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FOREWORD

Since the establishment of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995, most of the
countries that were not original members have applied for accession or at least indicated their
interest in doing so in the future. For some of these countries, the advantages of membership
are obvious, as it would enable them to avoid discrimination in key export sectors and to
acquire rights to defend their interests in a multilateral framework. For other countries –
particularly smaller developing countries whose foreign exchange earnings depend on exports
of a few primary commodities or services, and which enjoy preferential treatment in their
main export markets – the immediate benefits are less evident and are probably linked not to
their current situation but to their wish to overcome it and to their long-term strategic
interests. Some countries apparently consider that WTO membership will improve their
credentials in efforts to attract the necessary investment for diversifying their production base
and expanding their supply capacity. Membership can also be viewed as the consolidation of
recently achieved democratic rule and of their transition to a market economy.

In general, the acceding countries realize that it is in their interest to participate
effectively in the management of globalization so as to guarantee that its speed, nature and
direction are compatible with their developmental, economic and financial needs. The only
way for them to influence the decisions that will affect the course of globalization is through
active participation in the institutions where global economic decision-making takes place.
WTO membership permits every country to be an actor, however modest, in the forum that
takes the decisions on key issues affecting international trade, and to design their
development strategies in a more predictable and stable trading environment.

In the accession process, the country seeking accession is required to accept
disciplines that imply economic, legislative and judicial reforms and to organize its
administration so as to participate effectively in the accession negotiations and subsequently
to implement its obligations as a WTO member. This process will contribute to building the
country’s institutional capacity as it establishes transparent and efficient economic and trade
regimes and to enhancing its capacity to defend its rights in future negotiations at all levels.
The terms accepted by the acceding country can have a major impact on the course of its
future economic and social development. However, preparation for and participation in
accession negotiations requires considerable financial and human resources – resources that
many acceding countries, and LDCs in particular, lack. In addition, the accession process
may have other, specific complications for those countries in the process of transition to a
market economy.

The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) has been
providing assistance to countries acceding to the GATT and subsequently to its successor, the
WTO, since the 1980s. This role was confirmed at UNCTAD IX (Midrand, South Africa,
1996) and reconfirmed at UNCTAD X (Bangkok, Thailand, 2000). Many acceding countries,
from such major trading powers as China and the Russian Federation to such small least
developed countries (LDCs) as Bhutan and Yemen, have benefited from UNCTAD
assistance.
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