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    F O R E W O R D  B Y  R O B E R T O  A Z E V Ê D O     

  Th e multilateral trading system and regional trade agreements have a long 
history of coexistence. Indeed the GATT was the result of a desire to con-
solidate bilateral preferences existing at the time. Th roughout the history 
of the GATT and the creation of the WTO, there are examples of RTAs 
and the multilateral system “borrowing” ideas from each other and other 
international treaties and building further on them. Th e WTO’s TRIPS 
Agreement, for example, was an eff ort to synthesize existing international 
conventions on intellectual property rights. Similarly, most RTAs today 
base their provisions on existing WTO provisions, in some cases incorpo-
rating the WTO provision directly into the RTA text or expanding further 
on existing WTO provisions. 

 While this coexistence is undeniable, so is the spectacular growth in 
regional trade agreements, especially since the early 1990s. From an aver-
age of three RTAs notifi ed per year during the GATT era, the number has 
risen to twenty- fi ve during the WTO years. Moreover, RTAs today cover 
a wide range of WTO members, be they developed, developing or least- 
developed. Th ere are over 260 RTAs in force that have been notifi ed to 
the WTO, and negotiations continue on many others, including large 
plurilateral initiatives such as the Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership Agreement in the Asia- Pacifi c, the Trans- Atlantic Trade 
and Investment Partnership Agreement and the Tripartite Agreement in 
Africa. In addition, negotiations were recently concluded on the Trans- 
Pacifi c Partnership Agreement. 

 While the rising numbers of RTAs clearly tell a story, less work has been 
done to determine what the RTAs are about, and even less to evaluate what 
their potential impact on the multilateral trading system might be. Th e 
goal of modern RTAs is to provide preferential market access but also 
increasingly to go behind the borders to address other potential barriers 
to trade. Th is book is the result of research carried out by WTO Secretariat 
Staff  and collaborators, in an attempt to understand better the content, 
evolution and objectives of various provisions in RTAs. It is a fi rst step 
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to improve our understanding about the evolving relationship between 
WTO and RTA rules and commitments to see how much further, if at all, 
the latter have gone. 

 Each of the chapters is based on information gathered on all RTAs noti-
fi ed to the GATT and WTO and currently in force. Th ey do not try to 
distinguish “big” from “small” or bilateral from plurilateral agreements, as 
some previous studies have done. Th ey are therefore truly representative 
of the range and diversity of the WTO membership and its trade policy 
goals and challenges. Th ey look at issues for which the WTO has exist-
ing rules but which RTAs may be deepening. Th ey include not only issues 
dealing with market access, such as tariff s and rules of origin, but also 
standards such as sanitary and phytosanitary measures and technical bar-
riers to trade, and other provisions that aff ect international trade such as 
trade facilitation, trade defence, services rules, intellectual property rights 
and dispute settlement. Th e goal of each is to identify on which of these 
issues RTA rules are deepening and going beyond the existing WTO rules. 
Earlier versions of many of the chapters were presented at a seminar held 
at the WTO for its members in September 2014. I would like to thank the 
participants at the seminar for their thoughtful insights and comments 
which have provided much food for thought for the authors. 

 Much of the information that has been gathered to produce the book 
originates in the WTO’s transparency mechanism for RTAs which, as its 
name suggests, aims to make RTAs more transparent through information 
gathering and analysis by the WTO Secretariat. Th e information collected 
for individual RTAs is made available to the public through the WTO’s 
RTA database. Th ese tools have enabled us to keep better track of develop-
ments in RTAs and will help WTO members to make better and more 
informed decisions regarding their trade policies. It is a precious resource 
and its continued improvement is crucial for us to better understand 
RTAs and more importantly their interaction with the multilateral trading 
system. 

 Roberto Azevêdo 
 WTO Director- General   
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