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Trade and Labour
Why link trade and labour?
• Controversies:

– A distortion of trade relations?
– Disguised protectionism?
– Cultural imperialism?

• Responses:
– Labour rights and standards are intrinsic to economic development, 

not add-ons
– Protectionism relates to levels not principles
– Focus on universally recognized, core rights
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Canada’s Approach

• Ambitious agenda of multilateral, regional and bilateral 
trade initiatives – regarded as complementary, mutually 
reinforcing.
– Long-standing focus is to develop strong international trade 

relationships in the Americas through bilateral and regional FTAs.

• Labour (and environmental) cooperation agreements 
negotiated alongside Canada’s FTAs.

• Legally free-standing, but intrinsic part of package.
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Objectives of Canada’s LCAs

• Support Canada’s international development strategy –
advance economic growth, promote good governance and 
the rule of law

• Build on Canada’s commitment to fundamental human 
rights – especially the global consensus behind ILO 
Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work

• Build public support for more open trade through non-
protectionist initiatives that integrate fundamental labour
and human rights within the international system

• Ensure that trade/investment flows between FTA partners 
are not distorted by the lack of protection of fundamental 
rights or lack of effective enforcement of labour laws
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Key Elements in Canada’s LCAs
• Mutual commitment to reflect fundamental principles in 

labour laws
• Mutual obligation to effectively enforce labour laws.
• Implementation and based on consultation and cooperation.
• Dispute settlement through transparent and independent 

third-party assistance.
• Ongoing cooperative relationship and technical cooperation 

to assist in capacity to meet obligations.
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Current Labour Cooperation Agreements

• North American Agreement on Labour Cooperation 
(Canada-U.S.-Mexico) (1994)

• Canada-Chile (1997)

• Canada-Costa Rica (2002)
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North American Agreement on Labour
Cooperation

• First of its type in the world
• Based on obligation to ensure effective application of 

domestic labour law and promotion of cooperation
• Extensive list of labour principles
• Includes a mechanism for receiving public communications 

(33 to date, 5 involving Canada)
• Over 50 cooperative activities organized to date – e.g., 

industrial relations, occupational health and safety, 
productivity, and employment discrimination

• Managed by a Ministerial Council supported by a tri-national 
Secretariat located in Washington, D.C.; implemented in 
each country through a National Administrative Office
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Canada-Chile Agreement on Labour
Cooperation

• Side agreement to Canada-Chile FTA
• Very similar to the NAALC, except that there is no bilateral 

Secretariat; instead, each country has a national secretariat 
to implement the agreement

• Neither country has yet received any public 
communications

• Canada and Chile have organized a number of cooperative 
activities – mediation and conciliation, workplace inspection 
systems, occupational health and safety, employment 
standards and industrial relations

• Has helped Canada and Chile strengthen working 
relationship, leading to cooperation in the context of the 
IACML and bilaterally
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Canada-Costa Rica Agreement on Labour Cooperation
• Side agreement to Canada-Costa Rica FTA
• Retains two core elements of previous LCAs:

– Commitment to effectively enforce labour laws
– Rooted in consultation and cooperation

• A number of innovations:
– Commitment to reflect international core labour standards in laws
– Simpler administrative structure
– Replaces fines/trade sanctions with “reasonable and appropriate 

measures” to encourage necessary changes
– Allows for technical assistance to help Costa Rican Ministry of 

Labour and Social Security to improve institutional capacity.

• Canada has provided over $2.3 million for capacity-building 
initiatives in Costa Rica, on areas such as labour inspection 
processes, child labour, occupational health and safety
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Current and Future Negotiations

• Negotiations currently underway with:
– Singapore
– South Korea
– “CA-4” – El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua

• Negotiations set to launch soon with CARICOM
• Next in line in Americas:

– Dominican Republic
– Andean Community – Venezuela, Colombia, Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador

• Capacity-building programs will likely be at the core of the 
implementation of agreements in the Americas. However, 
these agreements will need to continue providing for 
independent and transparent review mechanisms in order 
to ensure their effectiveness and credibility.
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The Free Trade Area of the Americas

• FTAA negotiations will take into consideration the economic 
and social agenda of the Summit of the Americas process

• The countries will likely agree to observe and promote 
internationally recognized labour standards, especially 
those contained in the ILO’s Declaration on Fundamental 
Principles and Rights at Work

• Trade ministers, through the Quito Declaration, have invited 
dialogue with their Labour counterparts regarding the labour
dimensions of the process
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Some Challenges

• The link between LCAs and Canada’s trade agenda
– Original impetus is need to balance trade benefits with protections 

for labour and environment
– But, negotiation of LCAs thereby limited by choices and outcomes in 

trade talks

• Involving Canadian provinces
– Getting Canadian provinces fully engaged has been difficult
– Nonetheless, recent signs of renewed interest

• Balancing concerns of domestic interests and international 
partners
– Domestic pressure to include stronger enforcement
– Partners’ desire to emphasize cooperation
– Current model balances these competing concerns
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Our Commitment to the Hemisphere
• Canada is now the second-largest donor of labour-related 

capacity building programs in the hemisphere, with nearly US$9 
million to be spent over the next two years – outside Central 
America, and excluding child labour programs, Canada is set to 
become the largest donor.

• In respect of CARICOM countries, we have already begun a 
three-year, labour-related capacity-building program in this region 
– this workshop is the first activity

• Hope to announce more capacity-building initiatives soon on 
issues such as the harmonization of labour laws within 
CARICOM, migrant workers, and OHS. Attention will also be 
given to the particular needs of the OECS

• As always, our capacity-building programs will build on 
CARICOM’s definitions of its own needs and be rooted in full 
tripartite participation.
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