  with  non-

discrimination, predictability, and rules-based openness.

Likely Exam Angle

A frequently asked conceptual question: "Differentiate between GATT and WTO." Remember —

GATT was only a provisional multilateral agreement with a small secretariat and no legal

personality; the WTO is a permanent institution with full legal status, a broader mandate (goods,

services, and intellectual property), and a binding dispute settlement system. 

• 
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Historical Background: From GATT to WTO

The  story  of  the  WTO  begins  in  the  aftermath  of  the  Second  World  War,  when  the  international

community  sought  to  build  institutions  that  would  prevent  the  kind  of  economic  breakdown  and

protectionist  spiral  (high  tariffs,  competitive  devaluations,  trade  blocs)  that  had  deepened  the  Great

Depression of the 1930s and contributed to global conflict.

The Bretton Woods Vision and the Stillborn ITO

At the 1944 Bretton Woods Conference, along with the IMF and the World Bank, planners envisaged a

third institution — the International Trade Organisation (ITO) — to handle the trade side of international

economic cooperation. The ITO Charter was negotiated and signed at Havana in 1948 (the "Havana

Charter"), but it was never ratified, most decisively because the  United States Congress refused to

ratify  it.  With  the  ITO  effectively  dead,  a  set  of  tariff  concessions  and  trade  rules  that  had  been

negotiated as part of the ITO process — the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) — was

allowed to enter into force provisionally in 1948 and became, by default, the main multilateral instrument

governing world trade for the next 47 years.

GATT: 1948–1994

GATT was never meant to be a permanent organisation — it was a treaty administered by an ad hoc

secretariat ("GATT Secretariat") without full  legal personality. Despite this improvised character, GATT

succeeded in progressively lowering tariffs on industrial goods through a series of multilateral "rounds" of

negotiations.
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The GATT Trade Rounds

Round Years Main Focus

Geneva

Round

1947 Tariff reductions; founding round

Annecy

Round

1949 Tariffs

Torquay

Round

1951 Tariffs

Geneva

Round

1956 Tariffs

Dillon Round 1960–

61

Tariffs

Kennedy

Round

1964–

67

Tariffs; Anti-dumping

Tokyo Round 1973–

79

Tariffs; non-tariff barriers; "framework" agreements

Uruguay

Round

1986–

94

Created the WTO; covered goods, services (GATS), intellectual property

(TRIPS), agriculture, textiles, dispute settlement

The Uruguay Round and the Birth of the WTO

The Uruguay Round, launched at Punta del Este, Uruguay in September 1986, was the most ambitious

and complex round of trade negotiations in history. It took almost eight years, involved 123 participating

countries, and for the first time brought agriculture, textiles and clothing, trade in services, and intellectual

property fully into the multilateral trading system.

1986 Punta del Este Declaration launches the Uruguay Round of GATT negotiations.

1991 Draft Final Act ("Dunkel Draft"), prepared by GATT Director-General Arthur Dunkel, provides the

blueprint for the final agreement.

1993 Negotiations concluded on 15 December 1993 after years of deadlock, particularly over agricultural

subsidies between the US and EU.

1994 Marrakesh Agreement signed on 15 April 1994 in Marrakesh, Morocco, formally establishing the

WTO.

1995 WTO comes into force on 1 January 1995, with 128 founding members.
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Key Fact

The treaty that created the WTO is formally called the "Marrakesh Agreement Establishing the

World Trade Organisation." The first Director-General of the WTO was Peter Sutherland

(Ireland), who had also been the last Director-General of GATT. 

Why GATT Was Replaced

GATT covered only trade in goods; it had no rules for services or intellectual property.

GATT had no binding dispute settlement mechanism — a losing party could block the adoption of

a panel report by veto ("power-based" system).

GATT existed only as a "provisional" treaty and lacked formal international legal personality.

Agriculture and textiles were largely outside effective GATT discipline for decades.

There was a need for  a single institutional  umbrella ("single undertaking")  so that  all  agreements

applied  to  all  members  equally,  ending  the  earlier  "GATT  à  la  carte"  system  of  optional  side-

agreements.

"The WTO is not a break with the past — it is the continuation, and considerable strengthening, of the

multilateral trading system that GATT began in 1948." 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Objectives of the WTO

The objectives of the WTO are laid out in the Preamble to the Marrakesh Agreement. They go beyond

simple trade liberalisation and explicitly link trade to broader development and welfare goals.

Raising Living Standards

To raise standards of living, ensure full employment,

and grow real income and effective demand across

member economies.

Expanding Trade in Goods & Services

To expand the  production  of,  and  trade  in,  goods

and services while allowing for the optimal use of the

world's resources.

Sustainable Development

To pursue trade expansion in a manner consistent

with  the  objective  of  sustainable  development,

seeking to protect and preserve the environment.

Ensuring Developing Countries' Share

To ensure that developing countries, and especially

the least-developed among them, secure a share in

the growth of international trade commensurate with

their development needs.

Reciprocal & Mutually Advantageous

Arrangements

To enter into reciprocal and mutually advantageous

arrangements directed to the substantial reduction of

tariffs and other barriers to trade.

Elimination of Discrimination

To eliminate discriminatory treatment in international

trade relations through non-discrimination principles

(MFN and National Treatment).

Establishing an Integrated System

To develop an integrated, more viable, and durable

multilateral  trading  system  encompassing  GATT,

GATS, and TRIPS under one institutional roof.

Predictability & Transparency

To create a predictable trading environment through

transparent,  binding  commitments,  reducing

uncertainty for businesses and investors.

Likely Exam Angle

Note the explicit mention of "sustainable development" and environmental protection in the

Preamble — this is often tested to distinguish the WTO's stated goals from the common

misconception that it single-mindedly pursues trade liberalisation without regard to development or

environmental concerns. 
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Functions of the WTO

Article  III  of  the  Marrakesh  Agreement  sets  out  five  core  functions  of  the  WTO.  In  practice,  these

functions structure almost everything the organisation does.

1. Administering Trade Agreements

The WTO oversees the implementation, administration, and operation of the roughly 60 agreements that

make up the "single undertaking" — the package of agreements that all  members must accept as a

whole,  including  GATT 1994,  GATS,  TRIPS,  and  the  various  annexes  covering  agriculture,  sanitary

measures, technical barriers, subsidies, safeguards, and more.

2. Acting as a Forum for Trade Negotiations

The WTO provides the institutional platform through which members negotiate further liberalisation and

updated rules — from the Doha Round to more recent  plurilateral  talks on e-commerce,  investment

facilitation, and fisheries subsidies.

3. Handling Trade Disputes

Through the Dispute Settlement Understanding (DSU), the WTO offers a structured, legalistic, and (in

principle)  binding  process  for  resolving  trade  conflicts  between  member  governments,  replacing  the

weaker, consensus-blockable GATT dispute process.

4. Monitoring National Trade Policies

Via the Trade Policy Review Mechanism (TPRM), the WTO regularly examines and publishes reports

on  the  trade  policies  and  practices  of  individual  members,  promoting  transparency  and  peer

accountability.

5. Building Trade Capacity in Developing Countries

The WTO provides technical assistance and training programmes designed to help developing and least-

developed countries build the institutional and human capacity needed to participate effectively in the

multilateral trading system, negotiate agreements, and implement their obligations.

Additional / Supporting Functions

Cooperating with other international organisations — the IMF, the World Bank, and UN agencies

— to achieve greater coherence in global economic policy-making.

Collecting  and  disseminating  trade  statistics  and  research through  publications  such  as  the

annual World Trade Statistical Review and the World Trade Report.

Providing a  framework for  regional  trade agreements (RTAs) to  be notified  and reviewed for

consistency with multilateral rules (GATT Article XXIV and GATS Article V).

• 

• 

• 
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Simple Way to Remember

A-N-D-M-B: Administer agreements • Negotiate rules • Dispute settlement • Monitor policies

(TPRM) • Build capacity (technical assistance). 
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Fundamental Principles of the Trading

System

The entire body of WTO law rests on a small number of foundational principles. Almost every specific rule

in every agreement can be traced back to one of these ideas.

1. Most-Favoured-Nation Treatment (MFN)

Under Article I of GATT (and equivalent provisions in GATS and TRIPS), a member must extend to all

other members any trade advantage — a lower tariff, a favourable regulation — that it grants to any one

country. In effect, MFN means "treat everyone the same" at the border: discrimination between trading

partners is prohibited, subject to specific,  narrowly defined exceptions (such as free trade areas and

customs unions, and special treatment for developing countries).

2. National Treatment

Under  Article III of GATT,  once a foreign product has entered a market (after paying any applicable

border tariff), it must be treated no less favourably than domestically produced like products in terms

of internal taxes and regulations. This principle prevents "behind the border" discrimination that would

otherwise undermine tariff concessions.

3. Freer Trade, Gradually

Lowering  trade  barriers  is  a  core  WTO goal,  but  liberalisation  happens  through  negotiated,  gradual

reductions in tariffs and non-tariff barriers rather than sudden shocks, allowing economies (particularly

developing ones) time to adjust.

4. Predictability through Binding Commitments

Members agree to "bind" their  tariffs at maximum ceiling rates listed in country-specific schedules. A

bound tariff  cannot be raised above the agreed ceiling without compensating trading partners,  which

creates a predictable, investment-friendly trading environment even where applied tariffs are sometimes

lower than the bound rate.

5. Promoting Fair Competition

The WTO system discourages "unfair" practices such as export subsidies and dumping (selling exports

below normal  value)  that  distort  competition,  while  permitting  members  to  respond through carefully

regulated instruments such as anti-dumping duties and countervailing duties.
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6. Encouraging Development and Economic Reform

Roughly  three-quarters  of  WTO members  are  developing  countries  or  economies  in  transition.  The

system incorporates Special and Differential Treatment (S&DT) provisions — longer transition periods,

technical  assistance,  and,  for  least-developed countries,  exemptions from certain commitments — to

reflect their different capacities.

7. Transparency

Members  are  required  to  publish  their  trade  regulations,  notify  changes  in  policy  to  the  WTO,  and

respond to information requests from other members, and their policies are periodically reviewed under

the TPRM.

Likely Exam Angle

Distinguish clearly between MFN (cross-country, at the border) and National Treatment (foreign

vs. domestic, behind the border) — this distinction is one of the most commonly tested points on

WTO principles. 
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Organisational Structure

The WTO's structure is strictly member-driven and hierarchical, with the Ministerial Conference at the

apex and a  network  of  specialised councils  and committees below it,  all  serviced by a  professional

Secretariat that has no voting power of its own.

1. Ministerial Conference (MC)

The  top  decision-making  body of  the  WTO,  composed  of  trade  ministers  (or  equivalent)  from all

member states. It must meet at least once every two years and has the authority to take decisions on

all matters under any of the multilateral trade agreements.

2. General Council

Between  Ministerial  Conferences,  the  General  Council,  based  in  Geneva  and  composed  of

ambassadors/representatives of all members, carries out the Conference's functions. It also convenes as

the:

Dispute Settlement Body (DSB) — to administer dispute settlement rules.

Trade Policy Review Body (TPRB) — to conduct Trade Policy Reviews.

3. Councils for Each Broad Area of Trade

Reporting to the General Council are three subject-specific councils:

Council for Trade in Goods

Oversees  agreements  covering  trade  in  goods,

including  GATT  1994  and  its  associated  annexes

(Agriculture,  SPS,  TBT,  TRIMs,  Anti-dumping,

Subsidies, Safeguards, etc.).

Council for Trade in Services

Oversees the functioning of the General Agreement

on  Trade  in  Services  (GATS)  and  its  sectoral

annexes (finance, telecommunications, air transport,

etc.).

Council for TRIPS

Oversees the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights, including issues such as

patents, public health flexibilities, and geographical indications.

4. Subsidiary Committees and Working Groups

Numerous specialised committees operate under these councils and the General Council, dealing with

matters  such  as  Trade  and  Development,  Balance  of  Payments  Restrictions,  Budget/Finance/

Administration, Trade and Environment, Regional Trade Agreements, Market Access, Agriculture,

and Safeguards, among others.

• 

• 
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5. The Secretariat

Headquartered in Geneva, the Secretariat comprises around 600–650 staff under the leadership of the

Director-General. Unlike the secretariats of many other international bodies, it has no decision-making

power; its role is administrative, analytical, and technical support — servicing councils and committees,

providing  legal  assistance  during  disputes,  and  supporting  accession  negotiations  and  technical

cooperation programmes.

6. The Director-General

Appointed by consensus of the membership for a renewable term (typically four years),  the Director-

General leads the Secretariat and plays a key facilitating and diplomatic role in negotiations, though —

importantly — holds no unilateral decision-making authority over trade rules.

Current Leadership

Dr Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala (Nigeria) became Director-General of the WTO in March 2021 — the first

woman and the first African to hold the post. She was reappointed for a second four-year term

beginning in September 2025. 

Decision-Making: Consensus, Not Voting

Formally, the WTO Agreement allows for voting (one member, one vote) where consensus cannot be

reached, with different majority thresholds for different types of decisions (e.g., a three-quarters majority

for interpreting agreements, and unanimous consent of all members for amending the most fundamental

principles such as MFN). In practice, however, the WTO — following GATT tradition — takes virtually all

decisions by consensus, meaning a decision is adopted if no member present formally objects. This

gives every member, however small, an effective veto, but also makes the system slow and prone to

gridlock.
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Membership & Accession Process

The WTO began in 1995 with 128 founding members (those GATT contracting parties that ratified the

Uruguay Round agreements). Membership has since grown to around 166 members, representing more

than 98% of world trade, making the WTO's rules the closest thing the world has to a truly global trade

constitution.

Categories of Participation

Members — states or  separate customs territories with full  rights and obligations under all  WTO

agreements.

Observers — states in the process of  acceding,  or  intergovernmental  organisations,  permitted to

attend meetings but  without  voting rights.  Observer  governments  generally  must  begin  accession

negotiations within five years of receiving observer status.

Notable Feature: Separate Customs Territories

Because WTO membership is based on customs sovereignty rather than strict statehood, entities

such as Hong Kong, China; Macao, China; and the European Union (as a bloc, alongside its

individual member states) are full WTO members in their own right. 

The Accession Process

Joining the WTO is a detailed, multi-stage negotiation rather than a simple application, and can take

many years:

"Tell us about yourself" — the applicant government submits a Memorandum on its Foreign Trade

Regime, describing all policies and laws relevant to trade, which a Working Party examines.

"Work out with us individually what you have to offer" — the applicant conducts parallel bilateral

negotiations with interested member governments on tariff and services-market-access commitments,

and on specific policy commitments.

Draft membership terms — the Working Party finalises the terms of accession in a draft membership

package, including a Working Party Report, Protocol of Accession, and schedules of commitments.

Final  decision —  the  package  is  submitted  to  the  General  Council  or  Ministerial  Conference;

accession is approved by a two-thirds majority of the WTO membership, after which the applicant's

own domestic ratification completes the process.

Likely Exam Angle

Recent high-profile accessions frequently tested in current affairs include Afghanistan (2016), 

Comoros and Timor-Leste (2024, at MC13). Also remember that major economies such as 

Russia joined only in 2012 and China joined in 2001 — both after prolonged, multi-year

accession negotiations. 

• 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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Key WTO Agreements Explained

The WTO administers a package of roughly 60 legal texts, often visualised as resting on "three pillars" —

goods, services, and intellectual property — with dispute settlement and policy review as the mechanisms

that hold the whole structure together.

A. GATT 1994 (Trade in Goods)

The  updated  version  of  the  original  1947  GATT  text,  incorporating  decades  of  amendments  and

understandings. It remains the central agreement governing trade in goods, embodying MFN, National

Treatment, and tariff-binding disciplines.

Key Annexes to GATT 1994

Agreement Purpose

Agreement on Agriculture

(AoA)

Brought agricultural trade under multilateral discipline for the first time; built on

three pillars — market access, domestic support, and export subsidies.

Sanitary & Phytosanitary

Measures (SPS)

Sets rules for food safety and animal/plant health regulations to ensure they are

science-based and not disguised protectionism.

Technical Barriers to Trade

(TBT)

Ensures technical regulations, standards, and conformity-assessment

procedures do not create unnecessary obstacles to trade.

Trade-Related Investment

Measures (TRIMs)

Prohibits investment measures (e.g., local-content requirements) that violate

National Treatment or restrict trade.

Anti-Dumping Agreement Sets disciplines for imposing anti-dumping duties on goods sold below "normal

value" that injure a domestic industry.

Subsidies & Countervailing

Measures (SCM)

Disciplines government subsidies and allows countervailing duties against

subsidised imports causing injury.

Safeguards Agreement Allows temporary "emergency" restrictions on imports causing serious injury to

domestic industry, applied on a non-discriminatory (MFN) basis.

Agreement on Textiles &

Clothing (ATC)

Phased out the old Multi-Fibre Arrangement quota system over 1995–2005,

fully integrating textiles into GATT rules.

Trade Facilitation Agreement

(TFA)

Entered into force in 2017; simplifies and speeds up customs procedures to

reduce trade costs, especially for developing countries.

B. GATS — General Agreement on Trade in Services

GATS was the first-ever set of multilateral, legally enforceable rules covering trade in services (banking,

telecommunications, tourism, professional services, education, health, transport, etc.). It identifies  four

"modes of supply":
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Mode Description Example

Mode 1 Cross-border supply Online consultancy service delivered from abroad

Mode 2 Consumption abroad A tourist travelling to consume services in another country

Mode 3 Commercial presence A foreign bank opening a branch in another country

Mode 4 Movement of natural persons A foreign engineer temporarily working in another country

C. TRIPS — Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights

TRIPS sets minimum standards for the protection and enforcement of intellectual property — copyrights,

trademarks,  geographical  indications,  industrial  designs,  patents,  and  trade  secrets  —  and,

controversially,  brings  IP  protection  (including  for  pharmaceuticals)  under  the  WTO's  binding  dispute

settlement system. The  Doha Declaration on TRIPS and Public Health (2001) affirmed that TRIPS

should not prevent members from taking measures to protect public health, including the right to grant

compulsory  licences  for  essential  medicines  —  an  issue  that  returned  to  prominence  during  the

COVID-19 vaccine-patent  waiver debate (2020–2022),  which culminated in  a limited TRIPS waiver

decision at MC12 in 2022.

D. Plurilateral Agreements

Unlike the "single undertaking" agreements binding on all members, a small number of agreements are

plurilateral — binding only on the subset of members that choose to sign them. The main example still in

force is the  Agreement on Government Procurement (GPA), which opens government procurement

markets among its signatories to international competition.

Likely Exam Angle

Remember the "three pillars" mnemonic: GATT (Goods) – GATS (Services) – TRIPS (Intellectual

Property). Many MCQs test simply matching an agreement's full name to its acronym and subject

area. 
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Dispute Settlement Mechanism

The WTO's dispute settlement system, often called the  "jewel in the crown" of  the organisation,  is

widely regarded as one of the most active and effective mechanisms in international law. It is governed by

the  Dispute  Settlement  Understanding (DSU) and administered by  the  Dispute  Settlement  Body

(DSB) — essentially the General Council meeting in a different capacity.

Stages of a Dispute

Step 1 Consultations. The complaining member must first request formal consultations with the other

party; roughly 60 days are allowed for a negotiated settlement.

Step 2 Panel Establishment. If consultations fail, the complainant may request a three-member Panel,

which the DSB must establish (under the "negative/reverse consensus" rule — it is established

unless all members, including the complainant, agree not to).

Step 3 Panel Report. The Panel hears both sides, examines evidence, and issues a report — normally

within six to nine months.

Step 4 Appeal. Either party may appeal the Panel's findings on points of law to the Appellate Body, whose

ruling is meant to be final.

Step 5 Adoption & Implementation. Reports are adopted by the DSB (again by reverse consensus) and

become binding; the losing party must bring its measures into conformity within a "reasonable period

of time."

Step 6 Compliance & Retaliation. If the losing party fails to comply, the winning party may seek WTO

authorisation to impose proportionate retaliatory trade sanctions (suspension of concessions).

Reverse (Negative) Consensus — The Key Innovation

Under GATT, a losing party could simply block adoption of an unfavourable ruling by withholding its

consent (since decisions required positive consensus). The WTO flipped this rule: panel and

Appellate Body reports are automatically adopted unless there is a consensus against adoption

— a virtually impossible threshold to meet since the winning party will never agree to block its own

favourable ruling. This is what makes WTO dispute rulings genuinely binding. 

The Appellate Body Crisis

Since  2019,  the WTO's Appellate Body has been unable to function because the  United States has

blocked the appointment of new judges ("Appellate Body members"), reducing its bench below the

minimum of three needed to hear appeals. US objections centre on concerns about judicial overreach,

excessive delays, and the Appellate Body issuing findings on issues not strictly necessary to resolve a

dispute. As a result, since December 2019 any Panel ruling that is appealed effectively goes into a legal

limbo ("appeal into the void"), since there is no functioning body to hear it.
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The MPIA Workaround

To address this paralysis, a subset of members (around 50+ as of the mid-2020s, including the EU

and China, but not the United States) created the Multi-Party Interim Appeal Arbitration

Arrangement (MPIA) in 2020 — a voluntary alternative appeal mechanism operating under Article

25 of the DSU among its participants. Reforming or replacing the Appellate Body remains one of the

WTO's most urgent unresolved institutional challenges, with members committing at MC12 (2022)

to work towards a fully functioning dispute settlement system by 2024 — a deadline that, as of the

mid-2020s, has not yet been met. 

Likely Exam Angle

The Appellate Body deadlock is a recurring current-affairs question. Key points to remember:

blocked by the US since 2019; alternative mechanism is the MPIA (2020); reform remains

unresolved as of the most recent Ministerial Conferences. 
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Ministerial Conferences (1996–2024)

The Ministerial Conference is the WTO's highest authority. Thirteen conferences have been held since

1995; their outcomes are a favourite area for current-affairs and international-relations questions.

MC Year Host City Key Outcome(s)

MC1 1996 Singapore Established the "Singapore Issues" (investment, competition policy,

government procurement transparency, trade facilitation).

MC2 1998 Geneva 50th anniversary of the multilateral trading system; adopted the e-commerce

work programme and duty-free moratorium on electronic transmissions.

MC3 1999 Seattle Collapsed amid large-scale protests and deep member disagreements —

failed to launch a new round ("Battle of Seattle").

MC4 2001 Doha, Qatar Launched the Doha Development Agenda (Doha Round); adopted the Doha

Declaration on TRIPS and Public Health; approved China's accession.

MC5 2003 Cancún,

Mexico

Collapsed over agricultural subsidies and the Singapore Issues; formation of

the developing-country "G20" (trade) coalition.

MC6 2005 Hong Kong Agreed to eliminate agricultural export subsidies by 2013; progress on duty-

free, quota-free access for LDC exports.

MC7 2009 Geneva Largely a stock-taking session amid the global financial crisis; no major

breakthroughs.

MC8 2011 Geneva Acknowledged the Doha Round impasse; approved Russia's WTO accession.

MC9 2013 Bali, Indonesia "Bali Package" — landmark agreement on the Trade Facilitation Agreement

(TFA), plus decisions on food security and LDC issues.

MC10 2015 Nairobi, Kenya "Nairobi Package" — first Ministerial Conference held in Africa; agreement to

abolish agricultural export subsidies.

MC11 2017 Buenos Aires,

Argentina

Limited outcomes; launch of several new plurilateral "Joint Statement

Initiatives" (e-commerce, investment facilitation, MSMEs).

MC12 2022 Geneva Fisheries Subsidies Agreement concluded; TRIPS COVID-19 vaccine waiver

decision; extension of the e-commerce moratorium; WTO reform

commitments.

MC13 2024 Abu Dhabi,

UAE

Continued work on dispute settlement reform; e-commerce moratorium

extended; accessions of Comoros and Timor-Leste; limited progress on

agriculture and fisheries subsidies "Part II."
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Note on Sequencing

Every Ministerial Conference is numbered sequentially (MC1, MC2 …), and the location/year pairing

is one of the single most commonly tested facts in CSS Current Affairs and International Relations

papers. 
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The Doha Development Agenda

Launched  at  MC4  in  Doha,  Qatar  in  November  2001,  the  Doha  Development  Agenda  (DDA),

commonly  known as  the  Doha Round,  was  intended to  be  a  comprehensive  round of  negotiations

placing  the  needs  and  interests  of  developing  countries  at  the  heart  of  its  agenda  —  hence

"Development" in its title.

Core Negotiating Areas

Agriculture — reducing trade-distorting domestic support,  export subsidies, and improving market

access.

Non-Agricultural Market Access (NAMA) — further reducing industrial tariffs, especially tariff peaks

and escalation.

Services — further liberalisation under GATS.

Trade  Facilitation —  simplifying  customs  procedures  (this  strand  was  eventually  concluded

separately as the TFA in 2013/2017).

Rules — disciplines on anti-dumping, subsidies, and fisheries subsidies.

TRIPS  issues,  including  geographical  indications  and  the  relationship  between  TRIPS  and  the

Convention on Biological Diversity.

Special and Differential Treatment for developing countries across all agreements.

Why the Round Stalled

Despite the original target of concluding by January 2005, the Doha Round has never been completed as

a "single undertaking." Key reasons include:

Deep disagreement between developed and major developing countries (particularly the US, EU, and

the "G20" group led by countries such as India, Brazil, and China) over the scale of agricultural

subsidy cuts and market-access concessions.

The  rise  of  large  emerging  economies  changed  the  old  "developed  vs.  developing"  negotiating

dynamic, complicating consensus on differentiated obligations.

Growing scepticism, especially in the US, about the value of large multilateral packages compared to

bilateral and regional trade deals.

The 2008 global financial crisis diverted political attention and increased protectionist pressures.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Likely Exam Angle

Since the Doha Round could not be concluded as a single package, the WTO has shifted toward 

"early harvest" outcomes (e.g., the Bali Trade Facilitation Agreement, the Nairobi export-subsidy

elimination decision, and the MC12 Fisheries Subsidies Agreement) and plurilateral Joint

Statement Initiatives among smaller "coalitions of the willing," rather than pursuing the full, all-

member Doha package. This shift from "single undertaking" to "flexible, variable-geometry"

negotiating is a key trend examiners like to test. 
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WTO, Developing Countries & LDCs

Developing countries and least-developed countries (LDCs) together make up the large majority of WTO

membership, and their concerns shape much of the organisation's negotiating agenda.

Special and Differential Treatment (S&DT)

WTO agreements contain over 150 provisions granting developing countries special rights, and allowing

other  members  to  treat  them more  favourably  than  other  WTO members.  Common forms of  S&DT

include:

Longer transition periods for implementing commitments.

Provisions to safeguard the trade interests of developing countries (e.g., requiring members to

consider the impact of proposed measures on developing countries).

Flexibility in the level of commitments or use of trade policy tools (for example, allowing higher

subsidy or tariff ceilings for developing members).

Technical assistance and capacity-building support.

Special  provisions  for  LDCs,  including  duty-free,  quota-free  market  access  for  their  exports  in

developed-country markets, and exemption from certain TRIPS obligations.

Least-Developed Countries (LDCs)

LDCs — currently around 44 of the world's poorest economies (as classified by the UN) — receive the

most  extensive  flexibilities  under  WTO rules,  in  recognition  of  their  limited  institutional  and  financial

capacity.  Notably,  LDCs  have  received  extended  (and  repeatedly  renewed)  transition  periods  for

implementing the TRIPS Agreement.

Coalitions of Developing Countries

Group Focus

G20

(trade)

Formed at Cancún (2003); pushes for deeper cuts to developed-country agricultural subsidies.

Includes Brazil, India, China, South Africa, and others (not to be confused with the G20 finance/

leaders' forum).

G33 Coalition of developing countries advocating flexibility to protect small farmers, food security, and

rural livelihoods (Special Products/Special Safeguard Mechanism).

African

Group

Coordinates the positions of African WTO members, particularly on agriculture, S&DT, and cotton

subsidies.

LDC

Group

Coordinates the collective interests of least-developed members across all negotiating areas.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Group Focus

Cairns

Group

Coalition of major agricultural exporting countries (developed and developing) pushing for

agricultural trade liberalisation.

Likely Exam Angle

Do not confuse the trade-related "G20" (a developing-country coalition formed in 2003 at Cancún)

with the macroeconomic "G20" grouping of major economies — they share a name but have

entirely different origins and purposes. 
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Criticisms & Challenges Facing the WTO

Despite its achievements, the WTO faces persistent criticism from multiple directions, and today confronts

what many scholars call an "existential" institutional crisis.

Structural & Institutional Criticisms

Negotiating  paralysis — the  consensus  requirement,  while  protecting  smaller  members,  makes

concluding new multilateral agreements extremely difficult; the Doha Round's two-decade stalemate is

the clearest example.

Appellate Body crisis — the loss of a functioning appeal mechanism since 2019 has weakened the

credibility of the "binding" dispute settlement system that was the WTO's signature achievement.

Power  asymmetries —  critics  argue  that  despite  formal  equality  ("one  member,  one  voice"  in

consensus), negotiating outcomes still tend to favour major economic powers with greater bargaining

leverage and legal resources.

Rise of regionalism and bilateralism — the proliferation of Regional Trade Agreements (RTAs) and

bilateral Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) has, some argue, undermined the centrality of the multilateral

system.

Substantive Criticisms

Agricultural  subsidies in  developed economies (particularly  the US and EU) are seen by many

developing countries as distorting global  markets and undermining their  farmers'  competitiveness,

despite the WTO's mandate to discipline them.

TRIPS  and  access  to  medicines —  intellectual  property  protections  have  been  criticised  for

restricting  access  to  affordable  generic  medicines  in  developing  countries,  an  issue that  became

especially prominent during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Trade vs. environment tensions — critics argue WTO rules can constrain environmental and climate

policy  (e.g.,  disputes  over  renewable-energy  subsidy  programmes),  although  the  WTO  has

increasingly engaged with sustainability issues.

Labour standards — the WTO has traditionally excluded labour standards from its mandate (leaving

this to the ILO), a stance criticised by labour advocates who want trade preferences linked to core

labour rights.

Erosion of policy space — some developing countries argue that binding commitments limit their

ability to pursue industrial policy strategies that today's developed countries themselves historically

used.

Contemporary Geopolitical Pressures

US–China trade tensions since 2018 have led to large-scale tariff  measures outside the WTO's

disciplined channels, straining the rules-based system.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Rising protectionism and industrial subsidy competition (e.g., large green-subsidy programmes)

among major economies raise questions about consistency with WTO subsidy rules.

National security exceptions (GATT Article XXI) have been invoked more frequently to justify trade

restrictions, raising concerns about the exception being used to circumvent normal disciplines.

Debates over WTO reform — including calls to update rules on state-owned enterprises, industrial

subsidies, digital trade, and to differentiate obligations for advanced developing economies that self-

declare as "developing" (e.g., China) — remain unresolved and contentious.

Likely Exam Angle

A common essay-type question asks candidates to evaluate "Is the WTO in crisis?" or to discuss

the "Future of Multilateralism." A strong answer should balance genuine achievements (tariff

reduction, dispute settlement's overall track record, trade facilitation) against real structural

challenges (Appellate Body paralysis, Doha Round failure, rising unilateralism/protectionism). 

• 

• 

• 

scholareye.xyz | CSS Exam Reference Series 28



S E C T I O N  1 4

Achievements of the WTO

Dramatic Tariff Reduction

Average global tariffs on industrial goods have fallen

from  around  40%  in  the  late  1940s  under  early

GATT  rounds  to  roughly  3–5%  among  developed

economies today.

Near-Universal Rules Coverage

With  around  166  members  covering  over  98%  of

world trade, the WTO provides the closest thing the

world has to a single, universal set of trade rules.

Functioning Dispute Settlement

(Historically)

Between 1995 and the Appellate Body's paralysis in

2019,  the  WTO  handled  well  over  600  disputes,

providing a rules-based alternative to unilateral trade

retaliation for most of its history.

Trade Facilitation Agreement

Entered  into  force  in  2017;  estimated  to  reduce

global  trade  costs  significantly  by  simplifying

customs  procedures,  especially  benefiting

developing countries.

Fisheries Subsidies Agreement

Concluded  at  MC12  (2022)  —  the  WTO's  first

agreement  with  an  explicit  environmental/

sustainability  objective,  targeting  subsidies  that

contribute to overfishing and illegal fishing.

Bringing Agriculture & Textiles into

Discipline

Two sectors long excluded from effective multilateral

rules  were  brought  under  binding  commitments

through  the  Agreement  on  Agriculture  and  the

phase-out of textile quotas by 2005.

Institutional Transparency

The Trade Policy Review Mechanism has conducted

hundreds  of  reviews,  creating  an  unprecedented

public record of member trade policies.

Support for Development

Extensive technical assistance and S&DT provisions

have  helped  integrate  developing  countries  and

LDCs  more  fully  into  the  global  trading  system,

including duty-free, quota-free access for many LDC

exports.
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Pakistan and the WTO

Pakistan has been part of the multilateral trading system from its very beginning — a fact frequently

tested in CSS Pakistan Affairs and Current Affairs papers.

Key Fact

Pakistan was one of the original contracting parties (founding members) of GATT in 1948, and

became a founding member of the WTO on its establishment on 1 January 1995. 

Institutional Framework

Pakistan's engagement with the WTO is coordinated primarily through the Ministry of Commerce, with

Pakistan's  Permanent  Mission  in  Geneva  representing  the  country  in  day-to-day  WTO  affairs,

negotiations, and dispute proceedings.

Key Areas of Engagement

Textiles and Clothing — as a major textile-exporting economy, Pakistan was significantly affected by

the phase-out of the Multi-Fibre Arrangement quota system (completed in 2005) under the Agreement

on Textiles and Clothing, which removed quota protections but also opened new export opportunities

in a quota-free global market.

GSP+ Status — while not a WTO instrument itself (it is a European Union preferential trade scheme),

Pakistan's  GSP+ status, granted by the EU since 2014, operates within the broader architecture of

WTO-compatible preferential arrangements and gives Pakistani exports (especially textiles) duty-free

or reduced-duty access to EU markets in exchange for implementing 27 international conventions on

human rights, labour rights, environment, and governance.

Agriculture negotiations — Pakistan, as a significant agricultural exporter (rice, cotton) and importer,

has  consistently  pushed  in  WTO  agriculture  talks  for  reduced  developed-country  subsidies  and

greater  market  access,  while  seeking  flexibility  to  protect  its  own  smallholder  farmers  and  food

security concerns, often aligning with coalitions such as the G33.

Special and Differential Treatment — as a developing country,  Pakistan benefits from extended

timelines and flexibilities across various WTO agreements, including TRIPS implementation.

Trade Policy Reviews — Pakistan's trade policies are periodically reviewed under the WTO's Trade

Policy Review Mechanism, providing an international benchmark of its trade regime.

Regional trade agreements — Pakistan's participation in arrangements such as the  South Asian

Free Trade Area (SAFTA) and various bilateral FTAs (e.g., with China) are notified to and reviewed

by the WTO for consistency with multilateral rules.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Challenges for Pakistan within the WTO System

Balancing  trade liberalisation commitments with the need to protect domestic industry and food

security.

Limited  institutional  and  negotiating  capacity  relative  to  larger  trading  powers,  partly  addressed

through WTO technical assistance programmes.

Navigating dependence on a narrow export base (heavily concentrated in textiles) in a global trading

environment shaped by shifting preferential  arrangements and non-tariff  barriers (particularly SPS/

TBT-related requirements in key export markets).

Managing the implications of major-power trade tensions and global supply chain realignments for

Pakistan's own trade and investment prospects.

Likely Exam Angle

A common short question: "When did Pakistan join GATT/WTO?" — Answer: founding GATT

contracting party (1948); founding WTO member (1 January 1995). Essay-style questions often ask

candidates to assess how WTO membership, the end of the MFA quota system, and EU GSP+

status have jointly shaped Pakistan's textile-led export strategy. 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Recent Developments & the Road Ahead

MC12 (2022) — Geneva

Conclusion  of  the  landmark  Fisheries  Subsidies  Agreement,  prohibiting  subsidies  for  illegal,

unreported,  and  unregulated  (IUU)  fishing  and  for  fishing  overfished  stocks  —  the  WTO's  first

agreement primarily focused on environmental sustainability. (It requires ratification by two-thirds of

members to enter into force; ratifications have continued through the mid-2020s.)

A  limited  TRIPS decision on COVID-19 vaccines,  easing  certain  patent-related  requirements  to

expand vaccine manufacturing in developing countries, alongside continued discussion on extending it

to diagnostics and therapeutics.

Extension of the long-standing  moratorium on customs duties on electronic transmissions (e-

commerce moratorium).

A commitment to work toward restoring a fully functioning dispute settlement system accessible

to all members by 2024.

MC13 (2024) — Abu Dhabi

Continued, but incomplete, progress on dispute settlement reform — the 2024 deadline for restoring

the Appellate Body was not met, and reform discussions continue.

Further extension of the e-commerce moratorium.

Accession of Comoros and Timor-Leste, bringing the total membership close to 166.

Continued, unresolved negotiations on the "Fisheries Subsidies II" package (addressing subsidies

contributing to overcapacity and overfishing more broadly) and on agriculture.

Ongoing Structural Trends

Plurilateral  "Joint  Statement  Initiatives" on  e-commerce/digital  trade,  investment  facilitation  for

development,  and MSMEs continue to progress among sub-groups of  members,  reflecting a shift

away from "single undertaking" negotiations.

Persistent calls for  WTO reform covering negotiating functions, dispute settlement, monitoring, and

the question of differentiated obligations for advanced developing economies.

Rising  use  of  industrial  policy  and  subsidies by  major  economies  (e.g.,  in  clean-energy  and

semiconductor sectors) is testing the limits of existing WTO subsidy disciplines and generating new

friction.

Continuing debate over digital trade governance, data flows, and how WTO rules should adapt to a

digitalised global economy.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Staying Current

Because Ministerial Conferences and dispute settlement developments evolve continuously, CSS

aspirants should supplement this guide with the latest WTO press releases and reputable current-

affairs sources closer to their examination date, particularly around any newly scheduled Ministerial

Conference (MC14) and Appellate Body reform progress. 
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Quick Revision: Facts & Figures

Fact Detail

Established 1 January 1995

Founding Treaty Marrakesh Agreement (signed 15 April 1994)

Predecessor GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade), 1948–1994

Headquarters Geneva, Switzerland (Centre William Rappard)

Founding Members 128 (1995)

Current Membership ≈166 members (as of MC13, 2024)

Share of World Trade Covered Over 98%

First Director-General Peter Sutherland (Ireland)

Current Director-General Dr Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala (Nigeria) — since March 2021; first woman & first

African DG

Top Decision-Making Body Ministerial Conference (meets at least every 2 years)

Three Pillars GATT (Goods), GATS (Services), TRIPS (Intellectual Property)

Round that Created the WTO Uruguay Round (1986–1994)

Current Unfinished Round Doha Development Agenda (launched 2001)

Key Non-Discrimination

Principles

Most-Favoured-Nation (MFN) & National Treatment

Dispute Settlement Body General Council sitting as the DSB

Appellate Body Status Non-functional since December 2019 (US blocking appointments)

Interim Appeal Mechanism MPIA (Multi-Party Interim Appeal Arbitration Arrangement), 2020

Landmark 2013 Agreement Trade Facilitation Agreement (Bali Package)

Landmark 2022 Agreement Fisheries Subsidies Agreement (MC12, Geneva)

Pakistan's Status Founding GATT contracting party (1948); founding WTO member (1995)
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Glossary of Key Terms

Bound Tariff

The maximum tariff rate a WTO member commits not to exceed for a given product, as recorded in its schedule

of concessions.

Applied Tariff

The tariff rate a country actually charges on imports, which may be lower than (but not higher than) its bound

rate.

Dumping

Exporting a product at a price lower than the price charged for the same product in the exporter's domestic

market ("below normal value").

Countervailing Duty

A duty imposed to offset the effect of a subsidy granted by a foreign government on an imported product that

injures the domestic industry.

Safeguard Measure

A temporary trade restriction applied to protect a domestic industry from a sudden surge in imports causing

serious injury, applied on an MFN basis regardless of the source of imports.

Single Undertaking

The principle that WTO members must accept the entire package of multilateral agreements as a whole ("nothing

is agreed until everything is agreed"), rather than picking and choosing individual agreements.

Plurilateral Agreement

A WTO-linked agreement binding only on the subset of members that voluntarily sign it, rather than on the full

membership.

Schedule of Concessions

A country-specific list recording its bound tariff rates and other market- access commitments for goods and

services.

Trade Policy Review Mechanism (TPRM)

The WTO's system for periodic, peer-reviewed examination of each member's trade policies and practices.

Reverse (Negative) Consensus

The DSU voting rule under which dispute panel/Appellate Body reports are adopted automatically unless all

members agree to block them — the key feature that makes WTO rulings binding.

Geographical Indication (GI)

A form of intellectual property identifying a good as originating in a specific place, where a given quality or

reputation is essentially attributable to that origin (e.g., "Basmati rice," "Champagne").

Non-Tariff Barrier (NTB)

Any trade restriction other than a tariff — e.g., quotas, licensing requirements, or technical/sanitary regulations

that restrict imports.
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Conclusion

Since its creation in 1995, the WTO has transformed the world's trading system from a

patchwork  of  provisional  arrangements  under  GATT  into  a  near-universal,  rules-based

order covering goods, services, and intellectual property, backed — at least in principle —

by binding dispute settlement.

The organisation's  record is  genuinely mixed.  On one hand,  it  presided over  the steepest  and most

sustained reduction in  trade barriers  in  modern history,  brought  agriculture and textiles  into  effective

multilateral discipline, delivered the Trade Facilitation Agreement and the Fisheries Subsidies Agreement,

and offered smaller and developing economies a rules-based forum in which even the largest powers are,

formally, equal negotiating partners. On the other hand, it has struggled for over two decades to conclude

the Doha Round, and since 2019 has lacked a functioning appellate mechanism for its signature dispute

settlement  system — precisely  as  major-power  trade tensions and industrial-policy  competition  have

intensified.

For students of international relations and for policymakers in developing countries such as Pakistan, the

WTO  remains  central  for  a  simple  reason:  no  alternative  global  institution  offers  a  comparable

combination  of  near-universal  membership,  binding  legal  commitments,  and  (however  imperfect)  a

mechanism for resolving trade conflicts without resort to unilateral retaliation. Whether the organisation

can reform itself — restoring a working dispute settlement system, updating its rules for a digital and

climate-conscious global economy, and rebuilding the negotiating consensus needed to conclude new

agreements — will determine whether the WTO enters its fourth decade as strong as it entered its first.

"Trade is not an end in itself, but a means of raising living standards, creating jobs, and improving people's

lives — this remains the WTO's founding promise, and the enduring test of its relevance." 
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This guide is prepared for educational and exam-preparation purposes.

Facts and figures should be cross-checked against the latest official WTO publications (www.wto.org) closer to your

examination date. 
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