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Human Rights, Supply Chains, and Trade: The Evolution of Trade Controls
between the U.S. and the EU and their Geo-political Economy Implications

Ying-Jun Lin & Feng-Jen Tsai

Abstract

Global supply chains constitute a strategic business model aimed at enhancing the
efficiency and cost-effectiveness of goods and services circulation. While originally
unrelated to the advancement of human rights, labor protections, or environmental
sustainability, the transnational nature of supply chains shaped by cross-border
operations and resource distribution has granted upstream firms considerable influence
over downstream participants. As a result, supply chain restructuring has increasingly
attracted governmental attention for its potential to address transnational regulatory
challenges. The United States (US) and the European Union (EU) have incorporated
human rights and environmental standards into supply chain governance, employing
trade measures as key enforcement mechanisms. For example, the US enacted the
Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act in 2021, while the EU adopted the Corporate
Sustainability Due Diligence Directive and Regulation (EU) 2024/3015 on Prohibiting
Products Made with Forced Labour on the Union Market. These instruments impose
obligations on companies to ensure the sustainability of their supply chains and prohibit
the importation of products associated with forced labor. However, this emerging
regulatory trend centered on supply chains raises concerns regarding normative legality
and policy coherence. Specific issues include the potentially discriminatory effects of
corporate responsibility mandates based on the geographic origin of goods, as well as
the disconnect between unilateral regulatory approaches and the labor standards
embedded in free trade agreements. Given the departure of these measures from
traditional trade restrictions, this paper questions the adequacy of the conventional
trade-linkage framework in explaining their evolution. Instead, it suggests a
geopolitical and geo-economic perspective to explore the strategic motivations

underlying such initiatives. This paper argues that while unilateral supply chain
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regulations may contribute to advancing human rights objectives and reshaping
international trade norms and value-based regional alliances, they might risk
politicizing human rights. It is therefore essential to critically review the role these
regulations play in the evolving international trade order and to evaluate whether they

uphold or inadvertently compromise human rights commitments.

Keywords: Forced labor import bans, supply chain governance, Corporate
Sustainability Due Diligence Directive, Uyghur Forced Labor Prevention Act,
geopolitics, value-oriented political alliance, international labor standards, supply

chain-related clauses in free trade agreements
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