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The Right Time to Examine
This Issue
• Agreement among World Trade Organization (WTO)
members and observers in 2017 to support the
Buenos Aires Declaration on Women and Trade.
• The Women’s Entrepreneurship and Economic
Empowerment Act of 2018.
• Women’s Economic Empowerment in Trade Act
sponsored in 116th Congress.
• Women’s Global Development and Prosperity
Initiative established in 2019.

Various U.S. and
global initiatives
have been
established to
promote women’s
economic
empowerment or
protect women’s
rights.

• Planned reauthorization of Generalized System of
Preferences.

• Call to Action on Women’s Economic
Empowerment in 2020
• The 2021 President’s Trade Agenda - focus on
women’s economic empowerment.
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ASSESSING WOMEN’S RIGHTS AND ECONOMIC INTEREST IN TRADE PREFERENCE PROGRAMS

Our Focus
• Describe whether and how U.S.
trade preference programs protect
or promote women’s rights and
economic interests in trade.
• Determine what U.S. agencies
currently monitor and report on
women’s rights and economic
interests in trade.
• Identify additional indicators
pertinent to women’s participation
in the trade arena that multilateral
organizations have developed and
tracked.

• We talked with key players at
the Office of the U.S. Trade
Representative (USTR);
Departments of Commerce,
Labor, State, and the Treasury;
U.S. Agency for International
Development; and U.S.
International Trade
Commission.
• We examined trade legislation.
• We reviewed 10 years of
reports.
• We identified relevant
multilateral indexes.
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Trade Preference Programs in Our
Scope

5

• There are no provisions or requirements
specifically promoting women’s rights and
economic interests, but some general
worker and property rights are protected.

Three Key
Findings

• Agencies are not required to monitor or
report on women’s rights and economic
interests in the trade arena under their
eligibility requirements, but agency reports
include some relevant information.
• Multilateral organizations track relevant
indicators, such as workplace participation,
and program beneficiary countries’
performance on these indicators varies.
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U.S. Trade Preference Programs Do Not
Explicitly Protect or Promote Women’s
Rights and Economic Interests
1

Our review of the U.S. trade
preference program statutes
found that none have provisions
specifically promoting women’s
rights and economic interests. In
addition, none of the statutes
have requirements mandating
that, to be eligible, countries
must specifically protect or
promote women’s rights and
economic interests in the trade
arena.

2

Though the statutory language varies,
all of the preference programs require
beneficiary countries to make progress
toward affording internationally
recognized worker rights. These
requirements provide some general
protections for all workers, both women
and men. For example:
• The right of association
• The right to organize and bargain collectively
• A prohibition on the use of any form of forced
or compulsory labor
• A minimum age for employment
• Acceptable minimum wages, hours of work,
and occupational safety and health
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Episodic Monitoring and Reporting on
Women’s Rights and Economic Interests
Show Challenges and Progress for Women
1

2

There is no explicit requirement for agencies to monitor for, or
report on, women’s rights and economic interests in trade
work.
Although not required to address issues pertaining to women's rights
or economic interests in the trade arena, just over half of the USTR
reports and all of the State and Labor reports we reviewed covered
such issues episodically. For example:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Recruitment of women in forced labor
Discrimination in maternity practices
Sexual harassment
Lower pay for same work
Limited access to credit
Limited access to ownership of land/property
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Multilateral Organizations Track
Indicators Pertinent to Women’s Rights
and Economic Interests
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Insights Can Be Gleaned from Existing
Information
For example,
countries receiving
benefits from trade
preference programs
varied in their
performance on
multilateral
organizations’
indexes, such as the
World Bank’s Index
and Economic
Interests.
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What’s Next?
"It is clear from this report
that we have a long way to
go with respect to
advancing women’s
economic empowerment
and participation, globally."
- Sen. Bob Casey (D-PA)

In early 2021, we began new work
that will focus more broadly on U.S.
trade agreements’ coverage of
women’s rights and on these
agreements’ impact on women’s
rights and economic interests, if any.
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WHAT’S NEXT: SECOND REPORT ON WOMEN’S RIGHTS AND TRADE

Our Focus
• How are women's rights and economic interests protected or promoted by
U.S. trade agreements and how do any relevant provisions in U.S. trade
agreements compare to those in other countries' trade agreements?
• To what extent do U.S. agencies monitor and report on U.S. trade
agreements and associated cooperation and capacity building activities?
• What is known about the impact of U.S. trade agreements and preference
programs, in terms of benefits women enjoy and barriers they may face?
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Other GAO International Trade Work
Our prior work on trade preferences programs has found that
the programs provide important benefits.
See: Report GAO-08-443 and GAO-15-393R.
• Partner developing countries have been able to grow and
diversify their exports
• U.S. businesses and consumers have benefitted from lower
cost access to these inputs
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Other GAO International Trade Work
GAO also previously identified opportunities to improve U.S.
trade preference programs’ design and implementation.
See: Report GAO-08-443 and GAO-15-393R.
• Product coverage has improved but remains incomplete.
• More integrated and regularized review could improve
compliance with country practice criteria.
• Reforms along the lines of those by the EU and Canada
could be considered.
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Other recent
GAO trade
reports on forced
labor, wildlife
trafficking, and
IPR enforcement
show…

• People, Processes, Priorities
must be in place,
appropriate, and clear.
• Paying attention and taking
steps to fix problems must
be part of the mix.
• Keeping up-to-date and
adapting to evolving threats
are to be expected.
GAO’s project on women and
U.S. trade agreements will build
on this experience.
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• COVID-19: Urgent Actions Needed to Better Ensure an Effective
Federal Response. GAO-21-191.
Washington, D.C.: Nov. 30, 2020. (See International Trade
enclosure.)
• COVID-19: Critical Vaccine Distribution, Supply Chain, Program
Integrity, and Other Challenges Require Focused Federal
Attention Report to Congressional Committees. GAO-21-265.
Washington, D.C.: Jan. 28, 2021. (See International Trade
enclosure.)
• INTERNATIONAL TRADE: Observations on Whether Women's
Rights and Economic Interests Are Protected or Promoted by
U.S. Trade Preference Programs. GAO-21-190. Washington, D.C.:
Dec 9, 2020.
• INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY: CBP Has Taken Steps to Combat
Counterfeit Goods in Small Packages but Could Streamline
Enforcement. GAO-20-692. Washington, D.C.: Oct. 26, 2020.
• FORCED LABOR IMPORTS: DHS Increased Resources and
Enforcement Efforts, but Needs to Improve Workforce Planning
and Monitoring. GAO-21-106. Washington, D.C.: Oct 27, 2020.
• COMBATING WILDLIFE TRAFFICKING: Agencies Work to Address
Human Rights Abuse Allegations in Overseas Conservation
Programs. GAO-21-139R. Washington, D.C.: Oct 2, 2020.
• STEEL AND ALUMINUM TARIFFS: Commerce Should Improve Its
Exclusion Request Process and Economic Impact Reviews. GAO20-517. Washington, D.C.: Sep 15, 2020.

Other
Recent GAO
Trade
Reports
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Let Us
Know!

Pertinent
contacts and
reports would
be welcomeg
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