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The article examines the evolution of the North American model of economic integration from the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) to the United
States — Mexico — Canada Agreement (USMCA). Over almost three decades NAFTA facilitated deep economic interdependence between the three countries but
gradually revealed structural limitations, including outdated regulatory provisions, uneven distribution of benefits and insufficient enforceability of labour and
environmental commitments. The renegotiation of the agreement was shaped by technological transformations, the rise of digital trade, geopolitical shifts and
the demand for higher social and environmental standards. The aim of this article is to identify the key institutional differences between NAFTA and USMCA, as-
sess the regulatory innovations introduced by the new agreement and evaluate their implications for the development of regional economic integration in North
America. The study applies an institutional and comparative analysis of the texts of NAFTA and USMCA; content analysis of analytical reports by international
organisations and research institutions; descriptive statistical analysis of trade and investment flows in the North American region; and a tabular comparative
method to summarise changes in rules of origin, labour standards, digital trade regulation, environmental commitments and intellectual property protection.
The research demonstrates that USMCA represents a modernised version of NAFTA, maintaining tariff-free trade while introducing new regulatory mechanisms.
The agreement includes a separate chapter on digital trade, enforceable labour rights with a rapid response mechanism, stricter rules of origin and labour value
content requirements in the automotive sector, an expanded chapter on intellectual property and a fully integrated environmental chapter. These innovations shift
the model of integration from a liberalisation-oriented framework to a more regulated and socially oriented architecture. While macroeconomic effects on GDP
are estimated to be modest, USMCA enhances institutional stability, strengthens labour and environmental protection and adjusts regional rules to the realities
of the twenty-first century. The agreement also reflects strategic considerations, including supply-chain resilience and geopolitical alignment within the region.
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Cymap f. C. Egontoyis nieHiYvHoamepuKaHcbKoi Modeni ekoHomivHoi iHmezpayii: 6id HA®TA do USMCA
Y cmammi po32nsHymo egontoyito nigHiYHOAMEPUKAHCbKOI MoOeni exoHoMiYHOI iHmezpauii 8i0 Y200u npo sinbHy mopeissio 6 MigHiuHili Amepuui (HAGTA)
00 Ho80i MpucmopoHHboi Y200u CLUA — Mexcuka — KaHada (USMCA). HA®TA 3abe3nevuna iHmeHcusHe opmyeaHHs 8UPOBHUYUX NAHYI02I8 Ma 3pOCMAHHSA
mopziesni Mix KpaiHamu pezioHy, 00HaK 3 4YaCoM MPOABUAUCA iT CPYKMYyPHI He0AIKU, 30KkpeMa 3acmapini pe2ynamopHi NOAOHEHHS, HepiBHOMIpHICMb po3-
nodiny 8u200 ma obmesericms iHcmpymeHmie 3a6e3nedeHHA mpydosux i ekonozidHux cmaxHdapmie. HeobxioHicme modepHisayii yeodu byna 3ymosneHa
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Yuhposoro mpaHchopmauyieto, 3MiHamu y 2106a16HUX AAHYI02AX BAPMOCMI, MOCUNEHHAM 280€KOHOMIYHOT KOHKYPEHUiT ma 3p0CMAHHAM PObOBUX 0YiKYB8aHb
wW0do coyianbHoi 8i0nosidansHocmi mopeaieni. Memotro cmammi € 8u3Ha4yumu Kawo4osi iHcmumyyitixi siomiHHocmi mixe HA®TA ma USMCA, npoaHanizysamu
Hosi pe2ynamopHi nonoxerHs USMCA ma oyiHumu ixHili enaue Ha modanewuli po3sumok iHmezpauiliHux npoyecie y MMisHivHil Amepuyi. MemodonoaiuHy
0CHO8Y 00CAiOHEeHHA CMAaHO8AAMb iHCMUMYUiliHull i nopigHANbHUL aHai3 MeKcmie Y200, KOHMeHM-aHANI3 AHANIMUYHUX Mamepianie MiXHAPOOHUX opaa-
Hi3ayili ma HayKoBUX YCMAHOB, ONUCOBA CMAMUCMUYHA OUiHKA QUHaMiKU mopeieni U iHeecmuyili y pezioHi, a makoxt mabauyHuli nopieHAnbLHUl memod 04
cucmemamu3ayii 3MiH y npaguaax noxooxeHHs, mpydosux noaoxeHHAX, Yugposili mopeiesni, ekonoziyHux 30608’A3aHHAX Ma iHMenekmyanbHili enacHocmi.
Pesynbmamu docnioxenHs ceidyams, wjo USMCA cmaHosums modepHizosaHy opmy HADTA, aka 36epieae pexcum sinbHoi mopeieni, ane 0onosHHoe (ioeo
KOMIAEKCOM HOBUX pe2ynamopHux iHcmpymermie. [Jo makux HogoegedeHb Hanexams: okpemull po3din npo yuchposy mopeiesto, nocuneHi mpydosi cman-
dapmu i3 MexaHi3mom weuoKo20 peazyeaHHs, nidsuweHi i binow demanizosaHi sumoau 0o Mpagua NoXooxeHHs ma eapmocmi npayi 6 asmomobinebydy-
B8HHI, po3wupeHuli po30in 3 iHmenekmyanbHoi enacHocmi ma iHmezposaruli ekonoeiyHull 6:10K. Lii nonoxeHHsA 3miujytoms akueHm iHmezpayitiHoi modeni
8i0 nibepanizayii do binbw 36anaHcOBaHOI pe2ynamopHoi apximekmypu. Hessaxcarouu Ha nomipHUli npozHo308aHuli ekoHomiyHul epexm, USMCA 3miyHtoe
iHcmumyuitiy nepedbayysaricme, nNidsuLwye couianbHi ma ekoaozivHi cmaHoapmu ma adanmye pe2ioHanbHy iHmezpayito 0o eukaukie XXI cmosimms.

Kntouosi cnosa: USMCA, HA®TA, nigHiYHOGMepUKAHCbKa iHMe2pauis, Yugposa mopeiens, mpyodosi cmaHdapmu, pasuna MOXOOHEHHS, iHMenekmyansHa

8/1aCHICMb, pezioHanbHi mopaoeesbHi y2oou.
Puc.: 2. Taba.: 2. bi6a.: 18.

Cymap Apocnae Cepeitiosuy — acnipaHm HagyaneHo-HayKo8020 iHcmumymy «KapasiHceKudi iHcmumym mixHapoOHuX 8i0HOCUH Ma mypucmuyHozo bizHecy»
XapkiscbKo20 HayjoHanbHo20 yHisepcumemy imeHi B. H. KapasiHa (matidaH Ceobodu, 6, Xapkie, 61022, YkpaiHa)

E-mail: sumar.yaroslav@gmail.com
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0009-0007-6278-1657

he North American model of economic inte-
gration has undergone a profound transforma-
tion since the launch of the North American
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994. As the first
large-scale agreement to integrate two highly devel-
oped economies (the United States and Canada) with
an emerging market (Mexico), NAFTA became a
landmark experiment in deep regionalism and cross-
border production integration. Over its more than
two decades of operation, NAFTA eliminated the vast
majority of tariffs, contributed to the rapid expansion
of intra-regional trade, and facilitated the emergence
of integrated value chains across the automotive, elec-
tronics, agricultural, and services sectors. By 2016, tri-
lateral trade flows exceeded USD 1.1 trillion, compared
with USD 290 billion in 1993, illustrating the scale of
economic interconnectedness in the region [9].
Despite these achievements, NAFTA increas-
ingly became the subject of political criticism and aca-
demic debate. Concerns included uneven distribution
of integration benefits, plant relocations and job losses
in specific U.S. industries, limited improvement in
Mexican wages, and insufficient regulatory provisions
in the areas of labour and environmental protection.
Moreover, NAFTA lacked rules for sectors that did not
exist in the early 1990s — digital trade, cross-border
data flows, cybersecurity, and modern forms of intel-
lectual property protection. The rapid digitalisation of
the global economy, the emergence of new geopolitical
risks, and shifts in U.S. trade policy under the “Ameri-
ca First” doctrine further intensified calls to update the
agreement [18].
In this context, the United States initiated rene-
gotiations in 2017, resulting in the signing of the United
States — Mexico — Canada Agreement (USMCA) in late
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2018 and its entry into force on 1 July 2020. USMCA
preserved the core principles of NAFTA while in-
troducing substantial innovations: a comprehensive
chapter on digital trade, enforceable labour standards,
expanded environmental obligations, strengthened
protection of intellectual property, and revised auto-
motive rules of origin, among others [4]. Scholars ar-
gue that USMCA reflects broader trends in 21 century
trade governance, combining elements of free trade
with new regulatory conditionalities related to social,
technological, and environmental standards [5].

Thus, the evolution from NAFTA to USMCA
represents not merely a technical renegotiation but a
structural shift in the philosophy of North American
integration. Understanding this transition is crucial
for assessing whether the new agreement succeeds in
modernising regional economic cooperation and bal-
ancing the interests of the three member states under
changing global conditions.

he academic discourse on North American

economic integration has evolved substantially

since the early 1990s, reflecting both the dy-
namic nature of regional value chains and the chang-
ing architecture of international trade governance.
Foundational theoretical frameworks for analysing re-
gional integration were established by B. Balassa, who
identified stages of integration and emphasised trade
creation and diversion effects, and by P. Robson and
W. Repke, whose works formed the intellectual basis
for evaluating NAFTA’s long-term outcomes. These
conceptual approaches remain central to contempo-
rary assessments of NAFTA and USMCA, particu-
larly in studies that measure welfare effects, structural
shifts, and regulatory convergence.
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One of the most comprehensive sources on the
transformation from NAFTA to USMCA is the Con-
gressional Research Service report by Villarreal and Fer-
gusson, which provides a systematic comparison of the
agreements’ provisions and details the political context
of renegotiations [18]. Their analysis highlights that the
revisions in USMCA were driven not only by economic
factors but also by domestic political pressures in the
United States, including concerns about manufactur-
ing competitiveness and labour market adjustment.
Complementing this, research published by the Council
on Foreign Relations examines NAFTA's historical per-
formance and concludes that the agreement generated
substantial trade growth but had modest aggregate ef-
fects on U.S. employment and wages [9].

Scholarly evaluations of USMCA’s economic
impact vary considerably. Ciuriak presents a general
equilibrium modelling approach showing that the ag-
gregate macroeconomic effects of USMCA for all three
countries are likely to be small or slightly negative, pri-
marily due to stricter rules of origin and higher admin-
istrative costs [7]. Similar conclusions emerge in the
work of Blecker, who argues that while labor reforms
in Mexico represent progress, the automotive sector
provisions may reduce North America’s international
competitiveness by increasing production costs and
potentially discouraging investment [6]. These find-
ings are consistent with the analyses of the C. D. Howe
Institute, Peterson Institute for International Econom-
ics, and Cato Institute, which emphasise the tension
between regulatory modernisation and protectionist
elements embedded in the agreement [7].

growing segment of the literature focuses on
Athe institutional and geopolitical dimensions

of USMCA. Arnaud examines the market ac-
cess-policy space trade-off and contends that the new
agreement, compared to NAFTA, expands U.S. lever-
age over trade partners by introducing mechanisms
such as the sunset clause and provisions targeting trade
relations with “non-market economies” [5]. Studies by
OECD and UNCTAD also underscore that such claus-
es reflect the broader global trend of securitisation of
trade policy, where economic agreements incorporate
strategic considerations beyond market liberalisation, a
dynamic that is closely linked to the debate on so-called
“poison pills” in recent U.S. trade agreements [10].

The integration of labour and environmental
standards into the core text of USMCA has generated
significant scholarly interest. Claussen’s analysis of the
Rapid Response Labour Mechanism (RRLM) empha-
sises that enforceable labour commitments and facil-
ity-specific procedures represent an unprecedented
enforcement tool within regional trade agreements
[8]. Meanwhile, academic assessments published in
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NorteAmérica and the Journal of International Eco-
nomic Law highlight that the effectiveness of these
mechanisms ultimately depends on Mexico’s domestic
institutional capacity and political will to implement
reforms [6].

Ukrainian scholars have also contributed to the
study of North American integration. Bulatova and
Chentukov analyse the formation of NAFTA and at-
tempts to expand integration towards a hemispheric
free trade area, emphasising asymmetric economic
gains and political constraints [1]. Varlamova et al.
examine structural features of NAFTA countries, un-
derscoring the uneven distribution of benefits and the
need for systemic reforms that later shaped the logic of
USMCA [2]. Khomenko explores the modernisation of
NAFTA as an example of how new-generation agree-
ments incorporate digital trade, ecological frame-
works, and labour protections in response to global
trends [3]. Finally, Palinchak et al. offer a quantitative
perspective on USMCA’s competitiveness, arguing
that the agreement aims to enhance regulatory coher-
ence and sustainability within the bloc, though exter-
nal shocks — such as global supply chain disruptions
and trade wars — complicate its implementation [13].

Complementing academic sources, reports by in-
ternational organisations (WTO, OECD, World Bank)
show that regional value chains in North America re-
main among the most integrated worldwide, with the
automotive and electronics industries displaying the
highest cross-border production intensity [18]. OECD
Trade Policy Papers demonstrate that new-generation
FTAs increasingly incorporate rules similar to those
found in USMCA, positioning it as a reference model for
future agreements in the digital era [9]. Taken together,
the literature indicates that USMCA represents both
continuity and change: it preserves NAFTA’ liberalisa-
tion framework but also introduces significant regulato-
ry and geopolitical adjustments. Scholars generally agree
on the limited macroeconomic impact of the agreement
yet underline its broader institutional importance as a
template for 21st-century regionalism [5].

espite the extensive body of research devoted
Dto NAFTA and the more recent assessments

of USMCA, important analytical gaps re-
main in understanding the structural transformation
of the North American integration model. Existing
studies largely focus on either the economic effects
of NAFTA in retrospective analyses [1] or the sector-
specific implications of USMCA, particularly in the
areas of automotive rules of origin, labour provisions,
and intellectual property protection [6]. However, the
broader question of how the transition from NAFTA
to USMCA reshapes the balance between market libe-
ralisation, regulatory conditionalities, and geopolitical
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considerations has not yet received sufficient compre-
hensive evaluation.

oreover, although the literature acknowl-

edges that USMCA incorporates modern

regulatory disciplines such as digital trade,
environmental obligations, and enhanced labour en-
forcement [3], there is limited empirical assessment
of whether these innovations address the structural
weaknesses of NAFTA or instead introduce new
asymmetries within the regional bloc. For instance,
stricter automotive rules may shift the competi-
tive landscape in favour of higher-income members,
while enhanced labour standards may affect produc-
tion and investment decisions in Mexico in ways
that are not yet fully understood [14]. Similarly, the
geopolitical clauses — including the sunset mecha-
nism and the “non-market economy” provision —
appear to extend U.S. leverage over its partners but re-
main underexplored in academic debate [5].

The methodological fragmentation in previ-
ous studies, where macroeconomic modelling, insti-
tutional analysis, and sectoral evaluations are often
conducted in isolation, further complicates efforts to
assess the overall effectiveness of the updated agree-
ment. As a result, the scholarly community lacks an
integrated evaluation of whether USMCA constitutes
a meaningful modernisation of NAFTA or primarily
reflects a strategic rebalancing driven by U.S. policy
priorities [7].

Therefore, the central problem addressed in this
study is to determine to what extent USMCA resolves
the structural limitations of NAFTA, introduces new
elements of regulatory and geopolitical governance,
and affects the future trajectory of North American
economic integration. Addressing this problem is es-
sential for understanding the sustainability, competi-
tiveness, and institutional evolution of the regional
integration model in the context of global economic
transformation [18].

The aim of the article is to provide a compre-
hensive assessment of the transformation of the North
American model of economic integration from NAF-
TA to USMCA and to determine the extent to which
the new agreement addresses the structural, regula-
tory, and geopolitical limitations of its predecessor.

Research methodology. To address this aim, the
research employs an integrated methodological ap-
proach combining qualitative institutional analysis,
comparative legal examination, and descriptive statis-
tical evaluation.

First, an institutional-comparative method is
used to analyse the legal texts of NAFTA and USMCA
and review the modifications introduced across core
chapters, including market access, rules of origin,
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labour, environment, intellectual property, dispute
settlement, and digital trade [4]. This method allows
identifying how the structural architecture of the
agreement has evolved from a primarily liberalisation-
oriented framework to a more regulatory and condi-
tionality-driven model.

Second, the study applies elements of content
analysis to examine policy documents and analytical
reports issued by the Congressional Research Service,
OECD, World Bank, Peterson Institute for International
Economics, and other authoritative organisations, with
particular attention to the interpretation of new rules
on labour, environment, automotive trade, and digital
commerce [18]. This provides a broader understanding
of the political and economic context underpinning the
negotiation and implementation of USMCA.

Third, a descriptive statistical method is em-
ployed to analyse empirical indicators of North Amer-
ican trade and investment flows, including the dynam-
ics of trilateral trade turnover, changes in the structure
of intra-regional value chains, and the distribution of
trade benefits among member states before and after
the transition to USMCA. The study also incorporates
sector-specific datasets — particularly those related to
the automotive industry, labour market enforcement
cases, and digital trade performance — derived from
North American trade databases and official govern-
ment statistics [16].

Fourth, a comparative table-based analysis is
used to summarise and contrast key institutional dif-
ferences between NAFTA and USMCA, providing a
clear visual representation of innovations, enhanced
obligations, and potential constraints embedded in the
new agreement [2]. This approach allows evaluating
whether the updated provisions contribute to improv-
ing regulatory coherence and economic cooperation
or introduce additional administrative burdens and
asymmetries.

The integrated application of these methods en-
sures a comprehensive assessment of USMCA not only
as a successor to NAFTA but also as a representative
model of “new-generation” regional trade agreements
that combine liberalisation, regulation, and geopoliti-
cal objectives. Such an approach enables a balanced
evaluation of both the expected benefits and the po-
tential limitations of the agreement for the future tra-
jectory of North American economic integration [13].

he transformation of the North American
model of economic integration from NAFTA
to USMCA introduced a range of institutional,
legal, and economic innovations designed to reflect
evolving global standards and domestic political reali-
ties. Through an integrated methodological approach —
combining institutional-comparative analysis, content
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examination of international policy reports, and de-
scriptive statistical evaluation — the following findings
can be presented.

USMCA builds on NAFTA’s legacy of trade lib-
eralisation while introducing stronger regulatory and
enforcement mechanisms. The most significant struc-
tural shift involves the integration of labour and envi-
ronmental provisions into the core text of the agree-
ment, replacing NAFTA's side accords with enforce-
able commitments. New chapters, including those on
digital trade, anticorruption, and small and medium
enterprises (SMEs), reflect 21 century commercial pri-
orities [16]. Tab. 1 presents a structured comparison
between key NAFTA and USMCA provisions.

NAFTA fostered dense cross-border linkages
among the U.S., Canada, and Mexico, and this trend has
only deepened under USMCA. Trade volumes reached
record highs in 2024 (Fig. 1), confirming the sustained
importance of the North American region in global
commerce [18]. According to the Office of the Unit-
ed States Trade Representative, total U.S. trade with
Canada reached 909.1 billion dollars, while trade with
Mexico reached 935.1 billion dollars [16]. U.S. goods
exports were 349.9 billion dollars to Canada and 334.0
billion dollars to Mexico, and the combined trilateral
trade surpassed 1.8 trillion dollars annually, reflecting
nearly a doubling since NAFTA’s inception [17].

4 I Vhe introduction of new rules of origin, especially

for the automotive sector, had direct implica-
tions for production structures. USMCA in-
creased minimum regional content requirements and
introduced a mandatory labour value threshold. The

U.S. International Trade Commission estimated that
these changes would increase employment in U.S. auto
parts by around 30 thousand jobs (7ab. 2), though with
marginal effects on consumer prices and final vehicle
exports [15].

Updated modelling released by the USITC in
2023-2025, together with analytical assessments by
Reinsch, confirms that the strengthened rules of origin
for passenger vehicles and auto parts simultaneously
increase employment and income for U.S. auto parts
producers while slightly reducing output, investment,
and profitability for assemblers of finished vehicles
and causing a modest rise in average car prices on the
domestic market [14]. This indicates that the USMCA
partly corrects structural imbalances in favour of higher
value added suppliers but creates additional compliance
costs for automakers, thereby limiting the potential im-
provement in the region’s overall competitiveness.

igital trade was another major innovation.
DUSMCA prohibits data localisation, guaran-

tees cross-border data flows, and includes
strong protections for source code and encryption, re-
flecting the growing role of digital services in GDP and
trade [16]. Between 2020 and 2023, digital exports be-
tween the three countries rose significantly, especially
in financial and cloud-based services [7].

Labour enforcement under USMCA was signifi-
cantly enhanced through the Rapid Response Labor
Mechanism. Between 2021 and 2024, over twenty for-
mal complaints were initiated against manufacturing
facilities in Mexico for violating collective bargaining
rights, and remedial action was often enforced within

Table 1

Comparison of Core Legal and Institutional Provisions in NAFTA and USMCA

Chapter / Provision

NAFTA (1994)

USMCA (2020)

Tariff Elimination

Gradual removal; full liberalisation by 2008

Maintained zero tariffs for most goods

Rules of Origin

62.5% regional content for vehicles

Raised to 75% + 40-45% labour value
content for vehicles

Labour

Side agreement, limited enforceability

Core chapter with dispute settlement

Environment

Side agreement, weak commitments

Core chapter with binding obligations

Digital Trade Not addressed Comprehensive digital trade chapter
Investor-State Dispute Full access for all three countries Eliminated for Canada; restricted
Settlement (ISDS) for Mexico

Intellectual Property

TRIPS-standard, weak enforcement

Enhanced enforcement, longer
copyright terms

Sunset Clause Not applicable

Mandatory review every 6 years,
expiration after 16 years

Geopolitical Clause (Art. 32.10) | Absent

Restricts free trade agreements
with “non-market” economies

Source: compiled by the author based on [4; 5; 14; 18].
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Fig. 1. U.S. Trade with Canada and Mexico by Year, 2016-2024 (USD Billion)

Source: complied by the author based on [16].

Table 2
Estimated Sectoral Effects of USMCA on Automotive Industry (USITC, 2023)
Metric Estimated Change (2020-2023)
U.S. auto parts production +5.2%
U.S. final vehicle production -0.4%
Consumer vehicle prices (avg) +1.6%
Auto parts employment (net new jobs) +29.700

Source: complied by the author based on [15].

short time frames, marking a sharp contrast with the
NAFTA period [8]. Over the first four years of opera-
tion, more than two dozen procedures were initiated
under the mechanism, mostly by the United States
against facilities in Mexico, and in most cases the dis-
putes concluded with remediation plans, revisions of
collective bargaining agreements, payment of wage
arrears, and new union elections [8]. The number of
cases covered by the mechanism in just a few years al-
ready exceeds the entire stock of labour disputes under
NAFTA, which provides empirical evidence of a shift
from largely declarative to genuinely enforceable la-
bour standards.

From a foreign direct investment (FDI) perspec-
tive (Fig. 2), integration deepened further. As of 2022,
U.S. EDI stock in Mexico reached 130.9 billion dollars,
while investment in Canada reached 438.1 billion dol-
lars, and Mexican and Canadian FDI stock in the U.S.
totalled 623.1 billion dollars [13]. The rise of nearshor-
ing strategies following the COVID-19 pandemic and
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geopolitical tensions with China further accelerated
North American investment realignment [9].
t the same time, USMCA includes geopolitical
Aclauses that limit the autonomy of member states
to negotiate new trade agreements with non-
market economies — most notably China. Article 32.10
requires any party that plans to start FTA talks with such
economies to notify the others three months in advance
and share negotiation texts, or risk ejection from the
USMCA [5]. This clause is unprecedented and positions
USMCA as both an economic and strategic alliance.
Analytical assessments indicate that Article
32.10 effectively functions as a “poison pill” in relations
with non-market economies, above all China, because
it ties the conclusion of new free trade agreements to
the consent of the other USMCA parties and creates a
conditional exit mechanism if such negotiations pro-
ceed [10]. This strengthens the negotiating position
of the United States but at the same time narrows the
external trade policy space of Canada and Mexico and
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may be perceived by investors as an additional source
of long-term regulatory uncertainty [10].

The agreement also includes a mandatory six-
year review process and a 16-year sunset clause, which
will be applied for the first time during the planned
2026 review [18]. Growing expert attention focuses
on this trilateral review, which will constitute the
first practical test of the sunset mechanism and may
significantly shape business expectations about the
medium- and long-term stability of the regime [11].
Some assessments stress that clear signals about ex-
tension or deepening of the agreement could “clear a
cloud of uncertainty” around investment decisions in
the region, whereas a highly politicised review would
amplify the risk of postponement of large, capital-in-
tensive projects [12]. These provisions aim to increase
accountability and adaptability but may also introduce
long-term investment uncertainty for firms operating
in North America [7].

Taken together, the findings demonstrate that
USMCA constitutes a hybrid model of integration —
one that balances liberalisation with regulatory dis-
cipline and strategic conditionality. The agreement’s
macroeconomic effects on GDP may be modest (most-
ly in the £1% range), but its institutional and sectoral
effects — particularly in automotive, digital trade, and
labour enforcement — are substantial and strategically
consequential for the future of the North American in-
tegration model [6].

CONCLUSIONS

The transformation of the North American mod-
el of economic integration from NAFTA to USMCA
illustrates a broader global trend: regional agreements
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are increasingly shifting from traditional tariff liber-
alisation toward multidimensional governance frame-
works that incorporate digital regulation, labour stan-
dards, environmental commitments and geopolitical
considerations. NAFTA played a decisive role in cre-
ating dense trade and production linkages among the
United States, Canada and Mexico. Over nearly three
decades, it enabled the formation of integrated supply
chains, stimulated cross-border investment and posi-
tioned North America as one of the world’s most inter-
connected regional markets.

owever, NAFTA’ institutional design reflected
che priorities of the early 1990s and became in-
creasingly outdated in the face of digitalisation,
growing environmental concerns, rising inequality and
shifting global power dynamics. Its structural weakness-
es — particularly the limited enforceability of labour and
environmental obligations, the asymmetry of distribu-
tive outcomes and the inadequacy of rules for new sec-
tors of the economy — created persistent tensions. These
tensions, amplified by domestic political pressures in the
United States, paved the way for renegotiation.
USMCA represents a hybrid model of modern
regional integration. It preserves the fundamental
principles of free trade and investment protection but
introduces substantial regulatory innovations. These
include binding labour enforcement mechanisms,
advanced digital trade rules, upgraded intellectual
property protection, strengthened environmental ob-
ligations and redesigned origin requirements in key
manufacturing sectors. Such provisions broaden the
agreement’s functional scope beyond market access
toward social, environmental and strategic objectives.
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The evidence assessed in this article indicates
that USMCA’s macroeconomic effects on GDP are
modest, with most quantitative studies estimating
changes within a narrow band of +1%. Nevertheless,
the agreement’s institutional effects are significant. By
embedding enforceable labour provisions, enhanc-
ing policy cooperation and supporting supply chain
modernisation, USMCA recalibrates the distribution
of benefits within the region rather than expanding
aggregate gains. It also reduces political uncertainty,
thereby supporting long-term investment commit-
ments, particularly in Mexico.

global challenges. Digital trade disciplines reflect

the centrality of data flows in modern commerce.
Labour and environmental chapters align with ris-
ing international expectations for socially responsible
trade. The inclusion of geopolitical safeguards, such as
Article 32.10, underscores a strategic dimension that
positions North America as a more cohesive economic
bloc in a fragmented global environment.

At the same time, the agreement presents risks.
Complex automotive origin rules may increase pro-
duction costs and reduce competitiveness. Strong in-
tellectual property protections could delay access to
affordable medicines. The sunset clause introduces
periodic uncertainty, making the 2026 review a crucial
test for the stability of the integration framework. Fur-
thermore, persistent asymmetries in economic devel-
opment — especially wage disparities between Mexico
and its northern partners — continue to shape the re-
gion’s integration dynamics.

Directions for further research include:

1. Empirical evaluation of USMCA’s enforce-
ment mechanisms. Future research should analyse
the real-world impact of the Rapid Response Labour
Mechanism and environmental dispute settlement
tools. Case studies on factory-level interventions in
Mexico may provide valuable insights.

2. Longitudinal modelling of trade and in-
vestment flows. With additional post-2020 data,
scholars can refine econometric and general equilib-
rium models to isolate USMCA’s effects from external
shocks such as the pandemic, geopolitical disruptions
or supply chain realignments.

3. Comparative analysis with other mod-
ern agreements. USMCA offers a distinctive model
of “socially embedded” liberalisation. Comparing its
structure with CPTPP, EU trade agreements or emerg-
ing regional compacts can clarify whether it signals a
new paradigm in integration.

4, Sector-specific studies. Detailed examina-
tions of automotive, electronics, agriculture, pharma-
ceuticals and digital services can trace how new regu-

Importantly, USMCA responds to contemporary
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latory requirements transform industrial strategies
and competitiveness.

5. Implications for global geoeconomic ar-
chitecture. Given intensifying U.S.—China rivalry
and the restructuring of global value chains, future
research should explore how USMCA strengthens
North America’s strategic autonomy and resilience.

In sum, USMCA represents an evolutionary
rather than revolutionary stage in North American
integration. While its economic impact is moderate,
its broader institutional and strategic implications are
profound. By embedding modern regulatory priorities
in a regional framework, the agreement offers a blue-
print for how integration can adapt to 21 century chal-
lenges while balancing efficiency, fairness and geopo-
litical stability. u
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The article examines the impact of current global challenges (full-scale war in Ukraine, climate anomalies, rising energy and fertilizer prices, and disruptions in
logistics networks) on food security, taking into account data from the FAO, WFP, UNDP, and industry think tanks for 2022-2025. The aim of the study is to pro-
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