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The European fruit and vegetable market has an estimated turnover of 120 billion EUR/year. 
Annual production of fruit and vegetables for fresh consumption is about 70 million T, of which 39 
million T are consumed in the country of production while 26 million T are traded on the internal 
market. About 12.5 million T are imported from non-EU countries (mainly exotic fruit), while about 6 
million T are exported from the EU to third countries (mainly apples, onions, pears, stone fruit, 
citrus and kiwifruit). While EU fresh produce consumption decreased significantly in the last 
decade, exports have become an important outlet for EU production with growth of about 8% per 
year.  
 
The trade volume of fresh produce between the EU and the US is more or less balanced, with a 
slight trade surplus for the US. The EU remains an attractive market for the US and EU exporters 
would like to become more present on the US market. There are many opportunities in which trade 
can complement local production and fill gaps where requested by consumers (e.g. where 
domestic climate events make it necessary to increase imports at short notice). The US and the 
EU might benefit from further market opening which leaves more freedom to operators and 
consumers to choose from a variety of complementary products.  
 

 
 
 Tariff duties in both countries are already 
relatively low, and Freshfel believes that further 
tariff reduction can take place as no product needs to be treated as a sensitive product. However, 
much more than tariff reduction, EU-US trade negotiations must remove phytosanitary barriers in 
order to improve bilateral trade. Phytosanitary barriers are today the biggest and most costly 
obstacle to well-functioning bilateral trade.  
 
The EU itself operates an open plant import system: As long as suppliers in third countries comply 

Year 
EU exports to 
US 

US exports to 
EU 

2009 104,776 199,368 

2010 115,239 171,255 

2011 112,878 157,136 

2012 113,760 131,115 

2013 106,474 134,587 

2014 101,680 152,004 
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with the European requirements in plant health directive 2000/29, they can send shipments of fruit 
or vegetables to the EU. No pre-approval is necessary. This facilitates the trade and allows 
suppliers to make commercial decisions based on short-term market opportunities.  
 
The US operates a closed plant import system: No trade can take place until the product in 
question has undergone a lengthy approval procedure. Applications for a risk assessment must be 
submitted by the plant health authorities and normally need to be conducted individually for each 
product and each EU country. At present, the US can conduct 40 assessments per year while 
about 1,000 different applications are pending. This administrative bottleneck means that EU 
exporters cannot react to market opportunities that might arise on short notice, and US consumers 
cannot turn to EU suppliers at moments where there might be domestic shortages.   
 
Where imports are approved, EU suppliers often need to comply with special measures defined by 
the US in bilateral plant health protocols. Only orchards which have been pre-approved can 
participate in the export season. This leaves no flexibility to increase the number of participating 
orchards at short notice to satisfy additional demand, and may lead to frustration for exporters and 
US importers alike. Approved orchards need to put in place measures which may impose 
additional cost and administrative burden, or conflict with successful phytosanitary measures. In 
many cases, a US inspector needs to be flown into the EU at the cost of the exporter to inspect 
and approve a shipment before it leaves European soil. The management of the different – 
sometimes unnecessary – measures can increase the final sales price by as much as 10 – 15%. 
US exporters face none of these barriers when exporting products to the EU.  
 
The EU has a well-developed phytosanitary control system which should be recognised as 
equivalent to the US system through the TTIP agreement. This would allow EU suppliers to export 
their products based on guarantees given by the domestic plant health authorities. These 
guarantees should be trusted by the American side in the same way in which the EU places its 
trust in US inspections of shipments destined for the EU.  
 
If this phytosanitary barrier is removed, it will facilitate the trade between the EU and the US and 
lead to better trade opportunities. The dismantling of this barrier should be a precondition to the 
elimination of the tariff duties, since reducing tariff barriers by itself will only benefit US suppliers. If 
this cannot be achieved, Freshfel asks that the EU’s tariff barriers should remain in place.  
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