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THE AMERICAN EXPERIENCE WITH LABOR STANDARDS AND
TRADE AGREEMENTS

by :
Christopher L. Erickson® and Daniel [ B. Mitchelle*

There has been ongoing debate concerning whether labor standards should
be part of trade liberalization agreements. The United States has supported
such standards, but the developing world has mainly opposed them as dis-
guised protectionism. As part of the NAFTA agreement, however, a side
accord has included labor standards applicable to the United States, Can-
ada, and Mexico. Much confusion surrounds the labor standards issue.
What is at stake are “core” standards, such as freedom of association, not
some type of international minimum wage. Moreover, there is evidence that
to the extent that American labor has fell adverse impacts from interna-
tional trade, the impacts have been a function of the U.S. irade deficit
rather than import competition per se. The deficit is a reflection of
macroeconomic variables such as the overall savings rate and is unlikely to
be affected by the existence of labor standards. Given that conclusion, labor
standards can be seen mainly as a device to make trade Liberalization more
politically acceptable in the United States and other developed countries.
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