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Abstract

Over the last five decades the GATT and the WTO have made remarkable progress in lowering tariff barriers and progressively liberalising trade. However, as a member-led organisation, in which every member has an effective right of veto, the WTO cannot move faster than its collective ambition will allow. The WTO locks in progressive liberalisation, but in necessarily small and consolidated steps. With 153 members, it has now almost become a universal organisation but has probably lost part of the "likemindness" typical of smaller "clubs".

There may be a need for those members who see benefit from promoting further trade liberalisation to explore new avenues for the benefit of the wider membership. WTO rules already allow those who want to go further and faster in areas where WTO rules do not yet fully apply to do so, and road-test approaches that can ultimately be extended to the global system. Such possibilities were used in the past, in connection to both tariff and non-tariff issues. Recent reports have called for an increase in the use of variable geometries and critical mass approaches after Doha to move forward within the WTO.

The aim of this session is to consider the economic soundness and feasibility of these approaches. It should discuss the balance between ambition and inclusiveness and how variable geometries can help accommodate the needs and interests of all members, including developing countries. It should also review the experiences undertaken so far and possibly draw lessons from experiences of variable geometries outside the WTO (eg in other multilateral or regional organisations).
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