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EU Trade Policy
What it is, how it works

The EU is still the world’s biggest exporter and importer. 
But times are changing fast. In the next 10 to 15 years, 

90% of the world’s growth will take place outside Europe. 

EU trade policy can tap into this growth to create jobs at home,
and maintain our influence abroad.

Find out what's being done to keep Europe 
competing with the best in the 21st century.
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5 QUESTIONS ABOUT EU TRADE

1. What is trade?
International trade is made up of exports and 
imports - goods and services that countries or 
regions sell to each other. 

2. Why does trade matter?
Trade matters because it:

• helps create jobs and economic growth
• enables companies to import the parts they need
• can help to protect people's health, safety and rights at
work, and the environment.

3. What is EU trade policy?
EU trade policy is a way of achieving goals linked to 
international trade. 

These goals include making it easier for EU companies to:
• export outside the EU
• import the parts they need to make their products
• attract foreign investment.

4. Why does the EU have a single trade policy?
The EU has a single market - an area in which goods, services, capital and 
people can move freely. The rules of trade are the same for everyone. 

So it makes sense to have just one policy which sets the terms of trade between 
this bloc and the rest of the world. Also, speaking with one voice puts us in a 
stronger position in trade negotiations.

5. Who defines and carries out EU trade policy?
Working together, EU governments set the general direction of EU trade policy. 

Then an EU-wide body – the European Commission – carries it out. This includes 
negotiating trade deals for the EU with countries outside the bloc.

9
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EU & Customs Union (Andorra, Monaco, San Marino, Turkey)

European Economic Area (Norway, Iceland, Liechtenstein)

Preferential trade agreement in place (FTA, EPA, DCFTA)

Preferential trade agreement being negotiated

Potential for free trade partnership

Stand-alone investment agreement being negotiated

Preferential agreement being modernised

The state of eu trade - SUMMER 2017

The number of countries 
which the EU already has 
trade deals with.

The number of countries 
which the EU is currently 
negotiating trade deals with.5191
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AT A GLANCE
THE EU'S TRADE AGENDA    

The EU is actively pursuing its trade policy goals at the multilateral level, through its 
membership of the World Trade Organisation (WTO), which brings together over 160 
countries to agree on the rules of the road for global trade.

In the next 10 years, 90% of the world's economic growth will take place outside the 
EU. So the EU is negotiating a host of free trade agreements (FTAs) bilaterally, with 
countries individually or in groups.

MULTILATERAL

A central role for the WTO 
The multilateral trading system, embodied in the 
World Trade Organisation (WTO), is the corner-
stone of EU trade policy.

The WTO has for a long time helped ensure that 
global trade:

• is fair and rules-based

• protects the environment and upholds people's 
rights at work (sustainable development)

• helps integrate the world's poorest countries into 
the global economy.

That's why the EU is an active and committed WTO 
member. 

Unfortunately progress has been slow and patchy 
in the last couple of years. That's perhaps not sur-
prising for a group with 164 members (and count-
ing), all of whom have to agree before any decision 
is taken. 

But there have been some notable successes.

The Trade Facilitation Agreement
The Trade Facilitation Agreement or TFA is the 
most significant multilateral trade deal concluded 
since the WTO was founded in 1995. 

The TFA recently entered into force after 110 WTO 
members ratified it. It promises to simplify and 
clarify:

• international procedures for importing and 
exporting goods
• customs formalities
• requirements for goods in transit. 

By doing so it should benefit small companies in 
particular, since they have a hard time navigating 
bureaucracies and meeting complicated rules.
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BILATERAL

Europe

Andorra, Monaco, San Marino - talks ongoing 
on a new agreement.

Turkey, Eastern Partnership, Central Asia

Armenia – talks concluded on a new agreement; 
awaits both sides' signature.

Azerbaijan – talks ongoing on a new agreement.

Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine – agreements now 
ratified and fully in force.

Kazakhstan - agreement now provisionally 
applied (ratification ongoing).

Kyrgyzstan – Council discussing negotiating 
directives for a new agreement.

Turkey – Council discussing draft mandate to 
modernise EU-Turkey customs union.

Africa

North

Morocco – talks on a Deep and Comprehensive 
FTA (DCFTA) currently on hold.

Tunisia – FTA talks ongoing.

Sub-Saharan

West Africa -  regional Economic Partnership 
Agreement (EPA) awaits signature by ECOWAS 
countries.

East African Community (EAC) - the EU and 
EAC have concluded an EPA. Ratification ongoing.

Latin America

Chile - preparatory talks held on modernising an 
existing FTA.

Mercosur - FTA negotiations ongoing.

Mexico - negotiations underway on modernising 
an existing FTA.

Asia Pacific

Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASE-
AN) - in March 2017 the EU and ASEAN agreed to 
take new steps towards resuming FTA talks.

China - negotiations ongoing on an investment 
agreement.

Indonesia - FTA negotiations ongoing.

Japan - political agreement reached. Both sides 
have pledged to conclude negotiations in 2017.

Myanmar - Talks ongoing on an investment pro-
tection agreement. 

New Zealand - mandate being prepared to pursue 
an FTA.

Philippines - FTA negotiations ongoing. 

Singapore - draft agreement now concluded; 
awaits backing of EU governments and European 
Parliament (EP).

Vietnam - FTA negotiations finalised. Awaits EU 
governments' and EP's backing. 
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14,000
  EU jobs

€1 billion 
in EU exports supports

 
Every

ports

ACROSS THE EU

The figures leave no doubt: the benefits of trade and investment are big. This makes 
the EU’s free trade policy an important source of growth and jobs in Europe. That’s why 
the EU is working hard to connect Europe even better to the global economy.

The benefits of the EU's shared approach to 
trade policy are easy to see.

The EU remains the world's largest economy, its big-
gest exporter, and the leading investor and recipient 
of foreign investment. 

External trade has helped boost economic growth 
in the EU for decades. It accounts for 35% of EU 
GDP. And it's been growing fast, doubling between 
1999 and 2010. 

Creating more, better-paid jobs
Today 31 million people in the EU, one seventh of the 
labour force, depend on exports for their livelihood.

A 2015 European Commission study found that 
export-related jobs pay better than jobs in the rest of 
the economy – up to 16% more on average. 

What's more, joining forces in a single EU market 

benefits us all. For example, Germany's exports create 
over 6 million jobs in Germany, but also 1.3 million 
jobs in firms producing components or providing 
services in other EU countries.

Another 870,000 Germans are in jobs linked to 
exports from other EU Member States to countries 
outside the EU.

Plugging into growing economies
EU trade deals also help companies take advantage 

of new export opportunities outside Europe. And 
that matters, because according to the International 
Monetary Fund, 90% of economic growth in the 
next 10 years will be outside Europe.

Giving small businesses a helping hand
Some 99% of EU firms are small and medium-

EU TRADE DEALS 
WHY WE ALL BENEFIT
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sized businesses (SMEs). Many provide goods, com-
ponents and services to other companies that export. 
Countless others export directly.

EU trade deals pay special attention to their 
needs, because SMEs often find it harder to overcome 
barriers to trade than bigger companies. 

Such hurdles are 'behind the border' – like 
customs procedures, labelling requirements, and rec-
ognition of professional qualifications. And EU trade 
deals help tackle them head-on.

Helping firms make use of value chains
EU trade agreements also enable businesses to 

adapt to the way goods are made today – in so-
called global value chains, using raw materials and 
components from around the world, and with 
intellectual property, services and investment adding 
value to the end product.

EU trade deals help businesses plug into these 
chains at different stages. And they help European 
firms access inputs from outside the EU at 
competitive prices.

Bringing people together
Perhaps most importantly, EU trade deals 

bring people together. They develop and secure 
economic ties between nations and contribute to 
political stability.

Trade in the 1950s was one of the initial drivers 
which helped create the peaceful Europe we have 
today. What it did for Europe then, it can do for the 
world today. 

EU trade agreements
 bit.ly/eutradedeals

EU Exports to the World: Effects on employment and income
 bit.ly/exporteffects

Poland: selling ceramics in Seoul

In 2010, the EU and South Korea signed a free trade 
deal. Four years later, made-in-Europe exports to Korea 
rose dramatically - by 55% for goods, and more than 
40% for services.

One small business that has benefited is 
Manufaktura, a Polish firm that makes hand-decorated 
pottery in Bolesławiec. 

Today, it exports nearly a third of its production to 
South Korea. Japanese visitors to South Korea liked 
Manufaktura’s ceramics so much, the company opened 
a shop in Japan. With a fifth of its workforce producing 
goods to sell to South Korea, Manufaktura has taken on 
extra staff and plans to hire 30 more. 

Growing interest in the town’s pottery means 10,000 
tourists a year now flock to Bolesławiec - benefiting other 
parts of the town’s economy, too.

 bit.ly/boleslawiec

EU-South Korea Free Trade Agreement
 bit.ly/koreadeal

Belgium: exporting a brew to Peru 
Huyghe Brewery is a small family business in Belgium 

founded in 1902. Its flagship beer, Delirium Tremens, is 
known worldwide. 

The EU’s 2013 free trade agreement with Peru and 
Colombia saw the South Americans cut their tariffs from 
20% to 0%. They also simplified their technical regulations, 
standards, and conformity assessment procedures. 

As a result, smaller breweries and craft brewers in the 
EU found it easier to access the two countries’ beer mar-
kets, which big multinationals had previously dominated. 
Huyghe seized its chance and in 2015 saw exports to 
Colombia and Peru rise by 50%.

 bit.ly/huyghebrewery

EU Free Trade Agreement with Colombia and Peru
 bit.ly/andean�a
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Interview 
EU TRADE POLICY TODAY…  
AND TOMORROW
Free trade has faced widespread criticism of late. But protectionism isn't the answer. 
Cecilia Malmström, EU Commissioner for Trade, explains why.

What do you think about the recent surge in 
protectionist rhetoric around the world?
Frankly, it worries me. But in an age when some 
doors are closing, the EU is clear to the world that 
ours are open. We are building bridges, not walls.

Why? Well, turning away from open trade, or the 
global structures of cooperation that underpin it, 
would come at great cost.

Declining trade would cost jobs. Raising tariffs 
would increase consumer prices. And rising pro-
tectionism could threaten the open societies and 
economies that have brought freedom and oppor-
tunity to people, in Europe and beyond.

Aside from our bilateral trade negotiations, we are 
also strong believers in the international, rules-
based trading system embodied by the World 
Trade Organisation, or WTO. It plays a central 
role in ensuring global trade is open and fair.

Some say that protectionism is a way 
to safeguard jobs in Europe and protect 
businesses from unfair competition. What's 
your view on that?
I'm convinced that protectionism would do precisely 
the opposite of what its supporters claim – namely 
threaten jobs and weaken EU companies.

Firstly, because trade generates jobs here in Europe. 
Today, the EU's exports to countries outside Europe 
support over 31 million jobs across the 28 Member 
States. And over 7 million of those jobs are in foreign-
owned companies  that have invested in Europe.

Secondly, being open to trade gives EU firms access 
to the widest range of imports at the best price, when 
they put their products together. That means they 
can compete in export markets.

In addition, some 90% of world growth is forecast 
to be outside the EU in the coming years. So if our 
companies want to tap into that growth, they need 
to be able to continue accessing those markets. Trade 
agreements allow them to do just that.

Of course, we should be able to protect ourselves 
from unfair trade practices and distortions. And we 
do so. We are just about to update our tools in trade 
defence so that we can be more efficient in reacting 
when others break the rules.

But that has to be done within the framework of the 
WTO. Global rules mean everyone playing fairly, by 
a consistent, predictable and transparent rulebook

In the autumn of 2016 the EU and Canada 
signed a new free trade deal, but there 
were difficult discussions around that time. 
What lessons has the EU learned from that 
process?
The debate around CETA demonstrated loud and 
clear that people are concerned about what trade 
means for standards, values and public services. 

It is a good thing that people want to be involved. 
We have learnt a lot about the importance of 
transparency and inclusiveness, that we now bring 
to other trade negotiations.
And of course we need to address people's concerns. 



11

We need to explain that there is no lowering of 
standards, no compulsory privatisation. If we are 
harmonising, it is about harmonisation upwards.

And like CETA, our other trade agreements must 
have strong provisions on sustainable develop-
ment – to promote high labour standards and pro-
tect the environment. The EU is the world's biggest 
trading bloc, so we must make sure that our trade 
policy is responsible and value-based.

What's happened to TTIP, the proposed free 
trade agreement with the US?
TTIP is in the freezer for now. We should be realistic 
that it might not be "defrosted" for quite some 
time, as we need time to discuss with the new 
administration.

The US is the EU's biggest trade partner and argu-
ments are still valid for why trade between us should 
be made easier.

What will Brexit mean for trade policy?
The UK intends to leave the Single Market and the 
Customs Union, so a new partnership will not gener-
ate the same benefits as EU membership. But trade 
will continue and will need to be based on a level 
playing field.

Even though Brexit will no doubt be a difficult di-
vorce, it is not a hurdle to progress in our free trade 
talks with other countries and regions. There is wide 
support among Member States for our negotiations, 
and the Commission will continue to negotiate on 
behalf of the EU. g

The European Commission's trade department 
 ‣ ec.europa.eu/trade
 ‣ On Twitter: twitter.com/@Trade_EU

EU Trade Commissioner Cecilia Malmström
 ‣ bit.ly/malmstromeu

Trade for All
A more responsible EU trade and investment policy

Trade for All is a trade and investment strategy that 
the European Commission launched in 2015.

Fit for the future
It aims to make EU trade policy better at generating 
the export opportunities that in turn create jobs for 
people across Europe.

That means reflecting new realities like:
• the rise of global value chains
• the digital economy, and 
• trade in services.

Driven by values

Trade for All addresses not just interests, but values too.

So, for example, the Commission has pledged to 
safeguard the right of the EU and its Member States 
to regulate in the public interest. And future agree-
ments will cover areas like sustainable development 
and fair trade.

The new strategy also aims to make trade policy-
making more transparent, by opening up negotia-
tions to more public scrutiny. g
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WITH CANADA
CETA – A NEW EU TRADE AGREEMENT 

In 2016 the EU and Canada concluded a new free trade deal – the Comprehensive 
Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA). Here's a quick overview.

What is CETA?
CETA is a new free trade and investment agreement 
between the EU and Canada. It aims to make it even 
easier for EU firms to export to and invest in Canada, 
and attract Canadian investment.

Why does it matter?
EU trade agreements like CETA are helping to create 
jobs across the whole EU – jobs which tend to be 
higher-paying than ones which aren’t tied to exports.  

It also gives us the chance to shape globalisation 
together and influence the setting of global trade 
rules.

And CETA is progressive. It providing strong 
protection for people's rights at work and the 
environment.

What will CETA do?
CETA will:

• remove Canadian customs duties on EU goods
• enable EU firms to bid for more Canadian public 
contracts
• open up the Canadian services market to EU suppliers
• protect EU products from being copied, including 
food and drink specialities
• make it easier for European professionals to work in 
Canada.

CETA will also:

• help small and medium-sized EU firms take 
advantage of the agreement
• encourage more investment between the EU and Canada. 

What about workers' rights and the 
environment?
CETA is a truly progressive agreement. In it the EU 
and Canada have:

• reaffirmed existing commitments to respect inter-
national rules on protecting labour rights and the 
environment 
• guaranteed to each other that they won't go back 
on them. 

CETA also gives a strong role to business associations, 
trade unions, environmental groups and other non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) in helping to 
put these commitments into practice.

What happens next?
The two sides signed the agreement in 2016, and 
the European Parliament gave its backing in Febru-
ary 2017. Once Canada ratifies the agreement, most 
of it will apply (under what's known as 'provisional 
application').

And once parliaments in EU countries approve 
CETA, it can come fully into force.
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A level playing field for EU 
companies 

Thanks to CETA, Canadian and EU businesses will 
now compete on a truly level playing-field.

Canada has agreed to give EU companies better 
conditions for doing business than it gives to com-
panies from other countries.

Lower prices, more choice for 
consumers

CETA will scrap or cut almost all the customs duties 
which EU importers have to pay on goods coming 
from Canada.

That should lead to lower prices and a wider choice 
of goods and services for consumers across the EU.

Lower costs for EU companies

The cuts in customs duties which CETA will bring 
in could save European exporters hundreds of 
millions of euros each year.

Importers in Europe will benefit too, as the cost of 
parts, components and other inputs they use to 
make their products falls.

Opening up Canada's services 
market

EU companies are world leaders in many service 
industries.

Thanks to CETA, they'll soon have new opportunities 
for doing business in Canada in everything from tele-
coms and finance to accountancy and engineering.

Access to more public contracts 
in Canada

Every year, Canada's federal government, provinces 
and municipalities buy goods and services worth over 
€30 billion from private companies.

EU firms will now be able to bid to provide goods and 
services in many more public tenders issued at each of 
these levels of government. 

CETA will bring benefits for people and businesses across Europe.
Here are some of the main ones.
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The EU has one of the most open economies in the world. Foreign competition helps 
keep our own companies strong. But sometimes that competition is unfair, and EU 
producers can suffer. When they do, the EU takes strong measures to defend them.

The words ‘defence policy’ perhaps bring to 
mind tanks and soldiers.

‘Weapons’ are legal tools which it uses to defend EU 
businesses when companies or governments out-
side the EU act unfairly, by dumping or subsidising 
exports to the EU.

Open trade creates growth and jobs. That's why the 
EU has created one of the most open economies in 
the world. And why it's committed to opening up 
further still.

But competition between producers inside and out-
side the EU must be fair.

When it isn't – and when EU companies are suffer-
ing as a result – the EU is quick to use these tools to 
defend its companies from unfair competition, in 
line with EU and WTO law.

The European Commission and EU governments 
take decisions together on imposing measures. Then 
the European Commission:

• monitors how they're applied
• checks they're being enforced.

The Commission will look into allegations by EU 
industry that dumping or subsidising are taking place 
outside the EU and harming EU producers. 

If the Commission's investigation finds this is the 
case, it can apply measures – usually import duties 
– to the imported product, to compensate for the 
damage caused to EU companies.

Safeguards
Safeguards are a short-term measure to help EU 
producers adapt when imports of a certain product 
suddenly surge.

WTO and EU rules allow for such measures, which 
usually apply to imports of the product from all non-
EU countries. In return, the affected EU industry has 
to restructure. g

EU TRADE DEFENCE POLICY     
STANDING UP FOR EU PRODUCERS

Dumping: 
When a company from a country outside the EU 
sells goods in the EU below:

• the sales price on its domestic market, or 
• the cost of production. 

Subsidising:
When a government from outside the EU gives 
money to companies to produce or export goods. 
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Getting EU trade policy right - so it ben efits as many Europeans as possible - means 
involving everyone with a stake in the outcome of trade negotiations, at every stage.

Consulting and updating the public
The European Commission uses online tools to get a 
clearer idea of people's wishes and concerns about EU 
trade policy – through, for example,  consultations 
before the start of each trade negotiation. 

It also posts regular updates on Twitter.

Working with EU governments and MEPs
The Commission gets its negotiating guidelines 
from EU governments for any trade negotiation it 
launches. These set out the issues on the table and 
any red lines governments might have. 

The Commission then consults governments 
throughout the negotiating process. The Commis-
sion also keeps the European Parliament informed 
of the negotiations.

The EU's Trade Commissioner, Cecilia Malmström, 
has also made a concerted effort to reach out to 
MPs in national parliaments.

Advice from outside experts
The Commission regularly meets people from firms 
large and small, and from industry bodies. Trade is, 
after all, about the mechanics of doing business. 

But the Commission also listens to people from: 
• consumer organisations and NGOs
• employers' and professional associations
• trade unions.

And negotiators' doors are open to anyone who 
wishes to speak to them.

Sharing documents
Finally, the Commission aims to share as many 
trade policy documents as possible - not just with 
governments and MEPs, but also with the public. 

In its recent trade negotiations with the US, for 
example, the Commission published more than 
500 documents online, including:

• position papers setting out the EU's aims in 
different areas of the talks

• textual proposals tabled in the talks them-
selves. 

Trade policy and you
 bit.ly/tradepolicy

Twitter
 @Trade_EU

TRANSPARENCY, LISTENING, OUTREACH 
TRADE POLICY�MAKING DONE RIGHT

25 The number of formal trade policy 

meetings which the Commission hosts 

each year with civil society groups

The number of civil society 

groups registered in the European 

Commission's database of trade 

dialogue participants – up by 40% 

since 2013400
 Over

The number of national EU parliaments that 

EU Trade Commissioner Cecilia Malmström 

has met since the start of 201521



Follow @Trade_EU on Twitter

ec.europa.eu/trade

More information on EU trade:
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ec.europa.eu/trade
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#EUtrade




