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Abstract: This paper argues that from a labour perspective regions are not taming globalization.  If anything, regions accentuate the competitive pressure channelled through the globalization process.  The analysis is advanced in five stages.  First, key terms are defined (regions, globalization, labour).  Second, the theoretical approach of ‘Everyday IPE’ and its significance for understanding regional integration is outlined.  The third section gives an overview of some of the key elements of inter-state regional integration agreements and their implications for labour.  The fourth section considers the implications of labour migration and informal regional integration  The paper concludes by considering the implications for our understanding of labour, regionalization and globalization.
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Labour is both central and peripheral to regional integration.  It is central because the conditions under which labour works and the ability of business groups to access particular types of labour is an integral component of regional economic agreements.  Indeed, one could build a regional integration typology based upon provisions for labour rights and mobility.  This would have the European Union (EU) with some common labour rights and representation on one end of the spectrum and Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) at the opposite end because it only deals with labour issues under the heading of human resources.  Labour is also central because migration patterns and investment strategies are working at the non-state level to bind regions together.  

At another level, however, labour is peripheral to regional integration projects in the sense that labour rights are often undermined and the lives of individual workers placed at risk by the form that regional integration takes.  Labour as a commodity is of utmost concern to the designers of regional integration projects, but labour as a political actor and the interests it articulates is marginalized and undermined.
In order to come to some conclusion about the relationship between labour, regional integration and globalisation, this paper examines regional integration both in its formal institutionalized sense and its informal incarnation.  Many regional integration analysts (Gamble & Payne 1996) prefer to use the terms regionalism to capture state agreements and regionalization for the activity of other actors, but these two terms are easily confused and not as accurate descriptively as ‘formal’ and ‘informal.’   The term formal refers to the official inter-state treaties that set out the rules and procedures of regional integration.  This includes agreements such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and elaborate political structures such as the EU.  The informal  aspect of regional integration refers to the activity of non-state actors which bind regions together by their behaviour.  Specifically, this includes the activity of transnational investors and the movement of economic migrants.  Their actions may or may not be effectively governed by state regulation, but they to also contribute to regional integration and have a role in influencing labour's condition. 
The goal of this paper is to reply to the questions: ‘Do regions act as a space for labour groups to defend their interests in an era of globalization? Do regions make a positive difference for labour?’  The analysis is advanced in five stages.  First, key terms are defined because they can be used in a number of contradictory ways.  These terms are regions and regional integration, globalization and labour.  Second, the theoretical approach to understanding regional integration is outlined.  The approach of ‘Everyday IPE’ is contrasted to elite focused interpretations of regional integration such as state centric theories in the realist or liberal international relations traditions.  The third section gives an overview of some of the key elements of inter-state regional integration agreements and their implications for labour.  The effect of these agreements is, similar to much globalization, is to shift the relative balance of power between capital and labour by dramatically entrenching corporate rights with minor changes in labour rights.  The fourth section considers the implications of labour migration and political mobilization as elements of informal regional integration  The paper concludes by reconsidering the relationship between regionalization and globalization, as well as the implications of regionalisation for labour in a globalising world.  It argues that regions do not act as a safe haven for labour.  If anything, regions accentuate the competitive pressure channelled through the globalization process.
It is an overly ambitious task to give an overview of all the regions of the world.  This is a short paper and the author’s understanding of several regions is preliminary, at best.   Rather than offering detailed regional case studies the focus will be on the Americas, Europe and parts of the Asia-Pacific region to the degree that they are relevant for the argument.  Regrettably, this reproduces a weakness of existing literature which neglects many useful experiences outside of the European and American models (Soderbaum 2005).  Operating at this macro level runs the risk of overgeneralization.  Further research will be required to determine whether the propositions advanced here are justified or not.

Key Concepts 

The term region has been used to refer to a wide range of spaces all the way from the hinterlands of cities to the large number of countries touching the Pacific ocean.  It is an imprecise term and its use requires some clarification (Schmitt-Egner 2002).  In this paper, regional integration refers to activity that spans macro regions such as Europe, North America, Latin America, Southeast Asia and the Asia-Pacific region.  It refers both to the creation of international agreements between states (formal regional integration) and the activities of non-state actors such as migrants or transnational corporations (informal regional integration).  This focus does not imply that other types of regions are unimportant.  It simply highlights the author’s own interest in macro regions and their interaction with global processes. 
Globalization means many different things to many different people.  In this paper the concept is used to refer to processes that can be either transworld or supraterritorial (Scholte 2005).  Transworld processes are those that span the regions in analysed in this paper.  They need not be universal, but they should impact all of the continents.  Supraterritorial processes refer to those that are relatively unencumbered by geographic space.  An example includes the internet or telecommunications.  In the context of this paper, Globalization refers both to worldwide flow of goods, services, people, money and ideas, as well as the world spanning creation of political authority that governs that activity, such as the World Trade Organization.    
Before moving on to the substantial analysis, it is necessary to clarify what is meant by labour in this chapter.  ‘Labour’ refers to a wide range of people acting in their capacity as workers (O'Brien 2005).  It includes workers organised in unions and engaged in bargaining with firms and states.  In some states such unions may be autonomous, acting on the instructions of their members.  In other states the unions may be penetrated by state or party officials and adopt a relatively passive role.  Most people are familiar with the existence of organized workers in the form of unions.  However, these categories of workers only make up a small percentage of the labour force.  Labour also refers to the majority of people who can be classified as 'unprotected workers' (Harrod 1987).  These vulnerable people labour in forms of work which receive little union, political party or state protection from power holders.  Examples of such workers are people engaged in subsistence agriculture, peasants working for landholders, informal sector workers forced to scavenge employment on the streets and workers within the household (usually women and children).  Most migrants also work under such conditions.     
Theorizing Regions and Globalization

Studies of regionalisation and globalisation operate from a variety of theoretical perspectives and concerns.  For realist or power politics viewpoints the primary concern is the impact that regionalism has on state power and the pursuit of ‘national interest.’  More liberal approaches can be concerned with the development of cooperation between states in the political field or increasing economic efficiency in economic terms (Soderbaum 2005). 
This paper begins from a different starting point, a concern about the relationship between regionalism, globalisation and the conditions under which non-elite people work and live.  Its purpose is develop understanding about the implications of the regionalism-globalism dynamic for labour.  It is written for people concerned with such issues, rather than people wanting to understand state or corporate policy-making.  Instead of focussing upon elite regulation of the global economy, attention is paid to what Hobson and Seabrooke call ‘Everyday IPE’ (Hobson & Seabrooke Forthcoming) .  Everyday IPE begins by examining the condition and agency of the bottom 90 percent of the world’s population which is usually glossed over or ignored by regulatory (mainstream) IPE.
Implicit in this approach is the assumption that state ‘interests’ are often the articulation of particular groups’ desires rather than the general interests of the societies they govern.  This position does not deny that state elites can approach regional  integration in a strategic manner as theorized by realist or neoliberal institutionalist studies.  However, everyday IPE goes further in arguing that interstate arrangements have intended unequal distributional implications within and across states.  Thus, regional agreements may not be in the broader general interests of the societies which they join.  This is contrary to many rationalist approaches which start from the premise that state actors are acting in the national  interest.

Another difference in this approach to international political economy is that it locates agency in a large number of places in addition to the state or corporate elites.  Non-elites influence political and economic structures through proposing alternative arrangements, resisting dominant powers or, alternatively, complying with more powerful interests.  Thus contrary to a perspective which ignores labour or sees it as a passive recipient of elite projects, this approach locates agency in labour, as well as in capital and state forces (Herod 1997, O'Brien 2000).  In the context of this paper labour groups and labourers influence the course of regional integration by opposing particular projects, proposing alternatives or bolstering regional links through migration and transnational political mobilization. 
After investigating formal and informal regional integration below, the paper’s conclusion will consider implications of this approach for theorizing the relationship between globalisation and regionalisation.
Formal Regional Integration
Assessing the implications of inter-state regional economic agreements requires two steps.  First, the provision or non provision of labour issues within and around the agreements needs to be judged.  Second, these provisions should be compared to the institutional arrangements for other interests, such as investors.

We begin our survey in one of the least elaborate regional agreements, APEC.  A lack of consensus about the degree of institutionalization for APEC resulted in an inability of participants to even agree of it should be called an organization or agreement.  Not surprisingly, given this low degree of institutionalization APEC exists primarily as a forum for discussion and coordination.  While attempts have been made to liberalise trade and capital flows in the region labour rights have been avoided.  Labour issues have gradually crept on to APEC’s under the guise of human resource management (Haworth & Hughes 2002).  Trade unions have pushed for the issue of labour rights to be considered as part of APEC’s activities, but even the discussion of tripartite arrangements has been halting as the majority of states remain opposed to dealing with labour in any context other than training or increasing competitiveness (Price 2000).
The focus on labour compliance to competitive state / business agenda also marks the Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) approach to labour rights. (more to follow). 

An alternative strategy to ignoring the issue is to pre-empt transnational regulation by relying upon national enforcement of national standards.  This is evident in the North America’s economic constitution, NAFTA.  In an effort to blunt public criticism in the United States during the negotiation of NAFTA, labour and environmental side accords were added to the agreement.  The resulting North American Agreement on Labour Cooperation (NAALC) was particularly weak in two areas.  First, rather than harmonizing standards upwards to create new robust continental standards, the side accord simply urged the three signatories (Canada, US and Mexico) to faithfully apply existing laws.  Second, the scope of issues in which governments may be fined was severely limited.  Relevant violations are confined to the issues of  minimum wage, child labour and health and safety.  The core labour rights of freedom of association, collective bargaining, and freedom from discrimination are not covered by this ‘hard law’ section of the agreement (Compa 2001).  The core enabling rights can be the subject of discussion, but not enforcement.  Even for the enforceable standards states must be shown to have tolerated a persistent pattern of failing to enforce regulation in these areas.
While the NAALC has stimulated substantial cross border union activity, its limited legal and practical impact pales in comparison to the corporate rights enshrined in NAFTA (Ayers 2004).  The most dramatic of these is NAFTA’s “Chapter 11” which gives corporations the right to sue member governments in the event that public policy initiatives threaten corporate profits.  This subordinates public policy initiatives to a legal corporate veto if the public interest legislation threatens corporate profits.
Moving beyond NAFTA to a regional agreement in the Americas which is often put forward as a more social democratic model, we find similar imbalances in the Common Market of the South or Mercosur.  Mercosur was founded in 1991 with the aim of creating a common market between Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay, and Uruguay.  Originally Mercosur did not make any provision for labour rights.  It was only after trade union agitation that a working group (Subgroup 11, subsequently changed to Subgroup 10) was set up on ‘Labour relations, employment and social security.’  The subgroup provided a forum for discussion of labour issues and the development of recommendations to member states.  For example, it has recommended that governments ratify basic ILO conventions (Weeks 2000).  Later initiatives have included a Socio-Labor Declaration and a Social-Labor Commission (da Motta Veiga & Lengyel 2003). Both of these vehicles have been created in lieu of a more compulsory and wide ranging Social Charter.  While these institutions conduct some useful work on minimum standard setting, they are advisory rather than enforcement institutions.  In contrast to the freedom of movement guaranteed to investors, this is not very useful protection.

European integration has always contained a more social democratic and explicitly political element than other integration projects, but progress on labour issues still faces large obstacles.  The rejuvenation of the European project in the mid 1980s centred around the liberalization of economic activity required to build a single market.  The strict deflationary discipline of the Mastricht Treaty and implementation of intrusive national requirements for monetary union contrast with a EU Social Protocol which left national regulation of labour affairs largely in tact (Stevis 2002).  Social directives on parental leave, part-time and contract work have made some progress but the major development was the initiation of European Works Councils (EWCs) (Wills 2004).  The EWC Directive of 1994 required that all companies of more than 1,000 employers that had at least 150 located in more than one country must establish a forum for consulting employees across Europe.  These forums have enjoyed different rates of success.  While they have provided workers with a chance to communicate with each other and gain information, they are a long distance from facilitating transnational collective bargaining. 

These developments must be offset against the general trend of elevating and legalizing liberal economic practices at the regional level while subordinating employment and welfare policies (Scharpf 2002).  The regional integration project has taken away a whole series of policy instruments that states might use to influence employment levels, but has not provided only meagre compensatory mechanisms for states.  Examples include adjusting exchange rates, capital controls, blocking imports, using the public sector and state aids (subsidies) for employment creation or regional development.   This forces states to turn to supply side strategies of restructuring the labour market through deregulations (flexibility in the language of its advocates).  In addition the prioritizing of liberalization on a continental basis runs the risk of EU legal measures undermining state provision of social services.  For example, is it just from a competitive view that private corporations are prevented from providing social services in some EU states?  The European Court of Justice has not yet ruled on the issue, but given the existing domination of the regional drive for competitive practices, such a threat is possible. 
While European workers feel the pressure for labour deregulation at the national level and defences at the regional level have been meagre, voluntary global initiatives are used as an excuse to act on a European basis.  For example, when EU bureaucrats, in the wake of the Enron scandal, proposed that corporate social responsibility (CSR) should be pursued through EU regulations, the European Roundtable of Industrialists (ERT) and the Union of Industries of the European Community (UNICE) both argued that such regulation was unnecessary given the existence of global initiatives such as the Global Compact and the OECD Guidelines (along with the ILO Tripartite Declaration). (Greenwood 2003)
The point here is not that labour provisions of regional agreements are useless.  Hopeful analysts find some benefit in weak agreements such as the NAALC (Compa 2001, Teague 2003).  However, the advances in labour rights are so minimal in contrast to the entrenching of corporate rights that one must conclude that these agreements are shifting the balance even further away from labour to capital.
Given the nature of regional integration agreements it may even be difficult to imagine what a more balanced arrangement would entail.    Labour groups have pressed for social clauses which guarantee fundamental core rights such as freedom of association and collective bargaining.  A labour friendly arrangement could guarantee the right to organise, bargain and strike.  The right to strike with out intimidation from employers or security forces would go some way to match the mobility of capital and investors rights provided by regional integration agreements.  What a distance that is from today’s capital and trade liberalization deals! 
Is this process substantially different from what takes place on a transworld basis?  The precise arrangements are different but both reflect a form of ‘selective regulation’ (O'Brien 1998).  Selective regulation refers to a system of interstate regulation which entails elaborate mechanisms and enforcement procedures for corporate rights and weak or non-existent mechanisms for social rights.  It is economic regulation, but only in selective areas.  On the global level we have the International Labour Organization.  This is more elaborate organizational arrangement for workers rights than can be found on the regional level, but it is largely a  holdover from an era (early 20th century) when state elites feared worker revolt.  Global institutions created since the second wave of regionalism in the 1980s marginalise labour issues.  The most obvious example is the WTO’s strict enforcement of intellectual property rights on behalf of TNCs (Sell 2003) and its lack of jurisdiction over labour standards.  Economic globalization and regionalization requires increased economic regulation to create and maintain the rules of the global market place.  Business has been largely successful in shaping that regulation so it furthers corporate rights but does not strengthen the rights of other non-state actors (such as labour unions).

Informal Regional Integration
Regions are not just the creation of inter-state agreements.  Some region’s inter-state arrangements are relatively modest but they have significant connections through direct foreign investment.  Labour activity also plays a role in binding regions together.   From a labour perspective there are two elements that are most significant.  The first is migration and the second is transnational political mobilization.
Many regional integration agreements pay little attention to the issue of migration.  It is absent from agreements in Asia and provision for easier travel for economic purposes in NAFTA is restricted to business travellers.  The case is different for common markets such as the EU which are designed to facilitate the mobility of all factors of production including labour.

The relationship between formal regional integration and migration patterns is not clear.  This has been the subject of some dispute.  For example in the run up to the negotiation of the NAFTA partisans set out two different projections.  One side argued that NAFTA would strengthen the Mexican economy and thus reduce the supply of Mexican migrants while the other groups suggested that the inequalities between the countries would widen and migration pressure would increase.  Closer examination of the issue indicates that NAFTA, but itself, has very little impact on migration changes.  NAFTA institutionalizes capital mobility and encourages transnational competition which does have an impact.  Indeed the most  significant factor is the underlying production regimes in the US and Mexico which encourages Mexican migrants to seek employment in the US (Canales 2000).  The process of structural adjustment and emphasis on export processing zones has increased insecurity in the Mexican labour market and brought new sectors of the Mexican population into the flow of migrants.  In the United States a polarisation of the labour market has led to a large increase in low wage occupations in the service and manufacturing sectors, self-employment and day labour.  This has increased the supply of employment available for migrant workers.
In the case of migration in Asia one sees different patterns at the regional and global levels.  More skilled and professional labour flows out of the region (e.g. Indian IT specialists, Filipino nurses to the US) while unskilled or lower skilled labour moves within regions such as Southeast and East Asia.  This labour is as a disposable asset which can be returned when no longer needed.  Traditional sources of female migrant labour from the Philippines have come under increased pressure as new sources of female labour become available.  Thus Filipino domestic workers are being replaced by cheaper and less well organized migrants from Vietnam, Indonesia and Sri Lanka (Piper 2004).

A central element of the migration story is the tremendously important role that remittances is now playing the global economy.  A few statistics from the Americas illustrates the point: In 2003 the value of remittances (mainly from the US) to Latin America exceeded all combined Foreign Direct Investment and Official Development Assistance to the region (IDB 2004).  For Mexico, remittances was only exceeded by oil as a source of foreign earnings.  In El Salvador the earnings of Salvadorans in the US exceeded the country’s GDP.

The increase in the significance of remittances is worrying.  While it is evidence of some wealth redistribution from North to South and it does provide some individuals and families with a better life, it is a sign of economic failure.  People are leaving their own countries out of need.  Moreover while remittances provide some relief in the short run they generally do not contribute to development (Ellerman 2005).  Remittances are often a development trap – they provide temporary help but do not contribute to development.  Increasing migration patterns are reinforcing a North South divide whereby citizens of Southern countries engage in employment activities and conditions unacceptable for citizens of developed states.  

It is possible that migration issues could offer an opening for labour groups to challenge existing regional and global integration projects.  To date regional discussion on migration issues have been framed in terms of controlling criminal activity or liberal human rights (access to social service, freedom from detention)(Pellerin 1999).  However, the persuasive abuse of migrants can raise issues about the economic contradictions which force and sustain such flows and treatment.    

The creation of regional economic agreements and the movement of business activity across state borders has also generated transnational labour political organisation.  Some analysis of the role of trade unions in regional integration derive the possibility of labour agency directly from the structure of regional integration itself.  For example Abbott’s comparative study of regional trade unions in Europe and the Asia – Pacific regions argues that European trade unions moved from ideological to political imperatives as the European Union developed out of the European Economic Community (Abbott 2000).  In contrast, he argues that the lack of political institutions dooms Asian regional trade unions to focus upon ideological, rather than political or industrial concerns.  In this context ideological is used to refer to strategies which rely upon advocating particular norms of behaviour in order to rally support.
While there is no doubt that some trade union activity is heavily conditioned by what social movement theorists (Tarrow 1998) would call the political opportunity structures of regional integration, an overly deterministic view is unwarranted.  Of course, trade unions do respond to the structures of regional political institutions.  In Europe, the European Trade Union Congress has a symbiotic relationship with the institutions of the European Union.  In the Asia-Pacific region the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) had to create a new organization (the Asia-Pacific Labour Network) to mirror APEC because its existing regional organizations covered only once side of the Pacific or the other.  The NAALC has fostered increasing interchange between unions in North America as they seek to use its meagre provisions to cope with transnational business activities.

However, responding predictably to the structure and content of formal integration arrangements is only one element of the story.  Labour groups continue to exercise choice about their responses.  Thus, while it is true that unions in sectors exposed to intra-European competition are more likely to opt for European solutions, it is also true that there is wide variety of trade union positions within trade sensitive and non-sensitive sectors (Bieler 2005).  Some labour groups in similar situations choose to transnationalize and others do not.  The increased competitive pressure brought on by regional and global competition has prompted some unions and labour groups to seek out alternative models and responses.  Returning to the example of Asia, Abbott’s analysis of the ICFTU’s regional organization APRO is correct to highlight its limitations.  However, APRO’s limitations might also be explained with reference to its cold war legacy and relatively conservative approach to labour issues.  Indeed, frustration with existing union structures and strategies has lead to the creation of more action oriented networks.  These networks may be more capable of launching action targeted at particular multinationals or state policies.  
An example of one such organization is the Southern Initiative on Globalization and Trade Union Rights (SIGTUR)  Originally called the Indian Ocean Initiative, SIGTUR has pulled together a number of leftist southern trade union and NGO activists from around Australia, South Africa, South Asia, South and Southeast Asia (Lambert & Webster 2001).  It is regional in a sense, but does not map on to any of the traditional macro regions.  It aspires to be more campaign and action oriented than existing trade union structures.      
Conclusion
This paper has suggested that from a labour prospective, regional integration developments tend not to be positive developments.  Although there are particular variants in different regions, the one thing they share is the drive to create larger and deeper markets.  In most cases the form of regulation governing this market expansion either ignores labour rights, puts in place systems that do not improve upon state regulation or undermines labour rights.  The drive to market expansion and the marginalizing of worker protections is similar to globalization trends.  Moving away from formal integration, the migration of workers within regions has proved to be an increasingly significant economic and social development.  Yet the conditions that the majority of these workers operate under is hardly more favourable than economic migrants from other parts of the world.  There are few privileges given to people from the region.  

So, what does this brief overview of labour’s interaction with  formal and informal macro regions tell us about the subject matter? 

With regards to the relationship between regionalization and globalization one should conclude that these are similar, rather than contradictory processes.  Both generate  similar unequal institutional arrangements governing the rights of capital and labour.  Indeed, if one were to shift scales again and look at the national level, a similar erosion of labour rights can be found (in terms of decreasing secure employment, falling rates of unionization in developed states).  Regional integration and economic globalization are the extension of national struggles over wealth creation and production.  Moreover, the global level is often used as the justification for putting in place regional arrangements that undermine labour rights.  It is alleged that global pressures are so intense that labour markets must be made more flexible (EU), transnational regulations would be counter productive (NAFTA) and labour should be pushed into following state prescriptions for productivity or adopts a passive role (Asia).

Thus, it is helpful to see regional projects in their various forms as the next step in a very long historical process of the enlargement of capitalist markets from local to national to regional and global realms (Cocks 1980).  Although there is a greater social element to the European project than in the Americas or Asia, each regional development is primarily about expanding markets for investors.  In this, they are very similar to the push to globalize economic activity across regions. 

For labour the region is a necessary arena of political conflict but, it holds no particular virtue.  Regions are not the answer to labour’s struggles.  Regional arrangements, similar to national and global restructuring, are designed to undermine labour rights in the name of competitiveness and flexibility.  There is very little evidence of regional arrangements improving labour’s position and overwhelming evidence of these arrangements entrenching corporate rights.  This applies to the legal frameworks created by interstate negotiations and the conditions under which labour is attracted into regions and employed in them.

A third point is that the activity of labour groups themselves is contributing to increasing regionalization.  Migrants moving across state borders are tying families and communities together across regions.  Labour activists from grass roots organizations to traditional trade union structures are struggling to respond to corporate activity and state initiatives.  Migrants seeking expanded rights and transnational labour groups are both pressing for a form of regional integration that supports social development.  This opens up is the possibility of developing a different type of regional project that is not as informed by neoclassical economic principles.  However, that project should be seen as intimately linked to national and global struggles rather than an alternative to globalization.
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