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Abstract
Labour standards have become an almost routine feature of trade agreements. However, we have little knowledge about
whether this linkage is effective; both in absolute terms but also in comparison to other instruments that promote labour
standards on a global level. Such alternative instruments include public-private agreements, value chain management and
procurement policies. The articles in this thematic issue will provide insights that further the debate on the effectiveness
of the connection between labour rights and international trade, looking at both ‘traditional’ trade agreements and ‘alternative’ instruments.
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1. Two Generations of Research
Until now, academic work on labour clauses in Free Trade
Agreements (FTAs) has focused mainly either on understanding the background of the instrument (the ‘why’)
or on the process side (the ‘how’).
First, the ‘why’. The case for linking labour provisions
to trade arrangements has been made from economic,
normative, ideological and strategic frames (e.g. Burgoon, 2004; Charnovitz, 1987; van den Putte, 2015; Van
Roozendaal, 2015; Waer, 1996). The combination of all
these reasons has made such provisions less contested
and resulted in a near-consensus that labour rights have
a place in trade arrangements (International Labour Organization [ILO], 2015). As Kolben states in this issue, it
is now more unusual not to include labour provisions
in FTAs than to include them (Kolben, 2017). However,
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while the provisions may have made FTAs more acceptable in the eyes of those concerned about the effects of
free trade, it does not mean that the trade- labour linkage has silenced the opposition to free trade or resulted
in unequivocal support. The article by Riethof (2017) on
Brazilian trade unions in this issue shows clearly that
the debate on the underlying motivations for the labourtrade linkage continues to be relevant.
A second line of closely related research concentrates on the ‘how’. Now that we have a growing number
of FTAs with labour provisions, the question arises as to
how they work and how they can be compared. While
this research includes the ‘why’ question on the varying
motivations, it extends it to analysing the procedures and
institutions that have been established for the promotion of labour rights through trade agreements. Specifically, a large number of studies have comparatively
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analysed labour standards in US and EU trade agreements (Brown, 2015; Ebert & Posthuma, 2013; Horn,
Mavroidis, & Sapir, 2009; ILO, 2015; Oehri, 2015), examining whether they have been inspired by protectionist or
normative interests (the ‘why’), while showing that the
US holds a ‘hard’ (or ‘sanctions-based’) and the EU applies a ‘soft’ (or ‘incentives-based’) approach (the ‘how’).
Comparative analyses with non-EU and non-US FTAs are
less common, however.
Meanwhile, a growing but still nascent strand of literature explores how public actors can engage in alternative ways to globally promote labour rights beyond FTAs.
These studies look specifically at how public actors can
facilitate private schemes for corporate social responsibility and more responsible supply chains. In a recent
special issue, Burgoon and Fransen (2017) analyse the
‘important but unresolved empirical controversy on the
nature and effectiveness’ of (the interaction between)
public and private initiatives for the promotion of labour
rights. They find that public interventions strengthen private labour policy while private interventions do not affect or substitute for public labour policy.
However, the literatures on ‘traditional’ and ‘alternative’ approaches to the international promotion of
labour rights have only started to dig into questions of
effectiveness. There is also much confusion on how impact should be conceptualised and operationalised (e.g.
intermediate versus direct impact) and a lack of data
about labour standard practices makes impact assessment a difficult task. Building on existing insights, this
thematic issue aims to take the debate one step further
by conceptualising different forms of impact, exploring
different forms of effectiveness of labour provisions in
existing FTAs, and examining alternative approaches beyond FTAs.

rea (Van Roozendaal, 2017), Peru (Orbie, van den Putte,
& Martens, 2017), and also to a certain extent Brazil
(Riethof, 2017), are illustrations of this approach. Also
Oehri (2017) departs from a local perspective, examining civil society complaints in the Dominican Republic
and Mexico. In addition to answering the question how
trade agreements influence labour practices, the study
by Gansemans, Martens, D’Haese and Orbie (2017) turns
the question around, and looks at how the protection of
labour standards influences market access.
Secondly, the improvement of labour practices
through FTAs can also take place via the intermediate impact of the development or linkage of institutions, the
changes in laws and regulations, the funding of development and the empowerment of civil groups (see also van
den Putte, 2016). Different studies in this thematic issue
address intermediate impact. The case study by Oehri
(2017) on the US FTAs complaint procedure is an example of the development of institutions. In this thematic issue, this is also addressed in the study by Marx, Ebert and
Hachez (2017), which points to improvements in the dispute settlement mechanism in EU and US FTAs. The study
by Kolben (2017), on the other hand, links a supply chain
approach to FTAs, while Gansemans et al. (2017) specifically analyse the supply chain of pineapples. Changing of
laws and regulations and empowerment of groups are
addressed in the contributions on Peru, South Korea and
to a lesser extent on Brazil.
Thirdly, some interesting alternatives are being assessed and explored. The article by Martin-Ortega and
O’Brien (2017) looks at the impact of public procurement, while Vogt (2017) focuses on the impact of the
Bangladesh Sustainability Compact, a public-private initiative, and compares this to the effects of the private
Bangladesh Accord for Fire and Building Safety.

2. Our Approach

3. Conceptualising Impact

Our main interest in publishing this thematic issue is that
we believe that the changes made to the FTAs should result in an improvement of labour standards, directly in
terms of labour practices in a specific country or indirectly, i.e. the conditions for improving labour standards
should be adapted in such a way that it would ultimately
result in a direct impact. At the same time, we are interested in what kind of alternatives could be developed.
With regard to the first issue, the more direct impact,
it should be noted that measuring this remains something of a challenge. The value of large N-studies is restricted because of the lack of reliable data on changes in
de facto labour standards worldwide. Therefore, we have
chosen to concentrate in this thematic issue on contributions that focus on comparative and single case studies.
Such studies provide a more detailed insight into the nature of the impact and the reasons for (a lack of) direct
impact. The country studies in this volume on South Ko-

Clauses on labour standards in FTAs should improve
labour practices. As the model below (Figure 1) shows,
we call such improvement the ultimate impact.1
This model and its elements (adapted from van den
Putte, 2016, pp. 82–86) acknowledges that the intermediate impacts may not necessarily lead to the improvement of labour practices, or in some cases may be the
effect of, or affect, legal improvements before achieving practical improvements. The intermediate impacts
may take place in the field of development. Through an
FTA, children might be supported to attend school instead of working or labour inspections might be funded
(van den Putte, 2016, pp. 83–84).2 The empowerment of
civil society (including trade unions), either unilaterally
or in networks with businesses and government, takes
place when an FTA leads to increased collaboration that
strengthens the position of civil society. An intermediate impact may also be accomplished when institutions

1
2

van den Putte (2016, p. 82) calls it outcome impact, and Marx et al. (2017) refer to this in this issue as ‘goal achievement effectiveness’.
van den Putte classifies the introduction of a labour inspection system as an institutional impact (2016, p. 83).
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Figure 1. Conceptualising impact on labour conditions.
are built as a direct consequence of an FTA’s legal requirements, e.g. for dispute settlement bodies or advisory committees. This, in turn, can affect empowerment
of civil society.
Finally, legal improvements concern changes in laws
and regulations, and the ratification of ILO conventions.
Legal improvement may impact practices, but may also
be nothing more than a paper tiger. Legal improvements may follow directly from commitments in an
FTA, but may also be stimulated through civil society
empowerment and institution building, for example. Finally, commitments flowing from FTAs may directly impact practices.
4. Main Findings
The case study by Van Roozendaal (2017) on South Korea shows no ultimate impact, even though South Korea
is confronted with numerous FTAs with labour standard
provisions. This suggests that until now, these provisions
have not been taken seriously, either by South Korea or
by any of the signatory countries. A similar lack of political will is demonstrated in the article on Peru (Orbie et al.,
2017). The labour provisions in the agreement have been
designed in a conservative and flexible way, and the implementation of commitments in the trade agreement
also leaves much to be desired. This can be explained
by the Peruvian government’s neoliberal approach and
the EU’s reluctance to push harder for compliance with
labour rights. While Peru and South Korea are very different in terms of economic development (World Bank,
2017), they are both considered to be free countries by
Freedom House (2017). This does indicate that democratic countries are not necessarily interested in improving labour rights, and that this lack of interest is not necessarily explained by a lack of economic development.
If, on the basis of the above, we argue that the ultimate impact of FTAs is limited, what about the intermediate effects that might—in the medium or long run—
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determine the ultimate impact? The empowering effects
of FTAs are related to the position of civil society and are
often the effect of institution building. The articles by Orbie et al. (2017) and Van Roozendaal (2017) in this issue
show that there is very limited impact. Riethof (2017)
is more positive in terms of how Mercosur has created
space for civil society. She also shows that civil society
empowerment can be an unintended consequence of
trade agreements, as opposition to the Free Trade Area
of the Americas has fostered regional civil society collaboration. The clearest result comes from the study by
Oehri (2017), which looks at the opportunity US FTAs
provide to file complaints about non-compliance with
labour rights provisions in the labour chapters of the
agreements. She shows that not only powerful civil society organisations have a chance of having a compliance accepted. In this way, institutions provided for by
an FTA may also increase empowerment of individuals
who do not have international back-up, specific expertise or broader support (such as Father Hartley in the Dominican Republic). In addition, legal improvements were
found in Brazil, where national courts made use of Mercosur’s Declaration of Social and Labour Rights (see, e.g.,
Riethof, 2017, in this issue).
As we have found indications that FTAs have so far
not lived up to the expectations of improving labour standards, should we consider them beyond repair? Two articles in this thematic issue come with innovative ideas
to adjust the FTAs. Marx et al. (2017) study the dispute
settlement mechanism of EU and US FTAs and arrive at
the conclusion that elements of other instruments could
help to fill the gaps in the current complaint and dispute
settlement provisions, also by allowing more third (nonstate) parties acknowledgement. Kolben (2017) shows
how labour standards could be improved by combining a
supply chain approach with FTAs, creating a more tailormade instrument.
Finally, the Generalized System of Preferences may
be a more effective instrument for social conditionality
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than bilateral trade agreements, provided that it is used
in a legitimate way and embedded within wider social
and development policies (Vogt, 2017). In this regard,
Vogt (2017) points to recent developments where the
EU’s threat to withdraw Everything but Arms preferences
for Bangladesh might induce reforms of the Bangladesh
Labour Act. It remains to be seen to what extent the EU is
able and willing to link unilateral trade preferences with
Bangladesh’s compliance with the Compact.
Despite these limited results in terms of effectiveness, several authors recognise that it may be too early
to tell. Indeed, most of the labour provisions in trade
agreements have only recently been established and cannot be expected to deliver immediate results. Moreover,
several contributors note some optimism in terms of rising awareness of consumers and business, such as the
growing international policy and national practice linking
public procurement and global labour rights shows (see
Martin-Ortega & O’Brien, 2017). In this regard, a more
promising avenue may be to step away from the sole focus on FTAs and pursue alternative avenues for the promotion of labour rights (see in this issue Kolben, 2017;
Martin-Ortega & O’Brien, 2017; Vogt, 2017).
Developments such as those studied in this thematic
issue need our attention in the future. They should be
aimed at refining the impact measurement of FTAs and
at understanding why impact is limited and how it should
be improved. At the same time, innovative ideas that offer additional instruments are needed.
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