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THE DISCIPLINES ON SERVICES DOMESTIC REGULATION: KEY QUESTIONS

WHAT?
The disciplines apply to measures relating 
to licensing requirements and procedures, 
qualification requirements and procedures, and 
technical standards affecting trade in services. 

The focus of the disciplines lies on measures  
that are closely linked to the process of 
authorization to supply a service. They seek 
to facilitate trade in services by ensuring that 
opportunities created by market access and 
national treatment commitments are not 
undermined by opaque and complex authorization 
procedures.

The disciplines provide built-in flexibilities for 
their implementation, in order to preserve space 
for differences in WTO members’ regulatory 
capacity and approaches. For example, they allow 
to implement certain obligations “to the extent 
practicable” or in a manner consistent with WTO 
members’ legal system, or simply “encourage” 
competent authorities to take certain actions. 

The disciplines apply to sectors where specific 
commitments have been undertaken in GATS 
schedules. A possibility is foreseen for WTO 
members to voluntarily expand the application of 
the disciplines to additional sectors. 

Developing economies that adopt the disciplines 
can delay the application of specific provisions 
in sectors in which they face implementation 
difficulties for up to 7 years. The use of transitional 
periods allows them to make any necessary 
adjustments to their domestic regulatory 
frameworks. 

Least-developed countries that commit to 
the disciplines are not required to apply them 
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THE ECONOMIC AND TRADE EFFECTS OF THE DISCIPLINES ON SERVICES 
DOMESTIC REGULATION 

The implementation of the disciplines will reduce trade costs 
and improve overall economic performance, including an 
increase in real income and real exports, as well as more active 
participation in international services trade

In the short to medium term, real income is expected to increase at 
the global level by at least by 0.3% (or USD 301 Billion), while global 
exports are projected to rise by at least 0.8% (or USD 206 Billion). 
The largest increases in real income are anticipated for lower-middle 
income economies (0.6%), whereas upper-middle income economies 
are poised to experience the largest growth in real exports (1.5%) 
(Figure 1). The implementation of the disciplines is projected to 
lead to a reduction in trade costs by 10% for lower-middle income 
economies and by 14% for upper‑middle income economies, for 
global savings of USD 127 billion. Overall, the implementation will 
lead to more active engagement in international services trade, as 
well as broad reductions in input prices in the primary, secondary, 
and residual services sectors.

Services trade creates jobs, facilitates efficient allocation of 
resources, enhances firms’ competitiveness, and diversifies 
economies’ output. Because services provide inputs for the whole 
economy, making the services sector more efficient and competitive 
typically also improves the performance of all the other economic 
sectors, including manufacturing and agriculture. By enhancing the 
efficiency and productivity of domestic services sectors, services 
firms’ ability to compete in international markets can be boosted. 

The implementation of the disciplines will, among various 
benefits, reduce the costs of business start-up procedures, 
lead to broader financial inclusion, and boost participation in 
global value chains

WTO research demonstrates that economies implementing the 
disciplines in their internal regulatory frameworks perform better 
in a number of economic indicators. The implementation of the 
disciplines is associated with reducing costs for starting a business, 
as the good regulatory practice principles set out therein will assist 
economies in establishing more effective and efficient business 
authorization processes. Cutting red tape in regulatory frameworks 
can especially benefit small businesses, as well as young and 
women entrepreneurs. Furthermore, clear and reliable regulations 
can enhance entrepreneurs’ access to finance as, where the overall 
quality of the regulatory system is higher, financial institutions tend 
to have greater confidence in extending loans to start-ups, thereby 
contributing to a reduction in the overall cost of borrowing for these 
businesses.

Furthermore, the implementation of the disciplines is positively 
associated with the level of financial inclusion, measured by 
bank account ownership. Good regulatory practices can foster 
an environment for financial inclusion by promoting competition 
and innovation among services suppliers. It can, for instance, 
increase availability of banking services to individuals in remote 
or underserved areas, and foster the development of innovative 
products, such as mobile banking and other digital solutions, which 
can facilitate access to banking services.

The implementation of the disciplines is also projected to lead to 
higher participation in global value chains (GVCs). As GVCs rely 
intensively on services, streamlining authorization procedures 
and enhancing the transparency and predictability of regulatory 
procedures is crucial. By promoting employment and generating 
positive spillover effects, including knowledge and technology 
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THE DISCIPLINES ON SERVICES DOMESTIC REGULATION AND REGIONAL 
TRADE AGREEMENTS (RTAs)

Over time, RTAs have started addressing trade impediments resulting from a lack of transparency and procedural red tape. Several 
“new generation” agreements – adopted across all income groups and regions of the world – include a comprehensive set of regulatory 
obligations largely equivalent to the disciplines on services domestic regulation.

Over the last 15 years, “new generation” agreements have moved 
beyond removing quantitative restrictions and discriminatory 
measures relating to international services trade. They increasingly 
aim to address regulatory obstacles and cutting procedural red 
tape. By promoting the good governance of services markets, RTAs 
can render national regulatory frameworks more transparent, 
predictable, and conducive to economic activities, and thereby  
further boost growth and development. 

Overall, as an increasing number of RTAs covering services have  
been concluded in the past fifteen to twenty years, the 
adoption  of GATS‑plus regulatory provisions has also 
accelerated over time. As of 2020, 112 WTO members 
have concluded at least one RTA with obligations  
equivalent to the disciplines on services domestic regulation. 
Economies at all levels of income and across all regions are 
nowadays involved in this practice. This trend also encompasses 
economies that are currently not committed to the disciplines  
on services domestic regulation at the WTO. 

At a time when businesses ask for more transparent and  
predictable domestic regulatory frameworks, more and more RTAs 
seek to respond to the practical challenges that affect businesses’ 
ability to trade (see BOX 1). Like the disciplines on services 
domestic regulation, regulatory provisions in RTAs do not interfere 
with substantive requirements that regulators can develop and 
implement to pursue their national policy objectives.
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Members with Services RTAs
Establish mechanisms for responding to enquiries from service suppliers
Publish in advance measures before adoption
Provide opportunity for comments to interested persons
Explain purpose and rationale of proposed measures
Inform applicant of reasons for rejection of application and allow resubmission
Ensure that granted authorization enters into effect without undue delay
Authorization fees are reasonable, transparent, and not in themselves restrictive of service supply

Figure 3: WTO members with domestic regulation disciplines 
in reviewed RTAs
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Figure 4: Percentage of WTO members with domestic 
regulation disciplines in reviewed RTAs, by income groups
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BOX 1  
PACIFIC ECONOMIC COOPERATION COUNCIL (PECC): BUSINESS SURVEY ON IMPEDIMENTS TO SERVICES TRADE
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and predictability of regulations
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permits for foreign employees

Recognition of qualifications of foreign employees

Level of seriousness as an impediment to services trade (1 to 5)
1= not serious; 5= very serious
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Source: PECC International Secretariat, State of the Region 2016-2017 (2016).

In 2016, PECC conducted a survey of 
regional policies addressing businesses, 
governments, academics, media, and civil 
society. There was broad agreement that 
the most cumbersome barriers to trade 
in services are the lack of transparency, 
multiple layers of bureaucracy, and 
lack of predictability: 63% of business 
respondents considered the lack of 
transparency as a serious to very serious 
impediment to services trade, compared 
to 54% of government respondents. PECC 
advised governments to develop a set of 
regulatory principles to be applied across 
sectors that would enhance competition 
and foster economic growth.

For more information on the research findings 
in this Factsheet, see 

“Services Domestic Regulation – Locking in 
Good Regulatory Practices”, WTO Staff Working 
Paper (September 2021), and 
“The Trade Effects of a New Agreement on 
Services Domestic Regulation”, WTO Staff 
Working Paper (February 2024).
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