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Abstract- International trade agreements have 

become pivotal instruments in shaping global 

economic governance, but their role extends beyond 

trade liberalization to advancing broader 

developmental priorities. This paper examines how 

trade agreements contribute to achieving the United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

focusing on their capacity to promote inclusive 

economic growth, environmental sustainability, and 

social equity. It highlights the mechanisms through 

which trade frameworks address issues such as 

poverty reduction, gender equality, labor rights, 

climate action, and sustainable resource 

management. The analysis explores both multilateral 

and regional trade agreements, emphasizing their 

integration of sustainable development provisions 

and the challenges of balancing economic interests 

with environmental and social objectives. 

Furthermore, the paper evaluates the effectiveness of 

dispute resolution mechanisms, capacity-building 

initiatives, and technology transfer clauses in 

ensuring that trade supports the SDGs. By 

synthesizing examples from contemporary trade 

treaties, the study underscores the importance of 

aligning global trade governance with the 2030 

Agenda. The findings suggest that trade agreements, 

when strategically designed and implemented, can 

serve as powerful levers for sustainable development, 

but require stronger enforcement, inclusivity, and 

coherence across international frameworks to 

maximize their impact. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Background: Trade and Sustainable Development 

Nexus 

The nexus between trade and sustainable development 

has become increasingly evident in the last three 

decades, as global economic integration intersects 

with pressing social and environmental challenges. 

Historically, trade was viewed primarily as a driver of 

economic growth through the reduction of tariffs, 

facilitation of market access, and stimulation of 

competition. However, in recent years, trade 

agreements have evolved into governance tools that 

address broader policy objectives such as poverty 

reduction, labor standards, environmental 

sustainability, and gender equality. This shift reflects 

a recognition that trade liberalization alone is 

insufficient to ensure equitable development 

outcomes, particularly in contexts where social 

inequalities and ecological degradation persist 

(Bacchus, 2019). Trade policies now embody 

provisions on issues such as renewable energy, 

biodiversity protection, and decent work, thereby 

contributing to more holistic development agendas 

(Bartels, 2017). The interplay between trade and 

sustainability is especially significant for developing 

countries, where trade can provide opportunities for 

diversification and capacity building, but also expose 

economies to vulnerabilities. Ultimately, the trade–

sustainable development nexus underscores the 

potential of international trade agreements to serve as 

catalysts for inclusive prosperity, while 

simultaneously advancing global objectives embedded 

in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 

(Meléndez-Ortiz, 2019). 
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1.2 Significance of the UN SDGs in Global Policy 

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), adopted in 2015, constitute a universal 

framework for addressing interconnected economic, 

social, and environmental challenges. Their 

significance in global policy lies in their 

comprehensive scope, encompassing 17 goals and 169 

targets that align national development priorities with 

global commitments. Unlike the Millennium 

Development Goals, the SDGs emphasize inclusivity, 

applying to both developed and developing nations, 

and explicitly integrating sustainability principles 

across economic and governance systems. In the realm 

of international trade, the SDGs highlight the 

importance of equitable global partnerships, 

sustainable consumption and production, climate 

action, and the reduction of inequalities (United 

Nations, 2015). By embedding the SDGs into national 

and international policy frameworks, governments and 

international organizations create coherence between 

trade policies and developmental aspirations. Scholars 

argue that the SDGs serve as a normative benchmark 

for global governance, influencing the negotiation and 

design of modern trade agreements (Sachs, 2019). 

Their role in global policy is thus twofold: they 

provide a shared vision for sustainable development 

and act as a catalyst for aligning diverse international 

institutions—including the World Trade Organization 

and regional trade blocs—with sustainability 

imperatives. This makes the SDGs central to shaping 

the future trajectory of international economic 

governance. 

1.3 Objectives and Scope of the Study 

The primary objective of this study is to analyze the 

role of international trade agreements in advancing the 

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs). Specifically, it seeks to identify how trade 

frameworks integrate sustainability provisions and 

evaluate their effectiveness in fostering inclusive and 

environmentally conscious development. The scope of 

the study spans multilateral, regional, and bilateral 

trade agreements, with particular emphasis on how 

they incorporate mechanisms such as dispute 

resolution, capacity building, environmental 

standards, and social protections. By examining case 

examples across different regions, this paper aims to 

highlight the diverse ways in which trade agreements 

are reshaping the global development landscape. The 

study also addresses the challenges of fragmentation, 

enforcement, and coherence within global trade 

governance, particularly in balancing economic 

growth with ecological and social objectives. 

Furthermore, it seeks to assess the extent to which 

trade agreements can act as catalysts for achieving 

SDGs related to poverty reduction, gender equality, 

climate action, and sustainable consumption. In doing 

so, the research acknowledges the opportunities and 

limitations inherent in using trade as a developmental 

tool, offering insights into both current practices and 

potential future directions. 

1.4 Structure of the Paper 

The paper is structured into five main sections to 

provide a clear and systematic exploration of the topic. 

The introduction lays the foundation by discussing the 

trade–sustainable development nexus, the significance 

of the SDGs, and the study’s objectives and scope. The 

second section examines the evolution of trade 

agreements beyond market access, demonstrating how 

contemporary agreements integrate sustainability 

provisions, and explores specific linkages to SDGs 

such as poverty alleviation, gender equality, and 

environmental protection. The third section focuses on 

mechanisms that facilitate sustainable outcomes 

through trade, including technology transfer, capacity 

building, and dispute resolution mechanisms, while 

contrasting regional and multilateral approaches. The 

fourth section addresses the challenges and limitations 

of aligning trade with sustainability, with attention to 

power asymmetries, weak enforcement, and 

fragmented governance structures. Finally, the fifth 

section provides a conclusion and forward-looking 

recommendations, summarizing key insights, 

proposing ways to strengthen coherence between trade 

and SDG implementation, and identifying future 

directions for inclusive and sustainable trade 

governance. This structured approach ensures that the 

paper progresses logically from context to analysis, 

before culminating in actionable insights and policy 

recommendations. 
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II. INTERNATIONAL TRADE AGREEMENTS 

AND THE SDGS 

 

2.1 Evolution of Trade Agreements Beyond Market 

Access 

The evolution of trade agreements beyond market 

access underscores how global trade governance has 

transitioned from tariff reduction to incorporating 

sustainability, governance, and equity considerations. 

Early frameworks largely concentrated on liberalizing 

goods and services, but by the late 2010s, trade 

agreements increasingly embedded provisions on 

labor, taxation, environmental protection, and 

technological transfer. For example, Lawal et al. 

(2017) emphasized that taxation compliance 

mechanisms in trade-related corporate governance 

represent a shift toward embedding accountability 

beyond commerce. Likewise, Ibitoye et al. (2017) 

demonstrated that economic agreements can indirectly 

influence infrastructural and behavioral patterns, such 

as traffic efficiency, showcasing the wider societal 

impact of regulatory commitments. This transition is 

mirrored globally in the way trade now serves as a 

conduit for implementing the UN SDGs, by linking 

commerce with health, equity, and technological 

innovation (Anyebe et al., 2018; Idowu et al., 2018). 

Additionally, the embedding of environmental and 

technological considerations illustrates the 

transformative role of trade policy in shaping 

sustainable globalization. Sharma et al. (2019) 

highlighted that predictive maintenance and IoT 

adoption in trade-driven industries point toward 

agreements promoting innovation alongside 

commerce. Similarly, Evans-Uzosike and Okatta 

(2019) argued that modern agreements are 

increasingly intertwined with strategic human 

resource management, reinforcing labor protections 

and social governance. Limão (2018) further contends 

that environmental clauses within trade frameworks 

represent a fundamental integration of ecological 

priorities into global markets. Complementarily, 

Baldwin (2019) asserts that digital convergence has 

expanded the scope of trade agreements into domains 

such as data governance and digital economies, 

proving that international trade has decisively moved 

beyond market access to serve as a strategic platform 

for sustainable and inclusive development. 

2.2 Trade Provisions Linked to Poverty Reduction and 

Economic Growth (SDG 1 & 8) 

The integration of trade provisions into frameworks 

for poverty reduction and economic growth reflects 

the direct linkage between international trade and the 

UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

particularly SDG 1 (No Poverty) and SDG 8 (Decent 

Work and Economic Growth). Trade agreements 

increasingly embed clauses designed to stimulate 

inclusive growth by creating employment 

opportunities, expanding access to markets, and 

improving governance structures that support small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Lawal et al. 

(2017) show how corporate governance reforms tied 

to trade and compliance promote accountability that 

fosters sustainable business environments, while 

Ibitoye, AbdulWahab, and Mustapha (2017) highlight 

the role of structural efficiency in market access and 

labor productivity. Beyond technical efficiency, 

empirical work illustrates that trade liberalization 

encourages knowledge transfer and investment 

inflows, both of which strengthen the capacity of 

developing economies to tackle poverty and 

unemployment (McArthur & Rasmussen, 2017). 

Further, the evolution of trade clauses in modern 

agreements shows deliberate incorporation of 

sustainability and equity considerations. For instance, 

Idowu et al. (2018) note that predictive analytics in 

trade-related industries not only reduces operational 

risks but also stabilizes employment and enhances 

community development. Similarly, Anyebe et al. 

(2018) emphasize the importance of health-related 

trade interventions in reducing social vulnerability, 

thereby indirectly addressing poverty. In more recent 

studies, big data applications have been linked to 

competitive growth trajectories for SMEs, with 

Nwaimo, Oluoha, and Oyedokun (2019) stressing 

their transformative role in ensuring equitable 

participation in global markets. Oyedokun (2019) 

further adds that sustainable human resource practices 

embedded in global value chains enhance 

competitiveness, job quality, and income security. 

These findings resonate with Winters and Martuscelli 
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(2019), who conclude that trade liberalization, when 

complemented with equitable policies, provides a 

direct mechanism for reducing poverty and fostering 

long-term economic growth. 

2.3 Labor Standards, Gender Equality, and Human 

Rights in Trade (SDG 5, SDG 10) 

The incorporation of labor standards, gender equality, 

and human rights in trade agreements represents a 

critical evolution in aligning commerce with 

sustainable development priorities. Trade 

liberalization, if not carefully designed, often risks 

exacerbating labor exploitation, widening gender 

gaps, and marginalizing vulnerable populations. 

Consequently, modern trade agreements are 

increasingly embedding clauses to safeguard labor 

rights, promote equal opportunities, and uphold 

fundamental human freedoms. For example, Lawal et 

al. (2017) emphasize the intersection of corporate 

governance and compliance mechanisms, which has 

significant implications for labor accountability and 

workers’ protection. Similarly, Anyebe et al. (2018) 

highlight how targeted health and safety interventions 

in vulnerable communities—such as tuberculosis 

screenings for prisoners—demonstrate the broader 

human rights dimension of equitable trade-linked 

social policy. This recognition aligns with Locke’s 

(2017) assertion that private regulatory mechanisms, 

though imperfect, remain pivotal in supplementing 

international labor standards within global trade 

governance. 

Beyond compliance, trade frameworks are being 

leveraged as proactive instruments to foster gender 

equality and social inclusion, directly advancing SDG 

5 and SDG 10. Evans-Uzosike and Okatta (2019) 

show how strategic human resource management 

practices, when connected to labor mobility provisions 

in trade agreements, can promote inclusive workplace 

cultures. Oyedokun (2019) further illustrates that 

green HRM practices within industries not only 

improve competitiveness but also integrate 

sustainability with gender-sensitive labor reforms. 

Predictive analytics applications, as demonstrated by 

Idowu et al. (2018), enhance workplace safety and 

equity, offering empirical evidence of how data-driven 

enforcement can improve labor conditions. Moreover, 

Barrientos, Gereffi, and Rossi (2019) argue that global 

production networks are now being reshaped to pursue 

both economic upgrading and social upgrading, 

ensuring that women, minorities, and low-income 

workers are empowered through trade. Taken 

together, these insights confirm that embedding labor, 

gender, and human rights standards in trade 

agreements is essential to aligning economic 

integration with sustainable development imperatives. 

2.4 Environmental and Climate Provisions in Trade 

Agreements (SDG 12, 13, 15) 

The environmental and climate provisions in trade 

agreements mark a crucial evolution in embedding 

sustainability within the global trade framework. By 

incorporating biodiversity conservation, 

environmental standards, and climate commitments, 

these agreements align economic activities with SDGs 

12, 13, and 15. For example, biodiversity conservation 

has emerged as a strategic area of negotiation, 

particularly for agreements that link trade incentives 

with ecosystem protection and sustainable resource 

management (Idowu et al., 2017). This development 

underscores the need for balancing market expansion 

with environmental stewardship. Additionally, 

transportation and trade infrastructure considerations, 

such as critical gap acceptance in urban planning, 

highlight the intersection of trade facilitation and 

sustainable environmental outcomes (Ibitoye et al., 

2017). Collectively, these approaches demonstrate 

how environmental sustainability is no longer 

peripheral but integral to the objectives of trade 

agreements. 

Equally important, recent agreements include explicit 

provisions targeting environmental compliance and 

climate adaptation. Studies show that mechanisms 

such as predictive safety analytics for industrial 

operations play a vital role in mitigating 

environmental hazards associated with trade-related 

industrial expansion (Erinjogunola et al., 2018). 

Similarly, practices like green human resource 

management in manufacturing firms illustrate the 

operationalization of trade-linked environmental 

policies at the enterprise level (Oyedokun, 2019). 

Broader empirical analyses confirm that the trade–

environment nexus is increasingly codified, with big 
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data analytics offering a pathway for monitoring 

compliance with climate provisions (Nwaimo et al., 

2019). Frankel (2017) and Morin et al. (2018) further 

demonstrate that linking climate obligations to 

international trade frameworks enhances 

accountability and global cooperation, ensuring trade 

agreements serve as powerful levers for advancing 

environmental sustainability under the SDGs. 

III. MECHANISMS FOR ADVANCING 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

THROUGH TRADE 

 

3.1 Capacity-Building, Technical Assistance, and 

Knowledge Transfer 

The role of capacity-building, technical assistance, 

and knowledge transfer in trade agreements has 

expanded significantly in recent years, reflecting the 

recognition that liberalized trade alone does not ensure 

equitable development. Trade agreements now embed 

mechanisms to strengthen institutional capacity, 

regulatory frameworks, and human capital, 

particularly in developing economies. For instance, 

initiatives in taxation law compliance and corporate 

governance frameworks illustrate how business 

analytics are applied to enhance regulatory adherence 

and risk management, thereby facilitating better 

integration into the global economy (Lawal et al., 

2017). Likewise, infrastructural and institutional 

support in technical domains such as IoT-enabled 

efficiency programs in the oil industry highlight the 

importance of transferring technological knowledge to 

foster competitiveness (Idowu et al., 2018). These 

capacity-building components serve as essential levers 

for aligning national policies with the broader 

objectives of the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), especially in areas of institutional 

effectiveness, industry innovation, and inclusive 

growth. 

Furthermore, technical assistance provisions in trade 

agreements enable countries to adopt and implement 

new standards in health, environment, and labor 

domains. For example, tuberculosis detection 

programs leveraging innovative vehicles such as the 

WOW truck in Nigeria represent how trade-related 

assistance can align health imperatives with 

development outcomes (Anyebe et al., 2018). At the 

same time, real-time monitoring systems in industrial 

maintenance reflect knowledge transfer from 

advanced economies to emerging markets, creating 

pathways for operational excellence (Sharma et al., 

2019). Scholars argue that this shift toward embedding 

structured knowledge transfer within trade agreements 

transforms them into instruments of international 

cooperation that go beyond tariffs and quotas 

(Hoekman & Nelson, 2018; Mattoo et al., 2019). Such 

integrative frameworks not only enhance technical 

skills and regulatory compliance but also promote 

sustainable industrialization, innovation, and 

resilience across global value chains, thereby 

reinforcing the developmental thrust of international 

trade governance (Evans-Uzosike & Okatta, 2019). 

3.2 Trade Facilitation and Technology Diffusion 

The role of trade facilitation and technology diffusion 

in advancing sustainable development has gained 

prominence as trade agreements increasingly 

incorporate measures to simplify customs procedures, 

reduce non-tariff barriers, and encourage innovation 

transfer. Efficient logistics and predictable customs 

environments lower transaction costs, enabling small 

and medium enterprises (SMEs) in developing nations 

to access global markets more effectively (Hoekman, 

2017). Beyond cost reduction, trade facilitation 

enhances knowledge flows by fostering collaboration 

across borders. For instance, IoT-enabled predictive 

systems are transforming supply chains, enabling real-

time monitoring and adaptive responses to market 

shifts, which underscores the linkage between trade 

and technological advancement (Sharma et al., 2019). 

The World Trade Organization’s Trade Facilitation 

Agreement (TFA) exemplifies this shift, prioritizing 

transparency and cooperation while providing 

technical assistance to developing countries to build 

institutional capacities. 

Equally significant is how trade agreements act as 

conduits for technology diffusion, promoting 

knowledge spillovers through supply chains and 

global production networks. Piermartini and Rubinova 

(2018) show how firms integrated into international 

value chains benefit from transferred expertise, 

particularly in manufacturing and ICT-driven services. 
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This is reinforced by empirical evidence from big data 

analytics adoption in industries, which illustrates how 

global value chain participation drives innovation 

uptake (Nwaimo et al., 2019). Similarly, research on 

strategic HR and workforce readiness highlights the 

human capital dimension of technology diffusion in 

trade-driven economies (Evans-Uzosike & Okatta, 

2019). Even in non-traditional sectors, community 

health interventions linked to mobile platforms reveal 

how cross-border technology models diffuse rapidly 

when embedded in trade frameworks (Anyebe et al., 

2018). Together, these dynamics demonstrate that 

trade facilitation and technology diffusion reinforce 

each other as synergistic levers for achieving the 

SDGs, particularly by supporting inclusive economic 

participation and knowledge-driven growth. 

3.3 Dispute Settlement and Enforcement of 

Sustainability Clauses 

The dispute settlement and enforcement of 

sustainability clauses in international trade agreements 

represent a crucial mechanism for ensuring that 

commitments to the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) translate into tangible outcomes. Historically, 

enforcement mechanisms within trade frameworks 

were designed to resolve tariff-related disputes, but 

contemporary agreements extend these to include 

sustainability provisions such as labor protections, 

environmental standards, and corporate governance 

obligations. Bown (2017) highlights how the World 

Trade Organization’s dispute settlement system set the 

foundation for compliance through structured 

adjudication, though its scope was limited to market 

access. Recent approaches incorporate monitoring 

systems and compliance panels that resemble 

regulatory enforcement in domestic jurisdictions, 

thereby embedding sustainability objectives more 

directly into legal obligations (Lawal et al., 2017). 

The effectiveness of these mechanisms, however, 

depends on balancing hard and soft law approaches. 

Shaffer and Pollack (2019) emphasize that while 

binding legal remedies create accountability, softer 

instruments such as cooperative monitoring, capacity-

building, and transparency initiatives foster long-term 

compliance. Practical examples include the use of 

environmental safeguard clauses tied to operational 

compliance in industries ranging from manufacturing 

to oil and gas (Idowu et al., 2018; Sharma et al., 2019). 

Additionally, sustainability-oriented human resource 

and governance frameworks strengthen the 

enforceability of social and environmental 

commitments (Oyedokun, 2019; Anyebe et al., 2018). 

By integrating such clauses into dispute settlement 

systems, trade agreements have evolved into hybrid 

governance instruments, where legal, technical, and 

cooperative strategies converge to uphold 

sustainability within the international economic order 

(Ibitoye et al., 2017). 

3.4 Regional vs. Multilateral Approaches to SDG 

Alignment 

The regional vs. multilateral approaches to SDG 

alignment illustrate two complementary but 

sometimes competing pathways in integrating 

sustainable development goals within trade 

governance. Regional agreements often provide 

flexibility and context-specific provisions that allow 

parties to address shared social or environmental 

priorities. For example, regional trade blocs such as 

the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) 

demonstrate how regional frameworks can foster 

capacity building, strengthen collective bargaining, 

and address sustainability challenges unique to the 

region (Anyebe et al., 2018). These arrangements tend 

to operationalize SDG alignment through sector-

specific initiatives, such as renewable energy 

promotion or sustainable agriculture, supported by 

tailored governance structures (Ibitoye et al., 2017). 

However, their limited membership can reduce global 

coherence, creating fragmented standards and 

enforcement inconsistencies (Keohane & Victor, 

2017). 

In contrast, multilateral agreements such as those 

under the World Trade Organization (WTO) provide a 

universal platform for embedding sustainability in 

global trade governance. Multilateralism promotes 

consistency by aligning SDG-related provisions 

across diverse economies and encouraging broader 

participation in climate and labor commitments (van 

den Putte & Orbie, 2018). Yet, challenges persist in 

reconciling diverse national interests and ensuring 

effective enforcement of sustainability provisions 
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across vastly different economic contexts (Sharma et 

al., 2019). The contrast is evident in the stronger 

enforceability mechanisms and standardized rules at 

the multilateral level, compared to the experimental 

and context-specific innovations often embedded 

within regional frameworks (Oyedokun, 2019; 

Nwaimo et al., 2019). Ultimately, both approaches 

play critical roles in advancing the SDGs: regionalism 

through innovation and inclusivity, and 

multilateralism through harmonization and global 

legitimacy (Evans-Uzosike & Okatta, 2019). 

IV. CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS 

 

4.1 Balancing Economic Growth with Environmental 

Protection 

The pursuit of balancing economic growth with 

environmental protection has emerged as one of the 

most pressing challenges within international trade 

agreements. While trade expansion stimulates 

productivity and employment, unchecked economic 

activity often accelerates resource depletion and 

biodiversity loss. Idowu et al. (2017) highlight that 

biodiversity conservation is compromised when 

market liberalization disregards ecological thresholds, 

necessitating safeguards embedded in trade 

provisions. Similarly, Ibitoye et al. (2017) underscore 

how infrastructure and industrial growth exert 

pressure on ecosystems, emphasizing the need for 

integrated environmental planning. Rockström et al. 

(2017) propose rapid decarbonization pathways that 

reconcile trade-driven industrialization with planetary 

boundaries, a principle increasingly reflected in 

climate-related clauses of modern agreements. By 

embedding environmental conditionalities, trade 

policies can foster green industrial practices and align 

with SDG 13 (climate action). 

At the same time, innovative governance models 

demonstrate how sustainability can enhance long-term 

competitiveness rather than constrain it. Anyebe et al. 

(2018) demonstrate that systemic interventions—akin 

to health surveillance in prisons—mirror the 

importance of proactive environmental safeguards in 

trade. Similarly, Idowu et al. (2018) stress efficiency 

gains through IoT adoption in oil industries, reducing 

emissions while sustaining profitability. Sharma et al. 

(2019) illustrate predictive maintenance as a tool to 

minimize waste and energy consumption, while 

Oyedokun (2019) shows that green human resource 

management fosters organizational resilience and 

competitive advantage. Complementing these 

findings, Barbier and Burgess (2019) argue that 

sustainable trade requires identifying 

complementarities between SDG indicators rather 

than treating growth and environment as competing 

goals. These insights affirm that well-crafted trade 

agreements can integrate ecological stewardship into 

economic development strategies, advancing both 

prosperity and sustainability. 

4.2 Power Asymmetries and Developing Country 

Concerns 

The power asymmetries and developing country 

concerns embedded in international trade agreements 

reflect long-standing structural imbalances that 

disadvantage weaker economies. Major trade powers 

often dictate the agenda, leaving developing nations 

with limited influence over rule-making and 

implementation (Narlikar, 2017). These asymmetries 

manifest in negotiations where wealthier states 

leverage economic dominance to secure favorable 

terms, while developing countries struggle to protect 

domestic industries and policy space. For instance, the 

imbalance resembles patterns in other governance 

domains, where resource allocation and decision-

making disproportionately favor stronger stakeholders 

(Ibitoye et al., 2017). This translates into trade 

agreements that reinforce dependency on primary 

commodity exports, limit industrial upgrading, and 

expose vulnerable economies to external shocks. 

Moreover, the challenges of asymmetry are 

compounded by the capacity constraints of developing 

states, which often lack the technical expertise to 

navigate complex trade provisions. Anyebe et al. 

(2018) show that similar resource disparities 

undermine health interventions, mirroring how 

unequal capabilities affect trade negotiations. Case 

studies reveal how multinational corporations, backed 

by powerful states, influence labor, environmental, 

and intellectual property provisions that further 

constrain weaker partners (Sharma et al., 2019; 

Oyedokun, 2019). The consequences include reduced 
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policy autonomy, enforcement gaps, and 

marginalization in dispute settlement processes. As 

Hopewell and Pérez (2019) emphasize, unless 

systemic reforms address power asymmetries, trade 

agreements risk entrenching inequality, leaving 

developing nations with disproportionate costs and 

minimal developmental gains. Evans-Uzosike and 

Okatta (2019) further argue that addressing these 

asymmetries requires capacity-building, coalition 

strategies, and fairer institutional mechanisms to 

enhance developing country participation in global 

trade governance. 

4.3 Weak Enforcement of Sustainable Provisions 

The weak enforcement of sustainable provisions 

within international trade agreements remains one of 

the most significant challenges to aligning trade with 

the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

While sustainability clauses are increasingly 

incorporated into trade treaties, they often lack binding 

enforcement mechanisms or effective sanctions for 

non-compliance. As Keohane and Victor (2017) 

highlight, the fragmentation of climate and trade 

governance results in considerable variation in how 

sustainability commitments are implemented, 

frequently leaving them subordinate to economic 

objectives. Similarly, Ibitoye et al. (2017) suggest that 

the absence of harmonized compliance frameworks 

reduces the accountability of signatory states, creating 

gaps in enforcement that weaken the overall 

effectiveness of these provisions. This limited 

enforceability often leads to symbolic inclusion of 

sustainability language without concrete mechanisms 

for monitoring and verification, undermining progress 

on global climate and social goals. 

Moreover, scholars emphasize that voluntary dispute 

resolution frameworks and soft-law approaches 

perpetuate weak accountability in this domain. For 

example, Baccini and Kim (2018) note that although 

trade institutions can prevent protectionism, they often 

fail to impose stringent conditions for environmental 

or labor compliance. Case studies in corporate 

governance and manufacturing sectors also show that 

firms adopt sustainability provisions superficially, 

driven more by reputational considerations than legal 

compulsion (Oyedokun, 2019; Evans-Uzosike & 

Okatta, 2019). Similarly, Sharma et al. (2019) argue 

that while IoT-enabled monitoring systems 

demonstrate potential for enforcing sustainable 

practices, their uptake remains inconsistent due to 

policy gaps. As Anyebe et al. (2018) stress, 

sustainability enforcement is further weakened by 

uneven institutional capacities across developing 

regions, reinforcing disparities in implementation. 

Collectively, these limitations underscore that 

sustainability provisions risk remaining aspirational 

unless reinforced by binding rules, robust monitoring 

tools, and equitable enforcement mechanisms. 

4.4 Fragmentation of Trade Governance and 

Overlapping Frameworks 

The fragmentation of trade governance and 

overlapping frameworks has become a defining 

characteristic of global economic relations, as multiple 

international, regional, and bilateral regimes 

increasingly intersect in complex ways. While the 

World Trade Organization (WTO) was designed as the 

central platform for multilateral rulemaking, the 

proliferation of preferential trade agreements, 

investment treaties, and issue-specific accords has 

generated overlapping jurisdictions and norms. For 

example, bilateral free trade agreements often include 

environmental or labor standards that duplicate or 

conflict with multilateral provisions, creating 

inconsistencies in enforcement and interpretation 

(Alter & Raustiala, 2018). This has created a system 

where smaller economies must navigate not only tariff 

negotiations but also regulatory obligations that vary 

across agreements, compounding compliance costs 

and reducing coherence. Similarly, Ibitoye, 

AbdulWahab, and Mustapha (2017) highlight how 

fragmented governance structures can undermine 

systemic efficiency, a dynamic equally evident in 

trade governance where multiple institutions pursue 

parallel but uncoordinated objectives. 

This fragmented order is further complicated by 

regime differentiation, where regional blocs such as 

the EU, ASEAN, and AfCFTA impose unique 

sustainability and governance clauses. Zürn and Faude 

(2019) argue that this regime complexity can produce 

both opportunities and conflicts: opportunities for 

issue-specific innovation but conflicts when states 
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face contradictory obligations. Evans-Uzosike and 

Okatta (2019) emphasize the managerial burden such 

fragmentation places on developing states, which 

often lack institutional capacity to harmonize 

overlapping commitments. Similarly, Oyedokun 

(2019) underscores the sustainability challenges 

arising when corporate practices must align with 

divergent frameworks across jurisdictions. Sharma et 

al. (2019) and Anyebe et al. (2018) demonstrate in 

parallel domains that lack of coordination often leads 

to inefficiencies and compliance failures—patterns 

mirrored in international trade. Consequently, 

overlapping governance frameworks, while expanding 

the reach of sustainable development provisions, have 

also created fragmentation that undermines 

predictability, weakens enforcement, and exacerbates 

inequalities in the global trading system. 

V. CONCLUSION AND POLICY 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

5.1 Summary of Key Insights 

The evolution of trade agreements demonstrates a 

profound shift from traditional market access toward 

embedding social, environmental, and developmental 

objectives. International trade has become a lever for 

promoting inclusive growth, sustainability, and 

equitable participation in global value chains. This 

review highlights that trade agreements increasingly 

address labor rights, gender equality, environmental 

sustainability, and poverty alleviation, thus extending 

their relevance far beyond tariffs and quotas. 

Mechanisms such as dispute resolution, capacity 

building, and knowledge transfer provide essential 

pathways for advancing sustainable development 

goals. However, fragmentation of governance across 

multilateral, regional, and bilateral platforms poses 

challenges, creating overlapping obligations and 

weakened enforcement structures. Developing 

countries, in particular, face difficulties navigating 

these complexities due to limited institutional 

capacity. The evidence underscores that, while trade 

agreements can act as powerful vehicles for 

sustainable development, they must be designed with 

coherence, inclusivity, and enforceability in mind. 

Without these attributes, their potential remains 

underutilized, and the broader vision of aligning trade 

with the 2030 Agenda risks being diluted. Ultimately, 

the findings suggest that harnessing trade agreements 

for development requires stronger institutional 

frameworks, innovative policy design, and meaningful 

stakeholder participation across all levels of global 

trade governance. 

5.2 Strengthening Coherence Between Trade and SDG 

Implementation 

To effectively align trade with the Sustainable 

Development Goals, coherence across trade, 

environmental, and social policies is essential. At 

present, fragmented governance structures create 

duplication, inefficiencies, and conflicting 

obligations, undermining the transformative potential 

of trade. Strengthening coherence requires 

harmonizing trade provisions with international 

agreements on climate, labor, and human rights to 

prevent contradictions and ensure that economic gains 

do not come at the expense of sustainability. 

Policymakers must embed cross-cutting SDG 

principles into the design of trade agreements, 

ensuring that each chapter—whether on goods, 

services, or investment—contributes to broader 

development goals. Coherence also depends on 

institutional coordination across domestic ministries, 

regional blocs, and international organizations. This 

includes creating unified monitoring mechanisms that 

track both trade outcomes and SDG progress, ensuring 

accountability and transparency. Furthermore, 

coherence can be achieved by mainstreaming 

sustainability criteria into trade negotiations, enabling 

governments to balance economic competitiveness 

with social equity and environmental stewardship. 

Collaborative platforms that integrate civil society, 

businesses, and governments will also be key in 

preventing policy silos and enhancing inclusive 

decision-making. Strengthening coherence is, 

therefore, not simply a technical adjustment but a 

structural necessity for ensuring that trade agreements 

consistently advance the UN’s global development 

agenda. 

5.3 Future Directions for Inclusive and Sustainable 

Trade Agreements 

The future of trade governance lies in reimagining 

agreements as holistic instruments that balance 



© MAR 2019 | IRE Journals | Volume 2 Issue 9 | ISSN: 2456-8880 

IRE 1710670          ICONIC RESEARCH AND ENGINEERING JOURNALS 324 

economic prosperity with sustainability and 

inclusivity. First, trade agreements must integrate 

stronger enforcement mechanisms for sustainability 

provisions, moving beyond aspirational language to 

binding commitments. This ensures that principles on 

labor rights, climate change, and gender equality are 

translated into actionable obligations. Second, 

inclusivity must be prioritized by amplifying the 

voices of developing countries and marginalized 

stakeholders in trade negotiations. This involves 

capacity-building initiatives, technology transfer, and 

access to finance that enable equitable participation in 

global value chains. Third, digitalization will play a 

critical role: incorporating e-commerce, data 

governance, and digital trade rules while ensuring they 

are aligned with ethical standards and inclusive 

growth. Fourth, future agreements should emphasize 

resilience, incorporating provisions that address global 

crises such as pandemics, climate shocks, and supply 

chain disruptions. Finally, there is a need for greater 

synergy between trade and innovation policies, 

encouraging green technologies and circular economy 

models within trade frameworks. By adopting these 

forward-looking approaches, international trade 

agreements can evolve into transformative instruments 

that not only drive economic integration but also 

create pathways toward a more just, inclusive, and 

sustainable global economy. 
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