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Good regulator

Executive summary

Services are central to growth, productivity, employment
and economic diversification, and constitute the largest
and most dynamic sector of many economies. They

play an indispensable role across value chains and are
a major source of export earnings. The ability to trade
services — digitally across borders, via commercial
presence in other economies or through the movement
of people — is a core driver of competitiveness

and growth.

Despite the instrumental and cross-cutting role of
services, the costs to trade services remain high, and
markedly higher than those for trade in goods.

While regulation of services sectors is essential to
achieving legitimate public policy objectives (such as
consumer protection, financial stability, health, safety
and environmental goals), regulatory differences
among economies and governance quality significantly
constrain trade in services across the four modes of
supply. Notably, opaque and inefficient procedures,
fragmented information and discretionary practices
can reduce contestability in services markets and
discourage trade and investment.

Building on the experience of various international
economic forums, a group of over 70 WTO members
adopted a new set of rules to facilitate services trade
by fostering transparency, predictability and efficiency
in regulatory frameworks. The 2024 entry into force of
the new Disciplines on Services Domestic Regulation
(SDR Disciplines) at the WTO underscores the
importance of embedding good regulatory practices
(GRPs) in services policies to further promote
economic growth and development.

Good regulatory practices can
drive economic growth and
development

Available research converges on two key points. First,
the trade costs for services are far higher than for
goods. At least one quarter of these costs stem directly
from factors related to regulatory and governance
quality. Second, adopting a coherent package of GRPs
can significantly cut transaction and compliance costs

for businesses, especially for small businesses and
women-owned firms.

Research conducted by the WTO Secretariat suggests
that full implementation of the SDR Disciplines would
reduce services trade costs by 8-14 per cent,, with
the sharpest average cuts for lower middle-income
economies (10 per cent) and upper middle-income
economies (14 per cent). These cost savings would
deliver a 0.3 per cent rise in global real income
(approximately equal to US$ 301 billion) and a

0.8 per cent expansion of world exports (approximately
equal to US$ 206 billion). Over an implementation
period of 10 years, annual trade cost savings would
amount to roughly US$ 127 billion.

Implementing the SDR Disciplines can generate
positive effects for all economies: real incomes are
projected to rise even for those that are not currently
committed to implementing the SDR Disciplines at
the WTO as part of their commitments under the
General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS). This
is because GRPs are applied on a non-discriminatory
basis; therefore, service suppliers will benefit when
these rules are implemented in their trading partners’
markets. However, given their internal regulatory
focus, exports are expected to progressively shift to
implementing markets, while remaining stagnant for
other economies.

Empirical evidence further reinforces the link between
procedural quality and economic performance. Higher
levels of GRPs integration in domestic regulatory
frameworks are systematically associated with larger
shares of services value-added in GDP and a stronger
orientation towards services exports.

By promoting competition and innovation among
services suppliers, the research shows that GRPs
implementation is also positively associated with
improved entrepreneurship, deeper participation

in global value chains, and lower costs for starting

a business. It can also enhance financial inclusion,
including by increasing the availability of banking
services to individuals in remote or underserved areas
and fostering the development of innovative products,
such as mobile banking and other digital solutions.
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Good regulatory practices
can enhance transparency,
predictability and efficiency
of authorization processes

The quality of authorization systems for service
suppliers is critical for trade and investment. Clear,
objective and transparent authorization systems, including
acknowledgement of application receipt, completeness
checks, mechanisms to correct minor deficiencies, as
well as the provision of written reasons for decisions,
help reduce uncertainty related costs. Predictable and
time-bound decisions strengthen accountability and
limit the scope for arbitrary or inconsistent treatment.

Transparency underpins understanding, and thus
compliance. Consolidated, up-to-date publication of
laws and regulations — paired with accessible enquiry
points that deliver timely and thorough replies — improves
information flows and facilitates the participation of small
businesses and new market entrants.

Digitalization enables further streamlining of
authorization procedures and multiplies benefits
for business. Acceptance of electronic applications and
supporting documentation, online payments and real-time
status tracking lower transaction costs and widen access
to markets, notably for foreign suppliers. Single windows
that enable end-to-end filing, data re-use across
agencies and two-way messaging avoid unnecessary
duplications and improve the user experience.

Stakeholder engagement improves legitimacy
and quality of regulatory outcomes. Advance
publication of draft laws and regulations with a
reasonable opportunity to comment for interested
stakeholders fosters legitimacy and acceptance, while
at the same time promoting the quality of regulatory
outcomes through expert input.

Transparent and reasonable fees lower

entry barriers. Existence of a clear legal basis for
authorization fees, disclosure of calculation methods
and the alignment of fee amounts with processing and
supervision costs deter the use of fees as barriers to
entry and contribute to a fair and predictable regulatory
environment for service suppliers.

Independence and impartiality of decision-making
bolster institutional credibility. Insulation from
supplier influence, robust conflict-of-interest policies,

objective criteria, transparent appointment rules and
regular reporting support institutional integrity and
strengthen trust in day-to-day implementation.

Review mechanisms of administrative decisions
are central to ensure the consistent and
predictable application of regulatory frameworks.
Accessible review routes with clear and transparent
timelines and, where appropriate, remedies, ensure
suppliers’ redress, strengthen accountability and
consistency in the application of rules.

Regulatory impact assessment throughout the
policy cycle keeps measures balanced, targeted
and effective. Defining regulatory problems, assessing
regulatory and non-regulatory options using the best
available evidence, weighing expected costs and benefits,
and consulting stakeholders helps leverage relevant
experience and supports continuous improvement.

Standards are becoming increasingly important
for services and services trade. With dynamically
evolving technologies and market structures, standards
can help reduce costs, promote interoperability and
signal minimum quality in service delivery. The open and
transparent development of standards strengthens their
legitimacy, improves domestic uptake, and supports
broad adoption across international markets.

Coordination at home and cooperation across
borders are essential. Domestic inter-agency
coordination facilitates authorization procedures and
data-sharing. International regulatory cooperation
enables cross-border authentication and solutions for
recognition; it also promotes information exchange,

use of international instruments and standards, and the
participation of foreign stakeholders, thereby supporting
dialogue and improvement.

Fourteen good regulatory
practices to facilitate trade
in services

1. Processing of authorization applications

* Set and publish decision deadlines (including
through silent approval mechanism where
appropriate).

= Acknowledge receipt and check for completeness.

= Allow applicants to correct minor errors without
restarting the process.



Notify decisions in a timely manner, including reasons
for rejection.

. Electronic submission of applications

Enable online applications, including uploading
required documentation, and digital signatures.

Provide real-time tracking of application status and
notification of decisions.

. Online publication of information

Publish information on requirements and procedures,
fees, timelines, contact addresses and review
procedures — and do so in one consolidated

portal online.

Use plain and concise language and make available
summaries or other documents to aid understanding.

Keep information up to date with change logs/archives.
Provide information in multiple languages, notably in
English.

. Single window

Offer one unified portal as an information gateway and
entry point for submitting authorization applications.

Require uploading of documentation once only and
enable cross-sharing of information across agencies.

Include possibility to contact directly responsible
agencies for questions and assistance.

. Authorization fees

Publish legal basis and calculation method of fees.

Keep fees reasonable and ensure they do not in
themselves restrict supply of services.

Allow for online payment of fees.

. Governance of regulators: independence and
impartiality and decision-making

Ensure that authorization decisions are reached and
administered independently from suppliers, including
through structural separation where necessary.

Guarantee that application procedures are
impartial, adequate and non-obstructive vis-a-vis all
applicants, including foreign suppliers and women
entrepreneurs.

Establish functions and structures, appointment
rules, conflict-of-interest policies, as well as clear
reporting lines for oversight.

Make agencies’ budgets publicly available and
allocated in a manner that safeguards operational
independence.

7.

Stakeholder engagement

Publish drafts of laws and regulations as early as
possible and ensure minimum timeframes to receive
comments.

Explore use of multiple channels (including online)
and targeted expert outreach (e.g., SMEs, regions,
foreign suppliers).

Ensure clear report back on how comments were
considered.

Establish a reasonable period of time before entry
into force of laws and regulations.

. Enquiry points

Make contact details for enquiries easily available and
promote coordination among agencies as required.

Establish clear and reasonable response time
standards.

Ensure that enquiry points are free of charge or limit
amount of charges to the approximate costs of the
service rendered.

. Standards in services

Ensure transparency, objectivity and necessity of
standards.

Use standards that have been developed through
open and transparent processes.

Consider and use relevant international standards;
avoid duplication/conflict with work of international
standard-setting bodies.

10. Review of administrative decisions

Offer simple and affordable review routes, including
grounds for requests and clear timelines.

Issue transparent and reasoned decisions.
Ensure adequate remedies where appropriate.

Guarantee that reviewers are structurally independent
from the original decision-making agency.

11. Assessment of qualifications

Publish recognition procedures, criteria, documents
and reasonable timelines.

Accept e-submissions and remote invigilation,
including at international assessment centres.

Ensure that eligibility criteria are not more
burdensome than necessary, including legitimate and
proportionate language requirement.

Ensure that examinations are held at reasonable and
regular intervals with clear registration windows.
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= Where appropriate, allow foreign professionals to = Promote cooperation as a tool to facilitate the recognition
demonstrate competence through professional of professional qualifications and authorizations.
experience, references and membership in foreign

: o = Leverage cooperation to assess cross-border
professional associations.

impacts, consider international instruments, and
12. Regulatory impact assessment progressively remove unnecessary regulatory

differences (see Box 1).
= Define the problem and objectives of regulations

and compare policy options using the best available Learning from experience:
evidence. 0 0 - -

case studies provide insights
on domestic reform

= Transparently communicate the outcome of the Effective reform starts with clear legal anchors
assessment. and empowered regulatory agencies, including a
central coordinating body.

= Assess costs/benefits and distributional impacts,
including by involving stakeholder and expert groups.

= Plan post-adoption review of regulations with clear
indicators and timelines to support continuous

learning and adjustment. Clear legal anchors allow objectives to be turned into

enforceable duties and support coordination across
13. Domestic inter-agency coordination agencies, including through a central coordinating
body with guidance and monitoring functions. Case
studies show that where the lead agency’s mandate and
powers are explicit, implementation is smoother and
more consistent across sectors.

= Involve all relevant agencies across all stages of
policy cycles, from policy design and drafting to
implementation, enforcement and review of regulations.

= Make publicly available procedures and mechanisms

for inter-agency coordination. High-level support helps but does not guarantee
L] Estabhsh ded|cated platforms to exchange delivery; sustained I'e$l.l|t$ require consistent
information, including through a central coordinating political backing across election cycles.

body with monitoring and reporting functions.
Initial political support unblocks reforms, but continuity

of direction and stable resources determine whether
reforms deepen or stall after the initial launch. The case
studies underline the need to preserve momentum
across administrations to avoid a slowdown in reform.

14. International regulatory cooperation

= Use cooperation channels to share information and
learn about emerging best practices, including in
specific sectors or emerging regulatory areas.

Box 1: Diagnostic and Reform Planning Tool: a new instrument for supporting regulatory reforms

The new Diagnostic and Reform Planning Tool supports mapping of domestic regulatory frameworks against core
GRPs with a view to examining areas of strengths and weaknesses and identifying priority areas for reform to
improve the quality of the business environment.

The Tool builds on the extensive information contained in the WTO-World Bank Services Trade Policy
Database (STPD) and expands the scope with more than 130 additional questions on the implementation of core
GRPs across 34 services subsectors.

The Tool is designed to also capture de facto implementation of GRPs, by examining administrative and procedural
practices, even beyond the existence of legal requirements.

A user-friendly visualization board allows users to assess how domestic regulatory frameworks align with the SDR
Disciplines across various services subsectors.



Institutions are as important as regulation:
strong mandates, clear responsibilities and
sustainable resourcing ensure effective,
consistent implementation and enforcement of
regulatory reforms.

Institutions determine whether rules translate into
consistent practice. Where roles and resourcing are
well-defined, agencies can assure quality, enforce
quality standards and reduce bottlenecks.

Effective inter-agency coordination - both
across regulatory agencies and across levels of
government - is central to the success of reform.

Domestic inter-agency coordination connects political will
with institutional practice, prevents implementation in silos
and enables interoperability of systems (including digital
systems). When inter-agency coordination functions well,
applicants benefit from a single, predictable process rather
than a sequence of fragmented steps, and governments
can monitor performance, enforce deadlines and share
data seamlessly.

Digitalization can only deliver its full benefits
when it is paired with process simplification and
interoperable systems.

Digitalization is not an end in itself but a tool to
further simplify processes and make systems function
effectively. Without these objectives, technology risks
merely replicating bureaucratic inefficiencies in digital
form. Across case studies, reforms that standardized
forms and procedures, enabled data sharing and
reuse of information among agencies, and connected
sectoral and sub-national systems showed reductions
in processing times and compliance costs.

Infrastructure is a key enabler; given the strong
emphasis on digital tools, reforms need reliable
power supply, robust connectivity and functional
IT systems to produce tangible results.

Infrastructure is a prerequisite for digital reform to
deliver tangible results. Reliable power supply and
connectivity ensure that digital platforms function
smoothly, data systems remain stable, and users can
access services without interruption. The case studies
show that reforms must be underpinned by sustained
investment in connectivity and key foundations, such
as trusted identity and e-signature systems, resilient

hosting and shared services (for example, payments, or
logging/analytics).

Continuous agency upskilling is essential to
ensure that staff are well equipped to adapt and
foster a service-oriented culture that supports the
effective implementation of reforms.

Regular upskilling of staff is critical to turn legal reforms
and new platforms into a consistent way to improve
day-to-day practice. Regular training, peer learning and
institutionalized knowledge-sharing mechanisms help
build technical and managerial capabilities needed to
embed new processes, close implementation gaps and
sustain reform performance over time.

User-centred design - including through
help desks and unified portals - reduces
search and compliance costs, especially for
small businesses.

Designing systems based on users’ needs helps reduce
search and compliance costs — especially for small
businesses — by making rules and processes easy to
find, understand and complete. Clear guidance, intuitive
layouts and integrated assistance tools allow users

to complete transactions with fewer errors and less
reliance on intermediaries.

Central oversight and regular monitoring and
evaluation promote accountability and sustain
reform momentum.

A central oversight structure, paired with regular
monitoring and evaluation turns legal standards into
day-to-day accountability. When performance data
are tracked, compared and acted upon, institutions
can identify bottlenecks, target support and sustain
consistent service delivery across agencies.

Flexibility and progressive adjustment are
essential to ensure that reforms meet evolving
business needs.

Flexibility and progressive improvement keep

reforms aligned with evolving business needs and
implementation realities. Across the case studies,
durable results depend on built-in impact assessment
and review of existing measures, with a view to
recalibrating rules, improving quality standards, and
making digital systems effective.






Services have become the most dynamic and
dominant force shaping global economic patterns
in the 21 century. Today, services account for
over two-thirds of global GDP and more than half
of global employment, and are the primary source
of value added in most economies.’

In 2023, services contributed approximately 54 per cent
of GDP and more than 44 per cent of employment.? This
transformative role extends beyond direct contributions
to output and jobs: services are critical drivers of
competitiveness, innovation and resilience, serving as
key inputs in manufacturing and agricultural value chains
and as catalysts for export diversification.® For developing
economies, services trade has over the years provided
significant opportunities for export-led growth, economic
diversification and integration into global markets.

Yet despite the sector's importance, services

trade costs remain markedly higher than those for
goods — exporting a service still costs more than four
times the domestic price and almost a third more than
trading manufactured goods.* Small enterprises and
women-owned businesses face an additional seven
percentage point burden because, being smaller on
average and less capital-intensive, they struggle the
most with costly and unclear procedures for gaining
access to services markets.® These elevated costs
are driven not only by traditional market access
barriers but also by a complex web of domestic
regulatory measures. As highlighted in the WTO's
World Trade Report 2019, regulatory differences
and weak governance — including opaque and
unpredictable authorization and licensing regimes

for service providers, duplicative requirements and
lack of transparency — significantly restrict the supply
of services across borders, discouraging both trade
and investment.®

These challenges have profound implications. Lowering
the cost of services trade has the potential to boost
trade volumes and unlock economy-wide efficiency
gains. What is more, services trade is increasingly

vital for sustainable growth outcomes: it can support
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and
generate high-value jobs for young and skilled workers.”
It is also central to inclusion: in 2023, services
accounted for 57.3 per cent of women'’s employment
worldwide (compared with 45.5 per cent for men),
highlighting the sector’s role in fostering women'’s
economic empowerment.®

Good Regulatory Practices to Facilitate Trade in Services
Section 1 | Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic further underscored both the
importance and the vulnerabilities of the services sector.
While services that require physical proximity such as
tourism and hospitality experienced severe disruptions,
digitally deliverable services proved remarkably
resilient, enabling the continuation of services trade
across borders despite restrictions on movement.® This
acceleration of digitalization has reshaped services
trade dynamics, expanded the cross-border tradability
of services and created new opportunities — particularly
for smaller businesses and developing economies — to
integrate into global value chains (GVCs). These shifts,
combined with the highly regulated nature of services,
have also intensified the need for streamlined and
adaptable regulatory frameworks.'®

Against this backdrop, policy reforms to facilitate
services trade and investment can take two main
approaches. The first is to remove measures that restrict
openness to international competition, namely measures
liberalizing market access and national treatment —

for example, removing limits on foreign ownership or
relaxing nationality requirements for professionals.' The
second, and the focus of this Handbook, is to establish
regulatory improvements that enhance the transparency,
predictability and efficiency of procedures without
prescribing specific policy outcomes.

Since the 1990s, the concept of good regulatory
practices (GRPs) has emerged as a tool to promote

the quality, efficiency and accountability of domestic
regulatory systems, irrespective of the level of market
opening of different economic sectors. In light of

their non-discriminatory nature, GRPs help facilitate
compliance with existing laws and regulations — benefiting
both domestic and foreign businesses alike. GRPs play

a key role in improving governance and accountability of
regulatory and institutional frameworks.

Importantly, reforms to implement GRPs can be pursued
independently of decisions regarding market opening

or the substance or stringency of underlying regulatory
requirements.'? Reductions in regulatory restrictiveness
translate into several percentage point cuts in ad-
valorem-equivalent trade costs in services — magnitudes
that are in the same ballpark as many goods tariffs.'®
Procedural reforms — such as moving licence applications
online or allowing information and documents to be
submitted through a single entry point to fulfil regulatory
requirements (single windows) — are reported to have
generated multimillion dollar savings within a single year.'

9



10

Good Regulatory Practices to Facilitate Trade in Services
Section 1 | Introduction

Over recent years, the adoption of GRPs in services
has gained prominence at the international level. The
WTO General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS),
in force since 1995, already set out several regulatory
obligations, mainly concerning transparency and
procedural fairness. Since then, significant progress has
been made.

In 2021, new Disciplines on Services Domestic
Regulation (SDR Disciplines) were agreed by a group

of WTO members: they represent a landmark effort to
enhance regulatory transparency and efficiency.'® The
SDR Disciplines include key commitments on authorization
procedures, public availability of regulatory frameworks,
impartiality of decision-making as well as stakeholder
engagement mechanisms. These commitments are
echoed and further elaborated in preferential trade
agreements (PTAs) adopted regionally or bilaterally,

as well as in instruments such as the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development's (OECD's)
Recommendation on Regulatory Policy and Governance
(2012) and the APEC (Asia-Pacific Economic
Cooperation) Non-Binding Principles for Domestic
Regulation of the Services Sector (2018).

Across advanced and emerging economies,
governments are actively upgrading their regulatory
systems — digitizing authorization and introducing
stakeholder engagement procedures and regulatory
impact assessments (RIAs). Recent global diagnostics
document this reform momentum across sectors and
regions. For example, the OECD Regulatory Policy
Outlook 2025 — which covers 38 OECD member
countries and the European Union — notes a positive
trend as governments continue to improve on the

use of digital means to call on the public to provide
evidence on the impact of rules, introducing minimum
consultation periods, as well as expanding consultation
time frames.'®

Moreover, the World Bank’s Business

Ready (B-READY) 2024 report states that “economies
do not need to be rich to develop a good business
environment.”'” While high-income economies have
been implementing reforms to provide higher quality
public services to support businesses, all economies
have room for improvement — especially when it comes
to moving from the design of regulations to their actual
implementation on the ground.'®

Recent research by the WTO Secretariat highlights
that the implementation of a common set of GRPs
for services, such as those contained in the SDR
Disciplines, could trim trade costs by up to 14 per
cent for middle-income economies, saving businesses
around US$ 127 billion a year.' It can also raise
global real income by 0.3 per cent, and boost exports
by 0.8 per cent.? In addition, analysis by the WTO
Secretariat finds a positive correlation between
higher-quality regulation and larger services sectors,
stronger innovation capacity and deeper participation
in GVCs.?' The latter point has been echoed by

the World Bank which shows that streamlined
processes — such as through online single windows
— cut trade costs and help companies integrate into
international markets.??

From a development perspective, improved regulatory
practices align with broader objectives, such as

the United Nations Sustainable Development

Goals (SDGs).? Efficient, transparent services
regulation supports SDG 8 (promoting inclusive and
sustainable economic growth, employment and decent
work) and SDG 9 (building resilient infrastructure,
promoting inclusive and sustainable industrialization,
and fostering innovation).2* In light of women'’s strong
participation in the services sector, facilitating services
trade can also support the achievement of SDG 5 on
achieving gender equality and empowering women.?®
Additionally, enhanced regulatory practices in services
sectors, such as telecommunications and logistics,

are foundational for promoting digital inclusion and
climate-resilient economic models. Together, this
research makes a clear case for GRPs as a key driver of
competitiveness, investment and inclusive growth.

Against this backdrop, this Handbook aims to

provide practical guidance for policymakers and
regulators on advancing domestic regulatory reforms
that facilitate services trade while preserving and
promoting legitimate public policy objectives. To do so,
it provides an overview of progress in the domain of
GRP with a focus on services trade — at the WTO, in
services PTAs, as well as in other relevant forums. The
Handbook underpins targeted technical assistance and
capacity-building activities by the WTO Secretariat and
the World Bank and serves policymakers as a resource
to benchmark regulatory regimes and prioritize actions
for reform.



This Handbook is structured as follows:

* SECTION I provides an overview of recent work

on GRPs for services trade, from the GATS to the
SDR Disciplines, and recent trends in services PTAs.
Additionally, based on existing literature, it offers
evidence of the impact of regulatory reforms on
economic growth and development.

SECTION Il analyses a set of widely recognized
GRPs, explaining their key features, rationale and
objectives. For each GRP, the main legal basis —
including in the GATS, the SDR Disciplines, and
agreements in other areas of relevance for trade

— are identified. In addition, dissemination through
regional and bilateral frameworks is also discussed.

SECTION Il illustrates practical GRP reform
experiences through case studies (Costa Rica,
Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand) — real-world
examples of domestic implementation across service
sectors and regions. The case studies examine

the motivations and context for specific reform
initiatives, legal basis and institutional arrangements,
implementation experience, as well as any observable
effects on business operations and lessons learned.

Good Regulatory Practices to Facilitate Trade in Services
Section 1 | Introduction

An overview distils cross-cutting insights on common
success factors and recurrent implementation
challenges.

SECTION IV introduces a new “Diagnostic

and Reform Planning Tool” to help policymakers
benchmark existing frameworks against the GRPs
set out in Section Il, with a view to identifying gaps
and prioritizing regulatory reforms. The Tool leverages
the extensive information on services policies
contained in the WTO-World Bank Services Trade
Policy Database (STPD) while adding many new
questions that assess GRP implementation in greater
detail across 34 service sectors. The Tool also aims
to capture de facto implementation of GRPs, by
examining administrative and procedural practices,
looking beyond legally mandated application of GRPs.
Through a user-friendly visualization board, the Tool
enables the mapping of existing domestic regulatory
frameworks across sectors, including with a view

to identifying possible priority areas for regulatory
reforms. The Tool can also be used by WTO members
to evaluate implementation of the GRPs set out in
the SDR Disciplines, and use that evidence to assess
adoption options, including capacity-building and
designation of transitional periods.

11
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Conceptual basis and early
trade activation

The concept of GRPs emerged during the late 1980s
and early 1990s as part of broader public sector reform
efforts aimed at improving the quality, efficiency, and
accountability of domestic regulatory systems. This
evolution occurred in parallel with the conclusion in
1994 of the Uruguay Round at the WTO but stemmed
from distinct policy issues. Governments, particularly in
member countries belonging to the OECD, sought to
address growing concerns about regulatory complexity,
rising compliance costs and declining public trust in
administrative institutions.®

As such, early GRP frameworks prioritized
transparency, public consultation, evidence-based
policy-making, proportionality and RIAs, with the goal
of improving governance and economic efficiency,
rather than facilitating trade per se.?” International
organizations, such as the OECD, the World Bank,
and the APEC, played a key role in promoting these
principles as part of broader competitiveness and good
governance agendas.?®

It was only in the mid-1990s, particularly with the
establishment of the WTO in 1995, that the relevance
of domestic regulatory practices became more
explicitly recognized across various trade areas. The
GATS, as well as the WTO Agreement on Import
Licensing Procedures, the Agreement on Technical
Barriers to Trade (TBT Agreement) and the Agreement
on Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures (SPS
Agreement), all incorporated core GRP principles.
Among these, rules on transparency, regulatory
predictability and the use of international standards
gained early prominence.?® This marked the “trade
activation” of GRPs — extending their role beyond
domestic reform to also reducing behind-the-border
frictions in international trade.

Two of the earliest examples of integrating trade
considerations into GRP instruments were the
OECD Guiding Principles for Regulatory Quality
and Performance and the APEC-OECD Integrated
Checklist on Regulatory Reform, both published in
2005. Principle 6 of the OECD Guiding Principles
calls on governments to better integrate market-
openness considerations into the design and
implementation of regulations and into RIAs,
recognizing that, as trade and investment liberalization
advances, domestic regulatory environments

increasingly determine market openness.®® The
APEC-OECD Integrated Checklist was developed in
recognition that, beyond the liberalization of services
sectors, “regulatory reform is a central element in the
promotion of open and competitive markets, and a key
driver of economic efficiency and consumer welfare.”®
Conceived as a voluntary self-assessment tool, it was
designed to help governments evaluate the extent to
which their laws, institutions and processes reflected
the principles of high-quality regulation, effective
competition policy and open markets. Through the
APEC-OECD Integrated Checklist, governments
sought regulatory tools that could unlock the
economic gains of open and competitive markets while
safeguarding legitimate public-interest objectives.

Building on this foundation, the Recommendation on
Regulatory Policy and Governance, issued in 2012

by the OECD, codified the main GRP principles
which included evidence-based impact assessment of
measures to be developed, stakeholder engagement,
review of existing laws and regulations (i.e. ex post
review) and domestic inter-agency coordination.

It also calls on governments to consider relevant
international standards and frameworks when
developing regulations, including (where appropriate)
their likely effects beyond the jurisdiction, so that rules
are coherent internationally. Together, these guidelines
reframed high-quality regulation not only as a domestic
governance issue but also as a key enabler of trade
competitiveness, laying the conceptual groundwork for
today's trade-oriented GRP agenda.

The term GRP does not appear in the GATS, nor in any
other multilateral trade agreement that was established
by the WTO in 1995. Yet core GRP principles — such
as transparency, predictability, non-discrimination and
the use of international standards — are embedded
across several WTO legal texts. For example, regarding
trade in goods, the General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT) establishes a foundational transparency
obligation, requiring prompt publication of laws,
regulations, judicial decisions and administrative rulings
of general application.®?

The TBT Agreement goes even further with respect

to transparency by requiring WTO members to

notify proposed technical regulations and provide
opportunities for comments on such proposals.3®

The TBT Agreement also promotes regulatory
coherence and international alignment by encouraging
the use of international standards, where such



standards are effective and appropriate.®* Similarly,
the SPS Agreement supports predictability by
mandating that SPS measures be based on scientific
principles and encourages harmonization with
international standards.®®

The more recent Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA)
— which entered into force in 2017 — introduces core
GRP obligations to support the smooth flow of goods
across borders. These include the requirement that
WTO members maintain enquiry points to answer
questions from governments and traders, ensure

that fees and charges for customs processing are
published and limited in amount to the approximate
cost of the services rendered, as well as establish
single windows to enable operators to submit the
relevant documentation.

In the area of trade in services, the principal focus of
the GATS lies in the reduction or elimination, through
progressive liberalization over time, of specific measures
that act as barriers.®® Specifically, these barriers

were identified as (i) measures that alter competitive
conditions for foreign services and service suppliers
relative to domestic ones (Article XVII), and (ii) certain
measures limiting market access, especially quantitative
limitations such as quotas on market entry, value of
assets or transactions, operations, or output, as well as
foreign equity limits (Article XVI).

WTO members record their market-opening
commitments, together with any remaining limitations,
in schedules of specific commitments. These schedules
are subject to successive negotiation rounds aimed

at progressive liberalization.®” At the same time, and

in part to safeguard the economic gains from these
commitments, the GATS also incorporates certain

core GRP principles designed to ensure that domestic
regulations, while serving legitimate policy objectives,
do not create unnecessary barriers to trade.

Building on the GATT, one foundational GRP principle
related to services is transparency. This principle is
enshrined in GATS Article 1ll:1, which requires WTO
members to promptly publish all measures of general
application that affect trade in services. In addition,
Article 111:4 makes the establishment of enquiry points
mandatory, to respond to requests for information
from other WTO members, and Article IV:2 requires
developed-country WTO members to establish contact
points to help service suppliers from developing
economies access information on relevant market
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conditions, recognition and qualification procedures,
and available services-related technology. Furthermore,
Article VI:2 requires WTO members to maintain
mechanisms for prompt review and, where appropriate,
the correction of administrative decisions, thereby
supporting accountability and due process.

In sectors where specific commitments have

been undertaken, the principle of predictability of
administration is codified in GATS Article VI:1, which
requires that measures of general application be
administered in a reasonable, objective and impartial
manner. GATS Article VI:3 also provides procedural
guarantees for service suppliers seeking authorization,
requiring timely decisions and transparency on the
decision concerning the application and on its status.
Moreover, Article VI:6 stipulates that WTO members
must maintain adequate procedures to verify the
competence of foreign professionals.

In addition to these obligations, GATS Article VI:4
provides a forward-looking mandate to develop
disciplines to ensure that licensing and qualification
requirements and procedures, and technical standards,
do not constitute unnecessary barriers to trade in
services. Such disciplines shall ensure that these
requirements are based on objective and transparent
criteria, are not more burdensome than necessary to
ensure the quality of the service, and that procedures
are not in themselves a restriction on the supply of
services. A synthesis of the GRP principles as reflected
in the GATS can be found in Figure 1.

Work on good regulatory
practice for services in
the WTO

Multilateral work under the GATS Article VI:4 mandate
began with considerable ambition and some early
achievements. As a first concrete step, WTO members
adopted a set of disciplines for the accountancy sector
in 1998, marking an initial success.®® These disciplines
reflected core GRPs — such as transparency,
objectivity and predictability — and were intended to
serve as a model for horizontal disciplines across alll
services sectors. In parallel, the 1997 guidelines for
mutual recognition agreements in the accountancy
sector were adopted to provide practical guidance

for WTO members to implement Article VII of the
GATS, thereby facilitating cross-border recognition of
professional qualifications.®®

15
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Figure 1: GRP principles as reflected in the GATS

ARTICLE IlI:1

Prompt publication of measures of general application (by entry into force at the latest) which pertain to or affect the
operation of the GATS, as well as relevant international agreements.

ARTICLE llI:4 such information.

Prompt response to requests for information by other WTO members and establishment of enquiry points to supply

ARTICLE IV:2 service suppliers.

Establishment of contact points to facilitate access to information for developing country WTO members'

ARTICLE VI:1 impartial manner.

Administration of measures of general application affecting trade in services in a reasonable, objective and

ARTICLE VI:2

Maintenance of judicial, arbitral, or administrative tribunals or procedures for prompt, objective and impartial review
and appropriate remedies for administrative decisions affecting trade in services.

Where authorization is required:
ARTICLE VI:3

= Provision of information of the decision concerning the application within a reasonable period of time;
= Provision of information concerning the status of the application, without undue delay.

ARTICLE VI:4

Mandate to develop disciplines to ensure that licensing and qualification requirements and procedures, and technical
standards, do not constitute unnecessary barriers to trade in services.

ARTICLE VI:6

Provision of adequate procedures to verify the competence of professionals belonging to other WTO members.

NN A AN A AN A A/

Source: WTO/World Bank.

The Working Party on Domestic Regulation (WPDR)
was established in 1999 with the objective of
developing generally applicable disciplines on
licensing, qualification, technical standards and, where
appropriate, sector-specific disciplines. In its initial
phase, the WPDR considered the extension of the
1998 accountancy disciplines to other professional
services and began exploring elements that could
apply horizontally across all services sectors. This

dual approach evolved following the 2005 Hong Kong
Ministerial Declaration, which directed WTO members
to focus on the development of horizontal disciplines
and aim for an agreed outcome by the end of the Doha
Development Agenda (DDA).*°

Between 2006 and 2011, the WPDR saw substantial
negotiating activity, with over 70 WTO members
submitting text-based proposals. Draft disciplines
addressed principles such as transparency, impartiality,
the use of objective and pre-established criteria, and
publication of laws and regulations. These discussions
were captured in a series of draft negotiating texts,

most notably in 2009 and 201 1.4 However, progress
proved elusive, as it became clear that for many WTO
members, agreement on domestic regulation was
inextricably linked to market access negotiations, and by
extension, to the broader conclusion of the DDA. As the
latter reached stalemate by 2011, negotiations in the
WPDR lost momentum.

Efforts to re-energize the process in the lead-up to

the 11™ Ministerial Conference in 2017 aimed to
achieve a stand-alone outcome on domestic regulation
disciplines, independent of other negotiating areas. While
these efforts produced a consolidated text proposal
supported by 55 WTO members*?, they encountered
strong opposition from several WTO members that
expressed fundamental concerns about the necessity
and implications of the proposed disciplines, particularly
in relation to regulatory autonomy and development
priorities. As a result, no consensus could be reached,
and the multilateral negotiations under the WPDR were
effectively stalled. As a result, the Article VI:4 mandate
has not (yet) been fulfilled in a multilateral context.*®



The lack of a multilateral outcome led a coalition of
like-minded WTO members to pursue a new and
parallel path through the Joint Initiative on Services
Domestic Regulation, launched in 2017.4 In 2021,
this Joint Initiative culminated in the adoption by over
60 WTO members of the SDR Disciplines.*® In the
Declaration announcing the conclusion of negotiations,
the signatory WTO members set out the intention to
incorporate the SDR Disciplines in their schedules of
specific commitments following the Procedures for
the Certification of Rectifications or Improvements to
Schedules of Specific Commitments.*®

The WTO disciplines on
services domestic regulation

Scope, coverage and modalities for
application

The SDR Disciplines contain a dedicated section which
recalls common understandings and sets out modalities
and guidance for giving them legal effect.*” They also
include important provisions on development flexibility
and support measures.*®

The SDR Disciplines explicitly recognize WTO
members' right to regulate, including the right to
introduce new regulations to achieve legitimate policy
objectives.*® They acknowledge the asymmetries in
regulatory capacity, particularly between developed and
developing or least-developed country (LDC) WTO
members.>® Furthermore, the SDR Disciplines neither
impose any particular regulatory model nor reduce WTO
members’ existing GATS obligations.?'

Specifically, it is made clear that WTO members that
adopt the SDR Disciplines will incorporate them in
their schedules of specific commitments as additional
commitments under Article XVIII of the GATS.%?

The SDR Disciplines therefore become part of the
multilaterally applicable obligations of WTO members,
and extend their benefits on a most-favoured-nation
basis (MFN), including to those that have not adopted
the SDR Disciplines.

The SDR Disciplines apply where specific commitments
exist, which means that their application is conditioned
on the pre-existence of market access and national
treatment commitments in specific sectors.®® As sector
coverage among schedules of specific commitments

is uneven, ranging from 1 to 147 with an average of

54 sectors, WTO members are encouraged to extend
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the application of the SDR Disciplines to additional
sectors.?* To date, nine WTO members have listed
new additional sectors to which they will apply the
SDR Disciplines — including in business, postal
and telecommunications, construction, distribution,
environmental, and transport services.

While the SDR Disciplines recognize the existence of
asymmetries in regulatory development across WTO
members — particularly between developed, developing
and LDC members® — its approach to special and
differential treatment differs notably from the model
used in the TFA.

Unlike the TFA, which allow developing and LDC WTO
members to self-designate provisions into categories
A, B, or C based on readiness and capacity-building
needs, the SDR Disciplines adopt a more streamlined
and targeted approach. The main flexibility mechanisms
are as follows:

* Transitional periods of up to seven years, which
developing country WTO members may designate for
specific provisions and sectors®®;

* Deferred application of the SDR Disciplines for LDC
WTO members, together with any transitional periods
that they designate at the moment of integration into
schedules of specific commitments®’;

* Encouragement for technical assistance and
capacity building, particularly to strengthen
regulatory institutions, enhance service suppliers’
compliance with foreign requirements and
procedures, and support participation in international
standard-setting processes.%®

Key features

The SDR Disciplines apply to measures relating to
licensing requirements and procedures, qualification
requirements and procedures, and technical standards
affecting trade in services. Most individual Disciplines
are framed such that they apply in the context of
authorization, i.e. where a WTO member requires
authorization for the supply of a service. “Authorization”
is defined as the “permission to supply a service
resulting from a procedure to which an applicant

must adhere in order to demonstrate compliance with
licensing requirements, qualification requirements, or
technical standards”?® Only few Disciplines are not
expressly linked to authorization, namely those related
to enquiry points®, opportunity to comment®’, or
technical standards.®?
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Importantly, negotiators took care not to interfere with
the right of WTO members to determine authorization
requirements and criteria that they consider necessary
for the attainment of domestic policy objectives.

The substantive provisions of the SDR Disciplines

are designed for horizontal application across alll
services sectors and do not address regulatory issues
that are specific to individual sectors. They can be
grouped under the following regulatory principles (for
an overview, see Figure 2). They are addressed in
more detail under each relevant GRP in Section Il of
this Handbook:

TRANSPARENCY

One central aim of the SDR Disciplines is to improve
the transparency of authorization procedures, thereby
reducing the costs of information asymmetries for
service suppliers. This is achieved through several
interrelated obligations:

* Publication of information: Publication and public
availability of all relevant information required by
service suppliers to comply with authorization
procedures. This includes descriptions of procedures,
applicable fees, contact points for competent
authorities, relevant technical standards and
opportunities for stakeholder engagement — including
through a single online information portal.

e Stakeholder engagement: Promotion of the
publication of proposed new measures in advance;
provision for reasonable opportunities to comment
from interested parties and consideration of such
comments before finalizing laws and regulations.

* Reasonable time for compliance: Provision of a
reasonable interval between the publication of
new laws and regulations and the date of required
compliance by service suppliers.

* Enquiry points: Establishment of appropriate
mechanisms for responding to requests for
information from service suppliers.

LEGAL CERTAINTY AND PREDICTABILITY

Another key objective of the SDR Disciplines is to
ensure that authorization procedures are conducted in

a manner that provides clarity and fairness to applicants.

* Application processing: Guarantee that competent
authorities provide indicative time frames for
processing applications, allow applicants to correct

minor deficiencies, advise the reasons for rejection of
an application and permit resubmission.

* Assessment of qualifications: Provision of reasonably
frequent intervals for examination of professionals.
Acceptance of electronic submissions and
consideration of digital means for taking exams.

REGULATORY QUALITY AND FACILITATION

Several provisions of the SDR Disciplines seek to ensure
the quality of regulation and to facilitate services trade.

e Digitalization of procedures: Acceptance of
electronic applications and authenticated copies of
documents.

e Authorization fees: Fees charged for authorization
procedures are to be reasonable and transparent, not
a restriction on the supply of a service.

e |mpartiality and independence: Impartiality of
authorization procedures and independence of
regulatory decisions from services suppliers.

e Technical standards: Open and transparent processes
for the development of technical standards.

NON-DISCRIMINATION ON THE BASIS OF
GENDER

A notable innovation in the SDR Disciplines is the
gender non-discrimination provision.®® It obliges
WTO members that choose to implement the SDR
Disciplines to ensure that measures relating to
authorization do not discriminate between men and
women. A clarifying footnote provides that differential
treatment that is reasonable, objective and serves

a legitimate aim, as well as temporary special
measures to accelerate de facto equality, shall not be
considered discrimination.

This is the first time a legally binding WTO outcome
includes a provision aimed at promoting gender equality
and the participation of women in trade. While WTO
members have the option to opt out of this provision, at
the time of writing, none has chosen to do so.%*

ALTERNATIVE SDR DISCIPLINES FOR
FINANCIAL SERVICES

Given the technical and sensitive nature of financial
services, the SDR Disciplines include an alternative
set of rules (Alternative SDR Disciplines) that WTO
members may adopt for their commitments on financial



Figure 2: Overview of SDR Disciplines
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services instead of the horizontal disciplines.®® The
Alternative SDR Disciplines retain the core procedural
guarantees contained in the horizontal Disciplines with
regard to application processing, electronic submissions,
transparency, opportunities to comment, enquiry points,
independence, assessment of qualifications, as well as
the general criteria for developing authorization-related
measures. However, the Alternative SDR Disciplines
contain several limited but material differences:

i. Their scope and definitions omit technical standards;

ii. They exclude the paragraphs on “Submission of
Applications” and “Recognition”;

ii. They soften the obligation on authorization by
requiring the publication of fee schedules or
methodologies rather than requiring that fees are
reasonable and not in themselves a restriction to the

supply of services;

iv. They trim certain publication-related obligations (e.g.
no obligation to publish fees, technical standards, or
indicative time frames).

The majority of WTO members that have adopted the
SDR Disciplines have opted to apply the Alternative
SDR Disciplines to the financial services subsectors
committed in their schedules of specific commitments.

DISCIPLINES

predictability
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In addition to the specific flexibilities available to
developing country and LDC WTO members, the SDR
Disciplines are drafted to provide a high degree of
flexibility for domestic implementation.

This approach reflects the need to account for the

wide variation in regulatory capacity — not only across
jurisdictions but also in various sectors — as well

as differences in legal systems and administrative
practices. These flexibilities are particularly important
for developing economies, as they enable them to
implement the GRPs embodied in the SDR Disciplines
in a manner that is practicable and compatible with their
domestic contexts.

The SDR Disciplines impose obligations with varying
degrees of stringency. Only 10 obligations contain
unqualified commitments, expressed through “shall”,
namely those on providing information on status and
decision of applications®®; entry into force of granted
authorization without undue delay®’; authorization
fees®®; assessment of qualifications®®; independence™;
publication and information available”; enquiry points”?;
and development of measures.”
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The use of the word “shall” signals that these are legally
binding obligations. The stringency of these obligations,
however, also depends on other elements in the SDR
Disciplines that may preserve some flexibility for the
authorities concerned. For example, while competent
authorities shall ensure that authorization, once granted,
takes effect without “undue delay”, what constitutes
undue delay is in practice highly dependent on the
individual circumstances within a situation.”

In another 13 obligations, the term “shall” is qualified
by the phrase “to the extent practicable”, introducing
additional flexibility. This is the case for obligations

on submission of applications”; application time
frames’®; several aspects of processing applications’;
opportunity to comment (advance publication, comment
period, consideration of comments)’®; and the time
between publication and compliance.” The phrase “to
the extent practicable” plays a critical interpretative
role. While WTO members are expected to comply
with these obligations, they are granted some flexibility
in situations where full implementation is not feasible
due to existing practical constraints. Relevant factors

in assessing practicability may include administrative
resources; technical capacity and infrastructure; time
constraints linked to domestic legal or legislative
processes; the existence of competing regulatory
priorities; as well as in case of an emergency, such as a
natural catastrophe or a pandemic.

Several other flexibility permutations exist: WTO
members or their competent authorities, for instance,
“should” not prevent an applicant from submitting
another application solely on the basis that an
application has been previously rejected®; “shall, to
the extent practicable, endeavour” to provide time
between publication of and compliance with a law

or regulation®'; “endeavour” to accept applications

in electronic format®?; “should consider” supporting
dialogues of professional bodies where requested and
appropriate®; and are “encouraged to consider, to the
extent practicable” the use of electronic means in other
aspects of examination processes.®*

These diverse flexibilities are also featured in other WTO
agreements. For example, in the TFA, WTO members
“shall, to the extent practicable” provide advance
publication and opportunities to comment on proposed
laws and regulations (Article 2). Similarly, in the TBT
Agreement, WTO members shall, “wherever practicable”,
formulate and adopt international systems for conformity
assessment and become members thereof or participate

therein (Article 9.1). These usages indicate that WTO
members are expected to make genuine efforts to
establish practicability, while allowing consideration of
specific situations and domestic systems.

GRPs: Beyond the WTO
disciplines on services
domestic regulation

While the SDR Disciplines constitute a negotiated
compromise reached among a subset of WTO members,
other international forums — both intergovernmental and
non-governmental — have also developed and articulated
GRPs, typically focusing on governance quality and the
overall business climate across sectors (for an overview,
see Figure 3). These GRPs are relevant also for services
trade. Reflecting broad convergence on practices

that support well-functioning, continuously improving
regulatory frameworks, Section Il of this Handbook
discusses the following additional GRPs:

e Single window mechanisms: Portals which can
generally serve as information gateways to facilitate
access to and dissemination of information, as well
as entry points enabling users to submit applications
and request different services from the government.®®

* Regulatory impact assessment: Procedures used
to assess the effects of regulatory interventions
and ensure that measures taken are adequate and
designed to achieve their objectives in the most
effective and efficient manner.®®

e Inter-agency coordination: Practices that entail
systematic collaboration and dialogue among various
competent authorities with a view to ensuring
the smooth and continuous transfer of relevant

information and knowledge.

 International cooperation: Procedures or organizational
arrangements, formal or informal, between governments
to promote cooperation in various areas, including
the design, monitoring, enforcement, or ex post
management of regulations.®”

GRPs in preferential trade
agreements

Over the past two decades, PTAs have become the
principal laboratory for testing and progressively
deepening regulatory commitments beyond market
opening. Besides a promise to incorporate any
future multilateral rules developed under GATS



Article VI:4, the earliest generation of agreements (in
the late 1990s) were often limited to reproducing or
cross-referencing GATS obligations on transparency
and predictability of authorization procedures.

Regulatory obligations were therefore dominated by
basic GRP clauses, such as publication of laws, the
designation of enquiry points for addressing questions
by other governments, as well as a generic commitment
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to administering procedures in a reasonable, objective
and impartial manner.

The architecture began to change in the 2000s,
particularly as negotiations in the WPDR started gaining
momentum. Inspired by draft texts circulating among
WTO members, negotiators started to craft “GATS-plus”
GRP obligations in PTAs, notably with respect to advance
publication of measures and stakeholder engagement.

Figure 3: GRPs beyond the GATS and the SDR Disciplines
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Various agreements signed by the United States (with,
for example, Australia, Chile, Republic of Korea), the
Hong Kong, China-New Zealand CEPA (2011), the
EU-Republic of Korea FTA (2011), and the Australia
—Malaysia FTA (2012) were early agreements that
introduced indicative processing time frames, the right
to correct minor defects in an application, and the
option to submit documents electronically.

Recent research by the WTO Secretariat shows that,
while by 2008 barely 60 WTO members had taken

on even one of these new-style obligations, by 2025,
115 WTO members had included at least one of these
provisions in a PTA, and roughly 40 per cent had taken
on half or more of the obligations that eventually formed
the backbone of the eventual SDR Disciplines (for more
information on this analysis, see Box 1).

More recently, a clear pattern has emerged across
mega-regional and bilateral trade agreements:
disciplines on GRPs for services trade are now
organized in two or three layers that build on one
another. Most agreements include a horizontal
transparency or GRP chapter (e.g. USMCA Chapter 28
or CPTPP Chapter 25). Such chapters often cover

issues related to the publication of laws and regulations,
including in advance as drafts, possibility for comments

by stakeholders, and time frames before entry into force
of new measures.

These agreements then typically add a chapter on trade
in services that goes beyond the GATS and closely
tracks the SDR Disciplines. Finally, some agreements
round out the package with sector-specific annexes

for finance, telecommunications and professional
services which adapt and expand these GRP principles
to the needs identified for specific sectors. Where an
agreement — such as the RCEP — lacks a stand-alone
chapter on transparency/GRP, the basic transparency
obligations are folded into the services chapter itself,
yielding a two-layer structure. Whether configured in two
tiers (RCEP) or the fuller three tiers (CPTPP, USMCA),
this stacked architecture has become the prevailing
template for embedding GRPs in modern PTAs.

The research found that 80 per cent of agreements that
involve a middle-income partner contain “GATS-plus”
disciplines applicable across services sectors, whereas
low-income economies appear in only a couple of such
deals (Baiker, Bertola and Jelitto, 2021).88

Box 1: WTO research on the prevalence of GRP obligations in preferential trade agreements

Analysis by the WTO Secretariat on the prevalence of GRPs in services PTAs covers a representative sample of 84
trade agreements, concluded by 1563 WTO members, including many in the last 20 years.

It examines chapters on trade in services and horizontal chapters on transparency and other regulatory matters.
Conversely, it does not analyse GRP-related provisions included in stand-alone chapters on specific services
sectors, such as financial or telecommunications services, professional services, rules on e-commerce, or on the

movement of natural persons.

In terms of scope, the analysis covers 25 different GRP aspects reflected in the SDR Disciplines, with the only
exception being the Discipline on non-discrimination between men and women, for which a comparator could not be
found in PTAs. Other GRP-related obligations beyond the scope of the SDR Disciplines, including on RIAs, inter-
agency coordination, international cooperation and use of international standards, are not part of this analysis.

In assessing the prevalence of the different types of GRP obligations, the analysis focuses on whether the
substantive core of any given provision is present in a specific agreement. In addition, to assess their legal nature,
obligations are classified as either hard obligations (e.g. “shall”) or flexible obligations (e.g. “should”, “to the extent

” o

practicable”, “shall endeavour”).

For information about the methodology of this analysis, please refer to the WTO Staff Working Paper: “Services
Domestic Requlation — Locking-in Good Regulatory Practices: Analyzing the Prevalence of SDR Disciplines and

Their Potential Linkages with Economic Performance”.
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https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/reser_e/ersd202114_e.pdf
https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/reser_e/ersd202114_e.pdf

Obligations regarding transparency of regulatory
frameworks and predictability of authorization
procedures are across income groups (around

72 per cent of the high-income group, 55 per cent
of the upper-middle income group and around 28
per cent of the lower-middle-income group have
adopted at least half of these types of obligations).
In contrast, the level of inclusion of regulatory quality
and facilitation obligations varies greatly among
income groups — from 64 per cent of high-income
economies to 15 per cent of lower-middle-income
economies (Figure 4).

Across regions, economies from all regions have
included GRP-related commitments into their PTAs
— East Asia and the Pacific, Europe and Central
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Asia, and North America having done so to a larger
extent, where between 70 and 100 per cent of WTO
members in these regions have adopted at least half of
the provisions in their PTAs (Figure 5). Overall, about
35 per cent of the provisions in the PTAs use flexible
language (e.g. “shall endeavour”, “where practicable”)
or are excluded from dispute settlement. The remainder
— especially those dealing with publication, enquiry
points and the obligation to give reasons for a negative
decision — are fully enforceable under the terms of the

respective PTAs.%°

In sum, current PTA practice shows that core GRP
commitments have moved from being optional and
ambitious add-ons to core pillars of services trade
governance, advancing predictability and inclusiveness in

Figure 4: Prevalence of GRPs in PTAs, by income groups
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Figure 5: Prevalence of GRPs in PTAs, by regional groups
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markets worldwide. When multilateral WTO negotiations in their schedules of specific commitments, notably

on domestic regulations progressed slowly and among Asian economies. Overall, while GRP-related
eventually stalled, PTAs provided a dynamic laboratory obligations in PTAs can serve to progressively reconcile
for seeding and fine-tuning GRPs relevant to services regulatory differences and secure effective access to
trade, progressively codifying practices that anticipate services markets among trading partners, they can also
and complement the SDR Disciplines developed at the serve as a reference point for the design of domestic
WTO - including with respect to processing timelines, regulatory reforms with a view to signaling the existence
electronic filing of applications and fee requirements. of a stable and conducive regulatory environment to

foreign service suppliers.®
The incorporation of GRP provisions in line with the
SDR Disciplines also extends to WTO members that
have not committed to adopt the SDR Disciplines



Economic benefits from
implementing GRPs for
services trade

Long-standing analytical work has established that
regulatory inefficiencies impose a measurable drag

on economic activity. Early case studies®' consistently
document reforms where a single technical change (e.g.
replacing paper forms with an online module) produces
multimillion dollar savings for businesses or public
agencies in the first year alone (OECD, 2003) (for more
information on the implementation of GRPs in domestic
regulatory frameworks, see Box 2).

Early trade cost work found that the costs of services
trade are two to three times as high (in ad valorem
terms®?) as the trade costs of goods.®® The 2017 OECD
International Regulatory Co-operation and Trade study
was the first comprehensive attempt to quantify the
impact on cross-border economic activity.** Drawing

on gravity models (which provide an estimate of the
volume of flows of services), case studies and detailed
sector analysis, it concluded that divergent or opaque
regulations can raise trade costs by the equivalent of
5-30 percentage-point ad valorem tariffs, depending on
the sector and the nature of the regulatory hurdle. The
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study highlighted that economies in which GRPs such
as public consultations, impact assessments, prompt
publication of draft measures and regular reviews of
existing measures were systematically employed, were
more successful in keeping these costs down.

Despite continuous reductions in services trade costs
over the past 30 years, the costs of cross-border
services trade remain on average a third higher than
trade costs for manufactured goods.®® Trading services
internationally cost on average roughly 5.5 times that of
domestic trade costs (compared to 4.1 in manufacturing
and 6.0 in agriculture). Within services, costs vary:
transport and distribution are closer to manufacturing
levels, while digitally deliverable services saw a 14 per
cent cost decline (1996—2018) and now sit below
agriculture.®® The burden appears heaviest for SMEs
and for women-owned businesses: for them, opaque
licensing requirements and duplicative procedures tend
to raise trade costs disproportionately, limiting their
effective access to foreign markets.?” Analysis by the
WTO Secretariat provides a more granular breakdown
of the costs of cross-border services trade, showing
that trade policy, regulatory differences and governance
quality account for one quarter of these costs.*®

Box 2: The WTO-World Bank Services Trade Policy Database — data on GRP implementation

The WTO-World Bank STPD provides an opportunity to gather and compare information on current services trade
policies across economies and sectors. The information can be used to identify areas for potential domestic reforms,

and support trade in services negotiations and discussions.

The database currently contains information for 138 economies from all regions of the world. It covers 34 core
subsectors, which account approximately for two thirds of the services economy (e.g. business, professional,
computer, communication, construction, distribution, financial, health, tourism and transport services).

Beyond issues related to market access and national treatment, the database also tracks the implementation of
GRPs in domestic laws and regulations. It studies more than 20 different types of GRP elements, ranging from
processing of authorization applications and publication of information, to the right to request review of decisions,

independence of regulators, and stakeholder engagement.

For more information, see the I-TIP Services website (itip-services-worldbank.wto.org).
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The next analytical step undertaken was to translate
procedural reform into potential trade cost savings.
Three separate exercises conducted in 2021 arrived at
broadly similar estimates. A WTO-OECD Joint Trade
Policy Brief projected that universal adoption of the
SDR Disciplines by all WTO members would lower
global services trade costs by about 6 per cent and
save businesses close to US$ 150 billion annually,
with finance, professional services, telecommunications
and transport capturing the largest absolute gains.®®

A parallel OECD Trade Policy Brief for APEC
economies reached a similar conclusion at regional
level, estimating average trade-cost reductions of

7 per cent within three to five years once SDR-type
rules become operational.’® Sectoral analysis indicated
that commercial banking could see cost reductions

of up to 22 per cent, underscoring how heavily
regulated core sectors are particularly sensitive to
procedural streamlining.

Bekkers and So assessed the trade and economic
impact of full implementation of the SDR Disciplines
by those WTO members that had incorporated them
in their schedules of specific commitments (Figure
6).1°" Using a structural gravity model, they first
estimated the effects of the SDR implementation
index on bilateral services trade.'® These estimates
were then converted into an ad valorem-equivalent
change in trade costs that would be obtained from

full implementation and then a model to estimate the
broader economic implications of the SDR Disciplines
was applied.

Their results suggest that full implementation would
cut services trade costs by 8—14 per cent, with

the sharpest average cuts for lower-middle income
economies (-10 per cent) and upper-middle income
economies (-14 per cent). These cost savings would
deliver a 0.3 per cent rise in global real income

(= US$ 301 billion) and a 0.8 per cent expansion of
world exports (= US$ 206 billion). The distribution of
these gains differs by income group, with lower-middle
income economies seeing the largest proportional gain
in economic well-being (+0.6 per cent real income),
while upper-middle income economies experience the
largest increase in trade (+1.5 per cent exports). Over
an implementation period of 10 years, annual trade
cost savings would amount to roughly US$ 127 billion.
This figure aligns closely with the OECD’s earlier
static projections but now also accounts for dynamic
spillovers across sectors and regions.

Bekkers and So further found that the implementation
of the SDR Disciplines will have positive effects for
all economies: real incomes are projected to grow
even for those that are at present not committed to
implementing them. This is because, since GRPs

are applied non-discriminatorily, service suppliers

Figure 6: Projected per cent change in macroeconomic aggregates, by income groups
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will also benefit when these rules are implemented
in their trading partners’ markets. However, exports
are expected to progressively shift to implementing
economies’ markets, while remaining stagnant for
other economies.

If all WTO members implemented the SDR Disciplines,
large consumer welfare and trade increases are
projected, especially for developing economies.

It should be noted that, due to constraints in data
availability, the projections by the OECD and Bekkers
and So are based on services trade measured under
the balance of payments framework which has a
narrower set of definitions than those from the WTO
and does not take account services traded through
commercial presence (Mode 3). As the latter is
estimated to account for over 60 per cent of world
services trade and is the dominant mode in all sectors
(except transport services), the projections are likely
to underestimate the positive effects arising from
implementation of the SDR Disciplines.®®

Empirical correlations further reinforce the link between
procedural quality and economic performance (Box 3).
Baiker, Bertola and Jelitto constructed an SDR
implementation score for 151 economies based on
the existence of SDR Disciplines in PTAs.'® Higher
scores were systematically linked to larger services
value-added shares in GDP, a stronger focus on
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services in exports, higher levels of entrepreneurship
and deeper integration into GVCs. The latter finding

is echoed by Gillson, Molinuevo and Saez who noted
that streamlined regulatory processes (including single
windows and electronic applications) can substantially
reduce trade costs and enhance firms’ ability to
participate in GVCs.'°®

Additional research indicates that implementation of
the SDR Disciplines is positively associated with the
level of financial inclusion measured by bank account
ownership.'® GRPs can foster an environment for
financial inclusion by promoting competition and
innovation among services suppliers. It can, for
instance, increase the 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. 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 (see also Box 4).

Taken in combination, these strands of research offer
a consistent, data driven account of how regulatory
frameworks affect economic outcomes. Domestic

Box 3: Implementing GRPs in domestic regulatory frameworks — Key reasons why

Trade cost reductions:
* 10 per cent for lower middle-income economies

* 14 per cent for upper middle-income economies

* Global savings in the range of US$ 127 to 150 billion

Improvements in economic performance:

* Real income is expected to increase by at least 0.3 per cent (or US$ 301 billion)

* Global exports are projected to rise by at least 0.8 per cent (or US$ 206 billion)

Other potential economic benefits:

* More active engagement in international services trade

* Broad reductions in input prices across services sectors

* Higher level of financial inclusion

* Stronger participation in GVCs
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regulations that are ambiguous, insufficiently transparent
or administered without clear deadlines translate into
higher compliance costs, longer project lead times and
greater uncertainty. Evidence shows that these frictions
are especially pronounced in services, where intangible
outputs, regulatory licensing and face-to-face elements
make market access particularly sensitive to procedural
barriers. The literature reviewed converges on two key
facts. First, services continue to face a sizeable cost
premium relative to goods, and at least one quarter of
that premium stems directly from regulatory-related
factors. Second, adopting a coherent package of GRPs
can cut these governance-driven costs by mid-single
digit percentages, yielding annual savings well in excess
of US$ 100 billion worldwide.

These findings place regulatory reform at the centre

of current trade and investment policy debates. Unlike
sector-specific market opening, implementation of GRPs
tends to operate horizontally, reducing uncertainty across
the entire economy while preserving governments’
substantive policy objectives. The empirical record
suggests that such reforms are not only already
happening but are also practically improving the business
climate — both for foreign parties as well as domestic
businesses that seek to enhance their competitiveness
and deepen their participation in GVCs. To sum up,

the accumulated evidence shows that transparent

and predictable regulatory processes are not merely
administrative formalities, but key instruments for
reducing the cost of participating in the global economy.

Box 4: Making artificial intelligence work in implementing good regulatory practices in services trade:

opportunities, risks, and safeguards

Artificial intelligence (Al) — from rules-based engines to modern machine-learning and large language models (LLMs) — can
support both sides of GRPs in the area of services: it can help services businesses find and meet regulatory requirements,
and it can help governments design, implement and enforce clearer, more predictable and efficient procedures.

Recent WTO analysis finds that Al can streamline compliance and logistics, improve search and matching

and enable automatic verification of documentation — effects that lower trade costs — while also warning that
fragmented governance and data regimes risk raising them. These findings align with GRP goals of transparency
and predictability.®” The OECD Regulatory Policy Outlook 2025 shows how Al supports regulatory analysis and
public consultation — monitoring regulatory changes, automating routine checks, and even helping process public
comments, provided systems are evaluated over time and bias is managed.'®®

Reducing information and compliance costs for services firms

Service suppliers incur significant information and compliance costs locating rules, interpreting them and
assembling correct documentation. A joint survey conducted in 2025 by the WTO and the International Chamber
of Commerce (ICC), shows that companies already using Al for trade do so to gather market intelligence, ensure
regulatory compliance and overcome language barriers.'®® Businesses see the greatest opportunities in the use

of Al in enhancing trade efficiency (e.g. faster processing, validating submissions up-front, etc.), reducing trade
costs, facilitating market expansion (finding new customers/suppliers), and improving data-driven decisions. These
anticipated gains mirror what services businesses need most from the regulatory environment: clearer information at
the point of need, predictable steps and timelines, and proportionate effort for low-risk cases.

Speeding up authorizations and approvals

While services businesses can use Al to ease their procedural burden, governments can use it to operationalize
GRPs — identifying the right requirements and procedures, and routing clean applications through faster lanes. Al
can streamline authorization processes by identifying duplications or outdated requirements and procedures. Al is
already improving authorization timelines across border and behind-the-border processes that impact services trade
— from logistics and express delivery to professional certifications linked to service provision.
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Box 4: Making artificial intelligence work in implementing good regulatory practices in services trade:

opportunities, risks, and safeguards (continued)

Improving transparency and participation

Al can support regulatory transparency in several ways: first, it can convert dense rulebook content into plain
language and concise information, support automatic translations in multiple languages, keep enquiry-point
guidance consistent, and triage queries 24/7 via virtual assistants. The OECD documents how governments are
deploying whole-of-government assistants while stressing the need to evaluate performance and mitigate bias.'"°
The OECD reports that Al can be deployed to augment the preparation and conduct of impact assessments and
public consultation processes: Various tool, such as the LLMs, can scan legislation, prior to RIAs, evaluation studies
and case law, to assemble the baseline for the assessment, and compare options and international benchmarks far
faster-than-manual desk research.

These tools can also flag similar measures in other jurisdictions and extract parameters for cost—benefit models
(affected populations, compliance steps, frequency, etc.).''’ For example, Germany’s Service Centre for Better
Regulation (in the Federal Statistical Office) has piloted Al that combs draft legal texts, identifies compliance-
relevant passages, and predicts where compliance costs may occur — using high/low estimates to prioritize
proposals that need manual, in-depth costing.''? In public participatory processes (as part or separate from RIAs),
Al can help agencies process public comments at scale, by categorizing submissions and eliminating duplicates,
identifying key themes and improving the quality and depth of inputs.'"®

Monitoring compliance and fostering accountability

Al expands the toolbox for monitoring compliance and fostering accountability in two complementary ways. On

the compliance side, Al systems can be fed live data (documents, transactions, web pages, sensor data streams)

to spot anomalies, match licences to operators and target high-risk cases. This allows routine, low-risk parties to
face fewer blanket requirements while outliers are flagged early. On the accountability side, these systems can be
trained to generate traceable, time-stamped evidence (who did what, when, on what basis), making both businesses
and authorities more auditable and enabling ex post evaluation of whether rules work as intended. The OECD
documents that a growing share of member countries now use data-driven methods for monitoring/enforcement of
commitments and emphasizes that such tools create clear, traceable evidence of compliance or non-compliance of
regulatory practices.''*

Risks and safeguards

The same features that make Al powerful also introduce risk. As the WTO notes, biased Al algorithms could
reinforce discrimination, including the kinds that WTO agreements are intended to address. Human supervision
remains essential.'"™ The OECD underscores that virtual assistants and other Al in consultation and service delivery
must be evaluated over time to avoid unforeseen failures such as biased advice or privacy breaches, and that
training data and model variables must be understood to mitigate bias.''®

To use Al successfully in implementing regulatory practices, the OECD identifies the following key safeguards:''”

Human-centred and rights-based design: uphold rule of law, human rights and fairness; ensure meaningful human
oversight for consequential uses.

Transparency and disclosure: notify users when they are interacting with Al; provide coherent information about
how outcomes were reached and how to challenge them.

Robustness, security and safety: test and manage risks across the lifecycle; protect against manipulation, failures
and cyber threats.

Accountability: assign clear responsibility for Al outcomes; keep records and traceability so decisions can be audited.
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Box 4: Making artificial intelligence work in implementing good regulatory practices in services trade:

opportunities, risks, and safeguards (continued)

* Data quality and privacy: use appropriate, high-quality data with safeguards for privacy and data protection.

* Ongoing monitoring and redress: monitor performance post-deployment and enable contestability and effective
redress if problems arise.

When used thoughtfully, Al can serve to further strengthen the operationalization of GRPs in services trade — cutting
information and compliance costs, speeding up and stabilizing authorizations, and deepening transparency and
stakeholder participation — while ensuring that humans remain in charge of regulatory outcomes. The evidence from
WTO and OECD analysis points to real-world gains, as well as real risks. The task for regulators is not to automate
decisions outright, but to deploy Al to make rules clearer, streamline requirements and processes in a faster and
fairer way, and promote accountability.
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(1 Processing of authorization
applications

@g KEY INSIGHTS

Clear procedural guarantees for authorization processes underpin
transparency and predictability for service suppliers — representing a core
area of GRP.

GATS Article VI:3 provides the baseline of GRPs for authorization
procedures: it requires processing of applications within a reasonable
period of time, notification of decisions and, upon request, information on
an application’s status.

The SDR Disciplines, like many modern PTAs, fill the gaps by providing
a comprehensive set of GRPs that cover all of the steps for application:
from publishing time frames for processing and providing an opportunity
to correct minor application deficiencies, to giving written reasons for
rejection, and ensuring timely entry into effect of authorizations.

Many economies already have GRPs in place to improve the quality of
procedures and strengthen authorities’ accountability — these include
acknowledging receipt of applications and establishing “silent consent”
mechanisms. Over 70 per cent of economies covered in the WTO-World
Bank STPD require licensing decisions to be made within an established time
frame, and more than 76 per cent require competent authorities to explain
reasons for rejection of applications.
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A fundamental pillar of GRP is the processing of
applications submitted by service suppliers to obtain
authorization to offer their services. In this context,
GRPs address the various guarantees provided at each
step of the procedure: from defining time frames within
which competent authorities decide on applications and
establishing “silent consent” mechanisms for approvals,
to providing applicants the possibility of enquiring about
the status of their applications.

Furthermore, GRPs also ensure timely communication
of decisions by competent authorities to applicants, as
well as guaranteeing opportunities for submission of
new applications in case of rejection. Additional GRP
aspects relate to this area, such as the possibility to
submit applications electronically, including through
single entry point mechanisms, the determination of
fees associated with the procedure, as well as the right
to request the review of decisions taken by competent
authorities. As the latter extend beyond the processing
of applications per se, they will be addressed in
subsequent subsections of this Handbook.

For service suppliers seeking authorization, the
transparency and predictability of the application
process are of paramount importance; business surveys
consistently highlight the lack of accessible information
regarding the application procedure as the most
significant cost factor identified by service suppliers in
their efforts to access domestic markets and conduct
operations.” Uncertainty may discourage trade or
re-direct it to other territories.? Moreover, service
suppliers regularly call for government efforts to reduce
multiple layers of bureaucracy and streamline
administrative procedures, emphasizing that effective and
efficient procedures in line with GRP principles are essential
to enable a business-friendly environment.®

The recognition that application procedures may
hinder trade was already evident to the drafters of
the GATS in the early 1990s. Under the heading
“Domestic Regulation”, Article VI:3 of the GATS
provides for three key obligations that apply
whenever authorization is required for the supply of
a service:* (i) competent authorities must process

applications within a reasonable period of time after
the submission of an application that is considered
complete; (i) applicants must be informed of the
decision concerning the application;® and (jii) at the
request of applicants, competent authorities must
provide without undue delay information regarding the
status of the application.

In addition, Article VI:4 also contains a mandate to
negotiate any necessary disciplines to ensure that key
regulatory measures relating to licensing requirements
and procedures, qualification requirements and
procedures, and technical standards, do not constitute
unnecessary barriers to trade in services.

Inspired by the extensive body of work undertaken at
the WTO under the GATS Article VI:4 mandate on
domestic regulation,® the SDR Disciplines include an
entire section on “Processing of Applications”” The
GRP principles that are embedded in the obligations
related to application procedures are comprehensive
and aim to address the entire sequence of the
application procedure; they aim to fill those gaps left
by GATS Article VI:3 with a view to consolidating
GRPs to be followed by competent authorities when
dealing with authorization applications, from the setting
of time frames for processing to the entry into effect

of authorization.

Without prescribing a “one-size-fits-all” approach for
implementation and using mainly “best endeavour
language”, the SDR Disciplines cover the following
procedural steps and guarantees (see Figure 1):®

Establishing indicative time frames for processing an
application;

At the request of the applicant, providing information
concerning the status of an application, without
undue delay;

Ascertaining, without undue delay, the completeness
of an application;

Ensuring the applicant is informed of the decision
concerning the application within a reasonable
period of time after its submission (in writing, to the
extent possible);

If an application is incomplete, and at the request of
the applicant, identifying the additional information
required to complete the application; and providing
the applicant with the opportunity to provide the
additional information that is needed;



* If an application is rejected, informing the applicant of
the reasons thereof and, if applicable, the procedures
for resubmission of the application;

= Ensuring that an applicant is not prevented from
submitting another application solely on the basis of
a previously rejected application;

» Allowing authorization, once granted, to enter into
effect without undue delay.

It is worth noting that some of the terms used in the
SDR Disciplines have already been elaborated upon

in various WTO disputes, since they also appear in
other provisions of WTO agreements. With respect

to the phrase “without undue delay”, WTO panels

found that a “delay” is “(a period of) time lost by
inaction or inability to proceed on the substance of the
application™® The term “undue” refers to something
“inappropriate, unsuitable, improper, unrightful”, or
“going beyond what is warranted or natural”'® In
summary, whether applicants shall be informed of the
status of their applications, or authorities shall establish
the completeness of applications, or authorizations shall
enter into effect “without undue delay”, these obligations

Good regulatory practices to facilitate trade in services
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are to be carried out without unjustifiable, excessive, or
disproportionate loss of time.

WTO panels also reflected on the types of
circumstances that might or might not justify a delay; for
example, it was noted that delays attributable to action
or inaction of an applicant cannot be held against the
authority carrying out the procedure.

In a similar vein, WTO panels considered that what
constitutes “a reasonable period of time” must be
established on a case-by-case basis, depending on
the particular facts and circumstances of each case."’
Panels noted that “reasonableness can be understood
to mean as quickly as legally possible while accepting
legitimate reasons for delay”.'? In other words, a
period of time would be considered “reasonable” if it
is in accordance with generally accepted standards

of rationality and sound judgement.'® In numerous
disputes, the term “reasonable” has been interpreted as

”ou

“in accordance with reason”, “not irrational or absurd”,
“proportionate”, “sensible”, and “within the limits of
reason, not greatly less or more than might be thought

likely or appropriate”.'4

Figure 1: GRPs on processing of applications in the SDR Disciplines
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Thus, where authorities face delays in informing
applicants of the incompleteness or rejection of their
applications, these may generally be acceptable, as
long as they are based on substantial reasons, such
as the amount and complexity of documentation to
be reviewed or the resources at the disposal of the
authority in charge of the decision.

It is also important to mention that procedural guarantees
similar to those set out in the SDR Disciplines can also
be found in the text of PTAs, and especially in the most
recent “new generation” agreements that have been most
recently adopted.’® More generally, as it has become clear
that market access and national treatment'® commitments
alone may not be sufficient to ensure service suppliers
can operate effectively in foreign services markets, trade
agreements have increasingly been used not only to
remove quantitative and discriminatory restrictions, but
also to address regulatory obstacles and promote good
governance in services markets.

PTAs have evolved considerably with regard to providing
procedural guarantees to applicants. Early agreements
typically only reproduced the text of GATS Article

VI:3 and a commitment to review the results of WTO
negotiations under GATS Atrticle VI:4 with a view to
bringing any agreed rules into effect between the
parties to the agreements.'” More recently, many of the
same economies have agreed to more comprehensive
obligations on authorization procedures. For example,
the 2015 ASEAN-India Trade in Services Agreement,
commits the parties to ensure that applicants are

(i) provided with an opportunity to remedy any
deficiencies in the applications; and, in case of rejection
are (i) informed in writing of the reasons for such action,
as well as (jii) granted a possibility of resubmitting a new
application.'®

It is also worth noting that two of the largest PTAs that have
been concluded recently, namely the 2018 CPTPP and the
2022 RCEP, are ambitious when it comes to promoting
GRPs to improve the quality of the business environment,
including with regard to application procedures. They
encompass all elements that are covered in the SDR
Disciplines, except the Discipline on ensuring that
authorizations enter into effect without undue delay.

It should also be highlighted that certain trade
agreements go beyond the level of ambition of the SDR
Disciplines, where flexibility has been employed to take
account of the significant differences in WTO members'
regulatory approaches and capacities. However, some

agreements, such as the 2014 Switzerland-China
FTA™ or the 2017 EU-Canada CETA,* go beyond

this approach: they provide mandatory obligations

for competent authorities responsible for processing
applications.?! This may be attributed to the fact that
agreements among a limited number of more developed
economies which recognize and wish to leverage the
benefits of aligning with GRPs make it possible to
establish a higher standard of mandatory obligations.

Indeed, it appears that an increasing number of economies
have already implemented GRPs related to the processing
of applications or are actively pursuing regulatory reforms
with that objective. Data from the WTO-World Bank STPD
shows that around 70 per cent of the economies studied,
across different sectors, require licensing decisions to be
made within an established time frame, and more than

76 per cent tasked competent authorities with explaining
reasons for the rejection of authorization applications.

One interesting example is the EU Services Directive
adopted in 2006. This Directive aimed to simplify and
modernize administrative procedures and requirements
for services suppliers.?? In 2001-2002, the European
Commission conducted an extensive consultation with
various European and national business associations
and more than 6,000 companies. The results showed
that, as EU member states continue to maintain different
approaches to services regulation, the key barriers
affecting services activities included administrative
burdens and the complexity, length and uncertainty of
procedures and requirements, which proved especially
burdensome for small businesses.?® To address these
issues and build on various community or national level
initiatives, the Services Directive was introduced with the
primary goal of establishing a framework for the removal
of unjustified regulatory and administrative barriers and,
thereby, fostering the freedom of establishment and the
free movement of services in the internal market.

Articles 9 to 13 of the EU Services Directive establish

a set of GRPs for “authorization schemes”. These are
defined as “any procedure under which a provider or
recipient is in effect required to take steps in order to
obtain from a competent authority a formal decision, or an
implied decision concerning access to a services activity
or the exercise thereof” (Article 4). The Directive is
designed to be applied horizontally across a wide range
of services sectors, encompassing business-related
services and most of the regulated professional services,
distribution, education and tourism services.



It is worth noting that the principles contained in the

SDR Disciplines are in line with those included in the

EU Services Directive, although the latter formulates

them as mandatory obligations, not foreseeing the typical
flexibilities for implementation contained in the SDR
Disciplines (e.g. “to the extent practicable”, “in a manner
consistent with the legal system”). Furthermore, while the
SDR Disciplines only require the setting of “indicative time
frames” for the processing of applications, Article 13 of
the EU Services Directive requires that applications are
acknowledged and processed “as quickly as possible” and
that the time period for decisions that is fixed and made
public may only be extended once, for a limited duration,
with a motivated notification by competent authorities.

The EU Services Directive also provides for a silent
authorization mechanism, which means that member
states must ensure that, if an application has not received
any response within the established time frame, the
authorization is deemed to have been granted to the
applicant concerned. Finally, the Directive establishes
that member states ensure that all authorization
procedures “may be easily completed, at a distance and
by electronic means, through the relevant point of single
contact and with the relevant competent authorities”.?*

Following the adoption of the Services Directive, all EU
member states were required to review their national
regulatory systems with a view to aligning them with the
Directive.?® Several EU member states introduced ambitious
reform projects.?® The European Commission monitored the
Directive's implementation with a view to identifying further
improvements to the EU single market. An analysis was
conducted to assess the impact of measures introduced
by EU member states between 2006 and 2017.%” While
progress on the removal of regulatory barriers was found to
be slow, the analysis showed that, in line with one of its key
objectives, many electronic procedures systems had been
introduced across services sectors.?®

Looking at the broader implementation of the GRPs
contained in the EU Services Directive, analysis showed
that the removal of barriers in services between 2006 and
2017 would result in discounted cumulative gains of 2.1 per
cent of GDP by 2027.%° Additional reforms that are needed
to achieve the overall goals of the Directive are expected to
generate an additional growth potential of up to 2.5 per cent
of GDP by 2027, resulting in significant total gains in GDP
of up to 4.65 per cent by the same year.*°

Another insightful example is the case of Morocco,

which enacted a new law in 2020, aimed at simplifying
administrative procedures and formalities (Loi n° 55-19).%
As part of a broader administrative reform programme,

Good regulatory practices to facilitate trade in services

the law sets out the general aspects of administrative
procedures and formalities, including those relating to the
authorizations required by service suppliers to provide their
services in the Moroccan market.

Importantly, the law provides for a set of guiding
principles to improve the relationship between

the authorities and the users of administrative

systems. Among these principles it is worth noting,

(i) the transparency and the facilitation of access

to information, notably through electronic means;

(ii) the simplification and the suppression of

unjustified procedures and requirements, including

the establishment of maximum time frames and the
reduction of fees required for administrative decisions;
(iii) the obligation of administrative authorities to require
from applicants exclusively those documents foreseen
by relevant laws or regulations; and (iv) the progressive
digitization of all procedures and formalities within five
years from the entry into force of the law.

The Moroccan law goes beyond what is demanded by
the SDR Disciplines in several aspects. For example,
with respect to the processing of applications, the law
instructs administrative authorities to provide applicants
with a receipt as soon as applications are received. With
this receipt, the authorities are required to specify any
additional documents that the applicant must present
within a maximum period of 30 days under penalty of
rejection of the application. The receipt also activates the
time frame for decisions by the authorities, of a maximum
of 80 days, with the possibility of a single extension if the
application requires specific technical expertise.

Additionally, for certain administrative actions determined
by regulation, the law considers administrative silence as
an acceptance of the application. This means that, upon
the user’s request, the administration must approve the
action within seven days from the date of submission.
Interestingly, the law also introduces the principle of
information exchange among different government bodies
to gradually eliminate the need for users to provide the
same documents to multiple authorities. Moreover, the
law provides for the establishment of a national online
portal (www.idarati.ma) for all administrative procedures
and formalities: launched in 2021, the portal serves as

a single access point for users to access all information
necessary to obtain administrative approvals.

The Moroccan law sets out an ambitious pathway for the
implementation of GRPs. It tasks a national commission
with the following responsibilities: (i) developing the national
strategy for the simplification of administrative procedures
and formalities and ensuring its implementation and
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evaluation; (i) monitoring the progress of the digitalization
of procedures and administrative formalities; and

(iii) supervising the undertaking of research and studies to
measure users’ satisfaction with the new law.

Further to its establishment, the commission analysed
3,491 administrative acts to verify their compliance with the
obligations and requirements included in the new law and to
discontinue those that were unnecessary. The commission
is also in charge of communicating with the authorities
concerned. This involves organizing thematic workshops
and seminars to assist them in making the necessary
adjustments to their procedures. To date, more than 2,537
administrative procedures and formalities relevant to
service providers, in strict accordance with the law's GRP
principles, have been made available on Morocco's national
portal. Figure 2 provides a snapshot comparison of the
SDR Disciplines on processing of applications with the

EU Services Directive and Morocco's Law.

When it comes to application procedures in individual
services sectors, it is interesting to consider, for example,
Canada'’s framework for the granting of approvals in

the financial sector.®? In Canada, regulatory approvals

of investments in financial institutions are administered
by the Office of the Superintendent of Financial
Institutions (OSFI) — an independent federal government
agency in charge of preserving the soundness of the
financial system. One key element of the OSFI system

is continuous communication with applicants: from an
acknowledgement of receipt of applications, to regular
updates and discussions on progress and timely
exchanges in case of clarifications needed, as well as
prompt notice of final decisions of approval or denial.

The Canadian approach is somehow different from the
examples of national practices discussed above; given

the prudential and complex nature of the information to be
reviewed, the regulations for each specific financial services
subsector (e.g. banking, insurance, etc.) do not explicitly
establish the timelines envisaged for the processing of
applications. Rather, it is the ongoing communication

that provides the applicants with the transparency and
predictability they need as they move throughout all stages
of the process. With over 140 new federally regulated
financial institution transactions and business undertakings
approved between 2021 and 2022, it appears that the
continuous interaction facilitates the resolution of any
issues as the review progresses, which results in very few
applications being formally rejected.®

In conclusion, when it comes to authorizations,
procedural steps and guarantees are an essential
element of GRPs. On the one hand, they provide

service suppliers with the transparency and predictability
necessary to obtain authorizations required for their business
activities. On the other hand, they represent benchmarks
against which competent authorities can be held accountable
for their decisions. While in terms of implementation
domestic practices vary, and the principles enshrined in
the SDR Disciplines, as well as in modern PTAs, represent
a widespread reference point for national regulatory systems

— especially when it comes to cross-cutting administrative laws
and regulations. Beyond the SDR Disciplines, the experience
across a large sample of economies shows that governments
have put in place regulatory practices which closely
resonate with the objective of simplifying and facilitating
procedures, notably with respect to the acknowledgment of
submission of applications and silent approval mechanisms.

Comparison of GRPs on processing of applications between the SDR Disciplines,
the EU Services Directive and Morocco’s Law on the Simplification of
Administrative Procedures and Formalities

Indicative time frames for processing application
Information on status of application

Ascertaining without undue delay completeness of
application

Information on decision on application within
reasonable period of time

Incomplete application: information on additional
information required

Rejected application: information on reasons for rejection
Ensuring that applicant is not prevented from
submitting another application solely on the basis of
previously rejected application

Entry into effect of authorization without undue delay

Source: WTO/World Bank.

Guarantee that applications will be dealt
with as quickly as possible and, in any
event, within a reasonable period
Applications acknowledged as quickly as
possible with relevant information

Period for processing of application is fixed
and may be extended once for a limited time,
when motivated by the complexity of the issue
(with notification to applicant)

Silent approval mechanism

Incomplete application: information on
additional information required

Rejected application: information on
reasons for rejection

Receipt provided upon
submission of application, with
identification of any additional
documents that applicant must
present within 30 days under
penalty of rejection of application
Time frame for decision on
application fixed at 60 days, with
possibility of single extension

if application requires specific
technical expertise

Silent approval mechanism
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(2 Electronic submission of
applications

@g KEY INSIGHTS

* Electronic submission systems are a core GRP lever to cut transaction
costs, speed up decisions, streamline redundant requirements, improve
communication between authorities and applicants, and support
systems’ interoperability.

While the GATS does not require the use of information technology for
authorization procedures, the SDR Disciplines — like several modern

PTAs — contain a best-endeavour commitment to accept applications in
electronic format, mindful of competing priorities and resource constraints.

Consistent with a clear domestic trend towards electronification,
WTO-World Bank STPD data indicate that about 60 per cent of surveyed
economies allow submission of applications electronically.
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Technological advances have revolutionized, among
many other things, the submission and processing of
authorization applications. Historically, authorization
procedures relied on the use of physical infrastructure
and documents. The latter implied high costs for both
regulators and service suppliers, delays in the processing
time for applications, reduced access to information
required by different regulatory authorities, as well as a
significant environmental impact.' Since the 1990s, most
governments have started leveraging digital technologies,
including for various administrative procedures and
government services. Comprehensive digitalization has
progressively become more common since the 2010s, and
increasingly more so since the COVID-19 pandemic.?

A system for the electronic submission of

applications (ESA) for authorization presents a multitude
of advantages, most notably reduced transactional costs
and increased operational efficiency. Despite the clear
and multi-faceted benefits, introducing an ESA may,
however, entail high implementation costs and technical
challenges, including with respect to the availability

of internet connectivity and digital technologies, level

of digital literacy, and the interoperability of various
regulatory systems and databases.®

An ESA allows submission of applications for authorization
on specially designed application portals or websites.
Applicants can typically also upload any necessary
documents for competent authorities to review. To sign

off on applications, certain systems integrate the use of
digital signatures. This requires the ESA to prescribe
authentication protocols to verify users and documents.

Moreover, the use of ESAs entails the availability of secure
databases to store and retrieve submitted applications,
while safeguarding privacy and security of sensitive data.
The ESA can also integrate the possibility of paying

any associated fees. The ESA allows communication
between regulatory authorities and applicants, including
with respect to developments during the application
process, information about decisions on the applications,
and notice on deficiencies in the application or reasons
for its rejection. Setting up an ESA would typically

require a mapping of existing authorization requirements
and procedures. This serves to identify and streamline
duplicative elements, ensure interoperability, address data
needs and privacy risks, and estimate cost and resource
planning for implementation.

In the area of trade in services, the GATS does not
specifically prescribe the use of information technology
for the processing of authorization applications.

Given their more recent adoption, the SDR Disciplines,
instead, contain a provision on the submission of
applications for authorization through electronic means.
As a departure from traditional physical means for the
submission of applications, the SDR Disciplines seek to
ensure the possibility of allowing electronic applications
as an area of GRP.* It is noted that this obligation is
expressed in best endeavour language, with “competing
priorities and resource constraints” recognized as
relevant factors that may affect its implementation. It

is also worth noting that the acceptance of electronic
submissions is also emphasized in the context of
assessing qualifications for authorization.®

Reflecting the trend towards electronification, the TFA
also favours the use of electronic means for procedures
related to trade in goods. In particular, it requires that
WTO members, as appropriate, lodge documents in
electronic format in advance, for pre-arrival processing.®
Ad(ditionally, the TFA mandates that WTO members
shall, where appropriate, endeavour to accept paper or
electronic copies of supporting documents required for
import, export or transit formalities.”

Additionally, in recent years, various PTAs have
emphasized the significance of using electronic systems
for authorization procedures. Two examples are the
2022 RCEP and the 2021 ATISA. These agreements
closely mirror the SDR Disciplines, and prescribe
that where authorization is required for the supply of
services, in accordance with their domestic laws and
regulations, the parties “shall endeavour to accept
applications in electronic format"® However, these
agreements go further than the SDR Disciplines to
explicitly recognize that such electronic applications
are to be accepted “under the equivalent conditions
of authenticity as paper submissions™ — therefore,
suggesting that electronic documents cannot be
subject to more onerous requirements relating to
authenticity than physical documents.



In the African context, the 2009 COMESA Regulations
on Trade in Services are another notable example.
Article 33 of the Regulations stipulates that COMESA
member states “shall endeavor to ensure that all
procedures and formalities relating to access to a
service activity and to the exercise thereof may be easily
completed, at a distance and by electronic means,
through the relevant enquiry point and with the relevant
competent authorities”.' The COMESA Regulations
however recognize that the use of electronic means
requires significant resources and may not be available
in certain areas. In that case, procedures and formalities
can be completed by other appropriate means.’
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Implementation at the
domestic level

In recent years, various countries have progressively
shifted towards the use of electronic tools for
authorization procedures, even in the absence of a legal
requirement. Governments across the world have focused
their digital transformation activities on service delivery.?
The WTO-World Bank STPD shows that around 60 per
cent of the economies studied allow for the submission
of applications electronically — with the highest level of
implementation found in computer services (87.5 per
cent) and legal services (around 80 per cent), and the
lowest level in financial services (around 30 to 40 per
cent). Box 1 contains an overview of other databases
providing information on electronic portals.

Box 1: Available databases providing information on electronic portals

The United Nations’ E-Government Development Index (EGDI)

The UN E-Government Development Index (EGDI) is a combined measure of jurisdictions’ readiness for and
use of digital government, calculated as the average of three component indices: Online Services Index (OSI),
Telecommunications Infrastructure Index (Tll), and Human Capital Index (HCI).

The OSI evaluates the scope and sophistication of domestic online public services, organized into five sub-indices:
services provision, institutional framework, content provision, technology and e-participation. In 2024, the
e-government survey checked the availability of 25 online services and, for 19 of them, whether they are fully

digitalized end-to-end. Among the 25 services assessed, several align directly with GRPs for services — e.g. register

a business, apply for a business licence, file company/business tax, submit income tax, submit VAT, apply for an
environmental permit, apply for a building permit, apply for land-title registration. In 2024, out of 193 jurisdictions
analysed, the most prevalent services digitally available were business registration (in 177 jurisdictions) and applying

for a business licence (in 173 jurisdictions).

The overall 2024 EGDI results show that e-government development has improved at the global level, with the
average EGDI value reaching 0.6382 (on a scale of 0 to 1), up from 0.6102 in 2022. The number of jurisdictions
with very high EGDI values has more than tripled over the past 10 years, rising from 25 in 2014 to 76 in 2024 —
underscoring governments’ efforts in leveraging technology for improved governance and public services delivery.
While the Tll is the highest component index, the average OSI has also increased by 3.6 per cent in 2024 (since
2022). The most significant regional OSl increase is observed in Africa (5.2 per cent), followed by Asia (4.3 per
cent), Oceania (4.2 per cent), the Americas (3.8 per cent), and Europe (1.8 per cent). This suggests that economies
are making steady progress in enhancing their online service offerings, albeit at a different pace.

The World Bank GovTech Maturity Index (GTMI)"?

The GTMI benchmarks public-sector digital transformation across 198 economies using 48 indicators
(accompanied by 153 sub-indicators) grouped into four areas: core government systems, public service delivery,
digital citizen engagement, and GovTech enablers. It is designed as a baseline, not a performance ranking, and is

used to identify gaps and guide reform.
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https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/en-us/About/Overview/-E-Government-Development-Index
https://desapublications.un.org/sites/default/files/publications/2024-09/%28Web%20version%29%20E-Government%20Survey%202024%201392024.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/govtech/gtmi
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Box 1: Available databases providing information on electronic portals (cont.)

While certain GTMI indicators conceptually overlap with GRPs addressed in this Handbook, the two operate at
different levels: GTMI tracks high-level features of a jurisdiction’s digital government, such as one-stop portals,
e-signature, interoperability, that indicate overall readiness, while the Handbook sets out practices that facilitate
authorization in services. GTMI results are indicative rather than conclusive — they suggest whether the enabling
environment exists, but do not verify that GRP practices are implemented as described. Where policymakers aim to
align their regulatory systems with GRPs, the GTMI is a valuable complementary source for diagnosing system-wide
enablers and gaps (e.g. one-stop portals, e-signature, interoperability) and for prioritizing and sequencing reforms.

Three key indicators correspond particularly to the GRPs discussed in the Handbook:

+ Online publication: The GTMI tracks open government portals (I-28) and open data portals (I-29), plus whether
governments publish engagement statistics (I-32). The 2022 GTM| update shows that 119 economies
(around 60 per cent) had an open government portal; 152 (77 per cent) had an open data portal, with update
frequency improving (84 updated at least quarterly). Only 60 economies (80 per cent) regularly published
citizen-engagement performance. This points to widespread publication channels but uneven depth and upkeep.

« Public engagement: The GTMI looks at public participation platforms (I-30) as well as users’ feedback/grievance
redress mechanisms (I-31). Overall, 97 economies (49 per cent) reported the existence of public consultation
platforms; 68 allowed online questions, but only 40 published government responses. 109 economies (55
per cent) had users’ feedback/grievance redress mechanisms; 73 offered universal access and 39 used
advanced technological tools (e.g. chatbots). In 2022, the publication of engagement statistics remained
low (60 economies). This shows that many jurisdictions have channels akin to enquiry points, yet consistent
responsiveness and transparency are still limited.

+ Single-window access: The GTMI checks if a national online public service portal (i.e. one-stop shop) exists
(informational or transactional) (I-19). Such a portal provides a single entry point for many services, but is not identical
to an authorization single window that channels all authorization applications across domestic regulators through one
integrated workflow. By 2022, 162 of 198 economies (around 82 per cent) had a national online public service portal;
113 of these supported transactional services, while 49 were for information only. The 2022 GTMI flags that many

portals are not yet end-to-end transactional, and interoperability across back-office systems remains uneven.

As mentioned in subsection 2.1, the EU Services
Directive and Morocco’s Law on the Simplification of
Administrative Procedures and Formalities provide the
possibility of completing authorization procedures by
electronic means. A further example is that of the UK,
which has established an Electronic Assistance Facility
to consolidate information and enable the submission of
various approval applications to provide services within
the UK.™*

In the Electronic Assistance Facility, applicants

have the options of navigating to pages “setting up

a business” or “Licences and licence applications”.
These two options connect to pages with details on
authorization procedures and requirements. The “setting
up a business page” provides information on business
operations, including self-employment, establishment

of corporations, business registration and applicable
taxes. The “Licences and licence applications” page
lists different types of licences and, where relevant,
the regions they apply to. The Electronic Assistance
Facility also guides applicants in following up on

the authorizations sought, either directly through

the webpage itself or through the websites of the
relevant regulatory authorities. Thus, applications can
be completed online, including with the possibility of
paying any associated fees electronically. Through the
platform, applicants can also receive electronic notice
on the decision on their applications and are supported
in any ensuing relevant actions.

Another useful example is Kenya's eCitizen platform.'
In response to the Kenyan government'’s decision to
start investing in information and communications


https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/5e157ee3-e97a-5e42-bfc0-f1416f3de4de/content
https://www.gov.uk/browse/business/setting-up
https://www.gov.uk/browse/business/setting-up
https://www.gov.uk/browse/business/setting-up
https://www.gov.uk/browse/business/licences

technology (ICT) infrastructure, the Kenya
E-Government Secretariat was created in 2004, to
galvanize all ICT projects within the government.'® The
eCitizen system was created in 2014 with the goal of
streamlining and automating access to government
services, and thereby reducing overall operational
costs.!” Through the eCitizen platform, users can
navigate requirements and procedures, register
business names, and apply for different permits and
authorizations without the need to physically visit public
offices.'® The services are provided in collaboration
with various ministries and departments (including the
Registrar of companies, National Transport and Safety
Authority, Department of Immigration) and useful links to
their websites are included in the portal to aid users.'®

Furthermore, the portal offers the possibility to pay
electronically for the services requested via mobile
money or debit card.?’ Once authorizations are granted,
users can download their certificates and access other
related services (such as tax registration). From a survey
conducted on a sample of users of the eCitizen portal,
some limitations of the system were identified. For
instance, in its current configuration, the information
requires manual updating, entailing high maintenance
costs.?' Nevertheless, its impact on the Kenyan
business landscape has already been substantial.
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By 2018, the platform had over 4 million registered
citizens.?> Among its most significant achievements,
the platform allowed a clear reduction in processing
times for applications; for example, business name
registrations can now be completed within a few hours,
instead of days, with notifications sent directly to
applicants once their applications are approved.?

In conclusion, in today’s digital world, the use of
information technology represents an important aspect
of GRP. Electronic applications can significantly lower
costs and reduce delays for the benefit of businesses.
At the same time, the establishment of an ESA gives
governments the opportunity to review and streamline
existing authorization requirements and procedures for
service suppliers, as well as to promote coordination
among involved government agencies. While the
creation of such systems entails substantive resources
and evidently relies on the availability of internet
connectivity and digital literacy, this is an area where
various economies are today increasingly receiving
support for technical assistance and capacity building.
A progressive implementation of electronic platforms
for applications — which integrates additional, more
sophisticated, features over time — can help foster the
efficiency of the regulatory framework, while helping
users get acquainted with a new way of doing business.
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@g KEY INSIGHTS

- Transparency and the publication of measures (including laws, regulations,
requirements, procedures, and beyond) represent a critical area of GRP —
notably in trade in services, given its regulatory intensive nature.

Building on the core objectives of the GATS, Article Ill requires the prompt
publication of all generally applicable, relevant measures affecting trade in
services — at the latest by their entry into force — as well as international
agreements on services.

For services authorizations, the SDR Disciplines require that all information
needed by service suppliers, or persons seeking to supply a service,

be made publicly available. This includes requirements and procedures
(including time frames for decisions, fees, review procedures) — where
possible consolidated through a single portal. Various services PTAs go
further, for example, by requiring online publication, in English, as well as in
plain language to support understanding and compliance.

At the domestic level, the publication of laws and regulations is widespread
across all income groups: 96.5 per cent of economies in the

WTO-World Bank STPD make authorization requirements and procedures
publicly available, and 77.5 per cent consolidate this information in a
dedicated portal.
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Access to clear, timely and reliable information on

the regulatory environment is an essential aspect of
GRP: it assists service suppliers in assessing market
opportunities, navigating relevant rules and procedures
for obtaining authorizations, and ensuring continuous
compliance with applicable laws and regulations during
business operations.

Transparency plays a critical role in trade facilitation. It
fosters legal certainty and predictability, and it promotes
the legitimacy and accountability of policy-making.
Considering the highly regulated nature of services
sectors, a lack of transparency can increase the
complexity of trading services, especially across
borders. The publication of regulatory measures is a

key aspect of transparency: it reduces the costs of
doing business and fosters equal access to market
opportunities, especially for small businesses.
Transparency is also beneficial for regulatory authorities
as it can help reduce the volume of enquiries, prevent
misunderstandings about requirements and procedures,
and minimize errors in applications for authorizations.

Effective publication means providing businesses with
all the information they need to secure authorization and
operate within a given market. This typically includes
various types of government measures, such as laws,
implementing rules and regulations, guidelines, judicial
decisions and other administrative acts. Information
that should be available includes, for example, existing
requirements and procedures, timelines for processing
applications, applicable fees, redress mechanisms,
contact details of competent authorities for enquiries,
as well as any stakeholder engagement mechanisms.

Historically, publication took place via physical
platforms, such as in an official journal or gazette. With
technological advances, online publication (i.e. through
official websites) has become the most common means
of dissemination. Moreover, in recent years, a new
GRP principle has emerged, which is the consolidation
of information in one single location, notably online.

A unified and centralized portal to access essential
information significantly reduces the burden faced

by market actors in searching for, navigating and
understanding all the existing requirements and
procedures, facilitating compliance. The accessibility

of information through multiple channels, both physical
locations and online portals, can help minimize
information asymmetries and enhance market efficiency.

In this context, various additional GRP principles can play
a pivotal role. Firstly, the information published requires
regular updates (and ideally timestamps) to ensure
maximum accuracy. Obsolete or expired information needs
to be identified as such or removed. Effective transparency
includes access to past versions of laws and regulations,
including the amendment history, to determine which rules
were in force at a given time and assess whether a supplier
complied with the applicable rules at that moment. This is
also necessary to identify liability or rights retroactively, for
instance in the context of court disputes, audits, or appeals.

Archiving supports legal certainty, accountability and
informed decision-making by ensuring that regulatory
changes are publicly traceable over time. Various
regulatory portals include version tracking', which

aids compliance and reinforces trust in the regulatory
system.? In digital environments, version control® further
enables integration with automated compliance tools
and provides users with reliable alerts and notifications.
At the same time, online interfaces sometimes include
features to request email alerts for new or amended
measures, as well as feeds for consultation openings or
closings — a low-cost and high-impact GRP principle
that also encourages stakeholder involvement.

In order to facilitate understanding and compliance,
information should be provided in clear, plain language,
avoiding technical jargon, to the extent possible.*

With this objective, some portals also contain “plain
language” summaries or other documents to facilitate
the understanding of legal texts. Additionally, information
needs to be made available without cost, whilst the
availability of information in accessible languages,
notably in English, is a catalyst for attracting foreign
service suppliers and foreign direct investment.

Finally, many modern regulatory portals increasingly

use machine-readable formats (XML, JSON) to support
third-party reuse (e.g. compliance tools that help
businesses stay aligned with regulatory requirements
by automating tasks like rule-change alerts, or deadline
reminders) and enable searchability and accessibility for
artificial intelligence (Al) applications.

Across the WTO covered agreements, transparency is
a key pillar. GATT Article X establishes a foundational



transparency obligation — requiring prompt publication
of laws, regulations, judicial decisions and administrative
rulings of general application — which other WTO
agreements also specify for their respective areas. For
services trade, the GATS Preamble recognizes that

the objective of establishing a multilateral framework

is to support the expansion of trade in services under
conditions of transparency.® Furthermore, GATS Article
II:1 requires WTO members to “publish promptly and,
except in emergency situations, at the latest by the time
of their entry into force, all relevant measures of general
application which pertain to or affect the operation

of this Agreement”.® The publication of international
agreements covering trade in services also falls within
the scope of this provision.”

Article 11l:1 suggests a broadly applicable publication
requirement, covering measures that directly or
indirectly impact the functioning or implementation of
the GATS. The term “pertain to” suggests a relevance
of the measures to the operation of the Agreement.
WTO panels found that the use of the term “affecting”
reflects the drafters’ intent to give the GATS a broad
scope of application. It refers to measures which have
“an effect on” trade in services and the operation of the
Agreement, not only those that directly “regulate” or
“govern” services.®

In other words, in accordance with GATS Article

llI:1, different types of measures, including those that
may not be addressing a particular service, would be
subject to the publication requirement. With respect

to the term “measures of general application”, this has
been interpreted in WTO dispute settlement to cover
measures that “apply to a range of situations™ and
affect “an unidentified number of economic operators”.
Hence, measures that address specific situations would
not fall within the scope of GATS Article Il1:1.

While the term “promptly” is not defined, Article

III:1 requires that publication occurs under normal
circumstances prior to the application or enforcement
of the relevant measures. Exceptionally, in case of
emergency, publication may occur even after entry into
force. An emergency that justifies ex post publication
would be an unexpected and unforeseeable event
which impedes, in practical terms, the WTO member
from publishing a measure (e.g. measures linked with a
sudden financial crisis)."!

It should be noted that GATS Article 11I:2 acknowledges
that, in contexts where “publication is not practicable”,
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information shall be “made otherwise publicly available”.
Typically, publication would include both publication in
an official journal or gazette as well as on a government
website. Publication has been interpreted as not being
practicable in cases of administrative burden, lack of
human resources, or the costs involved. However, given
the relative ease with which information can be made
available online, few situations may justify recourse to
GATS Article 111:2, which in any case requires the public
availability of information. When publication proves
impracticable, public access can be provided through
enquiry points or by making information available upon
specific request.

The SDR Disciplines build on the transparency
obligations in GATS Article Il and provide that:
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The SDR Disciplines have a more limited scope than
GATS Article Ill:1, as they only cover information with
respect to “authorization”, not with respect to compliance
with any type of measures. However, they are overall
broader in scope, as rather than addressing “measures”,
they address “the public availability of information
necessary for service suppliers, or persons seeking to
supply a service to comply with the requirements and
procedures for obtaining, maintaining, amending and
renewing the required authorization”. Taking this into
account, the SDR Disciplines include an illustrative list of
information to be made available, where it exists.

The SDR Disciplines combine the terms “publish” and
“making publicly available” and clarify that “publish”
means, for example, in an official publication, such as an
official journal, or on an official website"."® In the case of
electronic means, the SDR Disciplines contain a best
endeavor commitment to encourage the consolidation
of relevant information for service suppliers into a
“single online portal”.'

Like GATS Article 1ll, the SDR Disciplines require
“prompt” publication of information. They further contain
a flexible obligation to allow reasonable time between
publication of the text of a law or regulation (related to
authorization) and the date on which service suppliers
must comply with it."”® Figure 1 provides a comparison

of publication-related GRPs covered by the GATS and
the SDR Disciplines.

It is worth highlighting that, like the GATS, the SDR
Disciplines do not contain an obligation with respect
to the language of publication. In this light, it is

worth noting that the TFA specifies that “whenever
practicable” the information “shall be made available in
one of the official languages of the WTQO".'® In addition,
the increasingly important GRP related to the use of
plain language, to ensure that the information made
available is clear and easy to understand for the public,
is not reflected in the SDR Disciplines (nor in the TFA).

Requirements related to transparency and publication

are a standard feature of PTAs. Typically, these provisions
mirror GATS Atrticle l1l:1 and 2 (e.g. 2005 Singapore—
Jordan FTA'?). More recent agreements add best endeavor
commitments to require the publication of such measures
on the internet, and in the English language (e.g. 2022
RCEP'8; 2021 ATISA'®; 2022 India—Australia ECTA2),

Only a few agreements contain more detailed provisions
corresponding to the SDR Disciplines. For example,
paragraph 8.6 of Chapter 15 of the 2020 USMCA?!
reflects them, albeit without requiring consolidation

Publication-related GRPs in the GATS and the SDR Disciplines

Publication of measures of general application pertaining to or affecting the operation of the GATS

Publication of information necessary for service suppliers or persons seeking to supply a service to comply with
the requirements and procedures for obtaining, maintaining, amending and renewing the required authorization

Prompt publication of measures at the latest by the time of entry into force

Publication prior to the application or enforcement of measures (except in emergency situations)

Provision of reasonable time between publication and the date on which compliance by service suppliers is

required

Publication through physical means
Publication through online means

Consolidation of information in a single online portal
Covered

Source: WTO/World Bank.



of the information in a single online portal. The 2011
Hong Kong, China—New Zealand CEPA?* contains

a detailed Annex on domestic regulation disciplines.
Similar to the SDR Disciplines, this agreement requires
(albeit as a mandatory obligation) the publication of
relevant measures of general application through
printed or electronic means. It contains an illustrative
list of information that covers the elements of SDR
Disciplines. It goes further insofar as it requires that
the relevant information in the illustrative list must be
produced, whereas the SDR Disciplines only require
that such information be made available where it exists.

Furthermore, the illustrative list in the 2011 Hong Kong,
China—New Zealand CEPA appears to be even more
comprehensive, requiring also that information on criteria,
terms and conditions of licences is made available, and
criteria and procedures for verification and assessment

of qualifications, as well as information on exceptions and
derogations changes to relevant measures.?® Another
notable example is the 2021 United States—Ecuador
Protocol on Trade Rules and Transparency which contains
a commitment on the use of plain language to ensure that
regulations are clear, concise and easy for the public to
understand.? Figure 2 provides an overview of emerging
GRPs aspects in the area of publication of information.
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Section 2 | 3 Online publication of information

Implementation at the
domestic level

At the domestic level, it appears that the publication

of laws and regulations is a common practice across
the world and all income groups.?®* The WTO-World
Bank STPD shows that, among the economies studied,
96.5 per cent make requirements and procedures
related to authorization publicly available; 82.7 per cent
provide information about fees; 73.7 per cent publicly
set out time frames for decisions on authorization;

92.5 per cent publish appeal procedures; 88.1 per cent
provide information about procedures for monitoring
and enforcing compliance; and 86.9 per cent make
contact information of enquiry points publicly available.

Overall, 77.5 per cent of the economies studied
consolidate all information related to licensing

and authorizations in a single online portal. Some
jurisdictions formally mandate competent authorities to
do s0.?® But even in the absence of a legal requirement,
the publication of measures is nowadays an established
practice — including through the internet — which
reflects the importance attached to transparency of
regulatory frameworks as a key GRP pillar.?”

Figure 2: Emerging GRPs aspects in the area of publication

Consolidation of information in one single
online portal

Option for alerts and notifications based on
users' interests

Availability of summaries or other
documents to facilitate understanding of
information

Source: WTO/World Bank.

Regular updating of information, with
identification or removal of obsolete or
expired information

Publication of information prior to
publication or enforcement

Availability of information in multiple
languages, notably in English

Accessibility of past versions of information,
including amendment history and version
tracking

Use of plain language to facilitate
understanding

Availability of information at no cost
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Typically, public notice includes a wide range of
information on the measure. One notable example is
the EU Services Directive which addresses the issue
of publication and accessibility of information. Article 7
of the Directive requires that EU member states make
information available through a single contact point,
including with respect to (i) requirements concerning
the procedures and formalities to be completed in order
to access and exercise service activities; (i) contact
details of the competent authorities; (iii) the means

of, and conditions for, accessing public registers and
databases on providers and services; (iv) the means
of redress which are generally available in the event

of dispute between the competent authorities and the
provider or the recipient, or between a provider and

a recipient or between providers; (v) as well as the
contact details of the associations or organizations,
from which providers or recipients may obtain
practical assistance.?®

At the EU member state level, Estonia, for example,
provides a short summary of the proposed regulation,
information on why the regulation is needed and what

it intends to change, as well as when it is expected

to enter into force.?® In Lithuania, the information also
includes an explanation of the expected positive and
negative effects of the regulatory change.®® In addition
to all of these details, Moldova also provides the contact
details of civil servants responsible for the measure.®'

It is also interesting to observe that many jurisdictions
have been introducing requirements to ensure that laws

and regulations are drafted in clear language.®? One
case in point is Norway which has introduced two main
instruments addressing the need for plain language,
namely (i) the 2022 Language Act which contains

a requirement for all public bodies to communicate

in a clear and correct manner adapted to the target
group, as well as (i) a government’s communication
policy which sets out objectives for people to receive
correct and clear information about their rights, duties,
opportunities and the state’s activities.®

In conclusion, transparency is broadly recognized

as a key GRP feature of well-functioning regulatory
frameworks — leading to productivity growth and
higher income levels. For this reason, transparency
obligations find an anchor already in the GATS. More
recent international trade instruments, such as the
SDR Disciplines and services PTAs, contain more
advanced commitments in this area. For example, they
specify what type of information (e.g. authorization
requirements and procedures) must be made publicly
available, through what means (e.g. online), and

in what format (e.g. using plain language and with
supporting documents to facilitate understanding).

At the domestic level, the importance of transparency
is not underestimated; even when a legal requirement
does not exist to publish laws and regulations (including
in advanced draft forms), governments tend to do so
voluntarily. This is key not just to promote the legitimacy
of the institutional framework, but also to enable public
engagement in the policy-making process and thereby
achieving better regulatory outcomes.
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Single window mechanisms constitute a core area of GRP that typically
serve two functions: (i) as information gateways to facilitate access to and
dissemination of information; and/or (ii) as entry points enabling users to

submit applications and request different services from the government.

While the GATS does not contain an obligation for WTO members to
establish single windows, the SDR Disciplines, similar to a number of
recent PTAs, include commitments aimed at ensuring that applicants are
not required to engage with more than one competent authority for each
authorization. Similarly, they ensure that applications are consolidated in a
single online portal — reflecting recent evolutions in digital technologies.

The highly flexible nature of international commitments in this area reflects
the intention of governments to maintain autonomy in implementing single
window mechanisms, ensuring they align with their regulatory systems

and resources.

There is a clear trend towards the establishment of single windows in
domestic practice, but scope, functions and features vary significantly

— from sector-specific portals to comprehensive entry points for all
government services (including services-related authorizations) and from
information-only databases to portals supporting status-tracking, secure
payments, e-signatures and multilingual interfaces.

Various available indicators (e.g. UN E-Government Development Index
(EGDI), World Bank GovTech Maturity Index (GTMI)) show broad portal
availability but variable ability to manage and oversee the transaction
process from initiation to completion — end-to-end transaction capability —
and interoperability.
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Factors that increase the costs for service suppliers
include the accessibility of information related to
authorization and the abundance of regulatory
authorities involved in the procedures required. For
instance, establishing a hospital may require licensing
by the health ministry, approvals from the local authority
for fire and operational safety, general business
licences, compliance with taxation legislation and,
where applicable, investment screening authorizations.

To reduce the resulting transaction costs for business,
many governments have introduced so-called “single
windows” or “one-stop shops”! Today, these represent an
important GRP area, offering an opportunity to streamline
and integrate the delivery of public services, while
improving coordination across and within government
levels. By facilitating easier access to requirements and
procedures, single windows contribute to enhancing
competitiveness and promoting overall economic welfare.?

A single window is a portal which can generally serve
two key purposes: (i) as an information gateway to
facilitate access to and dissemination of information,
including existing requirements and procedures; and/or
(i) as an entry point enabling users to submit applications
and request different services from the government.®

Single windows can be either physical or online
(Figure 1). A physical single window consists of a
network of offices where citizens and businesses can
receive guidance and complete various transactions
with the administration.* In a physical single window,
different government agencies can be co-located to
provide their respective services or, alternatively, a
single office or official may be entrusted to handle all
transactions with users comprehensively.® In contrast,
online single windows can take diverse forms and be
adapted to the existing technological infrastructure
as well as the specific regulatory and administrative
characteristics of a jurisdiction.® Compared to
physical single windows, online systems include
various other features, such as the use of electronic
signatures, secure data exchange and coordination of
responsibilities among agencies.”

In terms of their scope, single window mechanisms can
vary from general to specialized.® A single window may
operate economy wide and consolidate all business
procedures into a unified portal. Alternatively, it may
focus on a particular sector or set of procedures, such
as a business start-up, financial services, or investment.

The design of single windows requires that
governments undertake a comprehensive diagnostic
mapping of existing requirements and procedures in
relevant areas. Two overarching principles have been
identified for the creation of single windows:

While
single windows constitute an important tool to
improve service delivery, reduce transaction
costs and enhance societal welfare, they are
only one component of broader efforts to reduce
administrative burdens and improve the regulatory
landscape more broadly.®

To ensure
their effectiveness, single windows should be designed
based on concrete “life events” in the business life
cycle such as starting a business, obtaining permits, or
expanding operations.'® In this light, gathering users’
inputs, including users’ feedback on the desirable
features of the system’s functions, is critical.

There are several GRP principles which are relevant
for the implementation of single windows, notably
online. The OECD has developed guidance on best
practices for single windows (Box 1). A single window
may, for example, be leveraged to communicate to
applicants information concerning their applications,
including tracking the status, final decisions, missing
documentation, or reasons for rejection. The single
window can also be used to store documentation
submitted by applicants to avoid requesting the same
information from different agencies or again at a later
stage. Additionally, the single window can also be used
to contact the agencies responsible for the applications
directly in case of questions or need for assistance.
Other relevant aspects pertain to the possibility of
paying applicable fees as well as the availability of the
interface in multiple languages (including in English).
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Figure 1:Traditional systems for submission of application v single windows
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Source: WTO/World Bank.

Box 1: The 2020 OECD Best Practice Principles for One-Stop Shops for Citizens and Business

In 2020, the OECD Best Practice Principles for Regulatory Policy: One-Stop Shops for Citizens and Business was
adopted; it sets out practical guidance in the following 10 areas:"

* Political commitment: One-stop shops require continued support from the broader government as well as
continuous communication between political and administrative levels.

+ Leadership: Governments need to foster a culture of learning by doing.

- Legal framework: Establishing one-stop shops requires adjustments to the legal framework to ensure smooth
collaboration among agencies and maximize benefits to users.

- Cooperation and coordination: One-stop shops rely on solid communication between entities involved in
planning and those responsible for implementation.

 Role clarity: Designing one-stop shops with clearly defined goals is crucial for managing expectations (both of
users and governments) and for assessing results.

- Governance: One-stop shops require governance structures in which all government agencies participate at
executive level, with operative decisions made by a single leading entity.

 Public consultation: Engaging users (i.e. citizens and businesses) is essential to understanding concrete
needs and concerns with respect to service delivery from government agencies and to designing adequate and
practicable solutions.

- Communication and technological considerations: One-stop shops require communication methods that
best serve users while also addressing potential accessibility and interoperability issues.

* Human capital: Continuous investment and training of the staff responsible for the day-to-day operations of
one-stop shops is crucial.

- Monitoring and evaluation: Continued assessment of the efficacy of one-stop shops (including through
quantitative and qualitative indicators as well as users’ feedback) is instrumental in identifying areas for
improvement and ensuring ongoing relevance.
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The obligation to establish a “single window”, notably
online, does not appear in the GATS. However, over
the past 10 to 20 years, and concurrently with the
development of digital technologies and the internet,
this practice has been developed substantially, and
governments have started undertaking commitments in
this area at the international level.

While not using the term “single window”, the SDR
Disciplines contain a commitment as follows:

The objective of this paragraph is to minimize the
number of competent authorities that applicants need to
approach when seeking authorization. However, it does
not require authorities that are jointly responsible for
granting authorizations under their shared jurisdiction, to
collaborate for the purpose of submission of applications
and to establish a single entry point. Furthermore, it
should be noted that the SDR Disciplines allow WTO
members to decide, based on resources and capacity,
whether the single window should encompass the entire
economy, a particular sector, or a regulatory area.

It is also worth noting that the scope of this commitment
is limited to the submission of applications and does not
refer specifically to the accessibility of information. With
respect to the latter, the SDR Disciplines also contain
an encouragement for WTO members to consolidate
electronic publications into a single portal.™

The only other WTO covered agreement containing

an obligation for a single window is the TFA, which

has adopted a similar facilitation objective to the SDR
Disciplines, but for goods trade. Recognizing the
practical value of a single window, Article 10.4.1 of the
TFA requires WTO members to establish or maintain a
single window with a view to facilitating the expeditious
movement of goods across borders.'® Similarly to

the SDR Disciplines, the scope of the single window
obligation under the TFA is limited to the submission of
applications and does not address the publication of

information which is covered in Article 1.2 (Information
available through the internet). Furthermore, the TFA
requires that the single window is used to communicate
final decisions on applications to applicants in a

timely manner.'®

It should also be noted that Article 10.4.2 of the TFA
reflects an additional GRP principle, which may also
be relevant for the establishment of single windows

in the services context, although not reflected in the
SDR Disciplines. This paragraph states that “where
documentation and/or data requirements have already
been received through the single window, the same
documentation and/or data requirements shall not

be requested” by regulatory authorities except in
limited circumstances.

Finally, in the context of the TFA, WTO members are
required to use information technology to support the single
window.'” While the obligation is set out as “to the extent
possible and practicable”, a preference is suggested for fully
digitized single windows, rather than physical systems.

The obligation to establish single windows is still
relatively rare in PTAs compared to obligations relating
to transparency or legal certainty, and predictability

of authorization procedures. In line with the SDR
Disciplines, obligations relating to the establishment of
single windows in services PTAs are mostly drafted in
flexible language, which suggests a general hesitance
to be fully bound in this area vis-a-vis other trading
partners. Overall, it appears that governments have

a preference to maintain significant discretion for the
implementation of single windows at the domestic level.

Nevertheless, flexible obligations can still provide
important guidance regarding the main GRP principles
and the direction to follow to improve the effectiveness
and efficiency of domestic authorization processes.
For instance, the EU-Mexico Modernized Global
Agreement'® and the 2020 USMCA"® mirror the SDR
Disciplines by requiring adoption of single windows
“to the extent practicable”. The 2020 Hong Kong,
China—Australia FTA, however, merely requires the
parties to endeavour to avoid requiring an applicant to
approach more than one competent authority for each
application for authorization.?® One exception is the 2020
Peru—Australia FTA, which omits the flexibility language
(“to the extent practicable”) and thus contains a
mandatory obligation.?'



While single windows are certainly an important GRP
dimension across the economy, their establishment entails
significant investment of financial, human, institutional and
infrastructure resources, at least in the initial establishment
phase (for more information on technical assistance
projects on the establishment of single windows, see Box
2). Nevertheless, various indicators point to the fact that,
today, single windows systems have become increasingly
more widespread at the domestic level.

One example of an online single window is India’s
National Single Window System (NSWS) — a digital
platform that guides the identification and application
for approvals according to different requirements
applicable across India, including at the sub-national
level. Introduced in September 2021, the NSWS
serves as a one-stop shop for businesses, integrating
services provided by various ministries, departments
and state governments.?? The project was part of a
broader effort to streamline compliance processes in
India, under which the Department for Promotion of
Industry and Internal Trade eliminated more than 22,000
compliances at both federal and state levels.®

The NSWS goes well beyond the area of services and
offers several key functionalities that benefit business
operators more broadly. It provides a centralized “Know
Your Approvals” feature, which helps users, through a
questionnaire, to identify necessary authorizations. The
system also includes a dashboard for managing approvals,
allowing users to track their application status, and upload
and store documents. These features significantly enhance
transparency and reduce the time and effort required

to obtain approvals by eliminating the need for multiple
applications across various portals or physical visits to
government offices.?* Additionally, the NSWS integrates
the possibility of asking direct questions to a technical
team by connecting through video conferencing tools.

The implementation of the NSWS has been phased
over the years. At its launch in 2021, it covered 18
central government departments and nine states.
The platform has since expanded significantly and
now hosts applications for approvals from 32 central
departments and 29 state governments.?® While
detailed data on the number of applications received
and approvals granted are limited, the NSWS website
reports some significant statistics, with over 67,000
approvals being granted through the system.?® The
system’s continued expansion and adoption across
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states and union territories is expected to further
enhance its effectiveness in facilitating business
operations and attracting investment.

Another interesting case is Singapore.?” In the late
1990s, Singapore recognized the need to streamline
its business registration and licensing processes.
Responding to feedback from the business community,
the government initiated the Online Business Licensing
Service (OBLS) project to create a one-stop solution
for business registration and licensing, simplifying what
was previously a complex, multi-agency process. The
project was executed in three stages: conceptualization,
policy review and business process re-engineering,
and automation. Initially, the agency task force bundled
licences based on sectors, prioritizing industries

where licensing was more complex. The second step
involved reviewing policies and processes for each
licence. Among the 156 licences undergoing the

initial comprehensive review, several opportunities

for streamlining were identified. Some licences were
deemed redundant and eliminated, while others were
combined where overlap or duplication was found. In
certain cases, licences were converted into less onerous
instruments (e.g. notification instead of approval).

The OBLS was a fully-fledged one-stop shop online
portal which allowed end-users to customize their
searches based on their specific business activities.
When the end user completed the application, the
system would automatically route the request to the
relevant government agencies for processing. Apart
from consolidating all the information in one portal, the
OBLS application also enabled businesses to track
the status of their applications and receive automatic
messages or email notifications as soon as their
applications were processed. The OBLS also enabled
successful applicants to pay fees for all required
licences in a single consolidated online payment.

The success of the OBLS was evident early on, with
notable improvements for both the private sector and
the government. The average approval processing
time was reduced by 65 per cent, with some cases
showing even more dramatic improvements. A
cost-benefit analysis conducted after 18 months of
operation revealed that businesses benefited from

an estimated cost savings of US$ 27 million due to
the OBLS project. Following this success, Singapore
further modernized its business licensing system by
introducing the GoBusiness portal, which offered
additional features and integrated even more approvals
for starting, running and growing a business.?®
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Box 2: UNCTAD digital government programme

United Nations Trade and Development (UNCTAD) has established a programme to support governments in
leveraging technology to deliver public services quickly and successfully, without requiring IT assistance (i.e.
through a no-code platform that allows civil servants to configure without the need for advanced programming
skills). Among others, UNCTAD supports the establishment of digital single windows which are based on its
eRegistrations system?® — a user-centric solution that digitizes administrative procedures.

The system can be adapted to various processes, such as company registration, construction permits, licences and
authorizations. It can handle operations involving only one government agency (such as registering at the business
registry) as well as simultaneous multi-agency operations based on a single form (such as registering a company
at the tax office, with the municipal council, with social security, at the labour department and also at the business
registry). The eRegistrations system ensures interoperability between agencies and offers access to its centralized

database where agencies can automatically extract the required information. Additionally, users’ data are stored
on secure servers, with protected connections and support for electronic signatures, to guarantee data integrity
and confidentiality.

The programme also includes digital information and trade portals, digital fiscal and social security services, digital
residency and digital documents, plus advisory and training to advance implementation.

For an example of an UNCTAD project to establish a digital single window for starting a business in Benin, see the
information sheet below:

CASE STUDY
Starting a business in Benin

TODAY
BEFORE Today with the Benin digital single window, marketed

Before the Benin digital single window was installed by APIEx as
monentreprise.bj

Queue at the APIEx development agency, fill in 5 paper
forms and hand in up to 12 documents, including prior
notarized copies.

v" Use any mobile phone to fill in an online form and
scan 3 to 5 documents.

v Use the same mobile to pay the fee with mobile

Pay fee in cash after queuing at the bank. money or credit card.

v Receive certificates 2 hours later by email (fastest in

Collect certificates 5 days later from APIEx. e weid)

v Company registration doubled in the two years
following installation, one third by women, half by
under 30s, half from outside the capital city. Project
costs covered by additional fees.

28,800 companies registered in 2019.

Source: UNCTAD website.

For more information: Digital Government World - Digital Single Windows



https://businessfacilitation.org/digital-single-windows/

Notably, the GoBusiness portal also offers personalized
help and recommendations for business with “e-advisers”
to find information about the licences required.

Mexico is an example of a jurisdiction that has introduced
multiple single windows for different purposes. As part of
the 2007-2012 National Development Plan, the Ventanilla
Unica de Comercio Exterior Mexicana (Mexican Foreign
Trade Single Window) (VUCEM) was established in

2011 with a specific focus on foreign trade. In partnership
with a number of ministries and agencies, the VUCEM
digitizes customs and non-tariff measures to simplify
imports and exports of goods and services and allows
users to electronically submit information to comply with
applicable regulations.®® Subsequently, in 2016, Mexico
also introduced the Ventanilla Unica Nacional (National
Single Window) (VUN) which serves as a platform

for communication between government agencies

and enterprises, allowing citizens to find and request
government services in one place.®’

Most recently, in 2023, Mexico created the Ventanilla
Unica para Inversionistas (One-Stop Shop for

Investors) (VUI) to attract foreign and national investment
by providing a simplified and centralized system.®? The
VUI provides interested businesses with access to
relevant information, such as contacts of competent
authorities, requirements and costs, response times, and
other relevant information, to invest in Mexico.

In conclusion, single windows have become a core
GRP to improve the ease of doing business and reduce
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compliance costs for service suppliers. However, single
windows are an enabler, not a panacea. When the
GATS was concluded in the 1990s, it did not include
a requirement to establish single window mechanisms,
as business activities mainly took place on paper and
through physical interactions. In contrast, the more
recent SDR Disciplines (and several services PTAs)
encourage minimizing the number of competent
authorities involved in authorization processes and
consolidating information within a single online portal.
The widespread use of flexible language reflects the
intention of governments to preserve autonomy for
implementation in accordance with legal systems
and available resources. Domestic practice indeed
varies by scope, function and depth — from sector-
specific portals to economy-wide entry points that
combine information and electronic submission.
Various international benchmarks (e.g. UN EGDI

and World Bank GTMI) suggest widespread portal
availability but uneven end-to-end digital processing
and interoperability. Accordingly, effective single
windows are user-centred and integrated within
broader administrative simplification strategies: they
map procedures, eliminate duplications, enable secure
identity/e-signatures and payments, avoid repeat
requests for data already provided, and offer status-
tracking, clear reasons for rejection and channels

for assistance. Framed this way, single windows
work in tandem with related GRPs — publication,
electronic submission, enquiry points and review of
decisions — to produce measurable improvements in
authorization performance.
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