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Can trade agreements really be bad for your health? 

L Alan Winters1 

 

In 1651 Thomas Hobbes wrote in the Leviathan that, outside society, human life would be ‘solitary, 

poor, nasty, brutish, and short’.2 He was advocating powerful government, but I want first to explore 

the last word in the quotation. Why is life today no longer short? Without a doubt medical science 

has advanced and we have learned a good deal about how to organise ourselves to exploit it 

(although COVID-19 suggests that we may have forgotten some of that). But also, fundamentally, we 

have the resources to support not only advanced medicine but also to provide shelter, nutrition, 

leisure and culture: that is, because we have seen what to Hobbes would have been unimaginable 

levels of economic growth. A large part of the growth is due to trade. 

 

1. Why trade? 

If this seems surprising, think about your own neighbourhood: how well off would you be if you had 

to produce everything you need within a group of 300 people? And the same applies if you consider 

your town, your county and probably even your country. Trading with others is central to our well-

being: the debate is not whether to trade but what and with whom.  

Trade between groups has several strong economic benefits: 

• It allows specialisation on what you can do relatively better than others. I teach economics 

and my farming neighbour grows wheat; by specialising we produce more collectively than if 

we each had to do both.  

• Trade permits efficiencies of scale: by allowing one community to produce something for all 

communities we can operate at scale which, at least up to some point, always allows us to 

get more output for a given input. And in some cases that point is where the world can 

support only a few producers (e.g. airliners, sophisticated medical equipment). 

• Trade permits us to import materials and technologies not available at home. Both aid 

efficiency.  

• Trade can be a force towards competition and from that to efficiency. In Hobbes’ day a 

major problem was monopolies which, because they freed producers from any threat of 

losing their markets, allowed them to be inefficient and to exploit consumers. A set of 

producers from outside a government’s jurisdiction can erode monopoly positions.  

 

2. Why trade agreements? 

If trade is so beneficial, why does one need trade agreements? For simple transactions swapping one 

accidently accumulated surplus for another, this is perfectly true: you can inspect my pile of wheat 

and I can inspect your saucepans and if we are happy, we swap. But there are at least two 
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complications: first where does the surplus come from and second inspecting always requires time 

and often requires expertise/information that individuals do not have.  

As soon as a potential trader decides to produce a surplus to trade with another party, she is 

dependent on the future willingness of that party to trade. This requires confidence and trust. 

Within an economy, governments play this role – with varying degrees of success – not only by 

suppressing violent crime but providing the soft infrastructure to protect property and enforce 

contracts. Between sovereign countries, however, this style and level of enforcement is not feasible 

and so one is left with agreements that must more or less be self-enforcing. That is, agreements in 

which each party recognises the benefits of adhering to the terms of the agreement. This does not 

require that every single transaction must be balanced, but that, taken as a whole and over a period 

of time, both parties prefer cooperation to conflict.  

To deliver the confidence necessary for producers to invest in producing surpluses and consumers to 

trust that they will continue to be able to obtain necessary products from abroad, trade agreements 

need to deliver on two fronts: 

• Each government needs to believe that the other governments will continue to cooperate, 

and 

• The economic actors within each economy need to believe cooperation will continue.  

 

The first of these requires parties to commit to particular behaviours in the future, while the second 

requires that the internal processes in the economy respond to negotiated governmental 

behaviours, one part of which is to believe that their governments will enforce the negotiated 

norms.  Thus, trade agreements constrain both external and internal policy-space. 

 

This world’s largest trade agreement is the World Trade Organization (WTO) and its predecessor, the 

General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) which codifies a number of aspects of international 

trade. It started in 1948 with 23 members – already large for a cooperative agreement – and has 

grown to 164 members. The GATT was essentially a shallow agreement – signatories agreed not to 

do certain things; it had only weak powers of enforcement, which failed on occasion, and it also 

failed to regulate important areas of commerce. It was essentially a lowest common denominator 

agreement, precisely because it had to keep everyone onboard.  

In 1994 the GATT was transformed into the WTO with a broader coverage (notably extending to 

services and to intellectual property), somewhat more intrusive rules and tougher enforcement 

powers. Many countries sought to join it – perhaps evidence of its worth – but eventually its 

principal architect and largest member, the USA, felt it too intrusive, and since 2016, President 

Trump has basically ignored and then undermined it. Its future is genuinely in the balance.3  

Because the WTO (GATT) provides only the shallowest of integration, many governments have 

sought to go further by negotiating trade agreements between themselves that provide for deeper 

and wider restraints on economic behaviour and consequently support even greater investment in 

trade.  Call these generically free trade agreements (FTAs). FTAs can, inter alia, deliver deeper tariff 
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into existence in a period when the USA was the absolutely pre-eminent economy in the world is that the USA 
recognised that unless it curtailed its power to act unilaterally, no-one else would invest in building up capacity 
to trade with it - Goldstein, and Gowa (2002). 
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cuts on parties’ mutual trade, liberalise regulations on services trade, extend trade liberalisation to 

sectors not covered by their GATT commitments, and harmonise or mutually recognise product or 

process standards between partners.   

To summarise, anything beyond the most primitive trade requires confidence about the future and 

this requires prior commitments about policy; trade agreements aim to deliver this. Trade 

agreements are contracts between sovereign parties and thus, before they can be signed and 

adhered to, need to deliver something for each side – i.e. they need to be reciprocal in a loose sense.  

 

3. What’s the link with health? 

Trade agreements are not health agreements. They aim to stimulate trade, boost economic well-

being, and through that improve health. Nonetheless, they do co-incidentally affect health. Before 

detailing how, however, I will sketch one of the important principles of economic policy, which I am 

sure has parallels in medical practice.  

The theory of economic policy focusses on matching policy instruments to objectives and argues that 

generally one should intervene as close as possible to the problem you are trying to solve. For 

example, if the problem is sugar consumption, consumption policies (taxes, regulation) will generally 

be better than impeding imports of sugar, because in the latter case domestic supplies could just 

expand and move into the vacuum. Just because a change in trade policy would advance a health 

objective, that does not make it the best way to achieve that objective. Hence to advocate a policy 

for health reasons must involve showing (a) that it is effective and (b) that there are no practical and 

socially better ways of achieving the same objective. Task (a) is difficult and we often do not have 

enough evidence to be sure about it; task (b) is an order of magnitude more difficult because 

societies and economies are vastly complex mechanisms - at the risk of being provocative, vastly 

more complex than the human body, partly because they contain millions of the latter.  

Perhaps the most obvious link from trade agreements to health is income. The evidence that trade 

generally boosts incomes is overwhelming – e.g. Winters (2004) – as is the evidence, in the broad 

sweep of things, that incomes help health – e.g. Case et al (2002). These literatures establish a firm 

presumption of a favourable effect but there are, nonetheless, some caveats.  

On the former link, there are circumstances in which trade can lower welfare (real income): for 

example, it may exacerbate some distortion in the economy such as raising long-run unemployment 

because workers cannot move from declining to expanding sectors; similarly economic growth may 

involve environmental damage which reduces welfare even though it increases output. Free trade 

agreements (FTAs) can also reduce welfare by ‘tricking’ consumers into buying a good from the 

partner country when a third country is more efficient. This is so-called trade diversion: if imports 

from suppliers A and B face the same tariff, consumers will presumably buy from the one with the 

lower price – say, A. But now suppose an FTA exempts B from the tariff; its price may now look 

cheaper to consumers and so they switch. But when they bought from A, part of what they paid 

went to the government (and hence indirectly back to consumers) whereas when they buy from B 

the whole cost flows abroad.  

On the link from income to health, there is some evidence that economic upturns are associated 

with increased mortality, but it is not uncontested (see Bellés-Obrero and Castello, 2018) and it is 

essentially short term in nature.  Much more important is the concern that increased income is 

associated with worse life-style choices that exacerbate non-communicable disease.  
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The second link arises because trade agreements potentially change the relative prices, the relative 

availability or the quality of different goods and services. This could induce changes in consumer or 

producer behaviour in ways which affect health. The most obvious case is if an FTA reduced the price 

of tobacco or alcohol and hence encouraged consumption. More diffuse but of the same ilk is the 

case of unhealthy foods. Giuntella et al (2020), for example, offer causal estimates to suggest that 

plausibly exogenous variation in U.S. food exports to Mexico explains up to 20% of the total rise in 

obesity among Mexican women between 1988 and 2012. The result relies on the association of 

greater exposure to U.S. foods with greater increases in obesity and that this is due to the price-

reducing effect of  the increase in imports from the USA engendered by the trade agreement 

NAFTA..  

One can expect the same types of outcome when an FTA leads one partner to adjust its food or 

environmental standards to facilitate the latter’s market access – i.e. to begin allowing imports that 

were previously blocked. While it is too early to report outcomes, this is a critical element of the 

debate about the putative UK-USA FTA that is currently under negotiation. The USA is pressing for 

relaxations in food standards and in pesticides – see Lydgate et al (2020).  

The third link arises because the income effects of FTAs (or any other economic policy for that 

matter) are uneven. Thus, while some groups gain, others lose. The trick of even-handed policy, 

which is what most governments profess to aspire to, is not to find a single policy that has an equal 

effect on everyone but to find a portfolio of policies that broadly does so. In terms of trade a major 

unequalising force seems to have been the opening up of the USA to Chinese exports, which arose 

essentially from a US policy change reinforced by China’s accession to the WTO – a trade agreement. 

Pierce and Schott (2020) suggest that the change in international trade policy induced relative 

increases in fatal drug overdoses, specifically among white American; specifically the impact of the 

policy change on mortality appears to coincide closely with a deterioration in labour market 

conditions. 

In all these cases, there are two questions to ask. First, is the increase in income or in trade worth 

the danger to health: health is important, but it is not the only thing that matters. We have to 

balance economic gains against health losses, which is difficult politically and socially especially given 

that it requires good estimates of each that we frequently lack. Second, is there a way to have both 

higher incomes and better health? Would not the better approach be to pursue the higher incomes 

but reduce or treat the adverse outcomes by other means. For example, the poor life-style choices 

that increased incomes exacerbate might be tackled directly via education, regulation or taxation, 

which would have the added advantage of addressing domestically induced growth and its health 

consequences as well.  

Sometimes it is difficult to see how to offset the harms of trade while still reaping the gains, at least 

in the short run. For example, the geographical concentration of the decline of manufacturing are 

very difficult to counteract in under a couple of generations. However, choosing to halt the growth 

of trade with China would be truly draconian: Feenstra et al (2018) show that there are substantial 

net gains from US trade with China, and the evidence is that trade is responsible for only about 10% 

of the decline in less-skilled jobs in US manufacturing, the remainder due to being technical progress 

– Gasiorek et al (2019).  

 

4. Why might ‘they’ do this to ‘us’? 
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There is a tendency to let debates about FTAs degenerate into a ‘them’ and ‘us’ dichotomy – as if the 

government imposes FTAs on a uniformly unwilling public. Not surprisingly, it is not that simple. It is 

difficult to believe that anyone, let alone a democratic government, wishes harm on others without 

it generating some benefits elsewhere (usually for themselves). But as the previous section showed, 

interests differ dramatically over trade policy. There are two trade-offs: you have to persuade the 

partner government(s) that they get and will continue to get, something from the FTA and you have 

to trade one part of your own society off against another.  

On the former trade-off, in the UK’s two main current negotiations, the other sides both have clear 

objectives (offensive interests in trade-policy-speak). Inter alia, the USA wants (and has genuine 

commercial interests in) access for its food (lower standards and lower tariffs), access to the UK 

medical services market, changes to UK pharmaceutical pricing and liberal data rules. The EU wants 

to avoid UK standards falling, a common competition regime and long-term access to fishing 

grounds. The UK wants tariff-free trade but mostly has articulated only defensive interests – things it 

does not want – such as no change to pharmaceutical pricing, no long-term fishing access and 

freedom to set its own standards. In the end, if it wants deals, the UK is going to have to concede 

some of these red lines.  

This takes us the to the second trade-off – internally within the UK. Different parts of UK society 

have different interests, and by choosing what enters the FTA, the UK government is choosing 

between them. For example, it seems more intent on preserving fishing from EU encroachment – an 

industry generating about 0.07% of UK income – than preserving UK professional and business 

services’ access to the EU market – sectors generating about 9% of UK income.  

However, there is more to it than just market access. FTAs are treaties that are written into UK law 

and become difficult to change even with a change in government. This is because the other FTA 

member will demand compensation for surrendering what it got in the FTA (and paid for via its own 

concessions), or impose a reciprocal withdrawal of its own concessions, which will damage some 

other UK interest. Once one admits imports of, say, food produced to US standards it will be quite 

impossible to maintain higher standards for UK producers. In other words, once one concedes a 

standard internationally it is almost bound to become embedded in the UK, so if you wish to tilt UK 

food standards away from precaution about unknowns and high animal welfare standards and 

towards cheaper production methods for farmers, there is no more efficient way of achieving this 

than recruiting the might of the US state to demand it. That is, an FTA helps to support particular 

domestic interests and makes their victory in the internal political debate virtually irreversible.  

If all this seems unfair, remember that international agreements can also be used to tighten 

standards – i.e. to make a pro-regulation cause almost irreversible. That, in a sense, is what 

membership of the EU did in the UK. Tight pesticide standards, clean water regulations and tough 

competition policy were all things that part of the UK political establishment would have liked to 

weaken, but which, until Brexit, the EU prevented. And Brexit is demonstrating the huge cost of 

trying to overcome that control. 

I argued above that the focus for addressing health concerns should be domestic rather than 

international trade, but this does spill over into the business of FTAs.   

 

5. What’s the solution?  
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Prima facie, the solution is obvious: do not reduce the tariffs on tobacco, alcohol and unhealthy 

foods (FTAs frequently have small numbers of exceptions to zero tariffs), and do not agree to 

anything that might reduce health-related standards and embrace anything that might improve 

them.  

But in practical and political terms that is no solution at all. If you place more weight on health issues 

than the majority of Britons, it is difficult to see how you can (maybe even should) prevail. 

Information, education and debate are part of the solution. Ultimately, however, we live in a 

democracy and persuasion is the only tool available if one is seeking to make rules that affect other 

people.4  

On the other hand, one can at least make the debate transparent and the decision-making process 

fair. In many democracies, the legislature plays a role in the design of FTAs, with, for example, input 

into the objectives, monitoring the progress of negotiations and often a vote on the outcome – see 

Jones and Sands (2020). That is not true in the UK, where treaty making is part of the royal 

prerogative (i.e. the preserve of the executive) and Parliament is largely excluded.5 While sometimes 

there is more debate, formally the government negotiates an FTA as it sees fit and presents it to 

Parliament as a Statutory Instrument which Parliament can debate if it so demands, and can delay 

but effectively not reject.  

The government’s argument is that if the FTA affects fundamental issues in the UK, primary law will 

be required to give it effect and Parliament can always refuse to enact this. But for a long 

negotiation to be overturned after it has been signed requires extraordinary political effort and is 

clearly damaging to the UK’s reputation – so, in practice, it just does not happen. Moreover, in the 

case of the UK today this process is even weaker, because as part of the Withdrawal Act 2020 which 

governs future relations with the EU and according the Trade Bill which will govern all the so-called 

Continuity Agreements with the countries which already have an FTA with the UK by virtue of the 

latter’s membership of the EU, many issues that would normally require primary legislation will be 

dealt with by Ministers using Statutory Instruments – Lydgate et al (2019).  

One thing to do, therefore, is to demand at least as much information and legislative scrutiny of UK 

FTAs as Congress and the European Parliament have of US and EU FTAs.   
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