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General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) is a pivotal legal agreement between numerous countries,
aimed at promoting international trade by reducing or eliminating trade barriers such as tariffs and quotas.
Established in 1947, GATT has played a crucial role in shaping the global trading system and has laid the
groundwork for subsequent trade agreements. This article delves into the history, principles, functions, and
significance of GATT, providing a comprehensive understanding of its impact on international trade.

History of GATT

GATT was created in the aftermath of World War II, as countries sought to rebuild their economies and
foster cooperation in trade to prevent future conflicts. The initial aim was to create a multilateral
framework for trade that would replace the competitive devaluations and protectionist policies that
characterized the interwar period.

1. Founding Conference:
- In 1947, negotiations took place in Geneva, Switzerland, where 23 countries signed the General Agreement on
Tariffs and Trade.
- The agreement officially came into effect on January 1, 1948.

2. Rounds of Negotiations:
- Over the years, GATT underwent several rounds of negotiations, each aimed at further reducing tariffs and
addressing emerging trade issues. Notable rounds include:
- The Dillon Round (1960-1962)
- The Kennedy Round (1964-1967)
- The Tokyo Round (1973-1979)
- The Uruguay Round (1986-1994)

3. Transition to WTO:
- The Uruguay Round concluded with the establishment of the World Trade Organization (WTO) on January
1, 1995, which incorporated and expanded upon the principles of GATT.

Principles of GATT

GATT is founded on several key principles that guide its operations and member states' conduct in international
trade:

1. Most-Favored-Nation (MFN) Treatment
- This principle mandates that any trade advantage granted by one GATT member to another must be extended
to all other members. This prevents discriminatory practices and promotes equality among trading nations.

2. National Treatment
- Once goods have entered a market, they should be treated no less favorably than domestically produced
goods. This principle aims to eliminate discrimination against foreign products and ensure a level playing field
for all goods within a country.



3. Transparency
- GATT emphasizes the need for transparency in trade regulations and policies. Members are required to publish
their trade regulations and notify the GATT about changes, ensuring that all countries are aware of the
rules governing international trade.

4. Reciprocity
- This principle encourages countries to reciprocate concessions made by others. If one country reduces tariffs,
others are expected to do the same, fostering an environment of mutual benefit and cooperation.

5. Trade Liberalization
- GATT promotes the gradual reduction of trade barriers through negotiations, aiming to create a more open
and competitive international trading system.

Functions of GATT

The GATT framework provides several essential functions that facilitate international trade:

1. Trade Negotiations
- GATT serves as a platform for member countries to negotiate trade agreements, focusing on reducing tariffs
and addressing trade-related issues.

2. Dispute Resolution
- GATT established procedures for resolving trade disputes among member countries. The objective is to provide
a fair and impartial mechanism for addressing conflicts arising from trade practices.

3. Monitoring and Reporting
- GATT requires member countries to report on their trade policies and practices. This transparency helps
monitor compliance with GATT rules and fosters accountability among members.

4. Capacity Building
- GATT and its successor, the WTO, provide assistance and training to developing countries to help them
enhance their trade capacities and participate more effectively in the global trading system.

Significance of GATT in Global Trade

GATT has significantly influenced global trade dynamics in several ways:



1. Reduction of Trade Barriers
- Through various rounds of negotiations, GATT has contributed to the significant reduction of tariffs,
which has facilitated international trade and economic growth.

2. Promotion of Economic Cooperation
- GATT has fostered economic collaboration among member countries, encouraging them to work together to
resolve trade issues and develop common policies.

3. Establishment of Trade Norms
- The principles enshrined in GATT have become fundamental norms in international trade, guiding the behavior of
countries and shaping global trade agreements.

4. Framework for Future Agreements
- The structure and principles of GATT laid the groundwork for subsequent trade agreements and
organizations, including the WTO, which has expanded the scope of international trade regulation to include
services, intellectual property, and investment.

Challenges and Criticisms of GATT

Despite its achievements, GATT has faced several challenges and criticisms over the years:

1. Limited Scope
- GATT primarily focused on goods, neglecting services and intellectual property, which became increasingly
important in the global economy. This limitation led to the establishment of the WTO, which expanded the
trade agenda.

2. Developing Country Concerns
- Critics argue that GATT and its successor, the WTO, have not adequately addressed the needs and
concerns of developing countries. Many developing nations feel marginalized in trade negotiations and struggle
to benefit fully from global trade opportunities.

3. Dispute Resolution Effectiveness
- While GATT established a framework for dispute resolution, critics have pointed out that the process can be
lengthy and complex, sometimes leading to unresolved trade conflicts.

Conclusion

The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) has been a cornerstone of international trade since its
inception in 1947. By promoting trade liberalization, establishing fundamental principles, and providing a
platform for negotiations and dispute resolution, GATT has significantly shaped the global trading landscape.
While challenges remain, the legacy of GATT continues to influence contemporary trade practices and policies,



serving as a vital component of the modern international economic system. The transition to the WTO has
expanded the scope of global trade governance, ensuring that GATT's foundational principles remain relevant
in addressing the complexities of today's interconnected global economy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)?

GATT is a legal agreement between many countries, aimed at promoting international trade by reducing or
eliminating trade barriers such as tariffs and quotas.

When was GATT established?

GATT was established on October 30, 1947, and was initially signed by 23 countries.

What was the main objective of GATT?

The main objective of GATT was to create a multilateral framework for trade negotiations to reduce tariffs
and other trade barriers, thereby promoting free trade.

How did GATT evolve into the WTO?

GATT was succeeded by the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995, which expanded its scope to include
services and intellectual property, and provided a more robust institutional framework for trade
negotiations.

What are the key principles of GATT?

The key principles of GATT include most-favored-nation (MFN) treatment, national treatment, transparency,
and the prohibition of quantitative restrictions.

What was the Uruguay Round?

The Uruguay Round was a series of trade negotiations under GATT that took place from 1986 to 1994,
resulting in the creation of the WTO and significant reductions in tariffs and trade barriers.

What impact did GATT have on global trade?

GATT significantly contributed to the growth of global trade by reducing tariffs and fostering a more
predictable and stable trading environment among member countries.

How does GATT address developing countries?

GATT included provisions that allowed developing countries to have special treatment, such as longer
timeframes for compliance with trade rules and the ability to impose tariffs to protect their economies.

What are the criticisms of GATT?

Critics of GATT argue that it favored developed countries, led to job losses in certain sectors, and did not
adequately address issues such as environmental standards and labor rights.



Is GATT still in effect today?

While GATT itself is not in effect as a separate entity, its principles are incorporated into the WTO
agreements, which continue to govern international trade.
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