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ABSTRACT

This study explores the intricate relationship between the World Trade Organization (WTO) and
international law, focusing on how the WTO’s regulatory framework impacts global trade governance.
With an expanding scope that now encompasses digital trade, environmental sustainability, and indirect
human rights concerns, the WTO’s role has grown beyond traditional trade facilitation. The research
investigates the WTO’s foundational principles, dispute settlement mechanisms (DSMSs), and alignment
with other international legal frameworks, highlighting challenges that arise from growing protectionism
and geopolitical competition. Using a comparative legal analysis, this study assesses how effectively the
WTO integrates international legal norms, especially concerning issues like data governance, climate
policy, and labor rights. Findings suggest that while the WTO has succeeded in fostering a rules-based
trading system, its governance structures are increasingly strained by multipolar dynamics and emerging
global priorities. The study concludes that strategic reforms, enhanced cooperation with other international
organizations, and increased support for developing countries are critical for the WTO’s continued
relevance in a complex, evolving global trade landscape.
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INTRODUCTION

The WTO has served as the cornerstone of the global trade system since its establishment
in 1995, providing a structured platform for multilateral trade agreements and dispute resolution
among nations. As the successor to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the
WTO expanded beyond tariffs to regulate services and intellectual property, helping nations
coordinate policies that encourage free and fair trade. While the WTO’s primary mandate is to
create a stable, predictable trade environment, its influence has extended beyond economic policy,
touching on social, environmental, and legal dimensions. This development reflects the
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increasingly interconnected nature of global challenges, where trade regulations interact closely
with issues such as digital innovation, environmental sustainability, and human rights. Today, the
WTO finds itself at a crossroads, where fulfilling its traditional objectives of trade liberalization
and dispute resolution requires a nuanced approach that acknowledges new global priorities
(Howse, 2016).

The significance of this study lies in assessing how well the WTO aligns with international
law principles as it navigates these expanding responsibilities. With the rise of digital trade and
cross-border data flows, for instance, the WTO must confront issues of data privacy, cybersecurity,
and the regulatory autonomy of its member states. Similarly, growing demands for environmental
sustainability have led to disputes involving climate-related trade measures, such as carbon border
adjustments, which test the WTO’s ability to balance trade liberalization with ecological concerns.
Moreover, human rights and labor standards—though not explicitly governed by the WTO—
remain relevant as the organization indirectly impacts these areas through trade policies that shape
global supply chains. By examining the WTO’s interaction with these complex legal norms, this
research seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of the organization’s evolving role in
the international legal landscape.

This article poses several critical questions: How does the WTO’s dispute resolution
system, one of the most advanced among international organizations, handle cases where trade
issues intersect with non-trade concerns like environmental and labor rights? What are the
implications of the WTO’s principles of non-discrimination and transparency in the context of
digital trade, and how do these principles align with or diverge from other international
frameworks? How do geopolitical tensions, such as the United States’ and China’s competing trade
agendas, impact the WTO’s multilateral framework? The hypothesis is that while the WTO has
succeeded in promoting a rules-based global trading system, its traditional principles face
significant strains due to emerging global issues and power dynamics. Consequently, the
organization may need to adopt reforms that address these contemporary challenges, including
greater cooperation with international bodies dedicated to environmental protection, human rights,
and digital governance (Cohn, 2017).

This study adopts a comparative legal analysis to examine the WTO’s responses to these
diverse challenges, drawing on cases from the WTQO’s Dispute Settlement Mechanism (DSM) as
well as relevant international agreements, such as the Paris Agreement on climate change and
conventions on digital trade. The methodology involves reviewing WTO case law and analyzing
how its rulings have influenced the alignment between trade policies and international legal
standards in non-trade areas. By comparing the WTO’s approach to international norms with those
of other international organizations, the study provides insights into the areas where the WTO’s
framework is either complementary or potentially at odds with broader international objectives.

The anticipated outcomes of this research suggest that while the WTO has remained
resilient in fostering a cooperative trading system, it faces mounting pressure to reform in response
to modern global demands. The organization’s current structure, shaped largely by traditional trade
concerns, may need to incorporate more inclusive strategies that allow for a sustainable balance
between trade, environmental integrity, and respect for human rights. The article proceeds as



follows: it first examines the historical development and foundational principles of the WTO,
followed by an analysis of its interactions with international law in areas of digital trade,
environmental policy, and labor standards. The study then addresses the geopolitical dynamics that
challenge the WTO’s role in multilateralism. Finally, it concludes with recommendations on
potential reforms, suggesting that enhanced cooperation with other international bodies and
attention to developing countries’ needs are essential for the WTO’s continued relevance in global
trade governance.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Research on the WTO and its role within the framework of international law has attracted
substantial scholarly interest, given the WTO’s centrality in global trade governance. Several
sources provide essential insights into how the WTO’s mandate has evolved from traditional trade
facilitation to encompass broader issues like environmental protection, digital governance, and
human rights. This literature review critically assesses key works that explore these
transformations and the challenges that arise from the WTO’s intersection with other areas of
international law.

In the foundational literature, scholars such as John H. Jackson and Petros C. Mavroidis
have provided a comprehensive overview of the WTO’s principles, particularly the Most-Favored-
Nation (MFN) and National Treatment clauses, which aim to prevent discrimination and ensure
transparency in trade practices. Jackson’s analysis in The World Trade Organization: Constitution
and Jurisprudence emphasizes the WTO’s role as a legal system distinct from national laws, noting
its binding DSM as a critical innovation that reinforces its authority. Mavroidis’ The Regulation
of International Trade extends this perspective by analyzing how WTO principles apply to
contemporary trade challenges, highlighting cases where the DSM has tested the organization’s
ability to address non-trade issues, such as environmental and public health policies. These sources
establish the WTO’s foundational principles but indicate that its traditional structure faces
limitations in handling complex issues that go beyond tariffs and quotas.

Another significant area of research involves the WTO’s role in digital trade, which has
become increasingly relevant in the 21st century. Scholars such as Mira Burri and Joel P.
Trachtman explore how the WTO’s existing trade frameworks, such as GATS, lack provisions
specific to digital services and cross-border data flows. Burri’s work, particularly in The
Governance of Data and Data Flows in Trade Agreements: The Pitfalls of Legal Adaptation, argues
that digital trade has introduced new dimensions of regulatory autonomy, data privacy, and
cybersecurity, which the WTO must address through updated frameworks or risk becoming
obsolete. Trachtman’s research in Digital Trade and the WTO discusses the potential for new
agreements on e-commerce to fill these gaps, though he notes challenges in aligning these
frameworks with the diverse regulatory preferences of WTO members. These works underscore
the need for a WTO that can respond to the demands of the digital economy, suggesting that the
organization’s existing principles require adaptation to regulate this dynamic area effectively.

Environmental sustainability is another critical focus in WTO scholarship, with authors
such as Robert Howse and Gabrielle Marceau examining the intersection of trade and



environmental policy. Howse’s The World Trade Organization and the Environment: Its Past
Record Is Better Than Critics Believe, but the Future Outlook Is Bleak argues that the WTO has
managed to integrate environmental concerns in some cases, but often at the expense of legal
clarity and coherence. Howse points to trade disputes involving environmental measures, such as
those concerning carbon emissions, as examples where the WTQO’s trade-centered framework
struggles to balance environmental protection with trade obligations. Marceau, in The Interface
Between Trade Law and Environmental Law: Compatibility or Conflict?, assesses how the WTO’s
principles sometimes conflict with environmental law objectives, particularly in cases where trade
rules challenge national policies aimed at climate change mitigation. These authors emphasize the
need for the WTO to work more closely with environmental agreements, such as the Paris
Agreement, to prevent conflicts and promote sustainable development within its trade frameworks.

In addition to digital trade and environmental concerns, human rights and labor standards
present a further dimension of complexity for the WTO. Scholars like Ernst-Ulrich Petersmann
and Sarah Joseph have critically analyzed the impact of WTO policies on labor rights and human
rights, arguing that while the WTO is not mandated to govern these areas, its influence indirectly
shapes conditions within global supply chains. Petersmann, in The WTO and Human Rights:
Interdisciplinary Perspectives, argues that human rights considerations are increasingly relevant
as WTO policies affect working conditions, wages, and health outcomes. Similarly, Joseph’s work
in Blame it on the WTO? A Human Rights Critique critiques the WTO’s reluctance to address
labor standards, highlighting cases where trade liberalization has compromised workers' rights in
developing countries. These authors argue that the WTO’s trade-focused approach often overlooks
human rights, calling for reforms that would integrate basic labor and human rights protections
within WTO agreements.

The literature also reveals differing perspectives on the WTO’s current crisis in dispute
resolution, often referred to as the Appellate Body crisis. Scholars such as Jennifer Hillman and
Simon Lester argue that the Appellate Body, which serves as the WTO’s highest dispute resolution
authority, has faced unprecedented challenges due to political deadlock among member states,
particularly the United States. Hillman’s Three Approaches to Fixing the WTO's Appellate Body:
The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly examines proposals to restore the Appellate Body’s function,
arguing that without a viable resolution mechanism, the WTO’s credibility as an arbiter of global
trade disputes is at risk. Lester’s analysis in Resolving the WTO Crisis: How to Overcome the
Deadlock emphasizes the importance of depoliticizing the dispute resolution process and
increasing transparency to restore trust in the WTO’s ability to manage disputes. These sources
highlight the urgency of addressing structural weaknesses within the WTO, suggesting that
reforms are necessary to preserve its role in maintaining a rules-based trading system.

Collectively, this literature indicates that the WTO, while central to the multilateral trade
system, faces significant challenges that require a balance between its core principles and the
demands of contemporary global issues. Scholars generally agree that the WTO must adapt to a
complex legal environment where trade, environmental, digital, and human rights concerns
increasingly intersect. However, opinions differ on how the WTO should approach these reforms,
particularly regarding whether it should broaden its mandate or collaborate more closely with other



international organizations. This review demonstrates that understanding the WTO’s evolving role
requires a comprehensive approach that considers both its legal foundations and its adaptability in
response to modern trade challenges.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study employs a comparative legal analysis to examine the WTO’s alignment with
international legal norms in addressing modern challenges, such as digital trade, environmental
sustainability, and human rights. Focusing on key WTO cases involving these issues, the research
analyzes dispute rulings, relevant international agreements, and academic literature to assess how
WTO principles—Iike non-discrimination and transparency—interact with non-trade regulations.
By comparing WTO rules with frameworks from the Paris Agreement, UN human rights
principles, and digital trade provisions in bilateral agreements, the study explores legal conflicts
and compatibilities. Additionally, it reviews policy statements and member state positions to
understand the influence of geopolitical dynamics on WTO operations, especially in light of the
Appellate Body crisis. This methodology provides a comprehensive view of the WTQO’s strengths
and limitations, offering insights for potential reforms that balance trade facilitation with evolving
global priorities.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND AND LEGAL FOUNDATIONS OF THE WTO
GATT 1947

The GATT of 1947 marked the foundation of the multilateral trading system that would
later evolve into the WTO. GATT’s primary objective was to establish a framework that would
encourage global economic recovery and trade liberalization after World War I1. It was based on
key principles such as non-discrimination, transparency, and fair competition, aimed at reducing
trade barriers like tariffs and quotas, thus promoting free trade among its signatories. The GATT
introduced the principles of MFN treatment and National Treatment, ensuring that any trade
benefits extended to one member would be available to all, and that imported goods would be
treated on par with domestic products once inside a country (Pease, 2018).

Though GATT focused largely on goods and tariffs, its influence extended beyond its
initial scope, providing the foundational principles that the WTO would later expand upon. The
GATT system, however, had limitations, particularly in addressing issues such as services,
intellectual property, and dispute resolution mechanisms, which led to the creation of the WTO in
1995. As a result, the WTO inherited many of GATT’s principles but significantly broadened its
reach to address the complexities of modern global trade, including services, trade-related
intellectual property rights (TRIPS), and enhanced dispute settlement procedures (Weiss et al.,
2018).

Marrakesh Agreement

The Marrakesh Agreement, signed in 1994, was a landmark event in the evolution of the
global trading system, leading to the creation of the WTO in 1995. The agreement marked the
culmination of the Uruguay Round of trade negotiations, which sought to address the limitations
of the GATT and expand the scope of global trade rules. While the WTO inherited core GATT

5



principles such as non-discrimination, transparency, and fair competition, it introduced new areas
that reflected the changing dynamics of the global economy. Two significant additions to the WTO
framework were TRIPS and GATS. TRIPS established international standards for intellectual
property protection, ensuring that patents, copyrights, trademarks, and other intellectual property
rights were recognized and enforced globally. GATS, on the other hand, extended the multilateral
trading system to services, including finance, telecommunications, and transportation, which had
previously been excluded from the GATT framework. These developments marked the WTO as a
more comprehensive institution, capable of regulating a broader spectrum of global trade,
encompassing not only goods but also services and intellectual property. The Marrakesh
Agreement thus set the foundation for the WTO’s expanded role in global trade governance,
reflecting the increasing importance of sectors beyond traditional manufacturing and trade in
goods. It also laid the groundwork for the WTQO’s strengthened dispute resolution mechanism,
which became essential for ensuring compliance with its broader and more complex set of trade
rules (Self, 2017).

WTO and Sovereignty

The WTO operates within a governance framework that seeks to balance state sovereignty
with the need for a rules-based international trading system. While the WTQO's structure respects a
certain degree of state sovereignty, particularly in allowing members to determine their domestic
policies, its DSM can challenge national regulations if they are found to be inconsistent with WTO
obligations. This creates a complex dynamic between a country's right to self-governance and the
requirements to comply with international trade commitments. The WTO's dispute settlement
process is designed to ensure that its rules are consistently applied and that member states adhere
to their obligations. If a country enacts policies that violate WTO agreements, such as imposing
discriminatory tariffs or trade restrictions that contravene international trade principles, the
affected parties can bring the issue before the DSM. Through the mechanism, disputes are
adjudicated by panels of experts, and decisions can be appealed through the Appellate Body. If a
ruling finds that a national policy is inconsistent with WTO rules, the country in question is
obligated to either bring its policies into compliance or face potential trade sanctions or retaliatory
measures (Benvenisti, 2018).

While this system strengthens the integrity of the WTO as an enforcer of global trade
standards, it also raises concerns regarding the tension between international obligations and
domestic policymaking. For example, policies related to public health, environmental protection,
or social welfare may be contested under WTO rules if they interfere with trade liberalization
goals. In these cases, the WTQO’s dispute resolution mechanism can challenge the sovereignty of
member states, as the organization requires compliance with its rules even when national laws aim
to protect non-economic values. This dynamic presents a critical tension between international law
and state autonomy, a key issue in ongoing discussions about the future of global trade governance
(Dee, 2015).

WTO AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF INTERNATIONAL TRADE LAW

Principles of Non-Discrimination



The WTO operates on the foundation of two key principles of non-discrimination: MFN
treatment and National Treatment. These principles are central to ensuring that trade between
nations remains fair, transparent, and predictable, preventing discriminatory practices that could
distort global trade.

The MFN principle ensures that any favorable trade terms or concessions granted by one
WTO member to another must be extended to all other WTO members. Essentially, if a country
agrees to offer better tariff rates or more favorable trade conditions to one nation, it must provide
the same benefits to all other member states. This principle promotes equality in trade relations by
preventing preferential treatment or trade discrimination between countries. The MFN rule is
intended to create a level playing field, where all WTO members have equal access to the benefits
of trade liberalization. The National Treatment principle, on the other hand, requires that once
goods or services have entered a market, they should be treated no less favorably than domestic
products or services. This means that WTO members are prohibited from imposing discriminatory
measures, such as higher taxes, tariffs, or regulatory burdens, on foreign goods or services after
they have crossed the border. The aim is to ensure that foreign products and services are not
unfairly disadvantaged compared to domestic ones, fostering a more competitive and non-
discriminatory marketplace (Hoekman et al., 2015).

Together, these principles are designed to facilitate a more equitable global trading system,
reduce trade barriers, and prevent protectionist policies that could undermine the benefits of open
and fair trade. They are cornerstones of the WTO’s mission to promote a transparent and
predictable trade environment, where countries are encouraged to negotiate and settle trade
disputes under uniform, agreed-upon rules (Siddiqui, 2016).

Binding Dispute Resolution

The WTO’s Dispute Settlement Understanding (DSU) is a fundamental aspect of its legal
framework, offering a binding mechanism for resolving trade disputes between member states,
which is unique in international law. Unlike many international agreements where dispute
resolution is non-binding or lax enforcement, the DSU ensures that rulings made by WTO panels
are legally binding. The dispute resolution process begins with consultations between parties,
followed by a panel of experts that examines the case and issues a report, which can be appealed
to the Appellate Body for final interpretation (Khan & Ximei, 2022). This system aims to ensure
consistency and predictability in global trade laws, fostering trust in the WTO’s ability to enforce
its agreements. However, the DSM has faced significant challenges in recent years, particularly
due to the ongoing Appellate Body crisis. Since 2019, the United States has blocked the
appointment of new Appellate Body members, leaving it unable to function properly because it
lacks the required quorum. This paralysis of the Appellate Body has led to concerns about the
WTO’s ability to resolve disputes effectively, undermining its credibility and the enforceability of
its rulings. The crisis has highlighted the need for reform to restore the dispute resolution system’s
functionality and ensure it continues to play a central role in the enforcement of international trade
law, balancing the interests of member states while addressing the systemic issues that have led to
its current dysfunction (Cottier, 2015).



Integration with Other International Agreements

The WTO agreements are deeply interwoven with numerous international treaties, creating a
complex legal framework that requires careful coordination between trade and other areas of
international law. A prominent example is the Paris Agreement on climate change, which sets
global targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions. The WTO’s trade rules, particularly those
related to environmental policies, must be reconciled with the goals of the Paris Agreement. For
instance, policies that countries implement to meet climate targets—such as carbon taxes or
subsidies for green technologies—can potentially conflict with WTO obligations if they are
perceived as discriminatory or protectionist (Khan, 2022). This has led to a growing need for
greater coherence between the WTQO's trade rules and other international agreements, particularly
in areas like environmental protection, public health, and human rights. The principle of non-
discrimination, a cornerstone of the WTO, may sometimes clash with legitimate regulatory
measures in other treaties, creating tension between a country's trade obligations and its broader
international commitments. Therefore, while the WTO provides an essential framework for global
trade, it is increasingly important for the organization to integrate these considerations into its
rulings and reforms, ensuring that trade rules respect and align with the objectives of other
international agreements, like the Paris Agreement. This integration calls for greater dialogue
between the WTO and other international bodies, as well as a reevaluation of how trade policy
intersects with global issues such as climate change, human rights, and sustainable development
(Vernon, 2017).

WTO AND THE CHALLENGE OF DIGITAL TRADE
Rise of Digital Trade

The rise of digital trade, driven by the rapid growth of e-commerce, data flows, and online services,
has significantly expanded the scope of global trade and posed new challenges for the WTO.
Traditionally focused on regulating the trade of goods and services, the WTQ's existing
frameworks were not designed to address the complexities of the digital economy. As digital trade
has become increasingly central to global economic activity, issues such as cross-border data
flows, digital taxation, intellectual property protection in the online space, and the regulation of e-
commerce platforms have emerged as critical areas for international trade policy (Khan & Wu,
2021). These developments have highlighted gaps in the WTO’s rules, particularly under the
GATS and the TRIPS Agreement, which were both crafted before the digital revolution. For
instance, the WTO’s treatment of data flows, privacy protections, and digital tariffs remains
underdeveloped, leading to challenges in reconciling traditional trade principles with the realities
of the digital marketplace. As a result, the WTQO’s ability to regulate and facilitate digital trade is
increasingly being questioned, necessitating a rethinking of its rules to accommodate the digital
economy. This shift calls for updates to the WTO’s framework, including more comprehensive
provisions on e-commerce, data governance, and digital services, to ensure the organization
remains relevant and effective in a rapidly evolving global trade environment (Cheng & Brandi,
2019).

Implications for International Law



The growing prominence of issues like data privacy, cybersecurity, and cross-border data flows
has significant implications for international law, particularly in relation to the WTO. These
emerging issues, critical to the digital economy, require the WTO to adapt its rules and coordinate
more effectively with other international regulatory bodies. Data privacy, for instance, involves a
complex intersection of trade law and personal rights, with countries implementing varying levels
of protection that can conflict with global trade principles. Similarly, cybersecurity concerns raise
questions about the extent to which states can impose regulations on digital trade to protect their
national security, potentially creating barriers to cross-border commerce (Abdelrehim Hammad et
al., 2021). The movement of data across borders also presents challenges, as different countries
have distinct regulations regarding data localization and protection, which may conflict with the
WTO’s non-discrimination principles. These issues demand that the WTO not only adapt its
frameworks to accommodate new technological realities but also collaborate with other
international organizations, such as the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) and the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), to ensure that trade policies
are harmonized with broader global standards on privacy, security, and digital governance. Such
coordination is essential to ensure that international trade remains open and efficient while
respecting the sovereignty of states to regulate within their borders on matters like data protection
and cybersecurity (Janow & Mavroidis, 2019).

China and Digital Trade

As China increasingly expands its digital trade networks through Free Trade Agreements (FTAS),
the role of the WTO in aligning with these regional agreements has become critical for ensuring
cohesive global trade governance. China’s FTAs often include provisions related to data flows,
digital standards, and e-commerce, which reflect the country’s growing emphasis on digital trade
as a key element of its economic strategy. These agreements often address issues such as cross-
border data transfers, data localization, and digital infrastructure, which are not yet
comprehensively covered by the WTO’s existing framework. The divergence between China’s
regional trade agreements and the broader WTO rules creates potential gaps or conflicts,
particularly in areas like data privacy, digital tariffs, and intellectual property rights in the digital
space (Neeraj, 2019).

As China’s influence in global digital trade grows, there is increasing pressure on the WTO to
adapt its rules to reflect the evolving landscape of digital commerce. The WTO’s ability to
reconcile its traditional trade principles with the emerging digital economy is becoming essential,
especially as countries, including China, set digital trade precedents through bilateral and regional
agreements. To avoid fragmentation in the global trading system, the WTO must work toward
greater alignment with these regional agreements, ensuring that they are compatible with global
trade norms and fostering more inclusive and interoperable digital trade policies. This alignment
would help to create a unified approach to managing digital trade, data flows, and e-commerce,
which is vital for maintaining a coherent and efficient global trade regime in the face of rapidly
advancing technology and shifting geopolitical dynamics (Meltzer, 2019).

WTO, ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY, AND INTERNATIONAL LAW



Trade and the Environment

The intersection of trade and the environment has become an increasingly critical issue within the
WTO, particularly as global attention shifts toward sustainable development goals (SDGs) and
combating climate change. WTO rules, originally designed to promote trade liberalization, often
conflict with environmental policies aimed at protecting the planet and reducing carbon emissions.
For instance, measures such as carbon tariffs, subsidies for renewable energy, and regulations
designed to curb greenhouse gas emissions can sometimes be seen as trade barriers or
discriminatory under WTO agreements, raising complex questions about how trade rules can
support environmental objectives (Usman et al., 2021). The WTO has handled climate-related
disputes involving carbon tariffs, and these cases illustrate the tension between a country’s right
to regulate environmental protection and its obligations under WTO rules to ensure fair trade. For
example, countries have implemented carbon border adjustments or carbon taxes to protect
domestic industries from unfair competition due to varying environmental standards, but such
measures can be challenged as violations of WTO principles like non-discrimination. As the
urgency of addressing climate change intensifies, the WTO’s role in reconciling trade rules with
environmental protection is becoming ever more crucial. This has led to growing calls for the WTO
to incorporate environmental considerations into its trade framework, allowing for policies that
support climate action, such as carbon pricing mechanisms and subsidies for green technologies,
without undermining the goal of global trade liberalization. Balancing the promotion of free trade
with the need to achieve sustainable development and address climate change will be essential for
ensuring the global trading system contributes to a more sustainable and equitable future (Kim,
2016).

Challenges and Legal Tensions

Trade disputes on environmental grounds, particularly those involving subsidies for green energy
and other environmental protection measures, underscore the growing tension between trade
liberalization and environmental protection within the WTO framework. While WTO rules are
designed to facilitate free and fair trade, they can sometimes conflict with national policies aimed
at promoting sustainability and addressing climate change. For instance, countries that provide
subsidies for renewable energy or impose tariffs on carbon-intensive imports may face challenges
under WTO agreements, particularly regarding rules on subsidies, market access, and non-
discrimination (Khan & Wu, 2021). These disputes often highlight the legal tension between a
country's right to regulate for environmental protection and the WTO’s commitment to
maintaining a level playing field for global trade. As countries seek to meet international climate
commitments, such as those under the Paris Agreement, they may adopt policies that could be
perceived as trade barriers or discriminatory measures under WTO rules, raising questions about
the compatibility of trade liberalization with environmental goals. This situation calls for a
harmonized approach between the WTO and international environmental law frameworks to
reconcile these competing objectives. A more integrated and cohesive approach could allow for
trade policies that support environmental objectives, such as subsidies for green energy, without
violating WTO commitments. To address these challenges, the WTO may need to update its rules
to better accommodate climate-related policies and ensure that international trade contributes to
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global environmental sustainability without undermining the principles of free trade (Pavoni et al.,
2016).

HUMAN RIGHTS, LABOR STANDARDS, AND THEWTO
Human Rights and Trade Policy

While the WTO does not directly regulate human rights, its policies and trade agreements can have
a significant indirect influence on labor standards and human rights globally. As global trade
increasingly intertwines with complex supply chains, concerns have emerged regarding the
working conditions and human rights practices in countries that export goods and services. Debates
around labor rights, child labor, forced labor, and fair wages have led to growing calls for the WTO
to consider the broader social and human rights implications of its trade rules. For example, trade
agreements that encourage low-cost production and market access for developing countries may
inadvertently perpetuate poor labor conditions if workers are subjected to exploitative practices
(Khanetal., 2021). These concerns have pushed the WTO to examine the human rights dimensions
of trade, such as the impact of trade liberalization on labor standards, environmental protections,
and social welfare. Although the WTO has no formal mandate to regulate human rights, its policies
can influence labor standards indirectly through its provisions on non-discrimination, public
health, and environmental protections, which are linked to human rights concerns. As global trade
continues to expand, there is an increasing need for the WTO to integrate broader social criteria
into its framework, ensuring that trade policies not only promote economic growth but also
safeguard human rights and labor standards. This could involve aligning WTO rules more closely
with international human rights conventions or encouraging member states to adopt trade practices
that prioritize ethical labor standards alongside economic development (Niranjan, 2016).

Legal Constraints and Sovereignty

International human rights law often comes into conflict with WTO obligations, particularly in
areas such as labor rights, intellectual property, and public health, creating a complex dynamic
between global trade and human rights protections. For example, WTO rules on intellectual
property, particularly under the TRIPS Agreement, can sometimes clash with human rights
principles that prioritize access to essential medicines or knowledge. In situations where patents
or copyright protections limit access to life-saving drugs or educational resources, the WTO’s
commitment to protecting intellectual property rights may undermine the right to health or
education, as enshrined in international human rights law. Similarly, labor rights, such as the
prohibition of child labor or forced labor, can be at odds with trade practices that encourage low-
cost production, which may exploit vulnerable workers in certain regions. The tension also extends
to public health policies, where countries may seek to impose trade restrictions or subsidies to
protect public health, but these measures can be challenged under WTO rules if they are deemed
to restrict market access unfairly (Khan et al., 2021). These conflicts raise important questions
about whether the WTO’s mandate should evolve to more explicitly address these broader social
issues. As trade policies increasingly intersect with human rights concerns, there is a growing
argument that the WTO should incorporate human rights principles into its framework, either
through explicit provisions in its agreements or through greater cooperation with international
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human rights bodies. This could help ensure that the WTO’s rules do not undermine efforts to
protect fundamental rights, such as access to healthcare, fair labor conditions, and the protection
of intellectual and cultural heritage. Balancing trade liberalization with human rights
considerations could become a central issue for the WTO as it adapts to a more interconnected
global landscape (Gruni, 2017).

CHALLENGES FACING THEWTO IN A MULTIPOLAR WORLD
Rising Nationalism and Protectionism

In recent years, rising nationalism and protectionist policies in key economies have created
significant challenges for the WTQO’s multilateral framework. As countries prioritize domestic
interests, measures such as tariffs, import restrictions, and subsidies have become more common,
undermining the core principles of free trade that the WTO is meant to uphold. Nationalist policies
often clash with WTO rules, creating tensions and making it more difficult for the organization to
enforce its rules or resolve disputes effectively (Khan et al., 2020). The increase in unilateral trade
actions, such as the imposition of tariffs without WTO approval, and the blocking of appointments
to the Appellate Body, have weakened the WTO’s authority and its ability to regulate global trade.
This shift toward protectionism has also led to a rise in bilateral and regional trade agreements,
which bypass the WTO and further fragment the global trading system. These developments
threaten the effectiveness of the WTO and raise concerns about the future of global trade
cooperation. To remain relevant and functional, the WTO may need to adapt and reform to address
these challenges posed by rising nationalism and protectionism (Khan, 2024).

Crisis of the Dispute Settlement Mechanism

The crisis of the DSM within the WTO, particularly the Appellate Body crisis, has significantly
undermined the organization’s ability to resolve trade disputes effectively. The Appellate Body,
which serves as the final arbiter in WTO disputes, has been paralyzed due to blockages in
appointing new judges, primarily because of objections from the United States. This has left the
body without enough members to function properly, severely limiting the WTO’s ability to provide
binding rulings and enforce its trade agreements. The inability to resolve disputes effectively
creates a void in global trade governance, as countries may feel less inclined to adhere to WTO
rulings without a reliable mechanism for enforcement. The crisis has also led to a rise in unilateral
trade measures, with countries increasingly resorting to tariffs or trade restrictions without relying
on the WTO’s dispute resolution system. This erosion of the DSM undermines the credibility of
the WTO and its capacity to regulate global trade, highlighting the need for urgent reform to restore
the system’s effectiveness and ensure that the WTO can continue to play a central role in resolving
trade conflicts (Khan, 2024).

Geopolitical Competition

Geopolitical competition among major players like the U.S., China, and the EU has significantly
influenced the WTO’s ability to function as a unifying force in global trade law. These economies
often pursue divergent trade strategies, driven by their own national interests and economic
priorities, which can create tension within the WTO framework. For example, the U.S. has
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emphasized a more protectionist approach in recent years, imposing tariffs on a range of products
and challenging multilateral trade agreements, while China has focused on expanding its trade
networks through regional agreements and infrastructure initiatives. The EU, on the other hand,
has advocated for deeper integration and a rules-based global trading system. These differences in
approach have led to conflicting priorities in WTO negotiations, making it more difficult for the
organization to maintain consensus among its members. As these major players increasingly align
their trade policies with their geopolitical goals, the WTQO’s ability to provide a neutral and
effective platform for resolving trade disputes and fostering multilateral cooperation becomes
strained. This competition threatens the WTQO’s role as the central institution for global trade
governance, as it faces growing pressure to adapt to the shifting dynamics of international politics
and economics (Khan & Jiliani, 2023).

THE FUTURE OF THE WTO AND INTERNATIONAL LAW
Reforming the WTO

For the WTO to remain relevant in the rapidly changing global landscape, comprehensive reforms
are essential. One of the most pressing issues is the ongoing crisis within the DSM, particularly
the paralysis of the Appellate Body due to the blockage of new judge appointments. Addressing
this crisis is crucial to restoring the WTQ's credibility and ensuring that trade disputes can be
resolved effectively. Additionally, the WTO must update its trade rules to account for emerging
challenges, such as digital trade, e-commerce, and environmental issues, which were not
anticipated when the organization was established (Kahn & Wu, 2020). Incorporating provisions
that address cross-border data flows, digital taxation, and environmental sustainability would help
the WTO stay relevant in a digital and environmentally conscious world. Moreover, creating
synergies with other international legal regimes, such as climate agreements and human rights
frameworks, is essential to harmonizing global trade law with broader international objectives.
These reforms would enable the WTO to better navigate the complexities of modern trade, foster
multilateral cooperation, and maintain its role as a central institution for global trade governance.
Without these changes, the WTO risks becoming increasingly ineffective in the face of geopolitical
competition, protectionism, and evolving global challenges (Khan et al., 2023).

Strengthening Cooperation with Other International Organizations

Strengthening cooperation between the WTO and other international organizations, such as the
United Nations (UN), the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO), and the International
Labour Organization (ILO), could significantly enhance the coherence between trade policy and
broader international law objectives. The UN, with its focus on sustainable development and
human rights, plays a critical role in setting global norms that align with the WTO’s trade
framework. By collaborating more closely, the WTO can integrate considerations like social
welfare, environmental sustainability, and human rights into its policies, ensuring that trade does
not undermine these broader goals. The WIPO, with its expertise in intellectual property, is crucial
for aligning the WTQO’s intellectual property rules with international standards that promote
innovation while balancing public access to knowledge. Similarly, the ILO’s work on labor
standards and fair working conditions can help the WTO address concerns related to labor rights
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in global supply chains, which are increasingly becoming a point of tension in trade discussions.
By fostering closer ties with these and other relevant international bodies, the WTO can ensure
that its trade policies are not only compatible with but also actively support global efforts to
achieve human rights, environmental protection, and social justice. This enhanced cooperation
would also reduce the risk of fragmentation between trade and other international legal
frameworks, creating a more unified approach to addressing global challenges (Khan, 2023).

Towards Inclusive Globalization

The WTO must also place greater emphasis on addressing the concerns of developing countries,
which often face significant challenges in competing in the global market under the current trade
rules. Many of these countries struggle with limited access to global markets, insufficient
infrastructure, and economic vulnerabilities that hinder their ability to fully benefit from
globalization. To make globalization more equitable, the WTO must enhance support for
developing nations through initiatives that provide capacity building, technical assistance, and
access to fair trade practices. This could include reforming trade rules to allow for greater
flexibility in areas like subsidies, tariffs, and intellectual property protections, enabling developing
countries to protect nascent industries and foster economic growth. Furthermore, special
provisions for the least developed countries (LDCs), such as duty-free and quota-free access to
markets, could help address their structural disadvantages. By ensuring that developing countries
have the tools and support they need to participate in the global economy on more equal terms, the
WTO can help make globalization a more inclusive and sustainable process. This would not only
promote fairer trade outcomes but also contribute to reducing global economic inequalities and
fostering more balanced global growth (Liu et al., 2023).

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study highlights the growing tension between the WTQO’s traditional
trade-focused framework and the increasingly complex, multi-dimensional challenges of global
governance, including digital trade, environmental protection, and human rights. While the WTO
has played a crucial role in promoting a rules-based trading system, its ability to address
contemporary issues, especially those extending beyond trade—remains limited. The findings
suggest that for the WTO to remain relevant, it must evolve by integrating more comprehensive
frameworks that account for digital governance, climate change, and labor standards. Reforms
should focus on enhancing cooperation with other international bodies, adapting trade rules to
accommodate digital innovations, and ensuring that environmental and human rights
considerations are better integrated into WTO disputes and policies.

Future research could explore specific reform proposals for the WTO, examining the
potential for a more robust integration of environmental and human rights standards into its dispute
resolution processes. Additionally, further studies could investigate the WTO’s potential role in
facilitating global digital trade agreements or its capacity to reconcile trade liberalization with
climate change policies under frameworks like the Paris Agreement. By advancing these areas of
inquiry, scholars and policymakers can contribute to the ongoing debate about the WTO’s future
role in global governance, ensuring that it continues to foster fair and sustainable trade while
addressing broader global challenges.
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