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Dear Delegates, 

Welcome to the 2017 National Model United Nations Conference in Washington, DC (NMUN•DC)! We are pleased to introduce you 
to our committee, the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). This year’s staff is: Director Courtney 
Indart and Assistant Director Ally Tu. Courtney completed her B.A. in International Political Economy in 2015 and is currently 
working on her M.A in International Affairs at George Washington University’s Elliott School of International Affairs. This will be 
her third year on DC staff, and she is excited to return to NMUN•DC. Ally is currently working on her B.A. in Nutrition and Food 
Sciences at California State University, San Bernardino and is working towards becoming a Physician’s Assistant. This will be her 
first year on DC staff and is thrilled to be a part of NMUN•DC. 

The topics under discussion for UNCTAD are: 

1. Minimizing The Negative Effects of Globalization 
2. The Social Responsibility of Multinational Corporations 

UNCTAD is an important organization within the UN system, and it plays a crucial role in coordinating trade negotiations and 
providing trade guidance to economies across the globe. UNCTAD offers critical policy tools for Member States and international 
organizations through in-depth global trade analysis. Currently, UNCTAD is working to pursue the Sustainable Development Goals 
by promoting increases in funding for development and greater public-private partnerships.  

This Background Guide serves as an introduction to the topics for this committee. However, it is not intended to replace individual 
research. We encourage you to explore your Member State’s policies in depth and use the Annotated Bibliography and Bibliography 
to further your knowledge on these topics. In preparation for the Conference, each delegation will submit a Position Paper by 11:59 
p.m. (Eastern) on 13 October 2017 in accordance with the guidelines in the NMUN Position Paper Guide. 
 
Two resources, to download from the NMUN website, that serve as essential instruments in preparing for the Conference and as a 
reference during committee sessions are the: 

1. NMUN Delegate Preparation Guide - explains each step in the delegate process, from pre-Conference research to the 
committee debate and resolution drafting processes. Please take note of the information on plagiarism, and the prohibition on 
pre-written working papers and resolutions. Delegates should not start discussion on the topics with other members of their 
committee until the first committee session. 

2. NMUN Rules of Procedure - include the long and short form of the rules, as well as an explanatory narrative and example 
script of the flow of procedure. 
 

In addition, please review the mandatory NMUN Conduct Expectations on the NMUN website. They include the Conference dress 
code and other expectations of all attendees. We want to emphasize that any instances of sexual harassment or discrimination based on 
race, gender, sexual orientation, national origin, religion, age, or disability will not be tolerated.   

If you have any questions concerning your preparation for the committee or the Conference itself, please contact the Deputy 
Secretary-General, Jess Mace, at dsg.dc@nmun.org. 

We wish you all the best in your preparations and look forward to seeing you at the Conference! 
 
 
 
Courtney Indart, Director 
Ally Tu, Assistant Director 
 

http://nmun.org/dc_position_papers.html
http://nmun.org/downloads/NMUNPPGuide.pdf
http://nmun.org/dc_preparations.html
http://nmun.org/downloads/NMUNDelegatePrepGuide.pdf
http://nmun.org/downloads/NMUNRules.pdf
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mailto:dsg.dc@nmun.org
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Committee Overview 

Introduction 

The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) addresses trade, investment, and 
development issues for the United Nations (UN).1 In the 1960s, as the world was becoming increasingly 
interconnected and global trade was becoming more commonplace, less developed nations felt that the rules 
regarding trade and development being discussed were one sided.2 In order to mitigate these concerns, the General 
Assembly established UNCTAD in 1964 as a permanent intergovernmental organization tasked with addressing the 
trade and power imbalance between developed and less developed countries.3 Today, UNCTAD provides a variety 
of advisory, policy, and support programs to Member States, especially Least Developed Countries (LDCs) and its 
mandate has continued to evolve through the years.4 
 
UNCTAD hosts quadrennial meetings that include all of its Members. The outcome documents from these meetings 
are often influential in international economic policy and serve to guide the operations of UNCTAD through the 
intervening years.5 The Accra Accord (2008), for example, established the environment as a core concern of 
UNCTAD.6 Specifically, it urged action to address adaptation and mitigation in accordance to the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (1992).7 The Doha Mandate (2012) reconfirmed UNCTAD’s mission of inclusive 
development-centered growth and stressed the role of policy research and technical assistance.8 As the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) begin taking effect, UNCTAD’s role within the UN remains significant.9 The 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015) identified international trade as a tool for poverty reduction and 
inclusive economic growth.10 With this in mind, UNCTAD passed the Nairobi Azimio (Nairobi Declaration) and the 
Nairobi Maafikiano (Nairobi Consensus) in 2016, which form the basis for UNCTAD’s work in addressing the 
SDGs.11 The following overview will highlight the main components of UNCTAD, in addition to its areas of work 
and current priorities.  

Governance, Structure and Membership 

There are 194 members of UNCTAD consisting of all UN Member States plus the Holy See.12 The entire 
membership meets once every four years at an UNCTAD conference.13 The Trade and Development Board manages 
the regular operations of UNCTAD between these quadrennial meetings as well as any urgent policy issues that may 
arise.14 The board meets in Geneva up to three times a year.15 The Trade and Development Board receives and 
reviews the various reports produced by UNCTAD’s other administrative and functional bodies, including: the 
Working Party on the Strategic Framework and the Programme Budget; the commissions on trade and development; 
the commission on investment, enterprise, and development; working groups on accounting standards and 
competitive laws and policies; and various expert meetings hosted by UNCTAD.16 Membership to the Trade and 
Development Board consists of 155 members of UNCTAD.17 To ensure balanced representation on the board, 

                                                
1 UNCTAD, History, 2017. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 UNCTAD, About UNCTAD, 2017.  
5 Ibid. 
6 UNCTAD, UNCTAD XII Adopts Accra Declaration and Accord, Stresses Action on Climate Change, 2008. 
7 Ibid. 
8 UNCTAD, Negotiators at UNCTAD14 reach consensus, strengthen UNCTAD: UNCTAD mandate reaffirmed in Doha, 2012. 
9 UNCTAD, UNCTAD delivers on the Sustainable Development Goals, 2017. 
10 UNCTAD, Trade and the Sustainable Development Goals, 2017. 
11 UNCTAD, Nairobi Azimio, 2016; UNCTAD, Nairobi Maafikiano, 2016. 
12 UNCTAD, Membership of UNCTAD and of the Trade and Development Board, 2017. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 UNCTAD, Meetings. 
17 UNCTAD, Membership of UNCTAD and of the Trade and Development Board, 2017. 



 

2 

 

groupings were established in 1965.18 The groups each receive a specific number of spots on the board and consist 
of: Group A for most of Africa and Asia; Group B for Western Europe and other nations; Group C for Latin 
American states; and Group D for Eastern European Member States.19 There is also an unassigned group of 6 states 
which includes: Armenia, Kiribati, Nauru, South Sudan, Tajikistan, and Tuvalu.20 UNCTAD reports to both the UN 
General Assembly and the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC); however, UNCTAD maintains its own 
membership, leadership and budget.21 UNCTAD is headed by a Secretary-General, currently Mukhisa Kituyi, who is 
elected to a four-year term.22  
 
The Substantive work of UNCTAD is carried out by five divisions lead by the Secretary-General.23 The Division for 
Africa, Least Developed Countries and Special Programmes provides policy analysis, technical assistance, and 
coordinates UNCTAD’s activities in over 90 Member States.24 The Division on Globalization and Development 
Strategies manages the consequences of globalization on developing nations and provides technical support for 
developing countries integrating into the international financial system.25 The Division on Investment and Enterprise 
produces the World Investment Report and hosts the World Investment Forum.26 The Division on International 
Trade in Goods and Services promotes partnerships for trade policy and manages issues including trade and climate 
change.27 The Division on Technology and Logistics hosts the United Nations Commission on Science and 
Technology for Development, manages the Automated System for Customs Data, and provides policy dialogue for 
and technical dialogue on science, technology and innovation and trade logistics 28  
 
While the UNCTAD general conference meets every four years, with the next meeting being in 2020, UNCTAD 
hosts others forums and conferences on a more frequent basis.29 The World Investment Forum meets every two 
years and is meant to facilitate dialogue and action on emerging key challenges in investment.30 The Global 
Commodities Forum meets annually; at its 2016 meeting its objectives were to increase understanding of the boom-
to-bust cycle of commodities markets, identify opportunities for development of new markets, and to produce a 
roadmap for policy makers for adjustments to the commodity market to rebalance it within the global economy.31  

Mandate, Functions and Powers 

UNCTAD was created by General Assembly resolution 1995/XIX, which established the mandate of the 
organization to promote international trade between Member States at different stages of development, to make 
proposals for putting said principles and policies into effect, to review and facilitate the coordination of activities of 
other UN institutions, to initiate action in cooperation with the competent organs of the UN for the negotiation and 
adoption of multilateral legal instruments in the field of trade, and to be the center for harmonizing trade and related 
development policies of governments and regional economic communities.32 The mandate has been updated several 
times, most recently at the 2016 meeting in Nairobi, Kenya where they added e-trade initiatives and integrated the 
first UN statistical report on the Sustainable Development Goals into the mandate.33 Both the General Assembly and 

                                                
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid.  
21 UNCTAD, Organization, 2017. 
22 UNCTAD, About UNCTAD, 2017. 
23 UNCTAD, Organization, 2017. 
24 UNCTAD, Africa, Least Developed Countries and Special Programmes (ALDC), 2017. 
25 UNCTAD, Globalization, Interdependence and Development, 2017. 
26 UNCTAD, Investment and Enterprise, 2017. 
27 UNCTAD, International Trade and Commodities, 2017. 
28 UNCTAD, Technology, Innovation and Trade Logistics, 2017. 
29 UNCTAD, Organization, 2017. 
30 World Investment Forum, Outcome 2016, 2016. 
31 UNCTAD, Breaking the Chains of Commodity Dependence, 2016. 
32 UN General Assembly, Establishment of the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development as an Organ of the 

General Assembly (A/RES/1995(XIX)), 1964. 
33 UNCTAD, Negotiators at UNCTAD14 reach consensus, strengthen UNCTAD work programme, 2016. 
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ECOSOC have also expanded the mandate of UNCTAD in the past, including in 2015 when the General Assembly 
added consumer protection to UNCTAD’s mandate.34   
 
In order to fulfill its mandate, UNCTAD’s secretariat produces several annual reports including the Trade and 
Development Report and the Least Developed Countries Report (LDCR).35 The Trade and Development Report 
analyzes current economic trends and concerns and provides policy suggestions to address them.36 The LDCR 
contains a statistical annex, including a variety of data on Least Developed Countries, and provides analysis of the 
socio-economic situations in LDCs.37 Other reports include the Economic Development in Africa Report, the World 
Investment Report, and the Trade and Environment Review.38 In addition to its functioning as a deliberative body, 
UNCTAD also provides policy support to Member States in a variety of areas.39 Currently, UNCTAD provides 
science, technology and innovation policy reviews to increase national competencies in this area and to help bolster 
local industries in less developed states.40 UNCTAD has completed 9 reviews since 2008 and completes one to two 
each year.41  UNCTAD also runs an e-commerce and law reform program which has trained over 2000 policy and 
lawmakers in over 60 Member States.42 UNCTAD also operates programs, including the Automated System for 
Customs Data, the BioTrade initiative, and the Oceans Forum.43  

Recent Sessions and Current Priorities  

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development reaffirmed the UN’s focus on development and by association the 
work of UNCTAD.44 The 2030 Agenda highlighted the importance of international trade as a tool for inclusive 
economic growth and poverty reduction.45 In the Nairobi Azimio, the Members of UNCTAD reiterated their 
commitment to the successful implementation of the SDGs and highlighted the role that UNCTAD has to play in 
their implementation.46 Additionally, the Nairobi Azimio recognized the role of unsustainable debt in limiting 
development and launched the E-Trade for All Initiative, which had been developed at a UNCTAD workshop in 
February 2016.47 The E-Trade for All Initiative is tasked with raising awareness regarding both the opportunities and 
challenges of e-commerce, mobilizing resources to implement e-commerce initiatives, and strengthening global 
partnerships.48  
 
The Nairobi Maafikiano begins by highlighting the low rate of growth for demand and trade and underscoring the 
importance of the 2030 Agenda and the Framework Convention on Climate Change.49 The document reaffirmed 
UNCTAD’s role in ensuring an inclusive global economy through international cooperation.50 In reference to the 
2030 Agenda, the Nairobi Maafikiano further reaffirms its focus on LDCs in its body of work, providing special 
focus on island, African, and landlocked states.51  In order to promote international trade the Nairobi Maafikiano 
states, “a universal, rules-based, open, transparent, predictable, inclusive, non-discriminatory and equitable 
multilateral trading system under the World Trade Organization, as well as meaningful trade liberalization with 
appropriate supporting policies, are needed.”52 It goes further to identify that while global poverty has gone down by 

                                                
34 UNCTAD, UNCTAD receives a new consumer protection mandate from the General Assembly, 2015.  
35 UNCTAD, The Least Developed Countries Report 2016, 2016. 
36 Ibid. 
37 UNCTAD, The Least Developed Countries Report 2016, 2016. 
38 UNCTAD, Flagship Reports, 2017. 
39 UNCTAD, UNCTAD Toolbox: Delivering Results, 2016. 
40 Ibid.  
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 UNCTAD, About UNCTAD, 2017. 
44 UN General Assembly, Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015. 
45 Ibid. 
46 UNCTAD, Nairobi Azimio, 2016, p. 2. 
47 Ibid, p. 4.  
48 UNCTAD, eTrade for All: Unlocking the Potential of E-Commerce in Developing Countries, 2017. 
49 UNCTAD, Nairobi Maafikiano, 2016, p. 2. 
50 Ibid, p. 3. 
51 Ibid, p. 4. 
52 Ibid, p. 5. 
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half, the effects have been uneven resulting in extreme global economic inequality.53 The Nairobi Maafikiano also 
stresses the role structural transformation plays in supporting development and provides 120 recommendations for 
UNCTAD and the international community to implement.54 
 
In addition to the general conference, UNCTADs Trade and Development Board met in December of 2016.55 At this 
meeting they discussed the role of investment for development, evaluated international trade from a development 
perspective, and produced UNCTAD’s contribution to the Programme of Action for the Least Developed Countries 
for the Decade 2011-2020: Fifth progress report.56 Additionally they reviewed technical cooperation activities 
including the report on UNCTAD assistance to the Palestinian People.57  The 64th Session of the Trade and 
Development Board will meet in September of 2017.58 

Conclusion 

UNCTAD has seen its mandate evolve since it was established in 1964, which has allowed for UNTAD to have 
greater ability to improve global trade and ensure a more equal playing field for Member States that were less 
developed.59 UNCTAD serves as an essential organization for the implementation of the SDGs, especially with the 
direct support offered to Member States by its programs and the multitude of materials and reports supplied by its 
five divisions.60 The Nairobi Maafikiano is the latest agreement to shape how UNCTAD functions, and it reaffirmed 
that sustainable development, trade, and climate change will continue to be at the core of its operations.61 
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53 Ibid, p. 6. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 UNCTAD, Trade and Development Board, sixty-fourth session, 2017. 
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I. Minimizing the Negative Effects of Globalization 
“We must ensure that the global market is embedded in broadly shared values and practices that reflect global 

social needs, and that all the world’s people share the benefits of globalization.”62  

Introduction  

Since the adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the United Nations (UN) has been forging the 
path to promote economically and socially equitable globalization.63 In October 2016, the Economic and Social 
Council (ECOSOC) reaffirmed the UN's desire to ensure that globalization leaves no one behind.64 However, 
ensuring this may be difficult given the multi-dimensional and evolving nature of globalization, which is 
characterized by economic rules designed for the entire world to maximize profits and productivity; technological 
innovation and adaptability; the reduction of the welfare state and privatization of social services; emergence of 
trans-national organizations that control economic policy instruments; and the dissemination of common cultural 
values with the re-emergence of nationalism, conflicts, and social movements.65 Currently, the international 
economic system is simultaneously witnessing growing anti-globalization sentiments by some advanced economies 
while emerging economies continue to push forward to harness globalization for sustainable development.66  
 
The 2009 global economic crisis caused a significant amount of damage to the image of globalization due to the 
impact on the international banking system.67 Six years later, a lack of overall economic growth in the global north 
has left many uncertain about their futures and developing economies are now starting to be impacted.68 At the 
release of the 2016 Trade and Development Report (TDR16), UNCTAD Secretary-General Mukhisa Kituyi 
addressed the poor global economic climate and stated, “solutions [to the negative effects of globalization and the 
sluggish economy] require an ambitious rethink, not a tepid business-as-usual reaction.”69 UNCTAD is working to 
promote policies that are development-friendly, helping integrate developing economies into the global economy, 
and minimizing the costs of greater economic integration.70 In a 2016 report, UNCTAD recognized that 
globalization has had many positive effects on helping decrease poverty and promote development.71 In fact, the 
number of people living in extreme poverty has decreased by over one billion and the number of undernourished 
people has been cut in half since 1990.72 However, as the world moves further towards global integration, several 
negative effects have manifested themselves due to these changes.73 The social costs of globalization have increased 
due to issues such as the movement of skilled labor across borders, the ease in which corporations and individuals 
can avoid taxes, and the rise in income inequality.74 

International and Regional Framework  

In 2000, as Member States sought greater development and tried to adjust to the more frequent economic downturns, 
the UN adopted the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) to spur economic growth and global cooperation.75 As 
a supportive response to the MDGs, the UN Department for Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) held the first 
International Conference on Financing for Development (ICFD) in Monterey, Mexico in 2002.76 Through 
multilateral efforts, the first ICFD created the landmark Monterey Consensus (2002), which highlighted that 
developing countries need to take more initiative in poverty reduction while developed countries need to increase 
                                                
62 UN DPI, Secretary-General Welcomes International Corporate Leaders to Global Compact Meeting, 2000.  
63 UNCTAD, Trade and Development Report, 2016. 
64 UN DPI, Globalization must leave no one behind, senior UN officials tell joint meeting on socio-economic issues, 2016. 
65 UNESCO, Globalisation, 2017. 
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their official development assistance (ODA).77 Since 2002, three other financing conferences have been held, the 
most recent being in 2015 which resulted in the adoption of the Addis Ababa Action Agenda (AAAA) (2015).78 The 
AAAA negotiations resulted in a framework for funding sustainable development and a package of 100 
measurements to help the world achieve the SDGs.79  
 
Along with the AAAA, the General Assembly has expressed that globalization should not be rejected, but harnessed 
and managed to promote sustainable development and human rights.80 Particularly, the adoption of General 
Assembly resolution 70/211 illustrated that the international community does not view globalization as inherently 
negative, although the resolution did call for continued research into how the international community can mitigate 
the negative effects of economic interdependence.81 In 2016, the General Assembly adopted resolution 71/197, 
“Globalization and its impacts on the full enjoyment of human rights,” which pinpoints growth in inequality as a 
direct outcome of globalization and calls for the equitable involvement of developing countries and marginalized 
groups at international economic discussions.82 Finally, the adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (2015) signaled that the international community is ready to work towards a new kind of globalization 
that moves towards equitable development while continuing economic integration.83  
 
In 2016, UNCTAD held its 14th international conference in Nairobi, Kenya to address how organizations could 
better help achieve the SDGs through trade.84 The outcome document, the Nairobi Consensus (2016), was heralded 
as an immense success in the promotion of investments for development and global partnerships for fair and 
equitable globalization.85 The Nairobi Consensus is one of the UN’s first agreements to illustrate how globalization 
and sustainable development are concepts that can build upon each other.86 Within the document, UNCTAD and its 
multilateral partners provided concrete measures that can to be taken to achieve SDG 8, Decent Work and Economic 
growth; SDG 9, Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure; and SDG 17, Partnerships for the Goals.87  

Role of the International System  

The IMF, the World Bank, and the World Trade Organization (WTO) are the foremost proponents of globalization 
and its promise to help developing economies.88 Since the 1980s, these organizations operated under a “Washington 
Consensus” to guide economic policy.89 The Washington Consensus refers to a set of 10 economic policy principles 
that include fiscal discipline, deregulation, trade liberalization, privatization of public goods, and increases in 
foreign direct investment.90 This set of principles catalyzed globalization by connecting developing economies to 
international markets, multinational corporations, and official development assistance (ODA).91 However, by the 
2000s, the Washington Consensus and unregulated globalization came under scrutiny.92 Global financial crises left 
commodity dependent developing countries in a fragile state without tools to adjust fiscal or monetary policy.93 
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While globalization was not completely rejected in the early 2000s, the international community was forced to 
quickly adjust its free market approach to incorporate socio-economic and political issues that affect development.94  
In October 2016, a joint session of ECOSOC and the UN General Assembly Second Committee reaffirmed the UN's 
belief that globalization can be and is a benefit to the global community.95 The joint session highlighted that the 
UN's work to promote globalization and minimize its negative effects has never been more important.96 Furthering 
its role in supporting developing economies and their access to free trade, UNCTAD has pioneered various 
initiatives that are helping developing communities enter and navigate the global economy.97 Specifically, 
UNCTAD’s programs are training employees at ports and borders, providing technical policy support for 
governments and organizations, and helping entrepreneurs gain access to new technology.98 The International 
Labour Organization (ILO) has similar initiatives and works to promote economic and social policies for the rights 
of laborers, produce publications on international labor issues, and provide technical assistance to Member States 
and corporations.99 Additionally, ILO publications have directly linked globalization to decreased wages for workers 
and have called for the use of sustainable wages across the globe.100  
 
Outside of the UN system, regional and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have also played a part in 
expanding the positive and mitigating the negative effects of globalization.101 Despite individual members pushing 
back, the EU has continued to advance the positive effects of regional economic integration, including by using its 
trade policies to support socially responsible industries.102 Additionally, the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 
(APEC) has stood behind the importance of the proposed Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP) since its infancy in 
2011.103 The TPP sets out ambitious policies to knock down trade barriers and promote the market diversification of 
developing economies in the Pacific rim.104 Currently, blocs like the EU and APEC are moving forward with trade 
agreements and negotiations despite the recent rejection of globalization by some of the largest economies in these 
groups.105 NGOs are also involved in minimizing the negative impacts of globalization. One of the most notable 
NGO working in this field is the World Fair Trade Organization (WFTO), based in the Netherlands.106 The WFTO 
works with both the public and private sector to promote developing economies and help small businesses, 
particularly those in developing economies, sell their products in global markets.107 WFTO certified projects are 
labeled with stickers that let consumers know the product supports sustainable development and living wages.108   

Environmental Costs 

Through globalization industries have experienced overall increases in demands for their goods due to lower prices 
and a much greater number of people living out of poverty.109 High levels of consumption have led to increased 
exploitation of Earth’s natural resources and degradation of ecosystems.110 According to the UNCTAD Review of 
Maritime Transport 2016, the use of maritime trade has hit a historic high with 10 billion tons of goods being 
transported on sea routes in 2015.111 Additionally, the ocean-based economy is relied on by 3 billion people as a 
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source of livelihood and is valued at $3-6 trillion.112 However, this demand on oceans has caused increased pollution 
and degradation to fragile ecosystems.113 The UN Environment Programme (UNEP) has started to address the 
impacts of global shipping on coastal regions through in-depth research of some of the world’s busiest ports and 
collaborative action plans with local harbor authorities.114 At the Port of Tema, Ghana, UNEP has found that nearly 
81% of pollution particles with 25 nautical miles of the port are a result of the shipping industry.115 The Port of 
Tema is only one example that has been replicated across the globe, and with coastal economies and biodiversity 
witnessing the greatest impacts, UNEP has reaffirmed its mission to work with global harbor authorities.116   
 
Oceans are currently one of the most relied upon resources for transporting goods and one of the world’s staple 
proteins: fish.117 According to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 31.4% of fish stocks are being 
overfished, 10.5% are underfished, and 58.1% are currently fully fished.118 Further, the FAO contends that global 
consumption of fish will continue to increase at a rapid pace, and will hit 9-10 billion tons by 2050.119 SDG 14 
brought attention to the delicate ocean ecosystem and the negative impacts globalization has had on the ocean 
environment.120 In June 2017, the UN’s Ocean Conference adopted Our ocean, our future: Call for Action to urge 
the international community to accelerate initiatives that address the degradation of ocean life.121 During the Ocean 
Conference, UNCTAD held an event to discuss the potential of utilizing biotrade, the conservation of biodiversity 
through the fair and equitable utilization of genetic resources, to harness sustainable use of ocean ecosystems.122 
NGOs, including the Sustainable Fisheries Partnership (SFP), are also combatting the problem of overfishing.123 SFP 
has been working to reshape corporate social responsibility by directly educating retailers, restaurants, and food 
distributors on the importance of sourcing fish sustainably.124  

Socio-Economic Costs 

Increasing globalization and export-led industrialization was expected to lead to an overall increase in wages, but 
wages in developing economies have increased the least.125 According to the ILO, approximately half of the world’s 
population still lives on $2 or less a day.126 Through SDG 11, Reducing Inequalities, the UN recognized that income 
inequality is one of the most prevalent economic problems today.127 In 2016, Oxfam International released data on 
income inequality that illustrated that the wealthiest 1% now has more money combined than those below them.128 
Such a concentration of the world’s wealth introduces new barriers in the global economy, with stagnant wages and 
the rising global cost of living being the most harmful.129 To address this issue, UNCTAD has reaffirmed its 
commitment to corporate social responsibility, particularly in the realm of providing sustainable and equitable 
wages.130  
 
In the TDR16, UNCTAD reiterated its position that minimum wage legislation and redistributive policies are 
necessary to development especially in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis.131 According to the ILO, the 2008 
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financial crisis uncovered the realities of income inequality across the globe.132 However, since 2008, income 
inequality has increased within more developed Member States in comparison to the improving income distribution 
of emerging economies.133 While globalization is tied to both the negative and positive impacts on income 
distribution, the ILO and UNCTAD both support the use of redistribution legislation to ensure citizens are able to 
take part in the global economy.134 Since 1986, the International Labor Rights Forum (ILRF) has been leading the 
fight to promote labor rights and keep corporations accountable for rights violations.135 The ILRF purports that a 
lack of appropriate minimum wage laws and government oversight of corporations has led to an overall abuse of 
labor rights.136 To address this, the ILRF contends that the international community must adopt an official definition 
of the term “living wage” and recognize it as a human right.137 

Access to Global Markets 
Currently, business owners and traders in developing and transitioning economies face a myriad of structural 
challenges to enter global markets.138 Over the last two decades, UNCTAD has built programs to better train citizens 
and government officials through its Train for Trade’s (TFT) program, which includes the highly successful Port 
Management Programme.139 According to the WTO, some 80% of international trade uses ports to transport 
goods.140 UNCTAD recognized that due to constantly changing maritime regulations, developing economies were 
facing a roadblock in keeping port employees trained.141 Corporations and Member States could not utilize ports and 
access global markets due to deficits in trained managers and laborers.142 Since its inception in 1996, the TFT has 
trained over 2,500 port managers around the world to meet maritime regulations and keep their employees trained 
on relevant procedures.143 Another structural issue that UNCTAD has worked to address is inconsistent and costly 
customs processes, where corruption and lack of training have resulted in costly transactions at ports of entry for 
entrepreneurs and small enterprises, limiting their ability to benefit from globalization.144 UNCTAD’s Automated 
System for Customs Data (ASYCUDA) allows Member States to not only create more efficient processing times at 
border customs, but further allows Member States to increase customs revenues as more transparency creates less 
loopholes.145 One of ASYCUDA’s recent successes is in Afghanistan.146 Since 2003, ASYCUDA has helped Afghan 
officials increase customs revenues by 2,000% and cut processing time from 18 hours to 1.5 hours.147  

Conclusion 

The negative effects globalization has had on the environment and socio-economic issues are only a few of the many 
issues the global community faces today.148 Environmental degradation, specifically within the ocean ecosystem, is 
expected to increase unless Member States work cooperatively to promote sustainable initiatives.149 Increases in 
labor wages is a more difficult problem to address, as the general lack of political will by Member States to promote 
better wages and corporate social responsibility has led to the stagnation of wages globally.150 Globalization can 
promote development, but consequently the desire to develop has been historically sold as a series of environmental 
and socio-economic trade-offs.151 It is UNCTAD’s and the greater UN’s goal to effectively manage globalization to 
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promote sustainable development while still ensuring that every Member State can decide its own economic 
future.152  
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II. The Social Responsibility of Multinational Corporations 
“The price of greatness is responsibility.”153  

Introduction 

Multinational corporations (MNCs) are important contributors to global trade and development, impacting host 
countries both economically and culturally.154 As companies continue to expand internationally, there have been 
increased calls for MNCs to recognize their far-reaching environmental and socio-economic impacts, in order to 
mitigate their negative effects through ethical and sustainable business practices.155 Responsible business practices 
can include mainstreaming sustainability in business models, reducing emissions, and ensuring labor rights are 
upheld.156 The United Nations (UN) Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA) defines corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) as the role corporations and businesses play within the context of society, which should be 
examined to “maximize the positive societal outcomes of business activity.”157 Broader aspects of CSR include the 
expectation of businesses and corporations to utilize an equitable and sustainable business model in their efforts to 
expand and increase their profits.158  
 
With the advent of social media, branding has become a key component in maintaining a successful business 
strategy and consumer pressure has encouraged corporations’ to increasingly focus on the environment and labor 
rights.159 While progress has been slow, some mainstream corporations have begun to take steps forward in 
upholding their CSR.160 Nike has promoted the use of sustainable materials for their products; Ford Motor Company 
has worked to ensure their supply chains maintain and reduce their green-house gas (GHG) emissions; and 
Starbucks funds college opportunities for their employees and is working to ensure the use of sustainable farming in 
their supply chains.161 These actions and trends have been seen as positives, but all CSR frameworks remain 
voluntary and success can only be achieved and maintained when businesses integrate these into their operations.162  

International and Regional Framework 

Policy at the international level regarding sustainability really began with the adoption of Agenda 21 at the 1992 UN 
Conference on Environment and Development.163 It recognized that the eradication of poverty, illiteracy, hunger, 
and the promotion of economic growth were tied to environmental concerns and overall prosperity.164 Agenda 21 
provides a sustainable framework for combating poverty, protecting and promoting human health, conserving 
biological diversity, strengthening the role of workers and trade unions, and promoting science for sustainable 
development.165 Since its adoption 25 years ago, several resolutions have been adopted as key instruments in 
addressing the concerns laid out in Agenda 21.166 The International Labour Organization’s (ILO) 1998 Declaration 
on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work similarly promoted sustainability in business, but focused on labor 
rights.167 Emphasis was placed on corporations mainstreaming worker’s rights into core business models and 
developing reporting mechanisms to maintain transparency and track progress.168   
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The adoption of the UN Global Compact in 2000 was the first international effort to develop a framework 
specifically addressing CSR.169 The Global Compact provides guidelines for MNCs to mainstream CSR and 
includes ten principles that MNCs can voluntarily agree to adhere to.170 The Ten Principles of the Global Compact 
were  derived from principles within the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), Agenda 21, and the UN 
Convention against Corruption (2003).171 The Ten Principles encourage MNCs to apply a template that addresses 
humane working conditions, accountability, and codes of conduct for business operations.172 The UN Global 
Compact has also worked towards addressing the changing landscape of business models, the pressing concerns of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), and its ten principles by providing a management model for businesses 
that includes environmental stewardship and CSR at its core.173 The model focuses on the implementation of 
sustainable programs in business and integrating “the tenet of continuous improvement,” recognizing that most 
companies are not fully sustainable and socially conscious when first created.174  
 
Since the creation of the Global Compact, the General Assembly has adopted several resolutions related to CSR, 
including General Assembly resolution 62/11 regarding “global partnerships,” which addresses the need for 
partnerships within the UN system and public-private partnerships (PPPs) between MNCs and state actors.175 In 
mirroring past work, resolution 71/221 on “Entrepreneurship for sustainable development,” highlighted how MNCs 
can solve challenges of sustainability through the inclusion of cooperatives and social enterprises as part of an effort 
to “alleviate poverty and catalyze social transformation.”176 In 2015, the General Assembly adopted the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, the most recent framework to build on Agenda 21 and address CSR.177 It 
recognizes that the quick growth of MNCs necessitates better management of consumption and waste and that 
reaching the SDGs will require private sector involvement.178 Both Agenda 21 and the 2030 Agenda promote 
corporate sustainability and encourage businesses to function in a responsible manner that supports communities and 
upholds human rights.179  

Role of the International System 

UNCTAD has focused on issues of trade, technology, finance, sustainable development, and enterprise development 
since its inception and it remains an integral organization in discussions surrounding economic growth and CSR.180 
In March 2013, UNCTAD held a Global CSR Retreat in Geneva, which addressed key concerns pertaining to 
CSR.181 The retreat included discussions on a wide variety of topics from the need to integrate the SDGs into 
business practices from the beginning of the supply chain to the private sector’s role in public goods, including 
humanitarian aid and aid for poverty alleviation.182 In 2008, UNCTAD adopted the Accra Accord and its role in 
addressing and setting international agendas on issues pertaining to CSR grew.183 Following the adoption of the 
accord, UNCTAD has called for the continued analysis of voluntary CSR policies within enterprises and to continue 
its reporting of best practices in order to enhance and complement national policies.184 A 2012 report by UNCTAD 
on addressing CSR in global value chains noted the need for measures to promote greater policy inclusion of CSR 
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and references the need to “harmonize their CSR codes at the industry level and streamline application procedures” 
as part of policy growth.185 
 
Publications from other agencies, such as the UN Environment Program (UNEP), the ILO, the UN Industrial 
Development Organization, the Human Rights Council (HRC), and the Economic and Social Council have 
recognized the importance of CSR and the reality that social progress requires action on the part of governments and 
businesses.186 The Global Compact has synthesized many of these reports into guidelines for businesses that focus 
on five defining features, namely: principled business, strengthening society, leadership commitment, reporting 
progress, and local action.187 As with many actions undertaken by the Global Compact, it provides this information 
to businesses in order to promote voluntary CSR implementation that appeals to businesses desire for integration in 
communities and long-term growth.188  
 
Regional groups, such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), have encouraged MNCs to focus on 
the achievement of SDGs in their implementation of CSR.189 The ASEAN CSR Fellowship, which provides an 
opportunity for corporations and entities to convene together to focus on issues pertaining to responsible business 
practices, is an example of public-private cooperation in promoting CSR.190 The most recent meeting of the ASEAN 
CSR Fellowship was on 3-8 July 2017 in Yangon, Myanmar.191 Some of the issues discussed included current CSR 
trends, particularly issues related to “extractive mining, garment manufacturing, and tourism.”192 The European 
Union (EU) has recognized the significant impact CSR can have on an economy, believing that improvements in 
sustainability, competitiveness, and innovation can be accomplished if the private sector is encouraged to implement 
CSR policies.193 This can be seen in the EU’s Integrated Product Policy (IPP), a pilot program that seeks to track the 
environmental sustainability throughout a products life-cycle.194 Other regional organizations such as the 
Organization of American States (OAS), have similarly recognized that for equitable growth to be realized in a 
community or region change within the industry for those working for MNCs is necessary.195 This type of change 
can be seen in the OAS CSR Program, which works to enable small and medium-sized enterprises to promote 
dialogue focused on increasing information-sharing regarding successful CSR practices among corporations and 
enhancing responsible business practices highlighting sustainable capacity-building for local communities.196 

CSR and Environmental Sustainability 

Three of the Global Compact’s ten principles are regarding corporate responsibility in protecting the environment 
and promoting environmentally friendly technologies.197 The Principles mirror the SDGs in their focus on 
humanitarian and environmental concerns, but also take into account the motivations of the corporate world, 
including profit and long-term viability.198 The Global Compact recognized that providing information to businesses 
regarding environmental concerns, especially when it is framed in a business perspective, can compel them to 
action.199 As such,  they created the Caring for Climate initiative in response.200 The Caring for Climate initiative is 
one of the largest climate and business initiatives currently operating and it provides individualized frameworks for 
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businesses to apply practical sustainable solutions based on their unique situations.201 With support and facilitation 
from the Global Compact, UNEP, and the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), more than 
60 Member States and over 400 companies having signed onto the Caring for Climate.202 While this is indicative of 
progress, statements made by the Group of 7 (G7) Leader’s Declaration in June 2015 recognized that responsible 
business conduct was a necessary priority and that voluntary adherence by corporations in reporting their CSR 
measures is still needed.203 
 
Some MNCs, such as Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, and General Mills, have recognized the significance of their reliance on 
natural resources and how supply chains can affect the environment.204 They have acknowledged the concerns 
regarding climate change, biodiversity, and energy and have recognized their environmental responsibility in these 
areas.205 In order to encourage companies to mainstream greater environmental strategies throughout their business 
models, the Global Compact also developed the Environmental Stewardship Strategy (ESS).206 The ESS provides an 
8-step process, as part of the Global Compact’s Management Model, for MNCs to include policies that allow them 
to self-regulate, comply with environmental regulations, and cooperate with local government.207 It was designed to 
provide a “holistic and comprehensive strategy” for companies to use as a template for assessing environmental 
risks with a focus on the effects there might be on water, food, and climate.208 An example of an MNC applying 
policy suggestions from the ESS was seen when Nokia in 2005 worked to establish greater sustainable business 
practices with its participation in the EU pilot program “IPP,” which addressed the lifecycle impact of products on 
value chains.209  

CSR and Human Rights 

A 2011 report from the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights recognizes that in the course of business 
operations firms may ignore or be ignorant of human rights laws and that the state may have to require compliance 
and apply appropriate and effective corrective measures when human rights are violated by business entities.210 The 
report, Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights: Implementing the United Nations “Protect, Respect and 
Remedy Framework” focuses on three pillars: the priority of the state to protect workers from human rights abuses 
perpetuated by businesses as well as third parties, encouraging corporate respect of human rights, and prioritizing 
accessibility of remediation through judiciary and non-judiciary mechanisms for victims.211 These guiding principles 
were reinforced and highlighted in the Report of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on the issue of 
human rights and transnational corporations and other business enterprises.212  
 
As public awareness has increased regarding the responsibilities of MNCs with regards to humane working 
conditions and human rights, the international community has begun down the path of developing a comprehensive 
CSR strategy, especially around improving transparency regarding corporate compliance with human rights laws.213 
This can be seen in the adoption of resolution HRC 32/10 on “Business and human rights: improving accountability 
and access to remedy,” which emphasizes the need for Member States to conduct reviews on the effectiveness and 
application of national human rights laws and the accountability and remedial solutions for anyone who is 
victimized by a corporation.214 The HRC resolution recognized that Member States must work towards addressing 
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circumstances of abuse, although in some cases they lack the capacity to do so and in many cases lack adequate 
monitoring mechanism to ensure that MNCs uphold even minimal CSR standards; making global transparency and 
consumer pressure even more important.215 The non-governmental organization Human Rights Watch (HRW) 
recently published the report Follow the Thread, which focused on concerns of corporations lacking transparency to 
consumers of the “opaque” global supply chain.216 Emphasizing that transparency in the supply chain from MNCs 
would allow for greater corporate accountability, thereby allowing consumers to witness the level of respect MNCs 
apply to human rights.217 HRW maintains that there is continued need for public information-sharing by MNCs to 
ensure labor rights, fair trade, living wages, reporting of abuse, and human health are maintained.218 

Conclusion 

MNCs will play a significant role in achieving the SDGs and CSR remain paramount in addressing the concerns of 
equitable economic growth and sustainability.219 Member States and businesses must collaborate in order to protect 
communities and workers from abuse and ensure that individual freedoms and protections are not sacrificed for the 
sake of progress.220 Successful CSR practices by MNCs encourage more active reporting methods in matters of 
environmental, social, and governance performance to ensure responsible investment and practices are undertaken in 
collaboration with governments and in line with the public interest.221 MNCs upholding their CSR and utilizing 
business to support local development can help achieve many of the SDGs, including those related to: poverty, 
human health, sustainability of waters and forests, and quality of life.222 Ensuring that UN bodies are supporting 
Member States and encouraging private enterprise to uphold human rights and respect the environment can help 
bring further progress regarding social responsibility at all levels.223 
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