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Good afternoon (and good morning, or good evening, for those in different 

time-zones)! My name is Aik Hoe Lim, Director of the Trade and Environment 

Division at the WTO.  I am very pleased to announce the start of the 

TBT@40 Dialogue Series with this book launch by Marianna Kartunnen, which 

will be moderated by my colleague Serra Ayral.   

 

What is TBT@40 and why a dialogue series? As some of you may know, this year 

the WTO – including the Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) Agreement – is 25 

years old. But the origins of TBT can be traced further back to the GATT system.  

 

On January 1980, forty years ago, the 1979 Tokyo Round TBT Agreement – better 

known simply as the "Standards Code" – entered into effect. The growth of 

non-tariff barriers since the previous Kennedy Round had been extensive and by 

the Tokyo Round it was explicitly included as a negotiable issue. 

 

The conclusion of the Standards Code was no small feat. The Code marked the 

first time that meaningful global NTM disciplines were created on technical 

regulations and standards. This plurilateral agreement, signed by a subset of GATT 

parties, eventually went on to become the multilateral WTO TBT Agreement and 

SPS Agreement.  

   

As a 40-year old, the TBT Agreement can look back with some satisfaction on its 

life so far. To date, there have been around 30.000 (regular) notifications and 

around 640 specific trade concerns (STCs) discussed. The TBT Committee has 

adopted significant guidelines and recommendations which have helped Members 



to implement the Agreement. Issues concerning the impact of regulations and 

standards on trade remain just as vital today, if not more, as compared to 40 

years ago.  But 40 is also an age when the body is not as agile as before, but the 

mind is hopefully wiser. Aches and pains that were never there at 25, now start 

to appear. Some might uncharitably start to ask if this is the sign of being "over 

the hill" at 40. Others may more generously suggest that once "over the hill" 

40-year olds start to pick up speed.  

 

The TBT@40 dialogue series that we are launching today is in part celebration and 

in part reflection.  It recalls some of the achievements of the Agreement and of 

Members in the TBT Committee. But it also reflects on the "aches and pains" and 

the opportunities for doing better with the wisdom of 40 years. As we look towards 

the future, we think it is also timely to reflect on the history of the Agreement.  

The Standards Code emerged from turbulent times in international trade during 

the 1970s and 1980s.  The value of open markets was questioned, protectionist 

policies were being adopted just as new entrants into the global economy were 

emerging. Many prophesied failure at every stage of the Tokyo Round.  

 

Yet, the Standards Code emerged from those difficult times.  

 

Picking up on the subtitle of Marianna's book, if TBT and SPS Agreements indeed 

deserves to be called "the real jewel in the crown", it's due perhaps to the 

culmination of careful "crafting" and "polishing" accomplished by negotiators many 

decades ago with the Standards Code.     

 

The "DNA" of the Standards Code is present in basically the entirety of the 

TBT Agreement. The Uruguay Round negotiations thus benefited immensely from 

this "early experiment" in regulating NTMs: a source of growing concern in the 

GATT system since the 1960s. Even less known or remembered is the pivotal 

contribution of the work of the GATT TBT Committee, which ran from 1980 until 

1995, when the WTO TBT Committee was established. Many of the key practices 

of the current WTO TBT Committee – including the often-praised practice of 

discussing concerns with regulatory measures (STCs) – were in fact inherited from 

the "acquis" of accumulated experiences and practices of its GATT predecessor.  

 



The central topic of Marianna's book is transparency. Early notification of draft 

regulations is THE core element of TBT transparency's success. As Marianna 

recalls in her book, this unique "ex ante notification obligation" - as she calls it - 

already existed in the Standards Code. This is yet another example of how TBT 

benefited from the Code. As Marianna also notes in her book, the obligation of 

establishing Enquiry Points is another example of a key transparency element 

created by the Code that was later absorbed by TBT.      

 

So, the fact that many of the texts and elements of the Standards Code "survive" 

almost intact in the WTO TBT Agreement speaks to the excellence of the Code's 

drafters.  

 

The history  of the TBT  is, not unlike that of "standards" themselves, a 

"mostly quiet" affair.  Indeed, as an eminent scientist once observed: 

 

"Standards generally go unnoticed. They are mostly quiet, unseen forces, 

such as specifications, regulations, and protocols, that ensure that things 

work properly, interactively, and responsibly. How standards come about is 

a mystery to most people should they even ponder the question.”1 

 

With the launching of the TBT@40 DIALOGUE SERIES today we intend to celebrate 

this rich, long history, so it does not "go unnoticed". We plan for the next events 

of the series to explore key regulatory topics that not only do justice to this legacy 

but also speak to the future of the Agreement, as well as the challenges as it will 

soon face in addressing the regulatory issues of the 21st century.  

 

This inaugural event on transparency could not be a more appropriate topic. 

Transparency is a "foundational" principle that no doubt will inform topics covered 

by the next events of our TBT@40 DIALOGUE SERIES. 

 

 
1 [NOTE: John Gibbons, Forward to U. S. Congress Office of Technology Assessment TCT-512, 
"Global Standards: Building Blocks for the Future", March 1992. He served as the Assistant to the 
President for Science and Technology and Director of the White House Office of Science and 
Technology Policy under President Bill Clinton from 1993-1998.] 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Office_of_Science_and_Technology_Policy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Office_of_Science_and_Technology_Policy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bill_Clinton


Let me conclude by congratulating Marianna for her excellent book; indeed, this 

work is not only a major tribute to the past and present of the TBT Agreement, 

but also a significant contribution to its future. This book, as Petros appropriately 

says in his Foreword, is a "must-read work".  And I know that Bob has had many 

conversations with Marianna on this subject.  

 

I wish you all a successful and meaningful event! 

 

Thank you! 

        

_____________ 

 

 


