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III. GLOBAL TREND OF RTAs 

In the 1990s, the number of notified RTAs began to surge upwards.  Uncertainty concerning 
the outcome of the Uruguay Round has been one of the reasons advanced for such a trend. 
However, even after the conclusion of the Uruguay Round and the establishment of the 
WTO the number of RTAs has continued to grow.  As of February 2005, about 250 RTAs 
had been notified to the GATT/WTO, of which 162 are currently in effect. It is estimated that 
by 2007, a further 87 RTAs1 will be in effect, if those currently being planned or under 
negotiation are concluded. Figure 1 shows the unabated growth of RTAs notified to the 
GATT/WTO. 

Figure 1. RTAs in Force as of February 2005 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Source: Crawford and Fiorentino (2005)  

 
 

Although RTAs may take the form of free trade areas (FTAs), customs unions (CUs), or 
agreements leading to the formation of one or the other, the most common category is the 
free trade agreement, which accounts for 72% of all RTAs. The trend towards the conclusion 
of free trade agreements, which require a lesser degree of integration and are faster to 
conclude, has intensified in recent years. In an FTA each party maintains its own tariffs vis-
à-vis third parties. Customs unions, which provide for the establishment of a common 
external tariff and harmonization of trade policy, often, take years to negotiate and have long 
implementation phases. Customs union agreements account for 19 percent of all RTAs. 
Eighteen of the RTAs identified (17 FTAs and 1 customs union) contain commitments on 
trade in services in addition to tariff concessions on goods. The new generation of RTAs, 
especially those involving developed countries, tend to go far beyond traditional tariff-cutting 
exercises and even beyond the realm of existing multilateral rules. First, while old 
regionalism was essentially confined to RTAs between industrial economies or the 

                                                 
1 Regional Trade Integration under Transformation. Preliminary Draft prepared for the Seminar on 
Regionalism and WTO. WTO Secretariat, Geneva. 26 April 2002. 


