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ABSTRACT

Relevance. Twenty-five years after China’s accession to the WTO, the multilat-
eral trading system faces unprecedented challenges, including institutional pa-
ralysis, geopolitical fragmentation, and rising protectionism. Against this back-
drop, China’s trajectory offers a critical case study of how a major non-Western
economy can simultaneously integrate into, adapt to, and reshape global trade
governance. Yet existing literature often overlooks the systemic implications of
China’s “socialist market economy” model within the WTO framework, par-
ticularly the interplay between national sovereignty, state-led industrial policy,
and commitments. Reassessing China’s experience is thus essential not only for
understanding the past evolution of global trade but also for envisioning its fu-
ture architecture.

Research Objective. This study examines the multifaceted impact of China’s
WTO membership over the past 25 years, analyzing its trade growth, structur-
al adjustments, and regulatory adaptations.

Data and Methods. The study is based on archival documents about China’s
accession, and draws on empirical evidence from WTO, UN Comtrade, and
OECD datasets. Quantitative analyses are employed to track trends in trade vol-
ume, partner diversification, and tariff reductions. A comparative analysis high-
lights differences between goods and services sectors.

Results. China has emerged as the world’s leading exporter and second-larg-
est importer, achieving robust growth in trade value and market share. Tariff re-
ductions have facilitated industrial upgrading and integration into global value
chains. Structural shifts include a move from labor-intensive to high-tech ex-
ports, supported by strategic government policies. Liberalization in the service
sector has proceeded at a slower pace than in manufacturing, though recent
measures signal a renewed focus.

Conclusion. China’s journey in the WTO demonstrates its capacity for adapt-
ability and leadership, as it has effectively balanced its rule-based commitments
with sovereign interests. Future developments will be shaped by both national
priorities and continued collaboration with global partners.
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AHHOTAIINA

AxrtyanbHOCTb. CrycTsa 25 et nocne npucoenutenns Kutas B BTO muoro-
CTOPOHHSISI TOProBasi CHUCTEMa CTAJKMBAETCS C OecriperieleHTHbIMI BbI30Ba-
MM, BK/TIOYasi MHCTUTYLMOHA/IBHBII Iapainy, TeONOMIUTIYECKYI0 pasapooieH-
HOCTD 1 pacTyLmit mpoTekionnsm. Ha stom ¢one Tpaexropust passutus Ku-
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Tas IpefCTaB/sgeT COO0I BaXKHENIINII IpUMep TOro, KakK KpyIHas Hesama Hast
9KOHOMMKA MO>KET OfHOBPEMEHHO MHTEIPMPOBATHCA B INIOOAIBHYIO TOPTOBYIO
CHCTeMY, aalITMPOBATbCA K Hell 1 MeHATH ee. Ilepeocmbicienne ombiTa Kuras
Heo6XO0fIYIMO He TONbKO [Is IOHMMAHNA SBOJIIOLIAY MYPOBOJT TOPTOB/IN B IIPO-
ILJIOM, HO ¥ JI/II TIPOTHO3VMPOBAHNA ee Oy/yllleil apXUTeKTyPBl.

Ienb nccnegoBanyd. B faHHOM MCCIeIOBAaHUM PACCMATPUBAETCS KOMIITIEKC-
Hoe BrusAHMe yneHcTsa Kurad 8 BTO 3a npomenmme 25 1eT Ha MHOTOCTOPOH-
HIOI0 TOPTOBYIO CUCTEMY, aHA/IU3UPYETCA POCT TOPTOB/IN, CTPYKTyPHbIE U3Me-
HeHV U afjaliTalysa HOPMaTUBHO-IIPaBOBOIL 6as3bl.

JlanHble 1 MeTomonorus. Viccnenopanue 0OCHOBaHO Ha apXMBHBIX JOKYMEH-
Tax o mpucoefuHenuy Kurad, a TakKe SMIMPUIECKMUX JAHHBIX, OTy4eHHBIX
n3 6a3 manabix BTO, UN Comtrade u O9CP. KonuuecTBeHHBIT aHAIN3 WC-
HOJIB3YeTCSA JIA OTC/IEKMBAHVS TEH/IEHINIT B 06'beMe TOProBiy, AuBepcudu-
Kalyu MapTHePOB ¥ CHIDKeHuH Tapudos. CpaBHUTE/IbHBLI aHA/IN3 BBIABIACT
pasIM4Iusa MEeX/y CEKTOpaMy TOBApPOB U YCIYT.

Pesynbratel. B pesynbraTe ncciefoBanns BbIABIEHO BO3pacTalollee BINAHNE
ywieHcTBa Kuras 8 BTO Ha m106aipHy0 TOProByIo apXUTeKTypy: CTpaHa Jio-
CTUITIA CTaTyca KPYNHeNIIero MIUpOBOTo 3KCIOpTepa i BTOPOTO 110 BeIMYMHe
MMIopTepa, 06eceunB yCTONUYMBBIN POCT ToBapoobopoTa. [TonydyeHo Komm-
YeCTBEHHOe MOfITBEPXK/eHIIe CHYDKEeHMS Tapy(HBIX 6apbepOB KaK KII0YeBOTO
dakTopa MoflepHM3aLMHM TIPOMBILITIEHHOI 6a3b1 KuTast 1 ero ray6oxoit nHTe-
rpalyy B I7I00aJIbHbIE LIEIIOYKY CO3[aHusa croumocty. [lomydeHHbIe pe3yib-
TaThI [IOKA3bIBAIOT, YTO B cepe yCIyr mnbepannsanns oCyLiecTB/ANach 6onee
cnep>kaHHbIMY Temnamu. Ilokasano, yto KuTait ocyuiecTBI ajanranmio cBo-
eif HOpMaTUBHO-IIPaBoBoIl 6a3bl K TpeboBanmaM BTO, omHOBpeMeHHO coxpa-
HAA IIPOCTPAHCTBO /IS peann3aluy CyBepeHHbIX 9KOHOMIYECKNX IIPUOpUTe-
TOB, 4TO IPOIEMOHCTPUPOBATIO OaTAHC MEXAY IPaBIIaMyl MHOTOCTOPOHHeI!
CUCTEMBI ¥ HALIMOHA/IBHON CTpaTeruei pasBUTHUA.

BoiBoppl. UrenctBo Kurtas 8 BTO mpopeMOHCTpMpOBanoO €ro Croco6HOCTH
K aflanTaluy U JIMAEPCTBY, OCKOMBKY OH 9((eKTUBHO cOaaHCHpPOBaI CBOU
06s3aTeNIbCTBa, OCHOBAHHbIE HA IIPABIIAX, C CyBePeHHbIMM MHTepecamu. bymy-
1jee pasBUTIIE COOBITIII OyIeT ONPeeAThCA KaK HallMOHAIbHBIMY IIPYOPYUTETa-
M, TaK U IPOIO/DKAIOLIVMCS COTPYFHNYECTBOM C [IOOA/IbHBIMIY TAPTHEPAMIA.

BJIATOJAPHOCTH

B craTbe 1CNONb30BAHBI PE3YIIb-
TaTbl IPOEKTa «AHA/IN3 U OLIeH-
Ka MHJEKca Je/I0BOI peIry Talun
CYO'BbeKTOB IIpef I pUHIMAaTe/b-
CKOJA IeATETbHOCTY B TOCYZiap-
cTBax — y4yacTHuKax bPVIKCy,
BBINIOJIHEHHOTO B paMKax IIpo-
rpaMmbl QyHIaMeHTaIbHbIX JIC-
cnenoBauuii HMY BIIS.
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Introduction

Chinas 2001 accession to the WTO marked
a pivotal shift in the global trading system. Over the
following 25 years, it rose from a marginal trader to
the worlds largest exporter and second-largest im-
porter, fueling rapid economic growth. This trajec-
tory has profoundly reshaped global trade flows,
production networks, and value chains, while also
raising concerns in some countries over China’s ex-
panding economic influence.

Despite ongoing tarift disputes and con-
cerns over trade imbalances tied to state practic-
es (Wolff, 2023), China continues to expand its
role in global trade. This is evident in rising trade
flows, sustained foreign investment, and institu-
tional adaptations to meet WTO requirements.
China’s WTO engagement is defined by a distinct
“Chinese specificity” — blending market mech-
anisms with state regulation and a hybrid pub-
lic-private ownership model (Hu, 2019; Li & Tu,
2018; Zhang, 2023). These features require flexi-
ble institutional adjustments to align with WTO
rules while preserving economic autonomy.

Despite a growing body of literature on Chi-
nas WTO accession, significant gaps remain. Re-
search rooted in neoclassical frameworks often un-
derestimates China’s institutional influence within
the WTO and dismisses the relevance of “Chinese
specificity”. Other studies overlook the accession
processes of China’s subnational entities or rely on
narrative accounts without incorporating dynamic
statistical analysis of post-accession trends.

This article addresses these gaps by examin-
ing China’s trade policy under WTO membership
and its implications for the country’s foreign eco-
nomic strategy. Drawing on official WTO docu-
ments and academic scholarship, it analyzes the
accession processes of both China and its subna-
tional entities, traces the evolution of China’s in-
stitutional role in the WTO, and presents statisti-
cal evidence on trade structure, tariffs, and mar-
ket access over the past 25 years.

The results indicate that WTO accession
served as a catalyst for Chinas economic as-
cent, reflected in sustained growth in trade vol-
ume and global market share. Reductions in tar-
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iffs and gradual liberalization of the services sec-
tor underscore China’s progress toward an open
socialist market economy. The composition of
exports has shifted decisively from labor-inten-
sive to capital- and technology-intensive goods.
More importantly, China has evolved from a pas-
sive rule-taker to an active participant in global
trade governance, successfully balancing WTO
commitments with the distinctive requirements
of its socialist market system.

The academic contribution of this article
lies in its comprehensive analysis of China’s ac-
cession process to the WTO, encompassing both
the national and sub-national entities, as well as
the evolution of China’s trade policies over the
25 years since its accession and their profound im-
pact on trade structures. The article’s insights can
be of interest to policymakers and industry pro-
fessionals seeking to understand China’s balanc-
ing of socialist characteristics with WTO commit-
ments and its evolving trade liberalization.

To achieve the stated objective, the following
tasks were formulated:

— to conduct a comprehensive analysis of the
accession processes of China and its subnational
entities (Hong Kong, China; Macao, China; Chi-
nese Taipei) to the WTO, and to trace the evolu-
tion of China’s institutional role within the orga-
nization — from passive rule-taker to active par-
ticipant in global trade governance;

— to quantitatively assess the dynamics of
China’s foreign trade flows over 2000-2024, in-
cluding growth in trade volumes, diversification
of trading partners, and structural shifts from la-
bor-intensive to technology-intensive export in-
dustries;

— to examine China’s regulatory adaptation
to WTO requirements through analysis of tariff
liberalization and services sector opening, iden-
tifying mechanisms that balance international
commitments with the preservation of socialist
market economy characteristics.

The rest of the article is structured as follows.
Section 2 reviews theoretical literature and elab-
orates on research gaps. Section 3 outlines the
materials and methods employed in the analysis.
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Section 4 examines the process of China’s acces-
sion to the WTO, including its sub-national en-
tities, and presents a statistical analysis of trade
data. Section 5 discusses China’s evolving role in
the WTO and the characteristics of its participa-
tion. Section 6 provides the conclusions.

Theoretical Framework

A substantial body of literature, both Rus-
sian and international, examines China’s role in
the global trading system. It should be noted,
however, that in some Western scholarship, Chi-
na’s role within the WTO as an institution has of-
ten been underestimated (Pandit, 2016), while its
trade participation is frequently framed through
the lens of various imbalances, such as labor-mar-
ket or welfare effects (Fan et al., 2020).

Some Western scholars and economists,
drawing on neoclassical theoretical frameworks,
initially anticipated that China’s accession to the
WTO would expose systemic weaknesses of its
centrally coordinated economy and ultimate-
ly precipitate its collapse (Pandit, 2016). Subse-
quent developments, however, have demonstrat-
ed that such predictions were overly pessimistic:
China proved to be a far more adaptive and in-
fluential economic actor than expected. Rather
than re-examining the limitations of neoclassi-
cal approaches (Biryukova, 2024) or exploring
the feasibility of alternative liberalization path-
ways, much of the Western literature continues
to interpret China’s “rebalancing” as resulting
primarily from unilateral gains derived from in-
complete compliance with WTO commitments
(Hsueh, 2011; Tan, 2020). Moreover, the en-
gagement of Chinese subnational entities, par-
ticularly Hong Kong Special Administrative Re-
gion (SAR), Macao SAR and Taiwan (Province
of China), in the multilateral trading system re-
mains markedly underexplored.

Analytical scholarship reflecting the tradition-
al Western conception of the WTO, as an institu-
tion fundamentally designed for market-oriented
economies, has frequently overlooked the distinc-
tive Chinese specificity: the coexistence of mar-
ket-based and non-market elements within its eco-
nomic system, and, in particular, the constructive
role played by state-owned enterprises (SOEs) (Hu,
2019; Li & Tu, 2018; Zhang, Zhuoyuan, 2023). As a
result, the transformative impact of China’s mem-
bership in the WTO’s institutional structure and
operational regime has often been underestimated.

R-ECONOMY J

China’s success can be attributed to its adoption of
a hybrid modernization model that effectively inte-
grates socialism with a market economy, while pur-
suing an export-oriented growth strategy ground-
ed in the theory of comparative advantage (Borokh
& Lomanov, 2024). Chinese leadership identified
as its primary objective the transformation of the
country into a leading exporter of highly processed
goods, which are characterized by high value-add-
ed content and advanced technological sophistica-
tion (Namozov, 2002).

While China initially adhered to internation-
al trade rules in a largely reactive manner, it has
since shifted toward actively shaping global eco-
nomic governance. This proactive stance mani-
fests not only in formal multilateral negotiations
but also in plurilateral initiatives, many of which
would lack substantive feasibility or scale with-
out China’s economic weight and institutional en-
gagement (Biryukova & Tikhonovskiy, 2025).

A persistently underexplored dimension is the
comprehensive nature of China’s institutional par-
ticipation, not limited to the central government,
but extending to subnational entities, including
Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan. For example,
Taiwan acceded to the WTO in 2001, immediate-
ly following the People’s Republic of China (PRC),
as the “Separate Customs Territory of Taiwan, Pen-
ghu, Kinmen and Matsu”, a special status formally
recognized under WTO protocols.

China’s WTO accession significantly reduced
trade policy uncertainty, thereby stimulating for-
eign and domestic investment and fueling ex-
port expansion, particularly in labor-intensive in-
dustries and coastal regions (Handley & Limao,
2017). Prior to 2004, small domestically owned
Chinese firms with registered capital below a
statutory threshold were legally barred from di-
rect exporting (Bai et al., 2017); they were com-
pelled to channel exports through authorized in-
termediaries. These restrictions were fully lifted
by 2004 as part of China’s WTO accession com-
mitments. This institutional liberalization cata-
lyzed employment growth, enhanced production
capacity, broadened the resource base of domes-
tic enterprises, and markedly strengthened the
competitiveness of the Chinese economy in glob-
al markets (Yuan & Ouyang, 2025).

Materials and Methods

The study employed three complementary
methodological approaches. Historical-legal anal-
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ysis reconstructed accession processes of China
and its subnational entities using WTO archival
documents, relying on records from GATT nego-
tiations and United Nations meetings in order to
ensure precise chronology of institutional com-
mitments. Quantitative time-series analysis pro-
cessed bilateral trade flows (2000-2024) from
WTO Stats!, UN Comtrade?, and World Bank
databases® to measure tariff liberalization effects
and structural shifts. Comparative-institution-
al analysis evaluated China’s evolving WTO role
by contrasting rule-taking versus rule-making be-
haviors across dispute settlement, plurilateral ini-
tiatives, and services liberalization. This method-
ology enabled robust assessment of both quanti-
tative outcomes (trade volumes, tariff reductions)
and qualitative transformations (institutional ad-
aptation, policy evolution).

The research was conducted in three sequen-
tial phases: (1) collection and systematic classi-
fication of data from publicly available official
sources; (2) quantitative processing and visualiza-
tion of trade and tariff indicators; and (3) com-
parative-institutional analysis of policy develop-
ments across time and actors. This multi-stage
methodology ensured the internal validity, objec-
tivity, and replicability of the findings.

Results
Historical-legal analysis

China’s path to WTO membership in-
volves a dramatic and complex history, begin-
ning in 1948 when the Republic of China (ROC)
joined the General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT) as a founding member. Howev-
er, following the conclusion of the Chinese Civ-
il War in 1949, the Communist Party of China as-
sumed power and proclaimed the establishment
of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), while
the defeated Kuomintang (KMT) regime retreat-
ed to the Taiwan region. On 6 March 1950, this
KMT-led regime notified the United Nations Sec-
retary-General of its intention to withdraw from
GATT; two days later, on 8 March 1950, the UN
Secretary-General transmitted this notification

! The WTO Stats portal. Retrieved from: https://stats.
wto.org/ (date of access: 08.02.2026).

2 UN Comtrade database. Retrieved from: https://com-
tradeplus.un.org/ (date of access: 08.02.2026).

> World Bank databases. Retrieved from: https://data.
worldbank.org/ (date of access: 08.02.2026).
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to the Executive Secretary of GATT*, leading to
the formal termination of the ROC’s GATT mem-
bership on 5 May 1950. Crucially, the PRC gov-
ernment has never recognized the validity of this
withdrawal. Decades later, on 14 July 1986, Bei-
jing submitted a formal request to the GATT Di-
rector-General “for the resumption of its status as
a Contracting Party to GATT”?, thereby initiat-
ing a new chapter in China’s engagement with the
multilateral trading system.

On 18 February 1987, China presented its
Memorandum on the Foreign Trade Regime, the
principal document required to initiate acces-
sion negotiations under GATT®. This memoran-
dum was reviewed by the Council of Represen-
tatives (GATT’s highest decision-making body)
on 30 March 1987. Subsequently, the Council’s
Chairman was instructed to undertake consulta-
tions with a view to establishing a Working Par-
ty on China’s status as a Contracting Party’. The
Working Party was officially created on 10 Octo-
ber 19878, marking the beginning of a protract-
ed negotiation phase. A decisive institutional shift
occurred in December 1995, when the Chinese
government officially declared its intention to ac-
cede to the newly established WTO, thus transi-
tioning its application from the GATT framework
to the WTO accession process (Gao, 2011, p. 145;
Sally, 2011, p. 7).

The accession negotiations consisted of a mul-
tilateral review of China’s trade regime alongside
over 30 bilateral market-access talks. These ne-
gotiations ultimately resulted in a series of agree-
ments with major trading partners. The U.S.-
China bilateral agreement, concluded on 15 No-
vember 1999, was particularly important: it
resolved longstanding disputes over agricultur-
al subsidies, intellectual property rights, and ser-
vices liberalization (Jefferies, 2020; Lardy, 2005).

* General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. Communica-
tion from Secretary-General of United Nations regarding Chi-
na. GATT/CP/54, 8 March 1950.

° General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. China’s Status
as a Contacting Party. Communication from the People’s Re-
public of China. L/6017, 14 July 1986.

¢ General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. China’s Status
as a Contacting Party. Memorandum on China’s Foreign Trade
Regime. L/6125, 18 February 1987.

7 General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. Minutes of
meeting. Council. C/M/207, 30 March 1987.

8 General Agreement on Tarifts and Trade. Working Party
on China’s Status as a Contracting Party. L/6191, 19 June 1987.
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However, due to the continued applicability of the
Jackson-Vanik Amendment, which conditioned
non-market economies’ access to U. S. markets on
compliance with freedom-of-emigration criteria,
the granting of Permanent Normal Trade Rela-
tions status to China required legislative action by
the U.S. Congress. After intense debate, the U.S.—
China Relations Act of 2000 was passed by Con-
gress and signed into law by President Bill Clinton
on 10 October 2000. This legislation granted Chi-
na PNTR status contingent upon its formal WTO
accession (Handley & Limao, 2017).

The accession process reached its culmina-
tion at the WTO’s Fourth Ministerial Confer-
ence in Doha on 10 November 2001, when the
General Council adopted China’s Protocol of Ac-
cession’® and the Report of the Working Party',
China deposited its instrument of acceptance
on 11 November 2001'" and formally became
the 143" WTO member on December 11, 2001,
marking its full integration into the rules-based
multilateral trading system (Gao, 2007; Zhu &
Wei, 2022). The terms of China’s accession to the
WTO, enshrined in its unique Accession Proto-
col and Working Party Report, entailed commit-
ments of exceptional magnitude (Sa, 2024). The
Protocol on the Accession of the People’s Republic
of China stands apart from all other WTO acces-
sion agreements, both in its comprehensive detail
and its incorporation of numerous “WTO-plus”
obligations that transcend the standard require-
ments for WTO Members.

Accession to the WTO of Chinese Taipei.
Shortly after the Communist Party of China pro-
claimed the establishment of the People’s Repub-
lic of China (PRC) in 1949, the defeated regime,
in the name of the Republic of China (ROC), led
by the Kuomintang, relocated its seat to the Tai-
wan region.

On 6 March 1950, the KMT regime, in the
name of the ROC, notified the United Nations
Secretary-General of its decision to withdraw
from GATT. This decision was motivated by sev-

® World Trade Organization. Accession of the People’s
Republic of China. Decision of 10 November 2001. WT/L/432,
23 November 2001.

1 World Trade Organization. Accession of the People’s
Republic of China. Report of the Working Party on the acces-
sion of the China. WT/ACC/CHN/49. 1 October 2001.

" World Trade Organization. Protocol on Accession of the
Peoples Republic of China done at Doha on 10 November 2021.
Notification of Acceptance. WLI/100, 20 November 2001.
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eral interrelated considerations. First, the majori-
ty of goods benefiting from GATT tarift conces-
sions originated from Chinese mainland, whereas
only a negligible share came from Taiwan. Con-
sequently, continued GATT membership con-
ferred little economic advantage to Taiwan’s trade
regime. Second, the ROC had been informed by
GATT contracting parties that preferential tariff
treatment would not be extended to Taiwan-spe-
cific trade flows, given the absence of effective
control over Chinese mainland customs territo-
ry. Third, Taiwan’ trade volume in the early 1950s
remained extremely modest; even without GATT
membership, it could secure favorable market ac-
cess through bilateral trade agreements with key
partners, particularly the United States and Ja-
pan, under which de facto most-favored-nation
(MFN) treatment was routinely granted. Finally,
and most critically, the ROC regime no longer ex-
ercised authority over Chinese mainland and was
thus unable to fulfill GATT obligations on behalf
of the entire Chinese customs territory. Accept-
ing legal responsibility for a territory beyond its
effective jurisdiction would have entailed dispro-
portionate liability and reputational risk'? (Hsieh,
2005, p. 1199).

However, in early 1965, the Kuomintang-led
regime of the Republic of China once again ap-
proached the GATT Executive Secretary, request-
ing observer status at sessions of the Contract-
ing Parties. Taking into account that the Repub-
lic of China had been one of the founding parties
to GAT'T, and given the existence of relevant prec-
edents (Liberia, Lebanon, and Syria had also
signed the Havana Charter but later withdrew
from GATT), the Session of the Contracting Par-
ties adopted a decision on 8 March 1965 granting
the ROC observer status. At the same time, it was
explicitly emphasized that, on political matters,
GATT would continue to follow the decisions and
positions of the United Nations.

On 25 October 1971, the UN General Assem-
bly adopted Resolution 2758, which resolved that
“the restoration of the People’s Republic of Chi-
na in all its rights, and the recognition of the rep-
resentatives of its Government as the only legiti-

12 Hsieh, P.L. (2005). Facing China: Taiwan’s status as
a separate customs territory in the World Trade Organization.
Journal of World Trade, 39 (6), 1195-1221. Retrieved from:
https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/sol research/526 (date of access:
08.02.2026).
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mate representatives of China to the United Na-
tions, and to expel forthwith the representatives
of Chiang Kai-shek from the place which they un-
lawfully occupy at the United Nations and in all
the organizations related to it ”". In accordance
with this resolution, the Republic of China was
stripped of its observer status in GATT. In addi-
tion, China strongly demands that the term “Re-
public of China” no longer be used to refer to Tai-
wan, but rather as Taiwan (Province of China).

On 10 July 1986, the People’s Republic of Chi-
na formally requested the GATT Director-Gener-
al to “resume its status as an original contracting
party”— a formulation explicitly invoking conti-
nuity with the ROC’s 1948 accession (Gao, 2011;
Zhu & Wei, 2022).

In parallel, on 1 January 1990, Taiwan submit-
ted their own application for GATT membership
under Article XXXIII of the Agreement, designat-
ing themselves as the “Separate Customs Territory
of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen and Matsu” (abbre-
viated as TPKM). This nomenclature served two
critical purposes. First, it circumvented the sov-
ereignty dispute encapsulated in the One-China
Principle, thereby enabling participation without
challenging the PRC’s claim to represent China as
a whole. Second, it underscored the de facto ad-
ministrative autonomy of the island and its adja-
cent regions, affirming the effective independence
of their external trade policy and customs admin-
istration (Hsieh, 2005, pp. 1204-1206).

China’s central government reacted nega-
tively to Taiwan’s initiative. Chinese representa-
tives insisted on the legal nullity of the move, argu-
ing that any representation of Taiwan in interna-
tional institutions must be authorized exclusively
by the central government of China. Under Bei-
jing’s interpretation, Taiwan is either a province of
the PRC or a special administrative region akin
to Hong Kong and Macao. Consequently, any at-
tempt to join international trade bodies inde-
pendently was viewed as a violation of China’s in-
ternal sovereignty and a threat to national reuni-
fication. Subsequent diplomatic efforts sought a
compromise on Taiwan’s GATT status.

At the GATT Council of Representatives meet-
ing on 29 September 1992, the Chairman declared:

B General Assembly-Twenty -sixth Session. 2758
(XXVI). Restoration of the lawful rights of the People’s Repub-
lic of China in the Unites Nations. 1976th plenary meeting,
25 October1977.
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“All contracting parties acknowledged the view
that there is only one China, and accordingly con-
curred with the PRC’s position that Chinese Tai-
pei, as a separate customs territory, should not ac-
cede to GATT prior to the PRC itself”. The Council
accordingly approved the establishment of a Work-
ing Party on the accession of the Separate Customs
Territory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen and Matsu
(“Chinese Taipei”), while simultaneously resolving:
(1) to accelerate the work of the Working Party on
China’s status as a Contracting Party; and (2) that
the Working Party report on China would be ad-
opted before the report on Taiwan'.

Following the establishment of the World
Trade Organization, Taiwan submitted its appli-
cation to accede to the Marrakesh Agreement Es-
tablishing the WTO on 7 December 1995, pursu-
ant to Article XII of the Agreement'®. The GATT
Working Party on Taiwan’s accession was accord-
ingly converted into a WTO Working Party on
the accession of the Separate Customs Territory of
Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen and Matsu (also known
as Chinese Taipei).

Over the ensuing 12-year period, Chinese
Taipei concluded bilateral market-access negoti-
ations with 30 WTO members, and its Working
Party held eleven formal meetings. Although sub-
stantive work was largely completed by 1994, the
final formal meeting of the Working Party was de-
layed until 18 September 2001, pending the con-
clusion of China’s own accession process. On
11 November 2001, the Fourth WTO Ministeri-
al Conference in Doha, Qatar, adopted the Pro-
tocol of Accession of the Separate Customs Ter-
ritory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen and Matsu'®.
Chinese Taipei formally became the 144th WTO
member on 1 January 2002.

Accession to the WTO of Hong Kong, China.
On 23 April 1986, the United Kingdom notified
the GATT Director-General that Hong Kong, as a
separate customs territory for which the UK had
accepted the GATT, exercised full autonomy in
the conduct of its external trade relations and in
all other matters governed by the Agreement.

4 General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. Minutes of
meeting. Council. C/M/259, 27 October 1992.

> World Trade Organization. Communication from the
Separate Customs Territory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen and
Matsu. WT/ACC/TPKM/1, 7 December 1995.

¢ World Trade Organization. Accession of the Separate
Customs Territory of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen and Matsu. De-
cision of 11 November 2001. WT/L/433, 23 November 2001.
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On 24 April 1986, the GATT Director-Gen-
eral confirmed that the requirements of Arti-
cle XXVI:5 (c) had been fulfilled. Consequently,
Hong Kong became a Contracting Party to GATT
effective 23 April 1986".

Pursuant to the Sino-British Joint Declaration
on the Question of Hong Kong, signed in Beijing
on 19 December 1984, the People’s Republic of
China resumed sovereignty over Hong Kong on
1 July 1997, at which point Hong Kong became
the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
(HKSAR) of China. In accordance with the Decla-
ration, Hong Kong retained its status as a separate
customs territory, operating under the designa-
tion “Hong Kong, China”. Section VI of Annex I
to the Joint Declaration explicitly affirms that the
HKSAR “shall be entitled to participate in inter-
national organizations and international trade
agreements, such as GATT, in an appropriate ca-
pacity”

Subsequently, Hong Kong participated in the
Uruguay Round negotiations and signed the Mar-
rakesh Agreement Establishing the World Trade
Organization on 15 April 1994. Under Article XI
of the Marrakesh Agreement, Hong Kong was
thus a founding member of the WTO. On 30 May
1997, Hong Kong formally confirmed its WTO
membership status beyond 1 July 1997,

Accession to the WTO of Macao, China. On
11 January 1991, Portugal notified the GATT Di-
rector-General that Macao, as a separate customs
territory for which Portugal had accepted the
GATT under the Protocol on the Accession of Por-
tugal of 6 April 1962, exercised full autonomy in
the conduct of its external trade relations and in all
other matters governed by the Agreement.

On 14 January 1991, the GATT Direc-
tor-General confirmed that the requirements of
Article XXVI5 (c) had been fulfilled. According-
ly, Macao became a Contracting Party to GATT
effective 11 January 1991%.

Pursuant to the Sino-Portuguese Joint Decla-
ration on the Question of Macao, signed in Bei-
jing on 13 April 1987, the People’s Republic of Chi-

17 General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. Admission of
Hong Kong as a Contracting Party. Certification by the Direc-
tor- General. L/5986, 24 April 1986.

8 World Trade Organization. Communication from
Hong Kong. WT/L/218, 3 June 1997.

1 General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. Admission
of Macao as a Contracting Party. Certification of the Direc-
tor-General. L/6806, 17 January 1991.
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na resumed sovereignty over Macao on 20 Decem-
ber 1999, at which point Macao became the Macao
Special Administrative Region (MSAR) of Chi-
na. In accordance with the Declaration, Macao re-
tained its status as a separate customs territory un-
der the designation “Macao, China”. Article 2 of the
Joint Declaration and Annex I explicitly affirm that
the MSAR “shall be entitled to participate in rele-
vant international organizations and international
trade agreements, such as GATT".

Subsequently, Macao participated in the Uru-
guay Round negotiations and signed the Mar-
rakesh Agreement Establishing the World Trade
Organization on 15 April 1994. Under Article XI
of the Marrakesh Agreement, Macao thus became
a founding member of the WTO. On 27 October
1999, Macao formally confirmed its WTO mem-
bership status beyond 20 December 1999%.

Analysis of trade flows

China’s entry into the World Trade Organi-
zation in 2001 was a critical milestone marking a
significant shift in the trajectory of globalization.
This event concluded China’s transformation from
a command-driven economy to one character-
ized by market-based pricing mechanisms. Con-
sequently, China evolved into the core of an in-
terconnected manufacturing ecosystem that dra-
matically altered the landscape of international
commerce and industrial dynamics over the next
twenty years (Jefferies, 2020).

Chinas economy has experienced rapid
growth over the past few decades, accompanied
by a sustained expansion in international trade —
a trajectory significantly facilitated by its acces-
sion to the World Trade Organization (WTO)
(Du & Lu, 2018). The WTO provides China with
a stable and non-discriminatory internation-
al market environment. At the same time, it acts
as a catalyst for profound reforms in China’s eco-
nomic and legal systems by requiring the coun-
try to align with international rules and standards
(Qin, 2007). These reforms, in turn, have pro-
moted China’s deep integration into global value
chains, thereby unleashing its latent trade poten-
tial (Zhang et al., 2013).

Figure 1 shows Chinas imports and ex-
ports value and market share for goods trade
from 2000 to 2024. Prior to its accession to the

% World Trade Organization. Communication from Ma-
cau. WT/L/333, 8 November 1999.
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Figure 1. China’s imports and exports value and market share for trade in goods
Note: data for China do not include Chinese Taipei; Hong Kong, China; or Macao, China.
Source: authors’ calculations based on WTO STATS (Retrieved from: https://stats.wto.org/(date of access: 22.11.2025)).

WTO, China’s imports value in 2000 was approx-
imately USD 225B (accounting for a 3.4 % global
share), while its exports value stood at USD 249B
(3.9%). By 2024, these values had risen to USD
2.59T in imports (10.5%) and USD 3.58T in ex-
ports (14.6%). This growth corresponds to a
compound annual growth rate of 10.7 % for im-
ports and 11.7 % for exports. Following a quar-
ter-century of WTO membership, China now
ranks as the top one global exporter (since 2009)
and the second-largest importer. Furthermore,
China has consistently maintained a trade sur-
plus in goods over the past 25 years, which has
boosted employment and economic growth. Un-
doubtedly, WTO accession has served as a fun-
damental institutional catalyst, transforming
China into a global trade powerhouse and act-
ing as a pivotal driver of its historic economic ex-
pansion (Zhang et al., 2013).

Moreover, WTO accession dramatically ex-
panded China’s network of trading partners. By
granting it Most-Favored-Nation (MFN) status
with all members, it enabled a shift from limited
bilateral ties to full global engagement and greater
diversification of its trade relationships.

China is the dominant trading partner for
many countries (Kheyfets & Chernova, 2022).
Figure 2 shows that while ASEAN, the EU, the
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U.S., Japan, and South Korea have remained
China’s top five trading partners over the past
25 years, their collective share has declined sig-
nificantly. The proportion of China’s imports from
these partners fell from 62.9 % (in 2000) to 47.3 %
(in 2024), while the share of exports dropped
from 63.1% to 53.8 % over the same period. Fur-
thermore, China is rebalancing its trade portfo-
lio, strengthening ties with emerging and devel-
oping economies (such as ASEAN, Russia, Bra-
zil, and India) under the framework of the BRICS
and the Belt and Road Initiative. It can be partial-
ly attributed to the restructuring of global value
chains triggered by the Sino-U.S. trade war. How-
ever, it also corroborates a broader strategic reori-
entation by China, aimed at cultivating a more di-
versified network of trade partners and mitigating
over-reliance on traditional markets.

Figure 3 shows the major commodity cate-
gories and shares of China’s imports and exports.
China’s export structure underwent a fundamen-
tal shift, moving from labor-intensive to capital
and technology-intensive dominance. This is ev-
idenced by a sharp decline in textiles from 19.8 %
(in 2000) to 8.4% (in 2024), contrasted with the
rise of machinery and electrical equipment from
29.2% to 41.8 %, as well as transportation equip-
ment from 3.7% to 8.2% over the same period.
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Figure 2. Chinas major imports and exports partners for trade in goods
Note: data for China do not include Chinese Taipei; Hong Kong, China; or Macao, China.

Source: authors’ calculations based on WTO IDB and UN Comtrade (Retrieved from: https://ttd.wto.org/en;
https://comtradeplus.un.org/ (date of access: 22.11.2025)).
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Figure 3. China’s imports and exports commodity structure (trade in goods)
Note: data for China do not include Chinese Taipei; Hong Kong, China; or Macao, China.

Source: authors’ calculations based on UN Comtrade (Retrieved from: https://comtradeplus.un.org/ (date of access:
22.11.2025)).

China’s import profile has also undergone a qual-  ing significance of intermediate goods for produc-
itative change, characterized by a relative de-  tion, and a marked increase in primary products
cline in advanced manufactured goods, a grow-  and resources.
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China’s Weighted Average Tariff Rate (2000-2022)
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Figure 4. China’s weighted average tariff rate
Note: data for China do not include Chinese Taipei; Hong Kong, China; or Macao, China.

Source: authors’ calculations based on World Bank (Retrieved from: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/TM. TAX.MRCH.
WM.AR.ZS (date of access: 22.11.2025)).

The shift in China’s trade structure shows how
WTO entry catalyzed internal reforms and com-
petition, which in turn fueled industrial upgrad-
ing, integration into global value chains, and tech-
nological progress.

Following its accession to the WTO, China
experienced a substantial, sustained, and strate-
gically significant decline in its tariff levels. This
was not merely a fulfillment of its entry commit-
ments but also a crucial strategy through which
China proactively integrated into the global econ-
omy and compelled the upgrading of its domes-
tic industries (Du & Lu, 2018; Kebede, 2025).

Figure 4 shows the trajectory of China’s
weighted average tariff rate from 2000 to 2022.
Prior to WTO accession, the tariff rate stood at
14.11% in 2001, placing it within the top 25th
percentile globally. In the year following its WTO
accession, the rate dropped markedly to 7.72 %
and subsequently followed a general downward
trend, with a brief interruption during the 2009-
2011 global recession. By 2022, the rate had fallen
to 2.18 %, a level below the global median.

In contrast to the remarkable progress in Chi-
nas trade in goods, its performance in trade in
services, while positive, has been relatively mod-
erate (Jiang & Lin, 2019).
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Asillustrated in Figure 5, China’s share in glob-
al service imports increased from 3.03 % (in 2005)
to 5.73 % (in 2023), with the trade value register-
ing a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of
9.9 %. Meanwhile, its share in service exports saw
a more modest rise from 3.25% to 4.13 %, with a
CAGR of 7.5% over the same period. While Chi-
na maintained a surplus in its services trade from
2005 to 2008, it transitioned into a deficit position
from 2009 onward. This deficit peaked just be-
fore the COVID-19 pandemic in 2019. However,
beginning in 2020, China’s trade in services wit-
nessed a resurgence in both imports and exports,
accompanied by a narrowing deficit. This im-
provement can be largely attributed to a deliber-
ate strategic shift that placed greater emphasis on
the services sector (Liao, 2020), facilitated by a se-
ries of supportive policies such as the annual Chi-
na International Fair for Trade in Services.

To achieve deeper integration into the glob-
al services market, China has not only strength-
ened its service exports but also, starting in 2023,
begun to relax its restrictions on services trade.
This liberalization is reflected in a decline of its
Services Trade Restrictiveness Index (STRI) from
0.277 (in 2022) to 0.225 (in 2023) (see Figure 6),
demonstrating its strategic commitment to the
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Figure 5. China’s imports and exports value and market share for trade in services
Note: data for China do not include Chinese Taipei; Hong Kong, China; or Macao, China.

Source: authors’ calculations based on WTO-OECD Balanced Trade in Services dataset (Retrieved from: https://www.wto.
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Figure 6. China’s services trade restrictiveness index
Note: data for China do not include Chinese Taipei; Hong Kong, China; or Macao, China.

Source: authors’ calculations based on OECD STRI (Retrieved from: https://www.oecd.org/en/topics/sub-issues/services-
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trade-restrictiveness-index.html (date of access: 22.11.2025)).
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steady and orderly opening of its services sector.
The above underscores the official view that ser-
vices trade is being cultivated as a cornerstone for
China’s next phase of economic development.

Discussion

Chinas engagement with the WTO reflects
a complex evolution, from passive compliance to-
ward active participation in shaping the gover-
nance of global trade, a shift that yields both con-
structive contributions and challenges to the multi-
lateral trading system. Empirical evidence points to
fundamental transformations in China’s role across
multiple dimensions of WTO activity. Initial-
ly characterized as a reluctant and largely passive
observer, hesitant to engage with the WTO’s core
mechanisms (Gao, 2007), China has since emerged
as a proactive participant, increasingly influenc-
ing the development and interpretation of WTO
rules (Gao, 2011). Its involvement has also expand-
ed into informal WTO negotiations, particularly
within “club-based” plurilateral initiatives, such as
domestic regulation in services, investment facili-
tation for development, and e-commerce.

Nevertheless, this transformation has been
uneven across different functional domains of
WTO engagement. The heterogeneity in China’s
behavioural patterns within the organization can
be attributed to several contextual factors, includ-
ing the interplay of domestic institutional con-
straints, evolving economic interests, and the
adaptive nature of its state-market hybrid model
(Hsueh, 2011; Zhu & Wei, 2022).

First, the pace of China’s institutional activa-
tion correlates directly with the trajectory of its
economic development. The turning point in its
engagement with the WTO dispute settlement sys-
tem in 2007 coincided with China’s emergence as a
major trading power, while the 2008 global finan-
cial crisis intensified its resolve to defend its inter-
ests through WTO mechanisms (Sa, 2024).

Second, different WTO mechanisms hold
distinct strategic value for China. Regional trade
agreements offer foreign policy leverage and en-
able selective liberalization, whereas multilater-
al negotiations entail higher stakes, particular-
ly concerning China’s status as a developing coun-
try and the international recognition of its market
economy status (Sally, 2011; Tan, 2020).

Third, domestic political-economic consid-
erations increasingly shape China’s priorities. Its
WTO participation is closely tied to the preserva-
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tion of economic sovereignty and the protection of
state-owned enterprises interests, a core compo-
nent of its hybrid governance model (Hsueh, 2011).

China exerts significant influence on the
WTO’s functioning, embodying a dual role. On
the one hand, it demonstrates strong commit-
ment to the rules-based dispute settlement sys-
tem, thereby contributing to the legitimacy and
resilience of the multilateral trading order. China’s
accession has reinforced domestic reform pro-
cesses, enhanced regulatory transparency, and re-
duced systemic uncertainty in global trade (Han-
dley & Limao, 2017; Jefferies, 2020).

On the other hand, the slowdown in autono-
mous trade liberalization and the expansion of in-
dustrial support measures, documented in OECD’s
report®' and Wolff (2023), suggest that China in-
creasingly instrumentalizes its WTO membership
to advance strategic, rather than purely rule-com-
pliant, objectives. The apparent tension between
norm adherence and potentially destabilizing
practices becomes more intelligible once a clear
distinction is drawn between formal compliance
with WTO disciplines and the substantive depth
of economic liberalization (Pandit, 2016).

China fulfills its WTO commitments by strict-
ly adhering to established procedures and imple-
menting prescribed measures in a timely man-
ner. Nevertheless, in certain sectors, such as tele-
communications, China has employed methods
of ‘creative adaptation” over its 25-year engage-
ment with the WTO, and full compliance with the
Agreement on Trade-Related Investment Mea-
sures (TRIMS) remained problematic for an ex-
tended period (Sally, 2011). This underscores
China’s perception of WTO commitments less as
a foundation for comprehensive integration into
the global trading system and more as constraints
to be managed within the bounds of national in-
terest. Consequently, China strikes a balance be-
tween active participation in international trade
and the preservation of national sovereignty.

Moreover, Chinas WTO membership is
complemented by multiple alternative formats
of trade integration: regional trade agreements,
such as the Regional Comprehensive Econom-
ic Partnership (RCEP); infrastructure-driven

2l OECD. (2023). Government support in industrial sec-
tors: A synthesis report (OECD Trade Policy Papers, No. 270).
OECD Publishing. Retrieved from: https://doi.org/10.1787/1d-
28droc299-en (date of access: 22.11.2025).
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trade connectivity via the Belt and Road Initia-
tive (W. Zhang, 2025; X. Zhang, 2019); and target-
ed cooperation projects within the BRICS frame-
work (Biryukova & Tikhonovskiy, 2025).

Conclusion

Over the past 25 years since China’s accession
to the WTO, the Chinese economy has undergone
a dramatic expansion in merchandise trade. As a
result, goods exports surged from less than USD
250B in 2000 to over USD 3.5T in 2024, near-
ly a fifteenfold increase. Imports expanded com-
parably, establishing China as the world’s largest
exporter and second-largest importer of goods.
These achievements underscore the pivotal role of
WTO membership in catalyzing domestic institu-
tional modernization and deepening China’s inte-
gration into global value chains.

Beyond quantitative growth, the structure of
China’s exports has evolved, from labor-intensive
toward capital- and technology-intensive products.
Trade patterns have also diversified: dependence
on traditional developed economies in the West
has declined, while trade with developing coun-
tries has risen markedly. Nevertheless, growth in
trade in services remains modest, despite nota-
ble improvements since the early 2020s, driven by
targeted initiatives to liberalize the services sector.

Thus, China's WTO integration has served as
a cornerstone in the transformation of its foreign
economic strategy and the consolidation of its po-
sition in the global economy.

Theoretical analysis points to certain doubts
that were raised about the scale and duration of
the transformations tied to Chinas WTO acces-
sion, as well as a tendency to downplay the signif-
icance of fully integrating all Chinese territories,
namely the Chinese mainland, Hong Kong SAR,
Macao SAR, and Chinese Taipei, within the or-
ganization. Understanding these factors is essen-
tial for reframing China’s role, not simply as a ma-
jor participant in global trade, but as a core agent
of institutional change within the WTO.

Looking ahead, China’s journey in the WTO
points toward a path of cautious evolution: it
aims to assume a more proactive leadership role
while resisting mounting pressure from the Unit-
ed States and the European Union. Domestically,
policy priorities remain oriented toward ensuring
social stability rather than pursuing radical mar-
ket liberalization. Accordingly, China is likely to
gradually intensify its engagement in shaping the
terms of global trade, yet it remains improbable,
at least in the short term, that it will emerge as the
primary architect of new systemic rules and foun-
dational principles. This strategic posture may in-
stead encourage China to cultivate ad hoc coali-
tions and deepen cooperation with countries of
the Global South.

For China, enhancing the openness and le-
gal institutionalization of government regulation,
along with improving transparency in support
policies for state-owned enterprises and key in-
dustries, would help align its unique socialist
market economy system with WTO rules, there-
by mitigating associated trade frictions. As for the
WTO, strengthening its monitoring mechanisms,
improving the functioning of the dispute settle-
ment system, and expanding inclusive multilater-
al frameworks would enable the organization to
maintain its essential role in an increasingly frag-
mented global trading landscape.

This article is subject to certain limitations.
First, the statistical analysis primarily relies on
macro-level trade and tariff data. While these data
can capture broad trends, they may overlook in-
dustry heterogeneity and the nuanced effects of
non-tariff measures. Second, although the article
highlights China’s evolving role within the WTO,
it does not provide a comparative analysis with
other major economies. Future research could
conduct comparative studies of different econom-
ic models within the WTO framework, which
would also contribute to a deeper understanding
of the institutional diversity in global trade gov-
ernance.
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