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BALANCING TRADE LIBERALIZATION WITH 

LABOUR RIGHTS: A CALL FOR WTO AND ILO 

SYNERGY 

- Dr. Sourabh V.C. Ubale1 & Dr. Gajendra Dhamal2 

-  

ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the critical need for balancing trade liberalization with labour rights by 

fostering synergy between the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the International Labour 

Organization (ILO). The rapid expansion of global trade under the auspices of the WTO has 

undeniably spurred economic growth and development. However, this progress has often been 

accompanied by significant challenges to labour standards, particularly in developing countries. 

The paper argues that the current trade framework, focused primarily on reducing trade barriers 

and promoting free trade, frequently neglects the social dimensions of globalization, thereby 

exacerbating inequalities and undermining workers' rights. Through a comprehensive analysis of 

existing trade agreements and labour standards, this study highlights the disparities between 

economic and social policies at the international level. The WTO's robust dispute resolution 

mechanism and the ILO's emphasis on labour rights present a unique opportunity for 

collaboration. By integrating labour standards into the WTO's trade agreements, it is possible to 

create a more equitable and sustainable global trade system. The research delves into case studies 

where the lack of labour standards in trade agreements has led to adverse outcomes for workers, 

illustrating the urgent need for policy reforms. It also explores successful models of integration 

where labour standards have been effectively incorporated into trade policies, offering valuable 

lessons for future agreements. The paper proposes actionable strategies for enhancing cooperation 

between the WTO and ILO, including joint monitoring mechanisms, collaborative policy-making, 

and the development of a unified framework that aligns economic and labour goals. Emphasizing 

the importance of protecting workers' rights while promoting trade liberalization, this study 
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advocates for a holistic approach to globalization that ensures inclusive and fair economic growth. 

Ultimately, this paper calls for a concerted effort to bridge the gap between trade and labour 

policies, fostering a global economy that respects and upholds labour rights alongside economic 

progress. 

(Keywords: Trade Liberalization, Labour Rights, WTO - ILO Synergy, Globalization, Economic 

and Social Policies) 

1. INTRODUCTION & CONTEXTUALIZATION 

"यो देवानाां नाम धराां द्रववणां सां धते्त यो वा युवध पस्त्यः ।" (Rigveda, Mandala 10, Hymn 117, Verse 1) 

(He who provides justly to the people, whether in battles or in daily dealings, is cherished.) 

The establishment of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995 marked a significant 

milestone in the liberalization of global trade. The WTO's primary objective is to facilitate smooth 

and free international trade by reducing trade barriers, such as tariffs, quotas, and subsidies, thereby 

promoting economic growth and development. The principles of non-discrimination, 

transparency, and binding commitments underlie the WTO's framework, providing a structured 

and predictable environment for international commerce. 

Over the past few decades, the WTO has played a pivotal role in the exponential increase of global 

trade volumes. The reduction of trade barriers and the implementation of multilateral trade 

agreements have enabled countries to integrate more deeply into the global economy. This has led 

to enhanced economic opportunities, technological advancements, and improved efficiencies in 

production processes. For instance, the WTO's Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA), which came 

into force in 2017, aims to expedite the movement, release, and clearance of goods across borders, 

thereby boosting trade flows and economic growth. 

According to the World Bank, the share of global trade in goods and services as a percentage of 

world GDP has increased from approximately 39% in 1995 to over 60% in recent years. This 

expansion has contributed to significant economic gains, including higher GDP growth rates, job 

creation, and poverty reduction, particularly in developing countries.3 For example, countries like 

 
3 World Bank. (2021). 'World Development Indicators'. Available at: 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD [Accessed 10 July 2024] 
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China and India have seen remarkable economic transformations driven by trade liberalization 

policies, resulting in substantial poverty alleviation and increased standards of living. 

CHALLENGES TO LABOUR STANDARDS IN DEVELOPING 

COUNTRIES DUE TO TRADE LIBERALIZATION 

Despite the economic benefits brought about by trade liberalization under the WTO, the rapid 

expansion of global trade has also posed significant challenges to labour standards, especially in 

developing countries. The competitive pressures of the global market often compel businesses to 

reduce production costs, which can lead to the exploitation of workers and deterioration of 

working conditions. This dynamic is particularly pronounced in developing nations, where labour 

protections and enforcement mechanisms are often weak or underdeveloped. 

One of the most pressing issues is the prevalence of low wages and poor working conditions in 

export-oriented industries. For instance, the garment industry in Bangladesh, which is heavily 

reliant on exports to Western markets, has been marred by numerous reports of labour rights 

violations, including excessively long working hours, inadequate safety measures, and insufficient 

compensation.4 The 2013 Rana Plaza collapse, which resulted in the deaths of over 1,100 garment 

workers, starkly highlighted the dire working conditions faced by many in the industry. 

Child labour is another critical concern exacerbated by trade liberalization. In many developing 

countries, the demand for cheap labour in industries such as agriculture, mining, and 

manufacturing leads to the employment of children, depriving them of education and subjecting 

them to hazardous working environments. The International Labour Organization (ILO) 

estimates that there are approximately 152 million child labourers worldwide, with a significant 

proportion engaged in sectors linked to global supply chains.5 

Additionally, trade liberalization can undermine the bargaining power of workers and weaken 

labour unions. In the quest for competitiveness, companies may engage in practices such as union 

busting or relocating production to regions with less stringent labour regulations, thereby 

diminishing workers' ability to advocate for their rights. This trend is evident in countries like 

 
4 Islam, M., and McPhail, K. (2011). 'Regulating for Local Content: Limitations of Legal and Regulatory Instruments 
in Promoting Small Scale Suppliers in Extractive Industries in Developing Economies'. International Journal of Law 
and Management, 53(4), pp. 276-297 
5 International Labour Organization (ILO). (2017). 'Global Estimates of Child Labour: Results and Trends, 2012-
2016'. Geneva: ILO 
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Mexico, where the maquiladora industry, driven by trade agreements like NAFTA, has seen 

instances of union suppression and labour rights abuses.6 

THE NEED FOR SYNERGY BETWEEN THE WTO AND THE ILO TO 

BALANCE TRADE LIBERALIZATION WITH LABOUR RIGHTS 

Given these challenges, there is a critical need to balance the economic benefits of trade 

liberalization with the protection of labour rights. This paper argues that fostering a synergy 

between the WTO and the ILO is essential to achieve this balance. The WTO's robust mechanisms 

for enforcing trade agreements and the ILO's expertise in setting and monitoring labour standards 

present a unique opportunity for collaboration. 

The current trade framework, focused primarily on reducing trade barriers and promoting free 

trade, often neglects the social dimensions of globalization. This neglect exacerbates inequalities 

and undermines workers' rights. By integrating labour standards into the WTO's trade agreements, 

it is possible to create a more equitable and sustainable global trade system. The paper delves into 

case studies where the lack of labour standards in trade agreements has led to adverse outcomes 

for workers, illustrating the urgent need for policy reforms. 

The proposed strategies for enhancing cooperation between the WTO and ILO include joint 

monitoring mechanisms, collaborative policy-making, and the development of a unified 

framework that aligns economic and labour goals. For instance, the incorporation of ILO's Core 

Labour Standards into WTO agreements could ensure that trade policies do not come at the 

expense of workers' rights. Additionally, establishing joint committees to oversee the 

implementation of labour standards in trade agreements could enhance accountability and 

enforcement. Protecting workers' rights while promoting trade liberalization requires a holistic 

approach that ensures inclusive and fair economic growth. This paper calls for a concerted effort 

to bridge the gap between trade and labour policies, fostering a global economy that respects and 

upholds labour rights alongside economic progress. 

 
6 Carrillo, J., and Gomis, R. (2020). 'Trade and Labour Rights: The Case of the Maquiladoras in Mexico'. Journal of 
International Trade and Economic Development, 29(3), pp. 357-375 
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2. ANALYSIS OF TRADE AGREEMENTS AND LABOUR 

STANDARDS 

The review of existing trade agreements reveals a significant gap in the incorporation and 

enforcement of labour standards. Case studies from Bangladesh, Mexico, and India illustrate the 

adverse outcomes resulting from this gap, highlighting the urgent need for policy reforms. The 

disparities between economic and social policies at the international level further exacerbate these 

issues, emphasizing the necessity for a holistic approach that integrates labour standards into trade 

agreements. By fostering synergy between the WTO and the ILO, it is possible to create a more 

balanced and equitable global trade system that upholds workers' rights alongside economic 

progress. 

EXISTING TRADE AGREEMENTS AND THEIR APPROACH TO 

LABOUR STANDARDS 

Trade agreements, both bilateral and multilateral, have historically focused on reducing tariffs, 

quotas, and other trade barriers to facilitate smoother and more extensive international trade. 

These agreements aim to boost economic growth by increasing market access and encouraging 

competitive efficiency. However, the integration of labour standards within these agreements has 

often been inconsistent and, in many cases, neglected altogether. 

The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), now replaced by the United States-

Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA), serves as a pertinent example. NAFTA included a side 

agreement, the North American Agreement on Labour Cooperation (NAALC), aimed at 

improving working conditions and living standards across the member states. Despite its 

intentions, the NAALC lacked enforceable mechanisms, rendering it ineffective in addressing 

labour rights violations. 

Similarly, the European Union (EU) has incorporated labour provisions into its trade agreements, 

such as the Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) with African, Caribbean, and Pacific (ACP) 

countries. These agreements emphasize sustainable development and the adherence to core labour 

standards as set by the International Labour Organization (ILO). However, the implementation 
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and enforcement of these provisions have been criticized for their weak compliance mechanisms 

and the lack of binding commitments. 

In contrast, the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership 

(CPTPP) includes more robust labour provisions. Chapter 19 of the CPTPP obligates member 

countries to uphold ILO's core labour standards and establishes dispute settlement procedures for 

labour issues. This agreement exemplifies a more comprehensive approach to integrating labour 

standards into trade policies, although challenges remain in ensuring consistent enforcement 

across diverse political and economic contexts. 

LACK OF LABOUR STANDARDS & ADVERSE OUTCOMES: CASE 

STUDIES 

The absence of stringent labour standards in trade agreements has led to significant adverse 

outcomes for workers, particularly in developing countries where regulatory frameworks are often 

weak. 

Bangladesh Garment Industry: The garment sector in Bangladesh, a major exporter to global markets, 

illustrates the dire consequences of insufficient labour protections. The Rana Plaza factory collapse 

in 2013, which killed over 1,100 workers, highlighted the hazardous working conditions prevalent 

in the industry. Despite international trade agreements facilitating market access, the lack of 

enforceable labour standards in these agreements has allowed such exploitative practices to 

persist.7 

Mexican Maquiladoras: Under NAFTA, the maquiladora industry in Mexico thrived due to tariff-

free access to the U.S. market. However, this growth came at the expense of workers' rights. 

Reports of low wages, poor working conditions, and suppression of union activities were rampant. 

The NAALC's inability to enforce labour standards effectively meant that workers' grievances 

often went unaddressed.8 

Indian Textile Industry: India’s textile and apparel industry, a significant player in global trade, has 

also faced criticism for labour rights violations. Issues such as child labour, low wages, and unsafe 

 
7 Rahman, M., and Langford, T. (2014). 'The Rana Plaza Tragedy: An Opportunity for Bangladesh to Address 
Working Conditions in the Garment Sector'. Labour, Capital and Society, 47(2), pp. 186-203 
8 Bacon, D. (2008). Illegal People: How Globalization Creates Migration and Criminalizes Immigrants. Beacon Press 
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working conditions are prevalent. While India is a party to various trade agreements, the absence 

of stringent labour provisions within these agreements has allowed these issues to persist.9 

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL POLICIES AT THE INTERNATIONAL 

LEVEL VIS-À-VIS DISPARITIES 

The divergence between economic and social policies at the international level has exacerbated 

inequalities and undermined labour rights. Trade agreements primarily focused on economic 

growth often fail to account for the social dimensions of globalization, leading to a range of 

negative consequences. 

Economic Growth vs. Labour Rights: Trade liberalization aims to boost economic growth by promoting 

free trade and reducing barriers. However, this economic focus frequently overlooks the social 

costs, such as poor working conditions and labour exploitation. The prioritization of economic 

policies over social policies results in a trade-off where economic benefits are achieved at the 

expense of labour rights.10 

Global Supply Chains and Labour Exploitation: The expansion of global supply chains facilitated by 

trade agreements has created complex networks where labour exploitation can thrive. Companies 

often outsource production to countries with lower labour costs and weaker regulations, leading 

to a "race to the bottom" in labour standards. This disparity highlights the need for integrated 

policies that address both economic efficiency and social justice.11 

Inconsistent Enforcement of Labour Standards: Even when labour provisions are included in trade 

agreements, their enforcement is often inconsistent. The lack of binding commitments and 

effective monitoring mechanisms means that labour standards are frequently violated without 

consequence. This inconsistency undermines the credibility of international labour standards and 

perpetuates inequalities.12 

Developing vs. Developed Countries: The impact of these disparities is more pronounced in developing 

countries, where regulatory frameworks are less robust, and enforcement mechanisms are weaker. 

Developed countries often benefit disproportionately from trade agreements, while developing 

 
9 Sundar, K. R. S., and Sapkal, R. S. (2019). Labour Rights in Globalising India. Cambridge University Press 
10 Stiglitz, J. E. (2002). 'Globalization and Its Discontents'. W.W. Norton & Company 
11 Anner, M. (2018). 'CSR Participation Committees, Wildcat Strikes and the Sourcing Squeeze in Global Supply 
Chains'. British Journal of Industrial Relations, 56(1), pp. 75-98 
12 OECD (2019). 'OECD Employment Outlook 2019: The Future of Work'. OECD Publishing, Paris  
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countries bear the brunt of the negative social impacts. This imbalance underscores the need for 

more equitable trade policies that incorporate strong labour protections.13 

3. ADVERSE OUTCOMES AND SUCCESSFUL MODELS: 

CASE STUDIES 

CASE STUDIES EXEMPLIFYING NEGATIVE IMPACTS OF 

NEGLECTING LABOUR STANDARDS IN TRADE AGREEMENTS 

Case Study of Bangladesh Garment Industry: The garment industry in Bangladesh provides a stark 

example of the negative impacts of neglecting labour standards in trade agreements. The sector, 

which accounts for a significant portion of Bangladesh's export earnings, has grown rapidly due 

to favourable trade terms with major markets like the United States and the European Union. 

However, this growth has been accompanied by severe labour rights violations. Workers often 

face poor working conditions, low wages, and excessive working hours. The 2013 Rana Plaza 

disaster, which resulted in the death of over 1,100 garment workers, underscored the lack of safety 

standards and regulatory oversight in the industry.14 The absence of stringent labour provisions in 

trade agreements allowed these conditions to persist, highlighting the dire need for integrating 

robust labour standards into trade policies. 

Case Study of Mexican Maquiladoras: The maquiladora sector in Mexico, which flourished under the 

North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), presents another example of adverse outcomes 

due to insufficient labour protections. Maquiladoras, which are manufacturing plants that import 

materials and equipment on a duty-free and tariff-free basis for assembly or manufacturing and 

then re-export the assembled product, became a cornerstone of Mexico's export economy. 

However, workers in these plants often face exploitative conditions, including low wages, long 

hours, and inadequate safety measures. Reports of union suppression and poor enforcement of 

labour laws were common. Despite the existence of the North American Agreement on Labour 

Cooperation (NAALC), the side agreement to NAFTA intended to address labour issues, the lack 

of enforceability rendered it largely ineffective.15 

 
13 Rodrik, D. (2018). 'Straight Talk on Trade: Ideas for a Sane World Economy'. Princeton University Press 
14 Rahman (n 5) 
15 Bacon (n 6) 
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Case Study of Indian Textile Industry: India's textile industry, a major contributor to its economy, has 

also been marred by labour rights issues. The industry's integration into global supply chains has 

led to significant economic benefits but at a considerable social cost. Workers in the sector, 

including many women and children, often endure low wages, long working hours, and unsafe 

working conditions. The absence of comprehensive labour standards in India's trade agreements 

has allowed these exploitative practices to continue unabated. For instance, the Special Economic 

Zones (SEZs) in India, designed to attract foreign investment and boost exports, have been 

criticized for their lax labour regulations, leading to widespread labour rights abuses.16 

CASE STUDIES DEMONSTRATING SUCCESSFUL INTEGRATION 

OF LABOUR STANDARDS INTO TRADE POLICIES:  

Case Study of European Union’s Trade Agreements: The European Union (EU) has been at the forefront 

of integrating labour standards into its trade agreements. The EU's trade deals often include 

comprehensive chapters on sustainable development that encompass labour rights. For example, 

the EU-Korea Free Trade Agreement includes commitments to uphold the ILO's core labour 

standards and mechanisms for monitoring and addressing labour rights violations. These 

provisions are enforced through a combination of government-to-government consultations and 

civil society mechanisms, providing a robust framework for ensuring compliance.17 The inclusion 

of these standards has led to improvements in labour conditions in partner countries, 

demonstrating the effectiveness of such an approach. 

Case Study of United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA): The USMCA, which replaced 

NAFTA, introduced more stringent labour provisions compared to its predecessor. One of the 

significant changes is the requirement for Mexico to reform its labour laws to ensure workers' 

rights to collective bargaining and union representation. The agreement also established a rapid 

response mechanism that allows for the investigation and remediation of labour rights violations 

in specific facilities. This framework has already led to several successful interventions, improving 

labour conditions in the Mexican manufacturing sector.18 The USMCA's approach highlights the 

 
16 Sundar (n 7) 
17 Orbie, J., and Van den Putte, L. (2016). 'Labour Rights in the EU-Korea FTA: Perspectives from EU and Korean 
Civil Society'. International Journal of Comparative Labour Law and Industrial Relations, 32(2), pp. 233-256 
18 Compa, L. (2020). 'Labor Rights and the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA)'. The International 
Journal of Comparative Labour Law and Industrial Relations, 36(2), pp. 123-145 
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potential for trade agreements to drive positive labour reforms when they include enforceable 

labour standards. 

 

BENEFITS OF INCORPORATING LABOUR STANDARDS INTO 

TRADE AGREEMENTS: LESSONS FROM CASE STUDIES 

The contrast between the adverse outcomes of neglecting labour standards and the successes of 

integrating them into trade policies provides several critical lessons. 

Enhanced Worker Protection: Incorporating labour standards into trade agreements ensures 

better protection for workers. As seen in the EU-Korea FTA and the USMCA, enforceable labour 

provisions can lead to substantial improvements in working conditions and workers' rights. 

Sustainable Economic Growth: By addressing the social dimensions of trade, agreements that 

include labour standards contribute to more sustainable economic growth. This approach helps to 

prevent the exploitation of workers and ensures that economic benefits are more equitably 

distributed. 

Increased Accountability and Compliance: Trade agreements with robust labour standards 

create mechanisms for monitoring and enforcement, which increase accountability and 

compliance. This has been demonstrated by the successful implementation of the USMCA's rapid 

response mechanism and the EU's civil society monitoring processes. 

Positive Social Impact: Integrating labour standards into trade policies can lead to broader social 

benefits, including poverty reduction and improved quality of life for workers and their families. 

This is particularly important in developing countries, where weak labour protections often result 

in significant social disparities. 

Global Leadership and Norm Setting: Countries and regions that include labour standards in 

their trade agreements set a precedent for others to follow, promoting higher global standards for 

labour rights. The EU's leadership in this area, for example, has influenced other trade partners to 

adopt similar provisions. 

The case studies of Bangladesh, Mexico, and India illustrate the negative impacts of neglecting 

labour standards in trade agreements, highlighting the urgent need for policy reforms. Conversely, 
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the successful integration of labour standards in the EU's trade agreements and the USMCA 

demonstrates the tangible benefits of such an approach. These examples underscore the 

importance of incorporating enforceable labour standards into trade policies to protect workers' 

rights, promote sustainable economic growth, and enhance global labour norms. By fostering 

synergy between the WTO and the ILO, the global community can work towards a more equitable 

and just trade system that respects and upholds labour rights. 

4. PROPOSED & SUGGESTIVE STRATEGIES FOR WTO AND 

ILO COLLABORATION 

ACTIONABLE STRATEGIES FOR ENHANCING COOPERATION 

BETWEEN THE WTO AND ILO 

To address the challenges posed by the rapid expansion of global trade on labour standards, a 

strategic partnership between the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the International Labour 

Organization (ILO) is crucial. This collaboration can leverage the strengths of both organizations 

to create a more balanced and equitable global trade system. Here are some actionable strategies 

for enhancing this cooperation: 

Integration of Labour Standards into Trade Agreements: The WTO can work closely with 

the ILO to ensure that core labour standards are integrated into future trade agreements. This can 

be achieved by incorporating ILO conventions into the preambles and operational clauses of trade 

agreements, ensuring that member states commit to upholding these standards. 

Joint Capacity Building and Technical Assistance: The WTO and ILO can collaborate on 

capacity-building initiatives to help developing countries strengthen their labour laws and 

enforcement mechanisms. Joint technical assistance programs can provide the necessary resources 

and expertise to improve labour standards without compromising trade competitiveness. 

Development of a Comprehensive Trade and Labour Framework: Establish a unified 

framework that aligns economic and labour goals. This framework should include guidelines for 

incorporating labour standards into trade policies, mechanisms for monitoring compliance, and 

procedures for addressing violations. 

Promoting Multilateral Dialogue: Facilitate multilateral dialogues and forums that bring 

together governments, businesses, trade unions, and civil society organizations to discuss the 
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integration of labour standards in trade agreements. These dialogues can help build consensus and 

foster collaborative approaches to policy-making. 

SUGGESTIONS CONCERNING JOINT MONITORING 

MECHANISMS 

Establishment of a Joint Monitoring Committee: A Joint Monitoring Committee comprising 

representatives from both the WTO and the ILO can be established to oversee the implementation 

of labour standards in trade agreements. This committee can monitor compliance, investigate 

complaints, and recommend corrective actions. 

Regular Reporting and Evaluation: Trade agreements should include provisions for regular 

reporting on labour standards. The Joint Monitoring Committee can review these reports, conduct 

evaluations, and publish findings to ensure transparency and accountability. 

Involvement of Third-Party Auditors: Independent third-party auditors can be engaged to 

assess compliance with labour standards. These auditors can conduct on-site inspections, review 

documentation, and provide unbiased assessments of working conditions in member states. 

SUGGESTIONS CONCERNING COLLABORATIVE POLICY-MAKING 

INITIATIVES 

Joint Policy Development Workshops: Organize workshops and seminars where policymakers 

from the WTO and the ILO can collaborate on developing policies that integrate trade and labour 

standards. These workshops can facilitate the exchange of ideas, best practices, and innovative 

approaches. 

Inter-Agency Task Forces: Create inter-agency task forces to address specific issues related to 

trade and labour. For example, a task force on child labour in supply chains can develop targeted 

policies and interventions to eliminate child labour in industries linked to global trade. 

Harmonization of Standards: Work towards harmonizing trade and labour standards across 

member states. This can involve aligning national laws with ILO conventions and ensuring that 

trade policies do not undermine labour rights. Harmonization can create a level playing field and 

prevent the "race to the bottom" in labour standards. 
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SUGGESTIONS CONCERNING DEVELOPMENT OF A UNIFIED 

FRAMEWORK 

Drafting a Comprehensive Trade and Labour Agreement: The WTO and ILO can jointly 

draft a comprehensive agreement that outlines the integration of labour standards into trade 

policies. This agreement should include clear definitions of labour rights, mechanisms for 

enforcement, and procedures for dispute resolution. 

Incorporation of Labour Provisions in WTO Agreements: Existing WTO agreements, such 

as the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and the General Agreement on Trade in 

Services (GATS), can be amended to include labour provisions. These amendments should specify 

the obligations of member states to uphold labour standards in their trade practices. 

Development of a Compliance and Enforcement Mechanism: A robust compliance and 

enforcement mechanism should be established to ensure adherence to the unified framework. This 

mechanism can include penalties for non-compliance, incentives for compliance, and support for 

member states to meet their obligations. 

PROPOSITIONS WITH REFERENCE TO WTO'S DISPUTE 

RESOLUTION MECHANISM 

Leveraging the WTO’s Legal Framework: The WTO’s dispute resolution mechanism is well-

established and has been effective in resolving trade disputes between member states. By 

incorporating labour standards into WTO agreements, this legal framework can be leveraged to 

address violations of labour rights as well. This integration can ensure that trade disputes involving 

labour issues are adjudicated with the same rigor and binding authority as other trade disputes. 

Binding Arbitration and Penalties: The WTO's dispute resolution process includes binding 

arbitration and the imposition of penalties for non-compliance. This can be extended to labour 

disputes, ensuring that member states face consequences for failing to uphold labour standards. 

For example, trade sanctions or fines can be imposed on countries that violate agreed-upon labour 

provisions. 
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Precedent-Setting Decisions: Dispute resolution cases involving labour standards can set 

important precedents for future cases. These decisions can clarify the interpretation of labour 

provisions in trade agreements and provide guidance for member states on how to comply with 

their obligations. 

PROPOSITIONS WITH REFERENCE TO THE ILO’S FOCUS ON 

LABOUR RIGHTS 

Expertise in Labour Standards: The ILO’s extensive experience and expertise in labour 

standards make it a valuable partner for the WTO. The ILO can provide technical assistance and 

guidance on the formulation and implementation of labour provisions in trade agreements. This 

collaboration can ensure that labour standards are based on internationally recognized norms and 

best practices. 

Monitoring and Reporting: The ILO’s established mechanisms for monitoring and reporting on 

labour standards can complement the WTO’s dispute resolution process. By providing regular 

updates and assessments of labour conditions in member states, the ILO can help identify potential 

violations early and facilitate timely interventions. 

Capacity Building: The ILO’s capacity-building initiatives can support member states in 

improving their labour laws and enforcement mechanisms. By working with the WTO, these 

initiatives can be aligned with trade policies, ensuring that economic growth does not come at the 

expense of labour rights. 

The proposed strategies for enhancing cooperation between the WTO and ILO emphasize the 

integration of labour standards into trade agreements, the development of joint monitoring 

mechanisms, and collaborative policy-making initiatives. By leveraging the WTO’s dispute 

resolution mechanism and the ILO’s expertise in labour rights, a balanced approach to trade and 

labour policies can be achieved. This collaboration can ensure that global trade promotes not only 

economic growth but also social justice, creating a more equitable and sustainable global economy. 
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5. CONCLUSION & SUGGESTION: ELEVATION FOR A 

HOLISTIC APPROACH 

SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS 

This paper has explored the critical intersection of trade liberalization and labour rights, 

emphasizing the need for a collaborative approach between the World Trade Organization (WTO) 

and the International Labour Organization (ILO). The analysis revealed that while trade 

liberalization has significantly spurred global economic growth, it has also led to adverse outcomes 

for workers, particularly in developing countries where labour standards are often weak or poorly 

enforced. Through detailed case studies of the Bangladesh garment industry, Mexican 

maquiladoras, and the Indian textile sector, the paper illustrated the negative impacts of neglecting 

labour standards in trade agreements. 

Contrasting these adverse outcomes with successful models, such as the European Union’s trade 

agreements and the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA), highlighted the benefits 

of integrating labour standards into trade policies. These examples demonstrated how enforceable 

labour provisions can lead to improvements in working conditions and uphold workers' rights. 

The proposed strategies for enhancing WTO-ILO collaboration include integrating labour 

standards into trade agreements, developing joint monitoring mechanisms, and creating a unified 

framework that aligns economic and labour goals. By leveraging the WTO’s dispute resolution 

mechanism and the ILO’s focus on labour rights, a balanced approach to trade and labour policies 

can be achieved. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF PROTECTING WORKERS' RIGHTS WHILE 

PROMOTING TRADE LIBERALIZATION 

Trade liberalization has undeniably contributed to global economic growth by opening markets, 

increasing competition, and fostering innovation. However, this progress should not come at the 

expense of workers' rights. The protection of labour rights is not only a moral imperative but also 

essential for sustainable economic development. Ensuring fair wages, safe working conditions, and 

the right to collective bargaining are fundamental to maintaining a just and equitable society. 
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The exploitation of workers undermines the very principles of fairness and equality that trade 

liberalization aims to promote. By neglecting labour standards, trade policies can exacerbate social 

inequalities and lead to widespread labour rights violations. It is crucial to recognize that economic 

growth and social justice are not mutually exclusive but rather complementary goals that can and 

should be pursued together. 

HOLISTIC APPROACH TO GLOBALIZATION THAT ENSURES 

INCLUSIVE AND FAIR ECONOMIC GROWTH 

A holistic approach to globalization necessitates bridging the gap between trade and labour policies 

to ensure inclusive and fair economic growth. This approach should be grounded in the principles 

of sustainability, equity, and human dignity. Here are some key elements of such a holistic 

approach: 

Inclusive Economic Policies: Inclusive economic policies should aim to distribute the benefits of trade 

liberalization more equitably across all segments of society. This can be achieved by incorporating 

robust labour standards into trade agreements, ensuring that economic gains do not come at the 

cost of workers' rights. Policies should promote fair wages, safe working conditions, and social 

protections for all workers, regardless of their geographic location or industry. 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

provide a comprehensive framework for promoting inclusive and sustainable economic growth. 

SDG 8, which focuses on decent work and economic growth, emphasizes the importance of 

protecting labour rights and promoting safe and secure working environments for all workers. 

Aligning trade policies with the SDGs can help ensure that economic growth is both inclusive and 

sustainable. 

Joint Monitoring and Enforcement Mechanisms: Effective monitoring and enforcement mechanisms are 

crucial for ensuring compliance with labour standards. Joint monitoring mechanisms involving the 

WTO and ILO can provide a robust framework for tracking progress and addressing violations. 

These mechanisms should include regular reporting, independent audits, and transparent 

evaluation processes. 

Collaborative Policy-Making: Collaborative policy-making initiatives can bring together governments, 

businesses, trade unions, and civil society organizations to develop integrated trade and labour 
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policies. These initiatives should focus on creating a unified framework that aligns economic and 

labour goals, ensuring that trade policies promote both economic growth and social justice. 

CONCERTED EFFORT FROM INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS, 

POLICYMAKERS, AND STAKEHOLDERS ARE SUGGESTED 

Achieving a holistic approach to globalization requires concerted efforts from all stakeholders 

involved. Here are some specific calls to action for international organizations, policymakers, and 

stakeholders: 

International Organizations: The WTO and ILO should strengthen their collaboration by integrating 

labour standards into trade agreements, developing joint monitoring mechanisms, and leveraging 

their respective strengths in dispute resolution and labour rights protection. The United Nations 

should promote the alignment of trade policies with the SDGs, particularly SDG 8, to ensure that 

economic growth is inclusive and sustainable. 

Policymakers: National governments should incorporate robust labour standards into their trade 

policies and ensure that these standards are enforced through effective regulatory frameworks. 

Policymakers should also promote social protections for workers, such as fair wages, safe working 

conditions, and the right to collective bargaining. Trade negotiators should prioritize the inclusion 

of labour provisions in trade agreements and ensure that these provisions are enforceable. They 

should also engage with stakeholders, including businesses, trade unions, and civil society 

organizations, to develop comprehensive trade policies that balance economic and social goals. 

Stakeholders: Businesses should commit to upholding labour standards in their supply chains and 

promoting fair and ethical practices. This includes ensuring safe working conditions, fair wages, 

and respect for workers' rights. Trade unions should advocate for the inclusion of labour standards 

in trade agreements and monitor compliance. They should also engage in dialogue with 

policymakers and businesses to promote fair and equitable trade policies. 

Civil Society Organizations: Civil society organizations should raise awareness about the 

importance of labour standards in trade policies and hold governments and businesses accountable 

for their commitments. They should also engage in advocacy efforts to promote social justice and 

workers' rights. 
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CONCLUSION 

The integration of labour standards into trade agreements is essential for promoting inclusive and 

fair economic growth. The collaboration between the WTO and ILO can leverage the strengths 

of both organizations to create a balanced approach to trade and labour policies. By incorporating 

robust labour standards, developing joint monitoring mechanisms, and promoting collaborative 

policy-making, a holistic approach to globalization can be achieved. This approach will ensure that 

economic growth does not come at the expense of workers' rights and that the benefits of trade 

are equitably distributed across all segments of society. 

The concerted efforts of international organizations, policymakers, businesses, trade unions, and 

civil society organizations are crucial for implementing the proposed strategies and fostering a 

global economy that respects and upholds labour rights. By working together, these stakeholders 

can create a more equitable and sustainable global trade system that promotes both economic 

growth and social justice. 

"सह नाववतु सह नौ भुनकु्त सह वीयं करवावहै। तेजस्विनावधीतमसु्त मा ववविषावहै।" 

(Taittiriya Upanishad, Shikshavalli, Chapter 2, Verse 2) 

(May we be protected together, may we enjoy together, may we work together with great energy, 

may our intellect be sharpened, and may we not argue.) 
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