
Non Tariff Barriers (NTBs) to trade 
 

WTO is the only international body dealing with the rules of trade between nations. At its heart 

are the WTO agreements, negotiated and signed by the bulk of the world’s trading nations. 

These documents provide the legal ground-rules for international commerce. The system’s 

overriding purpose is to help trade flow as freely as possible. But trade barriers in the form of 

tariff and non-tariff restrictions are blatantly used by countries to protect their domestic trade 

interests.  

 

What are NTBs?  

 

Non Tariff Barriers (NTBs) to trade are trade barriers that restrict imports but are not in the usual 

form of a tariff. These are the measures other than high import duties (tariff) employed to restrict 

imports. Some non-tariff trade barriers are expressly permitted in very limited circumstances, 

when they are deemed necessary to protect health, safety, or sanitation, or to protect depletable 

natural resources. The WTO, among other things, seeks to address removal of Non Tariff 

Barriers and facilitate free trade.   

 
Examples of NTBs to trade are: Import bans, packaging conditions, labeling conditions, 
product standards, fixation of minimum import price, seasonal import regimes, 
restrictive licenses, ‘buy national’ policy  etc.  
 

Below is an attempt to focus on some important NTBs and WTO agreements related to 

those NTBs:  

 
 

S. 
No. 

 
Non Tariff Barriers (NTBs) 
 

 
Relevant WTO Agreement 

1 Import Licensing 
 
 
This is an important trade barrier 
according to which an importer needs to 
apply for a licence and obtain the same 
before he imports any goods. Some 
licences are issued automatically if 
certain conditions are met. But other 
licences are not issued automatically.  
 
 

Agreement on Import Licensing 
Procedures  
 
As per this agreement, import licensing 
should be simple, transparent and 
predictable. The agreement requires 
governments to publish sufficient information 
for traders to know how and why the licences 
are granted. It also describes how countries 
should notify the WTO when they introduce 
new import licensing procedures or change 
existing procedures.  
 

2 Rules for the valuation of goods at 
customs 
 
Customs valuation is a customs 
procedure applied to determine the 
customs value of imported goods. If the 

Agreement on Customs Valuation  
 
 
This agreement aims for a fair, uniform and 
neutral system for the valuation of goods for 
customs purposes and it outlaws the use of 



rate of duty is ad valorem, the customs 
value is essential to determine the duty to 
be paid on an imported goods.  
 

As per this rule, when an importer imports 
some goods, the value of the products 
should be estimated. For importers, the 
process of estimating the value of a 
product at customs presents problems 
that can be just as serious as the actual 
duty rate charged. 
 

arbitrary or fictitious customs values. The 
agreement provides a set of valuation rules, 
expanding and giving greater precision to the 
provisions on customs valuation in the 
original GATT. 
 

3 Preshipment Inspection  
 
Preshipment inspection is a further check 
on imports. It is the practice of employing 
specialized private companies or 
independent entities to check shipment 
details, i.e. price, quantity and quality, of 
goods ordered overseas. Used by 
governments of developing countries, the 
purpose is to safeguard national financial 
interests, preventing capital flight, 
commercial fraud, and customs duty 
evasion, for instance and to compensate 
for inadequacies in administrative 
infrastructures. 

The Preshipment Inspection Agreement 
 
This agreement recognizes that GATT 
principles and obligations apply to the 
activities of preshipment inspection agencies 
mandated by governments. The obligations 
placed on governments which use 
preshipment inspections include non-
discrimination, transparency, protection of 
confidential business information, avoiding 
unreasonable delay, the use of specific 
guidelines for conducting price verification 
and avoiding conflicts of interest by the 
inspection agencies.  
 
The obligations of exporting members 
towards countries using preshipment 
inspection include non-discrimination in the 
application of domestic laws and regulations, 
prompt publication of those laws and 
regulations and the provision of technical 
assistance where requested. 
 

4 Rules of Origin  
 

“Rules of origin” are the criteria used to 
define where a product was made. They 
are an essential part of trade rules 
because a number of policies discriminate 
between exporting countries: quotas, 
preferential tariffs, anti-dumping actions, 
countervailing duty and more. Rules of 
origin are also used to compile trade 
statistics, and for “made in ...” labels that 
are attached to products. This is 
complicated by globalization and the way 
a product can be processed in several 
countries before it is ready for the market. 
 

Rules of Origin Agreement 
 
 It requires WTO members to ensure that 
their rules of origin are transparent; that they 
do not have restricting, distorting or 
disruptive effects on international trade; that 
they are administered in a consistent, 
uniform, impartial and reasonable manner; 
and that they are based on a positive 
standard 
 

 



5 Investment Measures:  
 

 
There are some investment measures 
which affect trade in goods and which 
restrict and distort the trade. This may 
include restriction on quantity to be 
imported, export target etc. 

Trade-Related Investment Measures 
(TRIMs) Agreement 
  
As per this agreement, no member shall 
apply any measure that discriminates 
against foreigners or foreign products. It also 
outlaws investment measures that lead to 
restrictions in quantities. It also discourages 
measures which limit a company’s imports or 
set targets for the company to export. Under 
the agreement, countries must inform fellow-
members through the WTO of all investment 
measures that do not conform with the 
agreement. 
 

6 Technical Regulations and Standards 

 

When countries have too many different 
standards, it makes life difficult for 
producers and exporters. Standards can 
become obstacles to trade, if there is too 
much diversity 

Agreement on Technical Barriers to Trade 
  
This agreement tries to ensure that 
regulations, standards, testing and 
certification procedures do not create 
unnecessary obstacles. The agreement 
recognizes countries’ rights to adopt the 
standards they consider appropriate. 
Moreover, members are not prevented from 
taking measures necessary to ensure their 
standards are met. It encourages countries 
to use international standards to prevent too 
much diversity. 

 
 

Conclusion 

 

Gradually, through negotiation lowering trade barriers is one of the most obvious means of 

encouraging trade. The barriers concerned include customs duties or tariffs and measures such 

as import bans or quotas that restrict quantities selectively. Since GATT’s creation in 1947-48 

there have been eight rounds of trade negotiations. At first these focused on lowering tariffs on 

imported goods and subsequently the negotiations had expanded to cover non-tariff barriers on 

goods and to the new areas such as services and intellectual property.  

 

Above is just an attempt to share my learnings of one of the terms referred to, generally in 

international trade.  
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