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Abstract
The objective of this study is to examine the 30-year impact of the WTO in the context of the current 
complex international situation and the numerous challenges that require the organization to adapt 
to new economic realities, which involves reforming the multilateral system. Without diminishing the 
contribution that has been made by the WTO to the development of the world economy, particularly 
in terms of combating protectionism and driving economic growth, it is imperative to recognize that, 
without modernizing the multilateral system, it will not be possible to restore the organization’s 
relevancy to the international community.

Streszczenie
Celem opracowania jest analiza trzydziestoletnich efektów funkcjonowania WTO w kontekście obecnej, skompli-
kowanej sytuacji międzynarodowej i licznych wyzwań, które wymagają adaptacji organizacji do nowych realiów 
gospodarczych, co wiąże się z koniecznością przeprowadzenia reformy systemu wielostronnego. Nie umniejszając 
wkładu, jaki został wniesiony przez WTO w rozwój gospodarki światowej, szczególnie w kwestii walki z protek-
cjonizmem oraz napędzania wzrostu gospodarczego, należy pamiętać, że bez modernizacji systemu wielostron-
nego, przywrócenie relewantności organizacji dla społeczności międzynarodowej nie będzie możliwe. 

INTRODUCTION

The World Trade Organization (WTO) was established on January 1, 1995, following the ratifi cation 
of the Uruguay Round agreements, and currently comprises 166 members2. The WTO replaced the 

1 The research was co-fi nanced from funds allocated for the sustainment and development of research potential at Andrzej 
Frycz Modrzewski Krakow University.

2 Following years of negotiations, WTO members offi  cially approved the accession of Comoros and Timor-Leste to the orga-
nization at MC13 in Abu Dhabi on February 26, 2024. Their membership became eff ective 30 days after the submission of their 
instruments of acceptance to the WTO Secretariat (August 21 and 30, 2024, respectively). The accession brought the number 
of WTO members to 166 countries and customs territories accounting for 98% of world trade [WTO, 2024a].
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1947 General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), created as part of the post-World War II effort 
to build a stable, open international trading system, and as one of the pillars of the global economy, has 
played a key role in shaping it. However, the multilateral trading system has not been changing at the 
same pace as global economic conditions, leading to a successively growing, and ultimately difficult 
to overcome, crisis within the organization. This has led to a significant weakening of the WTO’s 
position in the world economy, which raises questions about the organization’s role in such a rapidly 
changing international environment, both in terms of its contribution to the development of the world 
economy and the fight against protectionism, as well as the current challenges3.

A lively debate on the relevance of the WTO to the global economy has continued for years. The 
literature contains extremes of opinion, ranging from the skeptical, which argues that the WTO era has 
come to an irrevocable end, that it has failed to live up to the expectations of the international community, 
that it has missed opportunities, is dysfunctional and divisive, to the very optimistic, which argues that, 
despite the crisis that has been going on for many years, the organization has supported the development 
of world trade and is still relevant to the world economy, and that it can rebuild its position by carrying out 
reforms in key areas of its activities.4 Thus, on the one hand, the very fact of almost three decades of WTO 
activity justifies an attempt to take stock of the key achievements and challenges facing the organization, 
while on the other hand, it seems important to try to balance the extreme opinions that have emerged, 
without diminishing its importance and the contribution it has made to the development of the world 
economy.

In light of the above, the purpose of this article is to analyze the thirty-year impact of the WTO in 
the context of the current complex international situation and the numerous challenges that require the 
organization to adapt to new economic realities, including the need to reform the multilateral system. The 
research hypothesis was formulated as follows: the three decades of WTO activity have contributed to the 
strengthening of the multilateral trading system and have had a significant impact on the development 
of world trade. However, it should be borne in mind that, with the ongoing crisis at the WTO, it will not 
be possible to restore the organization’s relevancy to the international community without modernizing 
the system. It is therefore imperative for the WTO to take steps, primarily at ministerial conferences, 
to enhance its credibility. However, it is also vital to consider specific projects that could provide impetus 
to multilateral trade reforms and mitigate the risk of marginalizing the organization’s position in the 
global economy.

The issues raised in this article are pertinent and the study represents a current and comprehensive 
analysis. From this perspective, it contributes to the existing body of knowledge in this field, particularly 
in the context of scientific output in Poland. In methodological terms, the article is based primarily 
on a critical analysis of WTO source documents and scientific studies on international trade policy. 
To achieve the stated objective, the analytical-descriptive method was employed predominantly. Given 
the extensive scope and intricacy of the subject matter, the author concentrated on the key aspects of the 
presented problem.

THE EMERGENCE OF THE WTO AND ITS IMPORTANCE FOR THE WORLD ECONOMY 
– KEY OUTCOMES OF THE ORGANIZATION’S THIRTY YEARS OF ACTIVITY

The Agreement Establishing the World Trade Organization (WTO Agreement) [WTO Agreement, 
1994]5 was signed, along with the Final Act, on April 15, 1994 in Marrakech by 123 countries. Under 
this Agreement, the organization was formally established on January 1, 1995, an event that was one of 

3 This mainly concerns the intensification of protectionist tendencies, the US-China trade war, the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
issue of trade regionalism, as well as the consequences of Russian aggression in Ukraine and sustainability issues.

4 Significant contributions to this debate have been made by C. Brandi, M. Helbe [Brandi, Helbe, 2011], I. Bercero [Bercero, 
2020], J. Bacchus [Bacchus, 2022], and B.M. Hoekman and P.C. Mavroidis [Hoekman, Mavroidis, 2021].

5 It is worth noting that it was originally proposed to call the new organization not “world” but “multilateral”, arguing that the 
organization should not be considered a world body until some of the largest economies were members [VanGrasstek, 2013, p. 67].
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the key achievements of the Uruguay Round, conducted under the auspices of the General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT).
The WTO agreement contains only 16 articles, which define, among other things, the functions, scope 
of activities, organizational structure and decision-making process of the organization. In contrast, the 
rules of international trade themselves are covered in annexes6. The agreement sets forth the principle 
of the continuity of the commitments and policies of GATT 19477.

The primary objective of the organization has been defined as the creation of a common institutional 
framework for trade relations maintained between its members. According to it, the WTO has the 
following main functions [EPRS, 2024, p. 2]:

•	 negotiation function – developing new disciplines for global trade – rule-making;
•	 deliberative function – debate on new challenges to world trade related to potential future rule-

making;
•	 monitoring function – tracking members’ global trade trends and policies, implementing WTO 

rules through a regular trade policy review mechanism for all members, and transparency 
(notification requirements for member trade policy measures);

•	 the function of settling trade disputes between WTO members;
•	 capacity building function for developing countries.

However, the current difficulties in fulfilling these functions, which will be discussed further below, 
and the weakened position of the organization, which has already been weakened for many years, should 
not discredit the thirty-year impact of its activities and the contribution that has thus been made to the 
development of the world economy. The key achievements of the WTO are summarized below.

During the period under review, from the WTO’s inception at the beginning of 1995 until the end of 
2023, there was a significant increase in global trade, accompanied by a significant decrease in tariffs, 
which contributed to a reduction in trade costs. Importantly, this has coincided with a noteworthy decline 
in poverty around the world8, indicating the impact of trade in promoting economic development and 
improving people’s lives and thus realizing the provisions of the WTO Agreement [WTO Agreement, 
1994; WTO 2024f].

The latest data indicate a significant increase in global trade over the period under review, with the 
value of global trade reaching nearly $30.5 trillion in 2023. This represents a fivefold increase since 1995 
(see figure 1). Additionally, during this period, global trade (comprising both goods and commercial 
services) exhibited robust growth, with an average annual increase of just under 6%. It is noteworthy 
that trade in commercial services recorded an average annual growth rate of almost 7%, while for 
goods the increase was 5.5% [WTO, 2024f; WTSR, 2023, pp. 10‒12; 58‒63].

As previously stated, there has been a discernible decline in tariff rates since the establishment of the 
WTO in 1995. The mean MFN tariff rate applied by WTO members has decreased from 13.1% to 8.8%. 
A similar trend was evident in trade-weighted tariffs, with the average MFN tariff rate9 falling from 
7.1% to 3.8%, as presented in figure 2 [WTO, 2024f].

6 The Uruguay Round agreements can be found in Annexes 1A through 1C to the Marrakesh Agreement. Annex 2 includes 
the Understanding on Principles and Procedures Governing the Settlement of Disputes. Annex 3 includes the Trade Policy Re-
view Mechanism. Annex 4 lists two multilateral trade agreements entered into as exceptions to the Most Favored Nation (MFN) 
principle: The Agreement on Trade in Civil Aircraft and the Agreement on Government Procurement [WTO Agreement, 1994]. 

7 The WTO also continues the GATT practice of making decisions solely by consensus.
8 Between 1995 and 2022, low- and middle-income economies increased their share of global exports from 17% to 32%. During 

this period, there was a notable reduction in the proportion of the population in these economies living on less than $2.15 a day. 
This number dropped markedly from 40% in 1995 to 10% in 2022, indicating the positive impact of trade on poverty alleviation 
and economic development in these regions [WTO, 2024f].

9 In accordance with the WTO’s founding principles, member states are obliged to extend the same terms of trade, including 
tariffs and market access, to all other WTO members.
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Figure 1. Total trade (goods and commercial services, USD trillion, 1995‒2023)
Rysunek 1. Całkowity handel (towary i usługi komercyjne, bilion USD, 1995‒2023)

Source: [WTO, 2024f].

Figure 2. Tariff  rates among WTO members (1996‒2023, in%)
Rysunek 2. Stawki celne wśród członków WTO (1996‒2023, w%)

Source: [WTO, 2024f].

The average reduction in the costs of international trade, including all physical and regulatory trade 
barriers, between 1995 and 2020 was 6‒10% across all sectors worldwide. This contributed to a signifi cant 
increase in world trade, estimated at 30‒45% [WTO, 2024]. At this point, reference should be made 
to the Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA), the fi rst multilateral trade agreement to be completed since 
the WTO was created. It is a part of the so-called Bali Package of 2013, adopted during MC9. The 
agreement aimed to simplify and harmonize international trade procedures to facilitate trade in goods 
and lead to a signifi cant reduction in transaction costs10. It is estimated that the full implementation 

10 According to the WTO, the benefi ts to the global economy from the signed agreement will range from $400 billion to 
as much as $1 trillion, including by reducing trade-related costs by an average of 10-15%. This includes a reduction in the 
duration of export-import procedures (by almost 2 days on average) and a reduction in the number of documents required 
[Annual Report, 2018, p. 95].
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of the TFA11 will lead to significant growth, as well as export diversification12 and has the potential 
to decrease member-countries’ total trade costs by an average of 14.3% (the range is between 9.6% and 
23.1% and depends on the country and the sector) [World Trade Report, 2015, pp. 4‒11].

In relation to the subject of multilateral agreements, it is important to point out as a success the 
Agreement on Fisheries Subsidies (AFS), which is only the second agreement in the history of the WTO, 
after the TFA, to be concluded by all its members, and is the first agreement relating to sustainable 
development (SDG 14.6). The agreement, which was signed during MC12, encompasses a range of 
measures, including a prohibition on subsidies that facilitate IUU fishing [Agreement on Fisheries 
Subsidies, 2022, p. 4] and the introduction of unprecedented transparency provisions. It also includes 
a complete ban on subsidizing unregulated fishing on the high seas, which is particularly important for 
sensitive areas that lack a coordinated fisheries management system. Due to negotiating difficulties on 
controversial issues, it proved impossible during MC12 to agree on discipline on subsidies that contribute 
to overcapacity or overfishing, which was not included in the 2022 AFS agreement. A decision was 
therefore made to continue negotiations on outstanding issues, with a view to making recommendations 
on additional provisions at MC13. Although WTO members failed to conclude these talks at the last MC 
as well, they succeeded in narrowing the gaps and laying the groundwork for finalizing them, after it had 
already been completed [Dentons, 2024]. The agreement will enter into force upon ratification by two-
thirds of the members. As of 1 September 2024, 83 members had already ratified the agreement. A further 
27 ratifications are required in order to reach the minimum threshold of 110 necessary for the agreement 
to enter into force [WTO, 2024d].

The wide range of agreements that the organization covers and the fact that it currently has 166 
members can easily lead to conflicts between them. Therefore, one of the main achievements of the WTO 
is considered to be the strengthening of its dispute settlement system13, which has effectively counteracted 
the escalation of protectionist tendencies in the global economy. An effective dispute settlement mechanism 
has for years been identified as the “crowning achievement” of the organization, due to its importance 
for both existing WTO agreements and the negotiation of new ones [Creamer, 2019, pp. 51‒55; Hoekman, 
Mavroidis, 2021, p. 9]. Therefore, it is, or rather, due to the paralysis of the Appellate Body (AB), was, 
a key element in guaranteeing the security of the multilateral trading system14. However, the continued 
blockade on the appointment of new judges by the US since 2019 has prevented the AB from operating, 
depriving the global trading system of a two-stage, enforceable dispute settlement mechanism. To address 
this difficult situation, an alternative mechanism called the Multi-Party Interim Appeal Arbitration 
Arrangement (MPIA) was created, which, in the face of the paralysis of the central appellate body, 
provides a binding, two-stage and independent adjudication process15. It should be noted, however, that 
the MPIA is an interim tool, and that restoring the full functioning of the DSS is essential to rebuilding 
the WTO’s standing, which is why members pledged, back during MC12, to finalize the issue by the end 
of 202416.

11 Entry into force of the TFA required ratification by 2/3 of WTO members. This process was completed on February 22, 
2017. A study conducted five years later indicated a positive impact of the TFA on cost reduction. However, it should be 
noted that there has been an overall increase in trade costs in recent years, which was mainly due to disruptions in transport 
services during the pandemic. A 2022 ESCAP study revealed that the implementation of the TFA has resulted in a reduction 
in trade costs by an average of 1% to 4% [Duval, Utoktham, 2022, pp. 9-12]. Recent data indicate that TFA has contributed to 
an increase in trade of more than $230 billion (in the first years of implementation) especially in agriculture and developing 
and least developed countries that have made commitments have seen the largest gains [WTO, 2023]. 

12 The adopted changes are also expected to boost global trade and global GDP growth - estimated to add as much as 2.7 p.p. 
to global trade growth and 0.5 p.p. to global GDP growth annually by 2030 [Annual Report, 2018, p. 95]. 

13 It is based on Articles XXII and XXIII of the GATT 1994 and the rules and procedures set forth in the document entitled “Un-
derstanding on Rules and Procedures Governing the Settlement of Disputes” (Dispute Settlement Understanding, DSU), which is 
Annex 2 to the WTO Agreement. Confidence in the system was borne out by the number of cases brought before the WTO - more 
than 500 cases since the establishment of the WTO, compared to 300 disputes handled during the entire GATT period (1947-94).

14 Article 3.3 of the DSU states that: “(...) a central element in ensuring the security and predictability of the multilateral trading 
system (...) serves to preserve the rights and obligations of Members under the agreements.” [WTO Agreement, 1994, Annex 2].

15 However, it is not possible to fully replace the AB with the MPIA in the DSS, as it is only an ad hoc measure that will 
only be in effect until the AB can be restored and, most importantly, the U.S. does not participate in it [Majchrowska, 2023, 
pp. 125-126].

16 Nevertheless, this may prove challenging to achieve, as the approval of the United States government is necessary for its 
implementation, and this matter may not be a priority in the period preceding the forthcoming presidential election. 
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Finally, it is also worth noting that since the creation of the organization in 1995, the WTO has 
extended the range of its rules by adding many new members. The accession of additional economies has 
increased the number of WTO members to 166 and covers more than 98% of world trade in comparison 
with 91% in 1995, when the organization was established [WTO, 2024c]. It is therefore evident that the 
admission of new members is of significant importance, not only for the organization itself, in terms of 
the reinforcement of multilateral trade regulations and the expansion of its operational framework, but 
also for the countries seeking accession, which are required to implement domestic reforms in order 
to comply with the admission prerequisites17.

THE CAUSES OF THE WTO CRISIS AND THE ATTEMPT TO REVITALIZE THE 
ORGANIZATION IN AN ERA OF GROWING TENSIONS AND CHALLENGES

The problem of the crisis at the WTO is a complex and multi-faceted one, and the reasons for its aggravation 
can be traced to both internal and external factors.

The waning relevance of the WTO is certainly a consequence of the protracted multilateral 
negotiations of the 2001 Doha Development Round. Despite the adoption of an ambitious negotiating 
agenda (Doha Development Agenda, or DDA), most of its points have not been implemented18. Despite 
the passage of more than two decades, WTO members have failed to demonstrate the necessary 
commitment to consensus-building and the conclusion of negotiations under the DDA. As a result, the 
protracted negotiations, which have spanned multiple years, have earned the distinction of being the 
longest negotiating round in the entire history of the GATT/WTO system. It is evident that achieving 
a consensus position is now a considerably more arduous task than in previous rounds, both because 
of the increase in the number of members of the organization representing differing interests and the 
expansion of the scope of the negotiations themselves. The slow progress in the negotiations is also 
attributed to the formula adopted, namely the concept of a single undertaking, as stated in the “single 
undertaking” principle, meaning that “nothing is agreed until everything is agreed, which, it would 
appear, does not facilitate the process of making arrangements. Furthermore, the negotiations revealed 
a significant point of divergence of positions, which is to be considered the terms of liberalization of 
market access to agricultural goods19 and commitments to reduce the amount of financial support for 
agriculture by developed countries.

The organization’s working practices have also played a significant role in diminishing the effectiveness 
of the WTO as a forum for cooperation, mainly, the recourse to special and differential treatment (SDT)  
by developing countries and the requirement that agreements be reached by consensus20, which hinders 
negotiating efforts. The latter in particular has often led to deadlock, not only because of differences 
among members, but because of the reluctance of numerous developing countries to discuss new issues 
[Hoekman, Mavroidis, 2021, p. 6]. By exploiting the principle of consensus, the US administration has 
also contributed to the weakening of the role of the WTO. This is evidenced by the fact that, as previously 
mentioned, the election of new AB members was blocked in 2019.

In addition, the WTO’s monitoring and consultative function is severely compromised by insufficient 
transparency of WTO members’ trade regulations and practices [European Commission, 2021, Annex, 

17 For instance, referring to recent accessions, the fundamental role that the WTO accession process has played in East Timor’s 
transformation is highlighted - the country has implemented a wide range of structural, legislative and policy reforms. Accession 
to the WTO will also contribute significantly to the country’s integration into the global and regional economy [WTO, 2024a].

18 The DDA’s work program lists 21 negotiating points, including: agriculture, services, market access for non-agricultural 
products, trade aspects of intellectual property rights, regional trade agreements, dispute settlement arrangements, the rela-
tionship between trade and the environment, e-commerce [Ministerial Declaration, 2001].

19 This was also evident during MC12 - the organization’s members were unable to overcome differences of opinion on the 
agricultural work program, as a result of which the draft decision on agriculture was not adopted. Consensus on the scope 
and timetable of the agricultural negotiations also failed to be reached at MC13.

20 The principle of consensus dictates that agreements are adopted when WTO member states do not formally object to 
an issue. Consequently, any WTO member, for any reason, has the power to veto the conclusion of any multilateral trade 
agreement, even if all other members agree to it. This consensus approach has the effect of hindering trade liberalization and 
the achievement of other WTO goals [Bacchus, 2023, p. 4].
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p. 2]. The issue of the trade conflict between the US and China, two of the three largest WTO members, is 
also not insignificant – their trade relations are currently largely managed outside of WTO disciplines, 
and the organization has not played a crucial role in resolving this problem, which threatens the 
stability of global trade21.

The waning importance of the WTO is thus a consequence of the protracted multilateral negotiations 
in the Doha Development Round, but also, related to this, the significant involvement of numerous 
key members of the organization in the negotiation of Regional Trade Agreements (RTAs), which have 
become an alternative to multilateral negotiations22.

Finally, it is also worth mentioning the situation related to the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Particularly in its early stages, the WTO did not show enough activity, and, as a consequence, a number of 
members resorted to unilaterally imposing export restrictions on a range of goods and services, including 
medical supplies and personal protective equipment [Hoekman, Mavroidis, 2021, p. 5].

Reaching consensus in such a large group of members, against the backdrop of a diffuse global 
balance of power, is a formidable challenge. The principle of strict consensus that governs WTO 
negotiations, the divergence of interests within an increasingly diverse membership, growing tensions 
in the global economy and significant problems in fulfilling its functions are driving the WTO toward 
reform while creating challenges for its members themselves.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The preceding discussion of the WTO’s shortcomings has given rise to a vigorous discourse concerning 
the organization’s continued relevance in the global economic landscape and the potential avenues for 
rectifying the current deficiencies in its rule-making and dispute settlement processes. Also crucial in this 
context remain the global trade tensions that have been building up over the past decade, as a result, on 
the one hand, of the exceptionally difficult situation in the world economy [Blanga-Gubbay, Rubínová, 
2023], but also, as highlighted in IMF Staff Discussion Notes of January 2023 [Aiyar et al., 2023, pp. 
29‒30], rooted in three interrelated factors: the changing nature of trade policy and trade itself, and the 
changing composition of WTO members. At the time of the signing of the GATT in 1947, the majority 
of trade barriers were in the form of tariffs. Consequently, the primary focus of the initial five rounds 
of negotiations was the reduction of tariffs. As they were reduced, regulatory barriers and subsidies 
became more important. This caused a certain shift in the objective of the negotiations themselves – from 
reducing measures to seeking convergence of policies and regulations, where preferences can vary from 
country to country. Furthermore, the evolving nature of trade, particularly the formation of global supply 
chains, is a significant consideration. The splitting of production stages across multiple countries has 
further increased the importance of cooperation in this regard, a point that became particularly apparent 
during the Covid-19 pandemic23. In addition, the trade policies of numerous countries have undergone 
significant alterations, largely as a consequence of global developments such as the rise of China, the 
rise of India, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the pandemic and climate change, among others24. What is 
more, while the original signatories to the GATT numbered 23 “parties to the agreement”, the WTO 

21 The trade war between the United States and China is a key disruption to global trade. Due to economic linkages, the 
impact of the conflict is not limited to these two economies, but poses a risk to most countries and creates instability in the 
global economy. Persistently high tariffs violate WTO commitments and challenge the organization’s credibility [CAP, 2021; 
Hoekman, Mavroidis, 2021, p. 5].

22 According to the WTO figures for June 2024, the organization had received 836 notifications of regional trade agreements 
counting goods, services as well as member accessions separately. If notifications are taken as a whole, the number of 
agreements physically in force was 609, with 371of those being active [WTO, 2024e].

23 This crisis situation exemplifies the need for multilateral solutions, but it also demonstrates the need to adapt multilate-
ralism to new challenges and the necessity of a well-functioning, multilateral, rules-based global trading system and shows 
that multilateral cooperation is the way to overcoming those challenges at the global level.

24 This has led to a wave of industrial policies aimed at creating jobs and stimulating a green transition, as well as measures 
to mitigate risk in supply chains and limit China’s access to certain cutting-edge technologies [Aiyar et al, 2023, pp. 29-30].
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now has more than 6.5 times that number of members. This expanding membership25 has meant that 
the shifting balance of power in the global economy has also been reflected in WTO negotiations. There 
has also been a significant increase in the involvement of developing countries, relative to the situation 
in earlier rounds26. As a result of these developments, there has been great difficulty in reconciling the 
defensive and offensive interests of different groups of countries27. These divisions, resulting from the 
changed balance of power in world trade, did not have a positive impact on the image of the WTO as an 
overarching forum for regulating world trade, often leading to polarized positions between developed 
and developing countries.

In conclusion, the necessity for reform of the multilateral system within the WTO is evident when 
considering these various aspects. Therefore, in order to accelerate the pace of this modernization, 
while reducing the risks associated with fragmentation28, it is essential to apply a multidimensional 
approach [Aiyar et al., 2023, pp. 29‒30]:

•	 to adapt to new economic realities – in order for global trade governance to keep pace with the 
rapidly changing international trade environment, new market-opening agreements are needed, 
especially in key areas for today’s global economy, such as e-commerce29, services and trade in 
environmentally friendly goods, among others;

•	 it is of the utmost importance to reinstate the dispute settlement system to its full functionality, 
as this is a fundamental step in ensuring compliance with the established rules and guaranteeing 
the predictability of trade policy in relations between members of the organization.;

•	 it is imperative to reinforce the regulations, particularly in those areas that cause tensions in the 
trade system (such as technology transfer practices and subsidies);

•	 it will be vital to strengthen the transparency and monitoring function of the WTO, which is 
crucial to the effective functioning of markets30;

•	 a plurilateral approach may be important31, which can be used to accelerate trade reforms when 
a fully multilateral approach (among all WTO members) is not possible. If negotiations have stalled, 
progress could be made through an alternative approach involving smaller groups of countries, 
which is particularly important given the slow pace at which WTO multilateral agreements are 
being negotiated (two multilateral agreements in nearly 30 years). Multilateral trade liberalization 
should, undeniably, remain a priority, however, when the traditional approach appears to be 
failing, consideration should be given to addressing the most pressing global trade issues through 
plurilateral agreements. This may encourage members to address some of the more complex 
issues, particularly given that such agreements have already been negotiated. Past experience 
demonstrates that they can also be a path towards multilateralism in the WTO32 [Bacchus, 2023, 
pp. 4‒9] and thus help restore the WTO’s relevance to world trade.

25 The emergence of important new members such as China, India and Brazil has weakened the importance of the existing 
trading powers - the European Union and the United States.

26 Most developing countries have become more active in negotiations due to the adoption of open development strategies 
[Plummer, 2012, pp. 4-6].

27 It is worth noting that within the DDA, numerous negotiation coalitions of countries have been formed. The purpose of 
this was to simplify the negotiation process. Approximately 25 such groups may be distinguished e.g. African group, G-90, 
RAMs (recently acceded members), Cairns group, Cotton 11, G-33 [WTO, 2024b].

28 It can be argued that the numerous obstacles to achieving the goals set out in the 2001 DDA have resulted in a redirection 
to other ways of creating new trade rules outside the WTO: either through, the aforementioned, RTAs or plurilateral trade 
negotiations, which has led, consequently, to a fragmentation of rules of the WTO [EPRS, 2024, p. 1].

29 Since 1998, members have regularly extended the so-called e-commerce moratorium, which obliges members not to im-
pose tariffs on e-commerce. At MC13, ministers decided to extend the e-commerce moratorium until MC14 or March 31, 2026, 
whichever comes first.

30 As of mid-2022, for example, 95 WTO members (58%) had not reported subsidies for 2021, 40% of members had not re-
ported subsidies for 2017, and about a third of members had not reported subsidies for two decades [Hoekman, Mavroidis, 
Sasmal, 2022, pp. 12-13].

31 Under which a subset of WTO members agree to new trade commitments and then either extend the benefits to all mem-
bers on an MFN basis or give the rest the option to join the agreements in the future [Bacchus, 2023, pp. 4-5].

32 There are numerous precedents in this regard. In the Tokyo Round, the GATT contracting parties concluded nine GATT 
codes that applied solely to those GATT signatories who agreed to be bound by them. Five of these later became fully multi-
lateral through their incorporation into the WTO Agreement. Currently, there is a growing interest among WTO members to 
address new trade issues through a plurilateral approach [Bacchus, 2023, pp. 8-9].
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SUMMARY

The agreement establishing the WTO undoubtedly marked a turning point in the evolution of the world 
trade system and fundamentally changed it, introducing many comprehensive solutions. Over the past 30 
years, the WTO has contributed to the significant expansion of world trade, curbing protectionism, driving 
economic growth, raising living standards, and promoting sustainable development. However, over the 
past few years, the multilateral trading system has faced serious challenges, and progress in reforming 
and updating it to meet emerging challenges has not been sufficient. The existing WTO rules, which are 
the basis of the world trade order, despite some modifications, have remained largely unchanged over 
the past three decades, mainly due to difficulties in concluding the Doha Round negotiations. Therefore, 
the future of the Marrakesh Agreement and the WTO in a multipolar world and with increasing tensions 
will involve the need for a fundamental reform of the system. Close cooperation among its members will 
be crucial to promoting multilateralism and a rules-based international order. This therefore entails the 
willingness of members to engage in a gradual process that will result in consensus. This will require 
agreements among the major players in global trade, i.e., the US, China, as well as emerging economic 
powers, especially India, so that the organization demonstrates the capacity to adapt to the evolving 
trade landscape and continue to be a pillar of the global economy.
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