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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the transformation of global trade governance,
contrasting the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) with the
World Trade Organization (WTO). It argues that the shift from GATT to
WTO reflects a move towards a more comprehensive and institutionalized
approach to regulating international trade.

The analysis highlights GATT's role as a foundational framework focused
on tariff reduction. In contrast, the WTO's establishment signifies an
expansion in scope, encompassing intellectual property, services, and dispute
settlement mechanisms. This evolution reflects the growing complexity of
the global economy and the need for a more robust system to ensure smooth
and fair trade practices.

The thesis delves into the historical origins of trade governance, tracing its
development from early barter systems to the rise of multilateralism after
World War II. It then examines the contemporary debates surrounding the
WTO's effectiveness and the emergence of mega-trade agreements. Finally,
it explores the future of trade governance, emphasizing the need for
adaptation to address new challenges and promote inclusivity in the global
trading system.
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INTRODUCTION

The international landscape of trade has undergone a dramatic transformation since the ashes
of World War II. Gone are the days of isolated economies and mercantilist policies. Today, a
complex web of interconnectedness defines global trade, fueled by a desire for economic
growth and prosperity. This interconnectedness, however, necessitates a robust system of rules
and institutions to ensure smooth and fair trade practices. This is where the concept of trade

governance comes to the fore.

Trade governance refers to the system of rules and institutions that shape international trade
flows. It establishes a framework for countries to interact, promoting stability and predictability
in the global marketplace. This thesis delves into the evolution of trade governance, specifically
focusing on the contrasting approaches of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)
and its successor, the World Trade Organization (WTO).

GATT, established in the aftermath of World War II, laid the groundwork for a more
cooperative approach to global trade. Its primary focus was on reducing trade barriers,
particularly tariffs and quotas, through a series of multilateral negotiations. While GATT
served as a crucial stepping stone, its limitations became apparent as the global economy grew

more complex.

The World Trade Organization (WTO), established in 1995, built upon the principles
established by GATT but significantly expanded its scope. The WTO encompasses a wider
range of issues beyond just tariffs, including intellectual property rights, services trade, and
dispute settlement mechanisms. This broader mandate reflects the growing interconnectedness
of the global economy and the need for a more comprehensive framework to address the

evolving challenges of international trade.

This thesis will explore the contrasting approaches of GATT and the WTO, highlighting the
evolution of trade governance from a focus on tariff reduction to a more comprehensive system
encompassing various aspects of international trade. By analyzing the historical context, core
principles, and limitations of each institution, this thesis aims to shed light on the ongoing

transformation of trade governance in the 21st century.
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Furthermore, the thesis will delve into contemporary debates surrounding the effectiveness of
the WTO and the implications of emerging mega-trade agreements. Finally, it will explore the
future of trade governance, emphasizing the need for adaptation to address new challenges like

intellectual property in the digital age and promote inclusivity in the global trading system.

HISTORY OF EVALUATION OF TRADE

ANCIENT TRADE: THE ORIGIN OF EXCHANGE

Ancient trade, the origins of exchange, can be traced back to around 3000 BCE when
civilizations like the Mesopotamians, Egyptians, and Phoenicians established trade networks
for the exchange of commodities such as spices, textiles, metals, and agricultural products. The
Code of Hammurabi, dating back to 1754 BCE, provides early documentation of trade
regulations and practices. Precious metals, spices, and beautiful fabrics were the main luxury
items traded in the past. As transportation by ship became faster and more reliable, even
mundane items like olives and fish paste were exported across great distances. The
development of metal coins, around 700-500 BCE, standardized the concept of value and
simplified trade, allowing countries with a surplus of certain goods to sell these to other nations
that needed them. Trade in the ancient world led to the establishment of trade emporiums,
which often developed into colonies, and fostered cross-cultural contact, leading to the spread
of ideas and cultural practices, particularly in the areas of language, religion, and art. The first
long-distance trade occurred between Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley in Pakistan around
3000 BC, with trade networks eventually crisscrossing the entire Eurasian continent and linking

cultures for the first time in history.

THE ANCIENT SILK ROUTE: GLOBAL TRADE NETWORK

The Silk Road was a renowned ancient trade network established during the Han Dynasty of
China in 130 BCE, extending over 6,000 miles. This network facilitated trade between Asia,
Europe, and Africa, promoting the exchange of valuable goods such as silk, spices, precious
metals, and cultural ideas. The Silk Road was not a single route from east to west but a network
of interconnected routes, which is why some historians prefer the name 'Silk Routes'. The route
was used from 130 BCE to 1453 CE, when the Ottoman Empire boycotted trade with the west
and closed the routes. The closure of the Silk Road initiated the Age of Discovery, which led

to world-wide interaction and the beginnings of a global community. The greatest value of the
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Silk Road was the exchange of culture, with art, religion, philosophy, technology, language,
science, architecture, and every other element of civilization being exchanged along these
routes. The Silk Road was instrumental in the spread of Islam from the Berbers in North Africa
into West Africa, and with Islam came Arabic knowledge, education, and language. The route
was also a vital route for the spread of knowledge, technology, religion, and the arts, with many
trading centers along the route becoming important centers of intellectual exchange. The Silk
Road originated in Xi’an, China, and traveled along the Great Wall of China before crossing
the Pamir Mountains into Afghanistan and on to the Levant, where goods were loaded on to
ships destined for Mediterranean ports. It was rare for tradespeople to travel the full 4000 miles,
so most plied their trade on sections of the route. The Silk Road also played a major role in

disseminating religions, including Buddhism, which came to China through trade with India.

THE AGE OF EXPLORATION: NEW HORIZONS, NEW TRADE ROUTES

The Age of Exploration, spanning from the 15th to the 17th centuries, marked a period of
significant expansion in international trade routes. European explorers like Christopher
Columbus, Vasco da Gama, and Ferdinand Magellan undertook voyages intending to discover
new trade routes to Asia and explore new lands. These explorations resulted in the
establishment of trade links and colonies, facilitating the exchange of goods, resources, and
cultural influences between continents. Christopher Columbus's voyages to the Caribbean,
Vasco da Gama's successful sea route to India, and Ferdinand Magellan's circumnavigation of
the globe were pivotal in opening up new horizons and reshaping global trade dynamics during
this era. The Age of Exploration not only led to the discovery of new lands but also played a
crucial role in connecting distant regions, fostering trade relationships, and laying the

foundation for the modern interconnected world we live in today.

MERCANTILISM AND COLONIALISM: TRADE AS NATIONAL POLICY

Mercantilism was a dominant economic doctrine in Europe from the 16th to the 18th centuries.
It aimed to accumulate wealth through favorable balances of trade, with European powers
establishing colonies worldwide to secure raw materials, establish markets for finished goods,
and maintain a monopoly on trade. Mercantilism was based on the idea that a nation's wealth
and power were best served by increasing exports and limiting imports, with the belief that
global wealth was static. Mercantilist nations frequently used military might to protect local

markets and supply sources, and they measured their economic health by their ownership of
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precious metals, such as gold or silver. Established in 1600, the British East India Company
rose to prominence in global trade, especially with Asia. Several crimes against humanity, such
as slavery and an unbalanced trading system, were brought about by mercantilism. Colonies
faced periods of inflation and excessive taxation, causing great distress. Angry and frustrated
American colonists revolted against the British, leading to the American Revolution and the

end of mercantilism.

INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION: TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCEMENTS
TRANSFORM TRADE

The Industrial Revolution, which lasted from the 18th to the 19th centuries, brought about
revolutionary changes in international trade through technological advancements. The
invention of the steam engine, mechanization, and improved transportation infrastructure
facilitated mass production and trade on a global scale. Technological advances, such as the
ability to navigate new routes to the east, allowed for the expansion of trade networks. The
Industrial Revolution also saw the advent of telegraphy, which enhanced communication and
coordination across long distances, further accelerating trade and commerce. These innovations
transformed transportation, manufacturing, and communication, enabling trade on a scale

never before seen in history.

POST WORLD WAR II: MULTILATERAL TRADE AGREEMENT

In the aftermath of World War 11, there was a global push for international trade cooperation.
The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), established in 1947, aimed to reduce
trade barriers and promote economic growth. The GATT was a provisional agreement and
organization that provided the rules for world trade from 1948 to 1994, overseeing periods of
high growth rates. In 1995, the GATT evolved into the World Trade Organization (WTO),
which now oversees trade agreements and dispute resolutions among member nations. The
WTO has played a vital role in fostering a rules-based international trading system, covering
trade in goods, services, and intellectual property. The WTO has also expanded its membership
to include over 98% of international trade, and it has reached significant milestones, such as
the receipt of its 500th trade dispute for settlement. The WTO's creation marked the biggest
reform of international trade since the end of the Second World War, replacing the GATT's
focus on trade in goods with a more comprehensive approach that includes services and

intellectual property.
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THE CREATION OF GATT

The GATT was established in 1948 to regulate world trade. It was created to boost economic
recovery after the Second World War by reducing or eliminating trade tariffs, quotas, and

subsidies.

Bad economic conditions got worse during the Great Depression by a collapse in international
relations and a rise in trade regulation. The Second World War broke out as a result of these
causes. After the war, the Allies believed that a multilateral framework for world trade would
loosen the protectionist policies that defined the 1930s. It would also create an economic
interdependency that would encourage partnership and reduce the risk of conflict. The goal
was to create a code of behavior that would gradually liberalize, or remove or lessen, trade
barriers worldwide. Member countries might consult and settle trade-related concerns within
this code of conduct. It would be possible to gather and disseminate data on the traits and

patterns of global.

The GATT was established more than a year before the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO), a Western military alliance. The GATT played an important role in the Cold War,
which began shortly after the Second World War. It helped the US leading capitalist West spread
its influence by liberalizing trade through multilateral agreements. The West, with which
Canada was aligned, gained more economic allies through these agreements. This increased its
influence globally against the Soviet Union-led communist Eastern bloc. After the Cold War,
with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the GATT transitioned into a truly global
organization — the WTO. It admitted former communist bloc countries, such as the Czech

Republic, Poland, and Romania.

HISTORY OF GATT

The GATT held eight rounds of meetings—the first beginning in April 1947, and the last ending

in December 1993. Each of the conferences had significant achievements and outcomes.

The first meeting included 23 countries and was held in Geneva, Switzerland. Tariffs were the
main focus of this opening conference. The members established tax concessions touching

more than US$10 billion of trade around the globe.
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The second series of meetings was held at Annecy, France, and began in April 1949. Again,
tariffs were the primary topic. Thirteen countries were at the second meeting, and they

accomplished an additional 5,000 tax concessions reducing tariffs.

The third series of GATT meetings occurred in Torquay, England, starting in September 1950.
This time 38 countries were involved, and almost 9,000 tariff concessions passed, reducing tax

levels by as much as 25%.

Japan became involved in the GATT for the first time in 1956 at the fourth meeting along with

25 other countries.

The meeting was in Geneva, and again the committee reduced worldwide tariffs, this time by

US$2.5 billion.

This series of meetings and reduced tariffs would continue, adding new GATT provisions in
the process. The GATT began to work toward curbing predatory pricing policies, in 1964.
These policies are known as dumping. Then in the 1970s, an arrangement regarding
international trade in textiles, known as the Multifibre Arrangement (MFA), came into force.
The next big event was the Uruguay Round, which lasted from 1986 to 1993, with the

agreements signed in 1994, and created the WTO.

PRINCIPLES AND OBJECTIVES OF GATT

The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) aimed to foster a more peaceful and
prosperous world through promoting free trade. Its core principles and objectives revolved

around this central theme:

o Tariff Reduction: GATT's primary focus was on dismantling trade barriers,
particularly tariffs (taxes on imported goods). Through a series of negotiation rounds,
member countries aimed to progressively lower tariffs, making it cheaper and easier for

goods to flow across borders.

e Non-Discrimination: GATT championed the principle of "most-favored-nation"
(MFN), ensuring that any trade concession offered by one member country to another
had to be extended to all members. This prevented preferential treatment and created a

more level playing field for international trade.
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e Promoting Competition: By reducing tariffs and other barriers, GATT encouraged
competition between countries in the global marketplace. This, in theory, would lead to
more efficient production, lower prices for consumers, and a wider variety of goods

available for import.

e Predictability and Transparency: GATT established a set of rules and procedures for
international trade, fostering greater predictability and transparency for businesses
engaging in cross-border transactions. This predictability helped businesses make

informed decisions about exporting and importing.

e Economic Growth and Development: Ultimately, GATT's objectives aimed to
achieve economic growth and development for all member countries. By facilitating
freer trade, GATT hoped to create a more prosperous global economy where all nations

could benefit from increased trade flows.

THE WTO ERA & BEYOND

THE WORLD TRADE ORGANIZATION (WTO - 1995)

The World Trade Organization (WTO) was established in 1995 as the successor to the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), which had been in operation since 1948. The WTO
expanded the scope of trade governance beyond tariffs to include intellectual property rights,

services trade, and dispute settlement mechanisms.

International trade is regulated by the World Trade Organization (WTO), an intergovernmental
body. The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), which was established in 1948,
was replaced on January 1, 1995, by the Marrakesh Agreement, which was signed by 123
countries on April 15, 1994. The WTO deals with regulation of trade between participating
countries by providing a framework for negotiating trade which is signed by representatives of

member governments and ratified by their parliaments.

The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the predecessor of the WTO, was
established following World War II besides other new multilateral organizations devoted to
global economic cooperation. until the World Trade Organization (WTO) was founded on
January 1, 1995, the GATT was the only multilateral organization that regulated international

trade.
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The GATT operated for almost half a century as a semi-institutionalized multilateral treaty

regime on a provisional basis.

The WTO's highest decision-making body is the Ministerial Conference, which usually meets
every two years. It brings together all members of the WTO, all of which are countries or
customs unions. The Ministerial Conference examines current programs and sets the agenda

for the WTO.

The WTO's main function is to ensure that trade flows as smoothly, predictably, and freely as

possible. It does this by:

¢ Administering trade agreements

e Acting as a forum for trade negotiations

e Settling trade disputes

e Reviewing national trade policies

e Assisting developing countries in trade development

e Cooperating with other international organizations

The WTO's agreements provide the legal ground rules for international commerce. They are
contracts, binding governments to keep their trade policies within agreed limits. Although
negotiated and signed by governments, the goal is to help producers of goods and services,

exporters, and importers conduct their business.

The WTO's dispute settlement system encourages members to settle their differences through
consultation with each other. If this proves to be unsuccessful, they can follow a stage-by-stage
procedure that includes the possibility of a ruling by a panel of experts and the chance to appeal

the decision.

The WTO's Trade Policy Review Mechanism is designed to improve transparency, better
understand the trade policies adopted by WTO members, and assess their impact. Many

members see the reviews as constructive feedback on their policies. All WTO members must
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undergo periodic scrutiny, each review containing reports by the member concerned and the

WTO Secretariat.

The special needs of developing economies are examined by the WTO's Committee on Trade
and Development. Its duties encompass putting the WTO agreements into practice,
collaborating technically, and encouraging developing nations to participate more actively in
the world trade system. WTO members started the Aid for Trade initiative in 2005 to assist
developing economies in strengthening their infrastructure, increasing their trade capacity, and

increasing their ability to take advantage of trade-opening opportunities.

MULTILATERAL v. REGIONAL AGREEMENTS

The global trade landscape is a complex web of both multilateral and regional trade agreements.
While the World Trade Organization (WTO) remains the central institution for global trade
governance, regional trade agreements (RTAs) like NAFTA and the European Union (EU) have

become increasingly important players.

Multilateral Trade Agreements (MTAs) involve a large number of countries negotiating and
agreeing on a single set of trade rules. These rules apply to all member countries, creating a
level playing field for global trade. The WTO is the prime example of an MTA, focusing on
broad principles like reducing tariffs and other trade barriers, promoting fair competition, and
fostering transparency in trade practices. MTAs offer wider market access for member
countries, promote economic growth and development, and provide a more predictable and
stable trading environment. The WTO also offers a robust dispute settlement mechanism for

resolving trade disputes between member countries.

On the other hand, RTAs involve a smaller group of countries geographically close or with
strong economic ties, forming a regional trading bloc. They establish preferential trade
arrangements among members, often exceeding the benefits offered by the WTO. RTAs can go
beyond tariff reduction, encompassing areas like harmonizing regulations, facilitating the
movement of labor, and establishing common standards for product safety and intellectual
property. RTAs foster closer economic integration between member countries, potentially
leading to increased trade, investment, and economic growth within the region. They can also
be tailored to address the specific needs and priorities of the participating countries, providing

more flexibility than MTAs.
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However, the relationship between MTAs and RTAs is complex and sometimes contradictory.
RTAs can complement MTAs by acting as building blocks for broader global trade
liberalization, but they can also create trade diversion, where trade shifts towards member
countries within the RTA at the expense of non-members, undermining the effectiveness of
MTAs. The proliferation of RTAs can also create a confusing web of overlapping trade rules,

making it difficult for businesses to navigate the global trade landscape.

The future of global trade governance hinges on striking a balance between MTAs and RTAs.
Ensuring the WTO remains effective in addressing emerging challenges and enforcing existing
agreements is crucial. Designing RTAs that are transparent, inclusive, and contribute to broader
trade liberalization efforts is essential. Finding ways for MTAs and RTAs to work together to
create a more coherent and efficient global trading system is the ultimate goal. In conclusion,
both MTAs and RTAs play a vital role in shaping the global trading system, and understanding
their strengths, weaknesses, and potential for synergy is critical for navigating the increasingly

complex world of international trade.

NEW CHALLENGES

New challenges in trade governance discussions include issues like intellectual property
protection, environmental standards, and labor rights. These challenges arise as the
international trade environment undergoes significant changes due to strategic competition,

regional and sectoral trade agreements, and supply chain disruptions.

Intellectual property protection is crucial in today's knowledge-driven economy, where
intangible assets like patents, trademarks, and copyrights play a vital role in business
competitiveness. Ensuring adequate protection for these assets is essential for fostering

innovation, promoting economic growth, and preventing the misappropriation of intellectual

property.

Environmental standards are increasingly becoming a focal point in trade governance
discussions. As the world grapples with climate change, biodiversity loss, and other
environmental challenges, there is a growing recognition that trade policies must address these
issues. This includes promoting sustainable production and consumption practices, ensuring
that trade does not exacerbate environmental degradation, and fostering the transition to a green

economy.
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Labor rights are another critical issue in trade governance discussions. Ensuring that trade
policies promote decent work, respect for fundamental labor rights, and social protection is
essential for fostering inclusive and sustainable economic growth. This includes addressing
issues like child labor, forced labor, discrimination, and poor working conditions, as well as

promoting social dialogue and cooperation between employers, workers, and governments.

Navigating these challenges requires a nuanced and multifaceted approach that recognizes the
interdependence of economic, social, and environmental factors. It also requires a commitment
to building a more inclusive, sustainable, and resilient global trade system that benefits all

countries and stakeholders.

WHY WTO REPLACED GATT

The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) was established in 1947 with the primary
objective of promoting international trade by reducing barriers, particularly tariffs, on traded
goods. GATT provided a framework for negotiations and rules governing international trade
among its member countries. However, it lacked a coherent institutional structure, as it was
expected to be subsumed under the International Trade Organization (ITO). The ITO was never
established due to the failure of the U.S. Senate to ratify its charter. Despite this, GATT
managed to function as a de facto international organization, sponsoring eight rounds of

multilateral trade negotiations.

The World Trade Organization (WTO) was established in 1995 as a permanent international
organization to regulate and liberalize global trade. It serves as a forum for member countries
to negotiate trade agreements, establish trade rules, and settle trade disputes. The WTO
expanded the scope of trade governance to include services, intellectual property, and
agriculture, and it provides a more enduring institutional framework for implementing and

extending the principles of GATT.

Here are the key reasons for the shift:

e Limited Scope: GATT primarily focused on reducing trade barriers for goods, with
tariffs being the main concern. The growing global economy, however, encompassed a

wider range of trade activities, including services (banking, insurance) and intellectual
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property (patents, copyrights). The WTO addressed this by incorporating these areas

into its agreements.

Focus on Developed Countries: Negotiations within GATT were often dominated by
developed nations, potentially neglecting the needs of developing countries. The WTO
aimed for a more balanced playing field by addressing the concerns of developing

countries and incorporating provisions for special treatment and capacity building.

Weak Enforcement Mechanism: GATT relied on a consensus-based approach for
resolving trade disputes, making it difficult to enforce rulings if a country disagreed.
The WTO established a stronger dispute settlement system with a binding mechanism,

allowing for impartial rulings and penalties for non-compliance.

Exceptions and Inconsistencies: GATT allowed exemptions for certain sectors like
agriculture, creating inconsistencies in the application of trade rules. The WTO sought

to streamline these exceptions and achieve greater coherence in trade regulations.

Lack of Environmental and Labor Considerations: GATT didn't address
environmental or labor standards, raising concerns about the potential negative impacts
of free trade. The WTO began incorporating some environmental and labor

considerations into its agreements, though this area remains a topic of ongoing debate.

In essence, the WTO was created to build upon GATT's foundation by:

Expanding its scope to encompass a wider range of trade activities.

Strengthening enforcement mechanisms to ensure compliance with trade rules.

Promoting fairer trade practices by addressing the concerns of developing countries.

Acknowledging the importance of environmental and labor standards in the

context of international trade.

The WTO marked a significant evolution in global trade governance, aiming for a more

comprehensive, balanced, and enforceable system to facilitate smoother and fairer international

trade.
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THE CURRENT LANDSCAPE

1. EFFECTIVENESS DEBATES

The WTO's effectiveness in addressing new challenges and enforcing existing agreements is a
topic of debate. The WTO Forum is a platform for experts to discuss major issues facing the
WTO and the multilateral trading system, including the need for updated rules on services trade
and digital trade to reflect 21st-century realities. The OECD highlights the importance of
addressing gaps in the rulebook, such as the need for new commitments and updated rules for
services trade, as well as the challenges posed by digitalization and the blurred lines between

goods and services.

The WTO's dispute settlement system is at risk of becoming inoperable due to the United States
blocking appointments to the Appellate Body, which could lead to the abandonment of the
WTO and a focus on bilateral and regional trade agreements. The use of arbitration to resolve
trade conflicts is one option being explored, but it may not address broader issues within the

WTO.

The WTO's effectiveness is also questioned concerning market distortions in key areas of
global trade, such as agriculture, where tariffs and non-tariff measures are often higher than for
industrial goods. The EU has a strong case for reforming the WTO to reflect technological

shifts and the challenges presented by China's state capitalism.

Overall, the WTOQ's effectiveness is being debated in the context of new challenges and the
need for reform to address market distortions and keep pace with changes in the global

economy.

2. RISE OF MEGA - AGREEMENTS

Mega-regional trade agreements (MRTAs) are complex trade agreements that cover a vast array
of issues and involve a significant number of countries. These agreements are the next step in
the evolution of regionalism and a major challenge for the global economy and the multilateral
trading system. The creation of MRTAs provides a synergy of leading markets, effective
interdependence, and stimuli for value chains' development. The most prominent MRTAs

currently being negotiated include the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TTP), the Transatlantic Trade
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and Investment Partnership (TTIP), and the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership

(RCEP).

MRTAs generate far-reaching effects globally due to their huge size and the significant
economic and geopolitical interests involved. They cover topics such as public health and
product safety standards, labor and the environment, international investment, digital trade and
e-commerce, and state-owned enterprises. MRTAs have costs and benefits, and the mega-

regionals pose a potential new threat to the multilateral system.

The emergence of MRTAS raises a host of short- and long-term questions for the multilateral
trading system and the World Trade Organization (WTO). The WTO's dispute settlement
system is at risk of becoming inoperable due to the United States blocking appointments to the
Appellate Body, which could lead to the abandonment of the WTO and a focus on bilateral and
regional trade agreements. The use of arbitration to resolve trade conflicts is one option being

explored, but it may not address broader issues within the WTO.

Direct steps can be taken to minimize concerns about the impact of MRTAs on the multilateral
system. One approach to incorporate some of the new regulations and concerns from the mega-
regionals into the system is to go back to plurilateral and critical mass agreements. Reforms to
the WTO’s dispute settlement procedures are also needed to strengthen further and sustain what

is perhaps its most prominent function.

In conclusion, MRTAs are complex trade agreements that cover a vast array of issues and
involve a significant number of countries. While they have the potential to generate far-
reaching effects globally, they also pose a potential new threat to the multilateral system. Direct
steps can be taken to minimize concerns about the impact of MRTAs on the multilateral system,
including the return to plurilateral and critical mass agreements and reforms to the WTO’s

dispute settlement procedures.

3. DIGITAL ERA: E-COMMERCE & GLOBAL SUPPLY CHAIN

The digital revolution of the late 20th and early 21st centuries has significantly transformed
international trade, particularly in e-commerce and global supply chains. The rise of the internet
and e-commerce platforms has revolutionized the way businesses conduct cross-border

transactions. Platforms like Alibaba Group, founded by Jack Ma, have played a pivotal role in
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facilitating global trade through online marketplaces, connecting buyers and sellers from
different corners of the world. These platforms have enabled businesses of all sizes to access

global markets, streamline transactions, and reach a broader customer base.

Global supply chains have also been profoundly impacted by the digital era. They have become
intricately interconnected, allowing for more efficient production, distribution, and
consumption of goods. The integration of digital technologies, such as [oT, Al, and blockchain,
has enhanced supply chain visibility, transparency, and agility. Companies can now track
products in real time, optimize inventory management, and respond swiftly to changes in

demand or disruptions in the supply chain.

Overall, the digital era has ushered in a new era of global trade, where e-commerce platforms
and digital technologies have revolutionized the way businesses operate, connect with

customers, and manage supply chains on a global scale.
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