
The World Trade Report 2011 describes the 
historical development of PTAs and the current 
landscape of agreements. It examines why 
PTAs are established, their economic effects, 
and the contents of the agreements 
themselves. Finally it considers the interaction 
between PTAs and the multilateral trading 
system. 

II. The WTO and 
preferential trade 
agreements:  
From co-existence  
to coherence
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The rapid increase in preferential trade 
agreements (PTAs) has been a prominent 
feature of international trade policy in recent 
times. PTAs constitute an exception to the 
general most-favoured nation (MFN) provision 
of the WTO, whereby all WTO members 
impose on each other the same non-
discriminatory tariff. With the exception of 
Mongolia, all WTO members are party to at 
least one PTA. Interest in negotiating PTAs 
appears to have been sustained despite the 
global economic crisis. Indeed, the economic 
crisis itself may be spurring governments to 
negotiate new PTAs as much to preserve 
existing openness in the face of political 
pressure to reduce access as to generate new 
openness. The explosion of PTAs has triggered 
a parallel eruption of research on the subject. 
Nevertheless, this report provides fresh 
perspectives and insights into this important 
area of trade policy. 

A. Introduction
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Although the term “regional trade agreement” has 
become widely used, this report uses the more generic 
term PTA, since a large number of agreements are not 
limited to countries within a single region. The report 
only covers reciprocal preferential agreements – 
regional, bilateral or plurilateral. Non-reciprocal 
agreements are certainly deserving of study, but 
almost 90 per cent of the global trade-weighted 
preference margin (i.e. the difference between the 
lowest applicable preferential tariff and the MFN rate 
applied to other trading partners) is related to 
preferential tariffs under reciprocal agreements (see 
Section B). PTAs may be free trade agreements, or 
customs unions with common external tariffs. 

1.	 Perspectives and insights in 	
the World Trade Report 2011

(a)	 International production networks

Some explanations for why countries enter into PTAs 
have not received enough 
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context of transparency and information exchange in 
order better to 




