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“

Could emerging economies
change the rules of the global
labour standards game?

In an increasingly global marketplace,
the ramping up of trade has drastically
altered the way goods are manufactured and
sold. State and civil society must act together
in emerging markets if they hope to shape
global labour standards in a way that protects
both workers and their environment.

The issue of global labour standards has been at the forefront of
both regional and multilateral trade negotiations over the past
two decades, and will likely remain high on the agenda of
future trade talks as North-South trade flows continue to
increase. Three key developments have contributed to the rise of
this issue: first, an international consensus has been reached on
a set of core labour standards established by the International
Labour Organization (ILO), second, labour standard provisions
have become increasingly prominent in bilateral and regional
trade agreements; and last but not the least, consumers have
started to increasingly demand products produced under better
labour conditions. In other words, labour standards and trade
are becoming increasingly linked.

In a world dominated by GVCs, there is a need to
protect final consumers through appropriate quality
standards on the demand side and to protect the rights
and welfare of labourers on the demand side. ”

It is becoming increasingly clear that in this increasingly
integrated world economy global standards and global labour
standards will become the tools for global governance. There is
considerable curiosity among commentators to see how the rise
of emerging economies will influence the processes of setting
global standards associated with labour conditions and
environmental impact. That they will change the rules of the
game is of little doubt. Many commentators suggest that this is
a transformative moment in global history and these economies
will bring about tectonic movements in global production,
trade, and aid relationships (Henderson, 2008; Kaplinsky &
Messner, 2008; Brautigam, 2009; Yeung, 2009; Power et al.,
2012).

http://www.theigc.org/person/kuntala-bandyopadhyay/
http://www.theigc.org/person/kuntala-bandyopadhyay/
http://www.theigc.org/search/?hidden-s&select-country-cat%5B0%5D=international
http://www.theigc.org/search/?hidden-s&select-research-themes%5B0%5D=trade


20/06/2017 Could emerging economies change the rules of the global labour standards game? - IGC

http://www.theigc.org/blog/could-emerging-economies-change-the-rules-of-the-global-labour-standards-game/ 2/4

Garment factory, Sri Lanka
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How emerging economies will shape global standard setting
processes will depend on two issues: preferences and
capabilities. What are the preferences of emerging powers, or
how do they wish (if they wish at all) to leave an imprint on the
process? Do they have the capacity to influence the global
standards setting processes?

There are four processes and vectors through which the
emerging powers can engage with the global standards setting
process.

Changes via production

Two most important phenomena of the global economy in the
past two decades have been the shift in geography of global
production and the increasing fragmentation of production
across borders. The presence of emerging economies in the
global value chains are rising (Gereffi et al. 2015, OECD,
2013). The share of richer countries in total value added that
was generated in all manufacturing Global Value Chains
(GVCs) declined from 74% in 1995 to 56% in 2008, the share
of Japan and East Indian newly industrialised economies (NIEs)
dropped from 21 to11%, while emerging economies’ share of
value added in manufacturing increased by 18%. Half of this
increase can be accrued to China. China’s global share rose
from 4 to 13%. Brazil, Russia, India and Mexico also increased
their global share. During this period 42 million manufacturing
jobs were added in China, 20 million in India, 6 million in
Brazil and 2 million in Mexico (Timmer et al., 2014).

This shifting pattern was exacerbated by the 2008-2009 global
recession. The major brunt of this recession was borne by the
developed countries, whereas large emerging economies such as
China, India and Brazil suffered relatively lesser. In 2005-2010,
the merchandise imports of the European Union and the USA
increased only by 27 and 14%, respectively, while emerging
economies expanded their merchandise imports much faster:
Brazil (147%), India (129%), China (111%) and South Africa
(51%) (WTO, 2011). The import growth in emerging
economies is also driven by rising demand for intermediate
goods and raw materials because manufacturing GVCs are
concentrated in those economies, as discussed above (Kaplinsky
et al., 2011).
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et al., 2011).

This phenomenon is already having important implications for
trade and investment patterns and policies. It has also triggered
concerns about standards. In a world dominated by GVCs,
there is a need to protect final consumers through appropriate
quality standards on the demand side and to protect the rights
and welfare of labourers on the demand side. To this end, it will
be paramount to establish and enforce occupational, health,
and safety standards on the supply side. The richer countries
have already faced challenges over the governance of labour
and environmental standards. Now it remains to be seen if
emerging economy firms face the same pressures that western
brands have been facing for some time in addressing the labour
and environmental standards, and if so, how they will tackle it.

Changes via shifts in demand

With increasing incomes, the rising powers have emerged as
major consumers in the global market. During the recent global
recession, the markets have shifted from Europe and North
America towards the East and the Global South. The rising
global middle class, a significant proportion of which is located
in the emerging economies will have consequences on the global
governance pattern and on the process of global standards
Guarin and Knorringa (2013).

It remains to be seen if the consumers in the emerging market
remain concerned only with the price and quality of the goods
or do they attach value on the social and environmental impacts
of their consumption decisions? There is evidence that this has
happened in the developed world. Organised consumer pressure
and effective state action have been able to improve working
conditions of labourers (Trumbull, 2006). Will the emerging
economies’ consumers behave in the same way? As Alden et al.
(1999) has put it, will we see a convergence towards a “global
consumer culture”? That will definitely impact the global
labour standards scenario.

Changes via civil society and state

The third and fourth vectors are actors rather than processes
through which labour norms can impact an economy’s
performance: civil society bodies and state. Studies like Bartley
(2007) and O’Rourke (2008) found that civil society has
emerged as a primary stakeholder in negotiating labour, health
and safety, and environmental standards. Particularly in
western developed countries, civil societies have proved to be
some of the most effective proponents of strengthening labour
and environmental norms.

Last but not the least, while much of the recent agenda on
labour, environmental and social standards in production has
been driven by private actors (private firms and NGOs); the
importance of state in global governance is increasing.  The
state provides the regulatory framework, promulgating laws
and ensuring their judicial enforcement, under which labour
and environmental considerations are structured. It will be
interesting to see how the governments of these emerging
economies address these issues.
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