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PREFACE 
 
 
 
The moment to embrace sustainable trade has never been more urgent. The 
world is faced with increasing environmental crises, rising fears of social 
imbalances, and long-term consequences of unsustainable economic 
practices. International trade is at a turning point. International trade growth 
carries tremendous potential—but also tremendous responsibility. It is a 
time for reckoning to build a trading system that balances economic 
development with environment preservation and social justice. 

Traditional trade models based on profit maximization only are no longer 
viable. They continue to be insufficient to address today's global issues such 
as climate change, forest depletion, and socioeconomic disparities. The 
book presents a timely and integrated review of the evolving role of 
sustainable trade in shaping the future global economics architecture. It 
considers how trade, if it is driven by sustainability principles, has the 
potential to be a driver of transformation for sustainable and equitable 
development. 

Drawing from rigorous research, cross-country case studies, and insights 
from practitioners across sectors, this book delves into the challenges, 
breakthroughs, and strategic directions to sustainable trade. It peeks into 
corporate boardrooms and government desks, grassroots communities and 
multilateral organizations, and what they have in common is the imperative: 
sustainability must be integrated into the global commerce landscape. 

This book is driven by the new realization that sustainable trade is not a 
fad—rather, it is an imperative platform on which to achieve sustainable 
prosperity. Left unchecked, trade can embed cycles of exploitation and 
ecological harm, with vulnerable individuals suffering disproportionately. 
But with the right policies, technologies, and collective resolve, trade can 
unlock common value and solve some of the world's most significant 
challenges. 

The subsequent chapters are based on a wide range of experience from 
business leaders, policy makers, scholars, and civil society actors involved 
in shaping sustainable trade. Topics treated are the responsible trade 
principles, the new international rules environment, roles for innovation and 
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technology, and practicality of implementation. Exemplary cases show how 
governments and businesses are successfully integrating sustainability into 
their operations, serving others as a source of inspiration and guidance. 

Above and beyond an academic tome, this book is a call to action—by 
nations, businesses, and individuals. It underscores that we can't simply 
dream of sustainable trade; it is within our power and our necessity. Through 
collaboration, imagination, and trans-disciplinary and trans-industry 
cooperation, we can build a world of trade that advances economic progress 
while preserving our world and advancing social justice. 

As you journey through these pages, I urge you to reflect on your role—a 
business leader, policymaker, entrepreneur, consumer, or researcher—
shaping a more equitable and sustainable trading system for the world. The 
path forward is daunting, but with conviction and imagination, we can chart 
a course towards a future where trade serves people, planet, and prosperity. 

—Fredrick Kariithi Githui   
2025 

 



PART I 

FOUNDATIONS OF SUSTAINABLE TRADE 
 
 
 
Trade has always been one of the major drivers of world economic 
development; it got civilizations to function, allowed for cultural exchanges, 
and created wealth (Baldwin, 2016). With developing economies come the 
ruinous impacts of irresponsible trade practices: environmental degradation, 
exploitation of labor, and non-sustainable utilization of resources (UNCTAD, 
2020). This gave birth to sustainable trade, a system that brings together 
economic growth and environmental and social responsibility. It is not a 
theoretical idea, but a paradigm shift required in international trade, 
government, and business policy (Meadows et al., 2018). This chapter lays 
the foundation for examining sustainable trade, its economic impact, 
regulatory framework, and the role of stakeholders in fostering an equitable 
approach to trade and sustainability. 

It is a type of trade that integrates environmental, social, and economic 
considerations into global trade. While most of the traditional trade has been 
concentrated quite frequently on earning greater profits with less concern 
for ecological and social impacts, sustainable trade accommodates long-
term development without sacrificing the ability of future generations to 
provide for themselves (Brandi, 2017). 

Keeping in mind that, sustainable trade plunges deep into the concept of 
Sustainable Development enshrined under UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), such as reduced inequality, responsible consumption, and 
urgent action towards climate change (United Nations, 2015); these also get 
complemented by ethical procurement, reduced carbon footprint, and 
assurance on fair labor practice while performing trades sustainably 
(OECD, 2021). As governments and businesses alike come to realize 
sustainability as an issue, sustainable trade is rapidly emerging as one of the 
pillars needed to sustain economic policy globally (World Bank, 2020). 

Trade has historically been a driver of development. From the Silk Route to 
contemporary supply chains, international trade has powered prosperity and 
economic growth (Findlay & O'Rourke, 2009). Industrialization and 
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globalization, however, created unheralded social and environmental 
problems. Rapid forest clearance, rampant carbon dioxide emissions, and 
worker exploitation have charged international trade with its true cost (ILO, 
2020). 

Due to all these drawbacks, sustainable trade practices have gained 
ascendance during the last two decades. The World Trade Organization 
(WTO), United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD), and the World Bank have created guidelines and policies to 
make sure nations and businesses embark on the sustainability route (WTO, 
2018; UNCTAD, 2020). Aside from that, it has caused increased concern 
regarding consumer awareness of matters related to sustainability. Ethical 
consumption and fair trade result in increased utilization of corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) frameworks (Fairtrade International, 2022). 

One of the key concepts of sustainable trade is Triple Bottom Line (TBL). 
TBL extends the definition of conventional business success from profit 
alone to including both a social and environmental component (Elkington, 
2018). Three pillars of TBL are: 

• Individuals – Social Sustainability: In this case, equal labor, moral 
supply chains, and human welfare for the workers and communities 
around them whose labor and participation in trade can be leveraged. 
Issues under this dimension include child labor, forced labor, and 
wage inequality (ILO, 2021). 

• Planet – Environmental Sustainability: Trade as it is must diminish 
environmental footprints through lesser emissions, sustainable use of 
resources, and no contribution to pollution. Green technologies, a 
circular economy, and environmentally sound sourcing are needed 
to achieve environmental sustainability (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 
2019). 

• Profit – Economic Sustainability: While sustainability can ensure 
ethical and environmental emphasis, economic feasibility continues 
to matter. Businesses must be profitable when they implement 
sustainable practices in order to make it long-term and prevalent in 
the sector (Porter & Kramer, 2019). 

 
It is capable of combining all these three components in a robust economy 
that serves everybody. Trade in itself is a driver of economic growth, and 
performed sustainably, it will go a long way towards contributing to 
numerous of the world's sustainability goals: technology diffusion, offering 
opportunities for growth to new economies, and enhancing resource 
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efficiency (UNEP, 2020). Sustainable trade can therefore drive 
development in such areas as renewable energy, enhanced agricultural 
practices, and transitioning from polluting industries that have been rooted 
in environmental degradation. 

But trade is also known to be detrimental if not kept under the context of 
sustainability. Un-sustainable trade results in loss of biodiversity, carbon 
footprint, and economic instability (WWF, 2021). All these call for a 
collective effort by governments, businesses, and consumers towards 
adopting policies that ensure sustainability along with economic growth. 

Sustainable trade calls for action at active levels by different stakeholders 
to initiate change in trade practices: 

 Governments and Policymakers: Governments that set the regulatory 
framework for sustainable trade are responsible for creating the 
environment. Governments can enact environmental regulations, 
impose tariffs on trade that discourage unsustainable practices, and 
offer incentives to firms that embrace sustainability (OECD, 2022). 

 Businesses and Corporations: Firms have a responsibility to 
implement sustainability into their practices. This includes responsible 
procurement of materials, conducting fair labor practices, and 
applying eco-friendly production practices (Whelan & Fink, 2016). 

 International Organizations: WTO, UNCTAD, and the International 
Labour Organization (ILO) are a few institutions that provide 
international guidelines and help international cooperation regarding 
sustainable trade policies (ILO, 2021; WTO, 2022). 

 Consumers: Consumer demand has a significant impact on trade 
practice. Owing to the rising awareness of sustainability issues, 
consumers choose increasingly more brands and products that are 
ethical and environmentally compliant (NielsenIQ, 2021). 

 Advocacy and Non-Governmental Organizations: NGOs have the 
important function of holding governments and companies 
responsible for their trade activities. They carry out studies, promote 
transparency, and advocate for more interventions towards 
sustainability (Greenpeace, 2020). 

 Scholars and Research Institutions: Scholars and research 
institutions help to advance the pool of knowledge in sustainable 
trade through analyzing economic trends, environmental assessment 
studies, and policy performance (Bacchus, 2021). 
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Several businesses and countries have already been able to do some 
worthwhile work on the issue of sustainable trade. To provide a few 
examples: 

 Fairtrade International: Goods that have this logo are fairly traded 
economically, socially, and environmentally, from fair prices to 
farmers through to good working conditions (Fairtrade International, 
2022). 

 EU Green Deal: The EU has followed bold trade policies promoting 
greenness, e.g., carbon border levies and actions providing that 
supply chains are clean (European Commission, 2020). 

 Patagonia has based its business model on sustainability by recycling 
material, paying employees a fair wage, and making sure that it will 
draw fewer things from the environment (Chouinard, 2022). 

 Costa Rica: Its sustainable farming practice has conserved diversity 
as well as made its farm output competitive in global markets (FAO, 
2021). 

 
Actually, the aforementioned examples demonstrate that sustainable trade 
is not a utopia but one that can truly be made feasible and emulated in the 
world market. It is important because it demonstrates that global business 
does not necessarily have to be conducted at the expense of people and 
nature. Although there are still some problems, increasing awareness of the 
challenges of sustainability and more action by governments, businesses, 
and consumers is bringing hope to a more responsible trading system. 

As we progress, the following chapters will explain in greater detail the 
economic impacts of sustainable trade, its regulatory frameworks under 
which it functions, and the strategic thinking required in its implementation. 
Practice of sustainable trade opens numerous doors to a global economy that 
benefits current and future generations and sustains the world's natural 
assets. 

 



CHAPTER 1 

UNDERSTANDING SUSTAINABLE TRADE 
 
 
 
It is a type of commerce that captures economic, environmental, and social 
concerns in international trade. It ensures that trade is not exploitative of 
natural resources, harmful to communities, or economically ruinous in the 
long term (Brandi, 2017; UNCTAD, 2020). Unlike conventional trade, 
which is more interested in short-term profitability at the loss of all else, 
sustainable trade aims to balance profitability and ecological sustainability 
with social justice. It considers good work environment, low carbon 
footprint, production processes that are not engaged in deforestation, 
pollution, and other forms of environmental degradation (OECD, 2021; 
ILO, 2021). Sustainable trade recognizes that the real cost of a product goes 
far beyond its mere market price and has further impacts on people and the 
planet (Porter & Kramer, 2019). 

It falls within the realm of the UN's Sustainable Development Goals—
responsible consumption and production, climate action, decent work, 
among others—with an appeal to mobilize towards changing economic 
models that will achieve sustainability with growth in tandem (United 
Nations, 2015). Sustainability is being integrated into trade policy by the 
government as well as companies as consumers become increasingly aware 
and start demanding ethical products (NielsenIQ, 2021). Trade will turn 
greener with the help of ethical trade certification, carbon reduction 
commitments, and circular economy initiatives, among others (Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation, 2019; European Commission, 2020). 

International trade is a double-edged sword: it encourages economic 
development, innovation, and cross-cultural exchange but also is responsible 
for the rise of various environmental and social challenges (Findlay & 
O'Rourke, 2009). This has resulted in record economic development and 
globalization but, in the process, massive deforestation, carbon emissions, 
and labor exploitation (WWF, 2021; ILO, 2020). It is because of these 
horribly dire negative consequences that the move to sustainable trade 
began, advocating for a way that does not compromise future generations' 
ability to thrive (Meadows et al., 2018). Today, the majority of nations and 
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corporations do acknowledge the imperative that requires changing global 
commerce to sustainable trade and implement policies for long-term 
economic growth and environmental protection (WTO, 2022; World Bank, 
2020). 

One of the earliest foundational principles of sustainable trade, Triple 
Bottom Line (TBL), is a key concept. TBL describes business profitability 
in terms of three bottom lines: people, planet, and profit (Elkington, 2018). 
Social sustainability ensures that trade practices ensure fair wages, safe 
labor conditions, and community well-being (ILO, 2021). Environmental 
sustainability ensures firms embrace green modes of production, reduce 
wastage, and lower emissions (UNEP, 2020). Economic sustainability 
ensures that firms are profitable when they embrace sustainable processes; 
thus, showing that sustainability and profitability are not opposing goals 
(Whelan & Fink, 2016). By applying the TBL framework, governments and 
companies can establish trade systems that benefit all stakeholders without 
draining resources or exploiting labor. 

No higher value can be placed on the part played by international trade in 
achieving sustainability goals. Trade policy frames the tooling of production 
and supply chains and consumption globally (OECD, 2022). The future 
generation of sustainable-oriented trade agreements can induce companies 
to invest in green technology, source raw materials ethically, and use low-
carbon means of transportation (WTO, 2022). Trade has the ability to be a 
carrier of sustainable development and advance developing countries' 
access to green technology, upgraded labor conditions, and access to fair 
world markets (UNCTAD, 2020). It promotes economic inclusivity by 
promoting SMEs that in the past have experienced many challenges in 
mainstream large corporation-dominated trading systems (World Bank, 
2020). 

Several major players in developing sustainable trade involve governments, 
which develop policies and regulatory frameworks for the aim of promoting 
good trade practice (OECD, 2021). Firms should, as a result, incorporate 
sustainability into their processes to ensure the supply chains are transparent 
and responsible (Porter & Kramer, 2019). International bodies like WTO 
and UNCTAD encourage cooperation between nations in the application of 
the finest available standards of sustainability (UNCTAD, 2020; WTO, 
2018). Consumers cannot be left behind either, along the consumption 
patterns influencing the way companies must behave responsibly (NielsenIQ, 
2021). Society actors like NGOs and think tanks also act by advocating for 
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tough regulations, conducting research into trade sustainability, and raising 
awareness (Greenpeace, 2020; Bacchus, 2021). 

Case studies of sustainable trade initiatives provide excellent lessons in the 
manner in which these principles are worked out across. For instance, 
Fairtrade International established high standards to ensure farmers and 
workers are paid fairly while promoting sustainable farm practices 
(Fairtrade International, 2022). The European Union's Green Deal has high-
carbon emission reduction targets and enhanced sustainability in trade 
policy development (European Commission, 2020). Others like Patagonia 
have adopted sustainable business models, with recycling materials, ethical 
sourcing, and corporate activism being key pillars of their brands 
(Chouinard, 2022). Costa Rica's focus on sustainable farming has put the 
nation at the global forefront of eco-friendly exports, proving that nature 
conservation and trade can go together (FAO, 2021). 

Despite all these advances, there are a number of issues still stalling 
sustainable trade. The amount of monetary investment that goes into turning 
business models into sustainable status is enormous, and thus not very 
accessible to developing nations or small businesses (UNCTAD, 2020). The 
other issue this sector will have to weather is greenwashing, where companies 
fake being green for the purpose of getting on board ecologically aware 
consumers, something that ultimately compromises actual sustainability 
(OECD, 2022). These are complemented by the heterogeneous trade laws 
and regulations within and among regions that make it difficult to enforce 
one-size-fits-all sustainability standards (WTO, 2022). These challenges 
will be addressed through international cooperation, improved enforcement 
mechanisms, and consumer labeling for correct identification of genuine 
sustainability practices by companies (Brandi, 2017; Bacchus, 2021). 

Sustainable trade will be a pivotal recipe for the global economy to become 
resilient and fair. It must also guarantee that economic growth does not 
perpetuate environmental degradation and social injustices (WWF, 2021). 
By embracing sustainable trade practices, governments and companies can 
contribute significantly to crafting a more equitable and environmentally 
conscious world. The following chapters detail the economic implications 
of sustainable trade, the regulatory environment that defines and shapes it, 
and the emerging strategies companies can use to achieve profitability with 
sustainability. It is through such better-informed policy decisions, ethical 
business practice, and consumer awareness that the dream of really 
sustainable global trade would be a reality. 
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Definition and Key Principles of Sustainable Trade 

It is a form of trade which harmonizes economic progress, environmental 
sustainability, and social justice. As opposed to conventional commerce, 
which aims at highest return in shortest time, sustainable commerce takes 
ethics and ecology into account such that the prosperity is long lasting for 
companies, communities, and future generations (Brandi, 2017; WTO, 
2022). The concept of sustainability of trade shares the same definition as 
is perceived under the larger concept of sustainable development: it involves 
responsible production, consumption, and management of resources 
(United Nations, 2015). As international markets continue to expand, 
sustainable trade becomes more critical as a rationale of viable solutions to 
even attempt to meet such challenges as climate change, social inequality, 
and environmental degradation (OECD, 2021; UNEP, 2020). 

Sustainable trade, in its very nature, will have three major pillars: economic 
sustainability, social sustainability, and environmental sustainability 
(Elkington, 2018). Economic sustainability ensures that the trade is 
sustainable and lucrative in the long term, without exhausting resources or 
creating economic imbalances. This means creating stable markets that 
encourage innovation and promote SMEs, and hence enhance their 
competitiveness (World Bank, 2020). Economic sustainability also 
encompasses the area of fair trade practices to ensure that producers of 
goods and services are justly compensated. Unlike the exploitative trade 
patterns, sustainable trade installs mechanisms that enable companies to 
work within the limits of generally accepted ethical standards that eschew 
monopolies and profit-making at any cost to the workers and consumers 
(Porter & Kramer, 2019). 

It incorporates all the stakeholders ranging from the producers and workers 
to consumers and populations around where one way or another are 
involved in the trade activities. It is also linked with human rights, getting a 
fair remuneration, and a guarantee of workplace protection (ILO, 2021). 
This aspect of sustainable trade is concerned with labor rights, which are 
strengthened through the elimination of child labor, forced labor, and 
discrimination in employment. Through upholding ethical supply chains, 
sustainable trade improves the welfare of workers and supports the 
realization of social equity (Fairtrade International, 2022). Finally, socially 
sustainable trade also promotes empowerment for marginalized groups such 
as women and indigenous peoples by ensuring equal opportunities in 
economic activity and benefits from trade agreements (UNCTAD, 2020). 
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Environmental sustainability is another fundamental principle of sustainable 
trade. It means the embracing of strategies that reduce the environment's 
burden, conserve natural resources, and ensure biodiversity (WWF, 2021). 
The traditional trade causes deforestation, overfishing, and pollution, which 
deplete the world's resources at a very crucial rate. Sustainable trade, on the 
other hand, encourages effective management of resources, reducing carbon 
footprints, and adopting environmentally friendly technologies (Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation, 2019). Firms that engage in sustainable trade also 
invest in renewable resources, green methods of manufacturing, and circular 
economy structures that reduce waste and guarantee recycling (OECD, 
2022). In this way, sustainable trade takes precedence in environmental 
interests to ensure that economic growth is not achieved at the expense of 
nature's well-being. 

Sustainable trade also finds itself characterized by emphasis on transparency 
and accountability. In their sustainable trade activities, government and 
business need to show commitment towards business ethics to ensure that 
transaction of trade is being conducted without hindrances and unethical 
actions (Chouinard, 2022). This ensures a clear supply chain and businesses 
showing proof on how they are sourcing, showing labor conditions and 
environmental influence: Fair Trade certification, Rainforest Alliance, and 
Organic (Fairtrade International, 2022). By opening the door to transparency, 
sustainable trade really does build trust among producers, consumers, and 
policymakers alike by creating a more ethical trading world (NielsenIQ, 
2021). 

Another core principle of sustainable trade is that of fair trade. Fair trade 
refers to the terms of trade between the developing country producers and 
the developed country markets on equal terms (Brandi, 2017). The approach 
tries to re-write imbalances in trade throughout history by offering small 
producers and artisans the chance to receive good prices for their products 
(ILO, 2021). Fair trade organizations have the goal of eliminating the 
middlemen, exploitative middlemen, so producers will be able to retain 
more of their incomes and invest them in their societies. Fair trade also 
includes sustainable agriculture methods, for example, minimizing the 
application of harmful pesticides and promoting organic agriculture (FAO, 
2021). With increasing knowledge among consumers, demand for fair trade 
goods is on the rise and thus supporting the cause of ethical sourcing in 
international trade (UNCTAD, 2020). 

Cooperation and alliances are the bedrock of sustainable trade. This obstacle 
calls for the convergence of governments, firms, global institutions, and 
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civil society to develop trade policies that would be conducive to 
sustainability objectives (WTO, 2022). The importance of trade agreements 
that account for environmental and social implications is pivotal in 
facilitating sustainable trade. For example, the European Union has included 
in its trade agreements what has come to be known as the sustainability 
clauses, guaranteeing that its trading partners uphold standards in relation 
to the environment and labor (European Commission, 2020). Similarly, 
international institutions like the WTO and UNCTAD are very useful in 
formulating trade policies that will be sustainable (UNCTAD, 2020). 

Sustainable trade also means responsible consumerism. More educated 
consumers are increasing demand for sustainably made products as they see 
the impact their purchasing decisions have (NielsenIQ, 2021). This 
increased shift in consumer demand is pushing a business to act where 
companies lagging behind in meeting expectations of sustainability stand to 
lose their market share. By choosing products that carry ethical labels, 
shopping from companies that practice sustainability, and speaking out 
clearly for balanced policies in business, consumers are effectively driving 
sustainable commerce (Greenpeace, 2020). Increased conscious consumerism 
has seen sustainable brands increase, thereby compelling industries to shift 
direction to ethics and more environmentally friendly business practices. 

It's not that the transition to sustainable commerce will not be bumpy. Most 
businesses, including governments, grapple with several economic 
constraints in which sustainability can be undermined before balancing 
sheet short-term profitability (OECD, 2022). In the developing world, the 
constraint is wider owing to limited resources and infrastructure. It is also 
difficult to impose sustainability regulations in foreign countries because 
trade policies differ from country to country (WTO, 2022). However, these 
challenges can be overcome through policy support, technological innovation, 
and capacity improvement programs. For instance, governments can offer 
subsidies to eco-friendly businesses, maintain strict green laws, and invest 
in awareness-raising programs in schools that educate people about 
sustainable trade (World Bank, 2020). 

Technological advances also play an important role in ensuring sustainable 
trade. Digitalization, blockchain, and artificial intelligence give supply 
chains more transparency, less wastage, and better use of resources (Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation, 2019). Blockchain, for example, allows real-time 
traceability of goods from production to consumption, and trade processes 
are kept ethically and sustainably. AI-powered analytics allow companies 
to maximize their production process for less energy consumption and 
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environmental footprint (Bacchus, 2021). Sustainable trade will be more 
scalable, cost-efficient, and technologically powered. 

Education and capacity building are very critical towards making the trade 
sustainable. Governments, enterprises, and centers of learning should invest 
in programs that will equip workers for adapting to the new sustainable trade 
models (UNEP, 2020). Farmers can be educated on organic farming, 
efficient water use, and pest control without degrading the ecosystem. In 
like manner, business owners may acquire CSR strategic approaches to 
implement sustainability into their business (Whelan & Fink, 2016). 
Education will in the future provide societies with employees who 
understand issues that regard sustainability and are capable of fostering 
positive change in international trade. 

The future of sustainable trade is all about innovation and continuous 
adjustment. The challenges and opportunities from changing trends in the 
global economy will continually call for proactiveness in addressing 
concerns of sustainability by the business community as well as policymakers 
(Baldwin, 2016). Product integration designed to be recyclable and reusable 
will be even more important in minimum waste production and resource 
conservation in the foreseeable future. Through this aim, green bonds and 
impact investing being sustainable finance play an important role in funding 
sustainability-driven trade initiatives (OECD, 2022). Additionally, 
international solidarity will be strengthened to tackle effectively sustainability 
problems that cross borders and make trade a force for good. 

Multidimensional sustainable trade is the way to the best equilibrium among 
economic, social, and environmental interests of global business. It supports 
economic sustainability, social justice, environmental stewardship, 
transparency, fair trade, cooperation, and ethical consumption. Trade has the 
potential to build a resilient, inclusive world economy. Challenges exist, but 
technological changes, policy assistance, and education programs provide 
plausible ways of facilitating the transition. It is only when business, 
government, and consumers start embracing sustainability that such a vision 
for an equitable and sustainable system of trade can be a reality for not only 
present but also coming generations. 

The Evolution of Global Trade and Sustainability 

World trade history is constantly changing in character and is an interesting 
tale that is developed from economic growth, changing technological eras, 
and shifting cultural attitudes. International trade has assisted in the 
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development of economy and civilizations over the ages as a vehicle 
whereby countries on different continents could exchange goods, ideas, and 
cultures. Global trade has developed to make the world not only more 
interdependent but also complex. But this growth has also come at vast 
environmental and social expenses, thus putting the increasing focus on 
sustainability in international trade (UNCTAD, 2020; WTO, 2022). With 
continued expansion in trade, sustainability has become an important 
addition to ensure that economic growth is accompanied by no deterioration 
of the environment or social inequality. 

In the past, trade has been dominated mostly by greed driven by necessity 
and demand for resources and wealth that was present. From the very 
beginning, ancient civilizations traded such things as textiles and spices 
with other valuable metals. Further organized trade channels, such as the 
Silk Road and trans-Saharan systems of commerce, introduced fresh 
economic opportunities as well as cross-cultural exchange. The majority of 
the systems were based on forced labor exploitation, unviable resource 
extraction, and other exploitative activities (Pomeranz & Topik, 2018). The 
same problems were accelerated by mass production, deforestation, and 
pollution in the Industrial Revolution era. As industrialization powered the 
economic process, on the other hand, it increased environmental degradation 
and social inequalities (Stearns, 2013). 

The 20th century was a time of rapid globalization made feasible through 
advances in finance, communication, and transportation. In addition, global 
trade agreements such as GATT and WTO also facilitated the opening up 
of the world markets. The emergence of multinational corporations as the 
dominant driver of international trade fueled economic growth but opened 
the door to environmental degradation, human rights abuses, and increasing 
income inequality (Baldwin, 2016). More industrial production brought 
more production of greenhouse gases, deforestation, and accumulation of 
waste, hence the need for eco-friendly trade policies (WWF, 2021). 

As these issues were arising, the concept of sustainability started to 
overwhelm the language of global trade. In 1987, the United Nations' 
Brundtland Report conceived of this process as sustainable development: 
economic development ought to be weighed against environmental and 
social concerns in the balance (World Commission on Environment and 
Development, 1987). This report thus formed the foundation for the 
majority of sustainability initiatives that emerged later in trade policy, 
corporate strategy, and consumer behaviour. The adoption of the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals in 2015 further highlighted the 
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need to mainstream sustainability into trade. These range from ethical 
consumption targets to action on climate and decent work, hence demanding 
enhanced ethics in trade by governments and companies (United Nations, 
2015). 

Today's sustainable trade is driven by a mix of rules-based policy, corporate 
responsibility initiatives, and consumer transformation. Governments have 
adopted policies promoting sustainable trade like carbon pricing, 
environmental legislation, and trade agreements with sustainability clauses 
(OECD, 2021). Consider, for example, the European Union Green Deal, 
which established a target to become carbon neutral by 2050 and incorporates 
sustainability into economic strategy and trade policy (European 
Commission, 2020). Similarly, international agencies such as the 
International Labour Organization also endeavor towards enjoying fair 
wages and improved working conditions, so that trade becomes meaningful 
for all concerned and not merely for a chosen few (ILO, 2021). 

Companies have shifted towards embracing sustainability in supply chains. 
Companies are more engaged with corporate social responsibility activities 
of ethical sourcing, minimizing waste, and carbon footprint reduction. Fair 
Trade, Rainforest Alliance, and organic are just some of the labels that 
enable a customer to identify products that do not harm the environment or 
offend ethical standards (Fairtrade International, 2022). Circular economies 
and green finance are some of the sustainable business models that include 
them. Companies that do not fit into these new expectations will fall behind 
as customers play a more active role in the purchase decision (NielsenIQ, 
2021). 

Actually, consumer awareness is one of the defining features of the 
sustainability movement that has swept global trade in recent history. The 
more information made available to consumers, the better they are 
becoming at realizing how their purchasing is destroying the natural world 
and human beings as well. Ethical consumerism has triggered the need for 
greener products, thereby pushing corporations to be environmentally 
conscious and adopt socially responsible business strategies (Greenpeace, 
2020). Consumers have also utilized online forums and social media to push 
corporations to be accountable for their actions and make trade more open 
and ethical. Therefore, most companies have embraced sustainability as a 
business strategy and not just as a legislative issue. 

All these notwithstanding, real sustainable world trade remains a complex 
challenge. Poor nations, whose economies tend to revolve around energy-
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intensive production, struggle to move towards sustainable patterns of trade. 
The cost of embracing sustainable technologies and practices may be too 
much, and it causes economic disparities among countries (UNCTAD, 
2020). Furthermore, greenwashing or simply unsubstantiated claims of 
going green is also a serious concern, preventing consumers from 
distinguishing sustainable products from greenwashing marketing strategies 
(OECD, 2022). All these issues are to be tackled through increased global 
cooperation, common measures of sustainability, and increased investment 
in cleaner technologies and infrastructure. 

Technological innovation is a fundamental feature to render international 
trade more sustainable. Digitalization, artificial intelligence, and blockchain 
are today the omnipresent tools that are employed to maximize transparency 
in the supply chain, avoid wastage, and optimize the use of resources 
(Bacchus, 2021). Blockchain, for instance, is utilized to aid in tracking the 
flow of goods from production through consumption with the objective of 
promoting ethical and sustainable practices. Businesses led by AI-driven 
analytics make smart choices toward efficiency and reduce the environmental 
impact of their operations. Technological application in the practice of trade 
offers sustainable solutions toward sustainability challenges facing 
enterprises. Policy advocacy and education are also vital toward constructing 
sustainable trade. The triad of governments, academies, and NGOs can raise 
awareness among the public about sustainable trade practices and provide 
business leaders with the knowledge and training necessary for the 
implementation of the same (UNEP, 2020). Moreover, institutions for 
training in sustainable agriculture, ethical manufacturing, and environmental 
conservation would help companies transition to sustainable business 
methods. Policymakers must further strengthen regulations to encourage 
sustainable trade and discourage exploitative and environmentally 
destructive trade practices. It is by maintaining this sustainability culture in 
populations that a trade system will be created where long-term prosperity 
is prioritized over short-term gains. 

The future of global trade will be increasingly governed by considerations 
of sustainability. With the challenge of climate change, scarce resources and 
social imbalance, governments and businesses will have no choice but to 
transform so that trade can remain a driver of progress (WTO, 2022). 
Circular economy ideas such as how to reduce waste and extend the life of 
products will increasingly inform trade policy. The growth of green bonds 
and impact investment will also be included in sustainable finance to 
continue offering financial support to companies that are sustainability-
focused (OECD, 2022). Global cooperation regarding sustainability will 
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also be necessary in making trade policies harmonize with the 
environmental and social agendas of the government. 

Finally, it is a shift of global commerce to sustainability that is a new shared 
understanding on the realization of economic growth within the limits of 
environmental and social responsibility. From historic trade routes to 
modern e-commerce, commerce has always been the foundation for the rise 
of economies and societies. But the destructive effects produced by 
unsustainable trade patterns made the need for the shift to ethical and 
ecologically sustainable practices inevitable. By applying sustainability to 
trade policy, business processes, and consumer choice, the world trading 
system can shift toward a more people-centric and stable future. As 
technological innovation, regulatory infrastructures, and consumer 
awareness continue to evolve, sustainable trade will too and ultimately 
become the norm, ensuring prosperity to generations to come. 

The Triple Bottom Line: People, Planet, and Profit 

Global trade is a dynamic history of technological advancement, economic 
growth, and shifting values of the world community. Trade has, in the past, 
been an economic development agent that facilitated the exchange of goods, 
ideas, and cultures between civilizations across continents. From the ancient 
Silk Route to contemporary electronic markets, international trade has been 
an interdependent more sophisticated process. This process came however 
with vast environmental and social challenges, hence the increasing interest 
in sustainability within world trade. As trade expands, so does interest in its 
sustainability, so that economic growth is not at the expense of the 
environment or in social inequality (UNCTAD, 2020). 

Trade, historically speaking, was motivated largely by the need to gain 
wealth and access limited resources. Ancient civilizations exchanged such 
commodities as spices, textiles, and metals. The emergence of institutionalized 
channels of trade like the Silk Route and the Trans-Saharan trade allowed 
for the development of economies and cultures. These platforms of 
exchange had also taken over to a great extent modes of exploitative practice 
like forced labor and unsustainable extractive modes (Pomeranz & Topik, 
2013). The industrial revolution only intensified the scale of the problem 
with mass production, forest destruction, and pollution. As industrialization 
boosted economic growth, it increased environmental degradation and 
social inequality (Stearns, 2013). 
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By the 20th century, a period of rapid globalization was in effect, fueled by 
developments in the means of travel, communication, and commerce. 
Global trading deals such as the GATT and later the WTO facilitated 
opening up global markets. It held multinational companies as main heroes, 
along with the emergence of an economy of scale, despite the attendant 
issues of environmental plundering, violation of labor practices, and income 
disparity. Along with increased industrial manufacturing, emissions of 
greenhouse gases increased, along with forest depletion and creation of 
waste, thus signaling the imperative need for adopting sustainable 
commerce. The above challenges created the sustainability issues in global 
trade (WTO, 2021). 

The United Nations' 1987 Brundtland Report gave the definition of 
sustainable development where economic, environmental, and social needs 
were to be brought into balance. The report initiated new waves of 
sustainability initiatives and impacted trade policy, business model, and 
consumerism ever since. The 2015 United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals further asserted the need for sustainable development and trade 
integration. These are responsible consumption and climate action, the fair 
labor practices aimed at encouraging both governments and enterprises to 
embrace ethical trade practices (UN, 2015). 

Trade sustainability is driven by a combination of regulatory frameworks, 
corporate responsibility initiatives, and changing consumer preferences. 
The government has had policies in place to enable sustainable trade: carbon 
pricing, green rules, and trade policies with sustainability elements. The 
Green Deal by the European Union, for instance, targets carbon neutrality 
by 2050, placing sustainability on trade policy and economic planning 
(European Commission, 2019). Similarly, institutions such as the International 
Labour Organization encourage decent remuneration and improved 
working conditions, ensuring trade benefits accrue to all parties and not just 
a select few (ILO, 2020). 

Companies have also begun realizing the significance of including 
sustainability in their supply chain. Companies are primarily corporate 
social responsibility practice by ensuring commitment to ethical sourcing, 
waste minimization, and low carbon footprint. This has been achieved 
through various sustainable certificates such as Fair Trade, Rainforest 
Alliance, and organic that guide consumers in the choice of products that 
meet environmental and ethical standards (Fairtrade International, 2022). 
Sustained commitment to sustainability by business has also been observed 
in a series of new occurring sustainable business models including the 
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circular economy and green finance. If these are not met or taken up, 
business failure to adapt can result in market share loss due to increased 
consumer sensitivity in consumer purchases (Niinimäki et al., 2020). 

CONSUMER AWARENESS has actually driven the sustainability aspect 
in international trade. With access to more information, consumers are able 
to make informed decisions on the environmental and social footprints of 
what they purchase. Consumerism, being ethical in character, fostered 
greener product demands, which compelled business companies into 
becoming "green" through industrial practices which were eco-friendly, 
humane in the workplace, and numerous others. Online platforms, as well 
as social media platforms, also helped consumers to compel firms into 
becoming responsible and answering for themselves on the governance 
level of corporations (White et al., 2019). That is, several companies have 
adopted sustainability not as part of the demand by the affected law but a 
natural call for responsible businesses. 

But with all these innovations, the actually sustainable global business is 
still a mirage. In actual sense, for most of the developing countries that rely 
on resource intensive industries, moving into sustainable business 
paradigms is always daunting. The cost of implementation of sustainable 
practices and technologies might be unaffordable for many nations, hence 
causing economic disparities among nations. On the other hand, greenwashing 
or pseudo-sustainability is one of the major challenges facing consumers in 
distinguishing between actually sustainable products and misleading 
advertising campaigns (Delmas & Burbano, 2011). It has hence become 
imperative to counter the emerging new challenges as a result through 
increased global cooperation, global measurement of universality of 
sustainability, and investment in green infrastructure and technologies. 

Advanced technology also increasingly helps make international trade more 
sustainable. Digitalization, artificial intelligence, and blockchain technology 
will help increase supply chain transparency and reduce waste through 
better resource usage. For instance, blockchain gives companies the means 
to track products throughout their life cycle, from production to use, so that 
manufacture continues to bear ethical and sustainable behavior. The 
company gains through AI analytics by making choices that maximize 
efficiency in utilization of resources and reduce ecological impact (Saberi 
et al., 2019). Such technologies integrating into trade practice offer 
promising solutions toward fixing problems of sustainability and make 
companies more accountable and effective. 
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Policy advocacy and education are also critical towards promoting 
sustainable trade. Governments, schools, and NGOs must collaborate in 
raising awareness regarding sustainable trade practice and in equipping 
business with skills and tools for implementation. Training in sustainable 
agriculture, ethical manufacturing, and environmental conservation will 
allow business to transition towards sustainable models. Policy makers 
should, however, strengthen legislation promoting sustainable trade and 
discouraging exploitative and destructive actions against the environment. 
By promoting a culture of sustainability, communities can establish a 
trading system where long-term prosperity precedes short-term gains 
(OECD, 2022). 

Future international trade will increasingly be driven by sustainability 
factors. With climate altered, resources depleted, and social imbalances 
piling up, business and government will have to adapt if trade is to remain 
a force for good in the world. The circular economy, headlining with 
reduced waste and product longevity, can expect to play a larger role in trade 
policy. Moreover, sustainable finance as green bonds and impact investing 
will keep growing and subsidize financially companies committed to 
sustainability. It will also require global collaboration in a bid to pursue 
solutions to global sustainability challenges, with trade policy complementing 
environmental and social objectives (World Bank, 2023). 

Such development of global business and sustainability is the increasing 
awareness that economic growth must be accompanied by its social as well 
as environmental responsibility. From ancient trade routes in history to the 
new-age electronic commerce, trade has been an integrative force behind 
building economies and societies. However, the boomerang effects of 
unsustainable trade had turned people towards adopting more ethical and 
ecologically sensitive forms of business. It would therefore be most 
important that the international trading system supports a fair and robust 
transition through instilling sustainability in consumer decision-making, 
business practice, and trade policy. As consumers, regulation, and 
technology continue to evolve, so too will sustainable trade become the new 
norm—that which would form the basis of prosperity for future and existing 
generations. 

The Role of Trade in Achieving Sustainability Goals 

Trade history is a dynamic record of economic growth and progress, 
technological innovation, and the changes in the value orientation of 
citizens. Trade was one of the pillars of economic modernity, making 
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possible the exchange between civilizations not only of goods and 
commodities but also of ideas and culture, across continents. From the 
medieval Silk Road to today's online marketplaces, international trade is 
more and more integrated and sophisticated. It has caused immense 
environmental and social problems, hence the increasing need for 
sustainability in international trade. Sustainability has been at the center as 
trade continues to grow in a bid to ensure economic development but not at 
the expense of the environment or social injustice. 

Traditionally, trade was a means by which man searched for money and 
resources that he lacked. Early civilizations exchanged commodities like 
metals, fabrics, and spices. The development of fixed trade paths, such as 
the Silk Road and trans-Saharan trade routes, allowed for the development 
of the economies of civilizations and cross-cultural exchange. Most of these 
early systems of trade were founded on exploitative models of labor and 
excess resource extraction (Findlay & O'Rourke, 2007). Industrialization 
increased these issues only to a larger scale, mass production, deforestation, 
and pollution. As industrialization spurred economic growth, it caused the 
deterioration of the environment and a balloonning in social inequalities in 
due course (Stearns, 2013). 

The 20th century saw the trend of faster globalization fueled by revolutions 
in transportation, communications, and finance. Developments in global 
trade agreement—the signing of the GATT and, more recently, the World 
Trade Organization—increased the scope for expansion in global markets. 
Multinational companies began to emerge as the players of world trade. 
While they made countries develop economically and advance, they also 
possess a great tendency towards environmental degradation, violation of 
workers' rights, and income inequality (Rodrik, 2018). Industrial production 
then increased with the piling of wastes, logging of forests, and emission of 
greenhouse gases, illustrating the pressing need for sustainable trade. 
Because of these problems, the concept of sustainability has continued to 
emerge in global trade negotiations. 

The 1987 Brundtland Report, by the United Nations, offered several 
definitions by making it a point that economic development was necessary 
to be balanced in environmental and social concerns (WCED, 1987). This 
formed the foundation for more initiatives around sustainability, guiding 
trade policy and the actions of business and consumers in this regard. In 
2015, when the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals were 
adopted, even greater emphasis was placed on integrating sustainability into 
trade. These goals range from responsible consumption and climate action 



Chapter 1 
 

20

to decent work and economic growth, and thus governments and businesses 
have been encouraged to be more responsible in the conduct of trade (UN, 
2015). 

Sustainable trade today is thus the result of multiple forces coming together: 
regulatory regimes and regulation, corporate social responsibility efforts, 
and a change in consumer behavior. Meanwhile, governments have also 
been implementing policies for sustainable trade: carbon pricing, green 
regulations, and free trade agreements with sustainability provisions. For 
example, the Green Deal of the European Union is targeting carbon 
neutrality by 2050, which is in congruence with sustainability in trade policy 
as well as economic planning (European Commission, 2020). The other 
organizations, like the International Labour Organization, also believe in 
decent wages and better working conditions so that trade actually benefits 
the interest of all involved and not just a few who are chosen (ILO, 2022). 

Companies also woke up to discover that integrating sustainability into their 
supply chain operations actually cannot be avoided. Companies nowadays 
embrace CSR policies wherein they undertake ethical production sourcing, 
reducing waste, and reducing their carbon footprint. There are other 
sustainable certifications which include Fair Trade, Rainforest Alliance, and 
organic labeling that help to spot products that comply with environmental 
and ethical standards (Raynolds, 2009). Rise of emerging circular economies, 
green finance-focused business models is another proof of a shift towards 
sustainability in commerce. Such businesses lagging behind such trends in 
consumer expectations might lose market share so easily with growing 
social awareness of conscious consumers (Niinimäki et al., 2020). 

Conscious consumer awareness has been one of the key drivers of the recent 
trend of sustainability among global traders. With enhanced avenues of 
access to information, consumers are now able to learn more about the social 
and environmental impact resulting from their various purchases. Ethical 
consumption increased demand for environmentally friendly products, 
forcing businesses to embrace environmentalism and be socially 
responsible. Social media and the internet gave consumers the ability to 
require corporate responsibility and to urge openness and ethics in 
commerce (Carrington et al., 2010). Partially due to this, more companies 
have embraced sustainability not just as a social imperative or regulatory 
obligation but also as a business model. 

Even with such improvement, true sustainable global trade remains an fairly 
complex problem. Most developing countries ground their economies on 
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capital-intensive sectors and cannot adapt to trends in sustainable trade. 
Economic disparity among nations is most often prompted by the 
prohibitively high cost of utilizing sustainable practices and technology. 
Greenwashing or, more specifically, greenwashing in the form of 
manufacturing fake sustainability claims is equally a big concern in defining 
what is actually sustainably manufactured and what is being highlighted 
through misleading advertising campaigns (Delmas & Burbano, 2011). 
These can be achieved through more international cooperation, shared 
indicators of sustainability, and more investment in green infrastructure and 
technology. 

Technological advancements are increasingly playing a critical role in 
aiding the sustainability of world trade. Digitalization, Artificial Intelligence, 
and blockchain are employed for more transparency of the supply chain, 
waste minimization, and improved resource allocation. For example, 
blockchain helps a company track its products from production to 
consumption in order to ensure that all the sustainable and ethical processes 
are upheld (Saberi et al., 2019). Artificial intelligence-based analytics help 
companies make data-driven decisions that enhance efficiency but reduce 
their environmental impact. Technology embedded in trade activities offers 
promising solutions to sustainability challenges, and companies can become 
efficient and responsible. 

Education and policy advocacy also have a critical role to play in promoting 
sustainable trade. Governments, educational institutions, and non-
governmental institutions (NGOs) should work together to make sustainable 
trade practices widely known and businesses equipped with the necessary 
knowledge and skills to implement them. Training courses in sustainable 
agriculture, responsible manufacturing, and conservation of the environment 
can be of help in facilitating businesses' transition into sustainable models. 
Policymakers must also strengthen the regulations that promote sustainable 
trade and discourage exploitative and environment-degrading business. 
Through sustainability culture promotion, societies are able to create a trade 
system that focuses on well-being in the long term over quick profits. 

The future of international trade will increasingly be determined by matters 
of sustainability. As climate change challenges, resource shortages, and 
social disparities are mounting, governments and companies have no option 
but to adopt change to make trade a force for good. Waste-minimizing and 
product-longevity-oriented circular economy approaches will glow with 
greater intensity in trade strategies. With sustainable finance like green 
bonds and impact investing, there is one more avenue to actually extend 
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financial support to sustainability-driven companies. Apart from that, other 
global cooperation on issues of global sustainability and coherence in policy 
on environmental and social issues with respect to trade policy are required. 

Ultimately, the development of global trade and sustainability is a growing 
recognition of the need for the harmony between economic development 
and environmental and social responsibility. From ancient trading routes to 
present-day virtual trade, trade has played a pivotal role in shaping 
economies and societies. However, the negative impacts of unsustainable 
trade have necessitated a transition to more sustainable and eco-friendly 
approaches. Integrating sustainability into trade policy, business operations, 
and consumer choice can assist in steering the world trading system towards 
a healthier and more sustainable future. That is, with continued technological 
innovation, regulatory frameworks, and consumer awareness, sustainable 
trade is a trade that will establish the new standard in ensuring prosperity 
for current and future generations. 

Key Stakeholders in Sustainable Trade 

Sustainable trade requires international trade practices to be attained in 
order to bring economic, social, and environmental benefits to all 
stakeholders. The stakeholders—governments, business, civil society 
groups (CSOs), international institutions, financial institutions, consumers, 
indigenous peoples, and technology players—play specific but complementary 
roles in facilitating the creation of policies and practices that enhance 
sustainability. It is important for them to identify and coordinate their efforts 
in order to bring about the world's transition towards fair and accountable 
trade. 

Governments are primary constructers of policy and regulatory structures 
that shape world trade. They enact regulations that impose environmental 
protection, fair market practices, and labor standards, and are responsible 
for negotiating trade agreements that involve more sustainability provisions 
(Evenett & Fritz, 2021). Governments also have the role of balancing trade 
liberalization and environmental conservation and social justice as part of 
multilateral institutions such as the World Trade Organization (WTO). 
Their enforcement and implementation capabilities also ensure that private 
sector actors conform to sustainability standards, restricting adverse 
practices across borders (WTO, 2022). 

Firms, particularly multinationals and SMEs, form the center of effecting 
sustainable trade. As being main drivers in production, logistics, and 


