
What is MFN exemptions? 
 

When GATS came into force in 1995, members were allowed a once-only opportunity to take an 
exemption from the MFN principle of non-discrimination between a member’s trading partners. The 
measure for which the exemption was taken is described in a member’s MFN exemption 

list, indicating to which member the more favourable treatment applies,  and specifying its duration. In 
principle, these exemptions should not last for more than ten years. As mandated by GATS, all these 
exemptions are currently being reviewed to examine whether the conditions which created the need for 

these exemptions in the first place still exist. And in any case, they are part of the current services 
negotiations. 
 

Taking account of “autonomous” liberalization (Article 19) - Countries that have liberalized on their own 
initiative since the last multilateral negotiations want that to be taken into account when they negotiate 
market access in services. The negotiating guidelines and procedures that members  agreed in March 

2001 for the GATS negotiations also call for criteria for taking this “autonomous” or unilateral liberalization 
into account. These were agreed on 6 March 2003. 
 

Special treatment for least-developed countries (Article 19) - GATS mandates members to establish how 
to give special treatment to least-developed countries during the negotiations. (These “modalities” 
cover both the scope of the special treatment, and the methods to be used.) The least-developed 

countries began the discussions in March 2002. As a result of subsequent discussions, Members agreed 
the modalities on 3 September 2003. 
 

Assessment of trade in services (Article 19) - Preparatory work on this subject started in early 1999. 
GATS mandates that members assess trade in services, including the GATS objective of increasing the 
developing countries’ participation in services trade. The negotiating guidelines  reiterate this, requiring the 

negotiations to be adjusted in response to the assessment. Members generally acknowledge that the 
shortage of statistical information and other methodological problems make it  impossible to conduct an 
assessment based on full data. However, they are continuing their discussions with the assistance of 

several papers produced by the Secretariat. 
 
Air transport services - At present, most of the air transport sector - traffic rights and services directly 

related to traffic rights — is excluded from GATS’ coverage. However, GATS mandates a review by 
members of this situation. The purpose of the review, which started in early 2000,  is to decide whether 
additional air transport services should be covered by GATS. The review could develop into a negotiation 

in its own right, resulting in an amendment of GATS itself by adding new services to its  coverage and by 
adding specific commitments on these new services to national schedules. 
 


