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1. Introduction 

1.1. As a contribution to the Trade policy review launched by DG Trade last spring, the European 

Economic and Social Committee (EESC) wishes to put forward some recommendations adopted over 

the past two years to inform the next EU trade policy. These recommendations stem from EESC official 

opinions of the EESC sections and provide an overview of what the EESC is able to contribute as this 

stage. There are however areas where the EESC is not yet in a position to provide detailed input, but we 

will continue to feed in to the discussions during the next EESC mandate, starting in October 2020. We 

thus encourage Commissioner for Trade and DG Trade to continue exchanging with the EESC beyond 

the deadline for this specific consultation. This contribution follows the structure of the Consultation 

note. 

1.2. As a first general comment, the EESC would like to remind the Commission of its consistent 

approach, across its various formations, aiming at linking the respect for human and labour rights, the 

implementation of the SDGs, the promotion of sustainable investments in trade agreements and in 

business operations across the world to address the impact of growing transnational relations with 

multinational enterprises, which require strong industrial relations systems, effective social dialogue and 

collective bargaining. 

2. Building more resilience – internal and external dimensions 

Question 1: How can trade policy help to improve the EU’s resilience and build a model of open 

strategic autonomy? 

2.1. Civil society plays an important role in raising awareness of EU trade policy implementation. It 

can also flag concerns and shortcomings. The EESC, the Domestic Advisory Groups (DAGs), and the 

wider civil society thus need to be part of any decision-making on the features of this open strategic 

autonomy1. 

2.2. More comprehensive trade negotiations have greater potential in turn for conflict in sensitive 

areas. Any such controversies must be addressed effectively. These may involve challenges to high-

level standards, notably in food safety, consumer protection, decent working conditions, protecting 
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public services, or in enforcing sustainable trade rights, as covered in detail in a number of previous 

opinions. The EESC again emphasises that nothing in a trade agreement must be allowed to limit the 

public policy space of governments to regulate, as they see fit2. 

2.3. The EESC believes it is essential that the EU ensures the smooth and fair operation of the 

Internal Market and the Eurozone. One fifth of all export-related jobs in the EU1 are based in a different 

Member State to that of the exporter, not least due to the growth in supply chains, the so-called "spill-

over effect"3. This goal needs to cover a very wide range of separate policies, ranging from transport 

and energy to better integration of services, to providing a legally robust and socially protected 

framework for the evolution of digitalisation and artificial intelligence (AI). It must also include even-

handed EU regulation and policies that promote conditions that help businesses to take the lead in 

developing and applying new technologies that maintain competitiveness, whilst ensuring growth and 

decent jobs as part of a fair transition4. 

2.4. Increased trade flows will mean further increases in transport, where greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions are already notably high. The EESC therefore calls both that all modes of transport become 

part of an enhanced sustainable and just transport policy, and that a clear policy link between trade and 

transport be established, not least in meeting the relevant SDG commitments5. 

2.5. To build an open strategic autonomy, the EU must become "the best place to invest in". A first 

step would be to assess our leverages' capacity to promote and support investments, in industrial, energy, 

transport and digital infrastructure, through an enlarged connectivity approach. A common foreign direct 

investment scheme would provide the possibility to seize opportunities in strategic assets, such as critical 

infrastructure, critical technologies and security of supply of critical inputs. The EU must use the full 

potential of the procurement directives and effective trade defence instruments and enforce its free trade 

agreements to counter illicit practices, deepen regulatory convergence and promote sustainability 

standards, thus reducing market distortions6. The EU should promote best practices on how to include 

environmental and social criteria in public procurement7. 

2.6. The much-heralded reform of the competition framework is greatly needed. However, the EESC 

is disappointed that the overhaul of the EU's competition rules has been postponed until 2021. There is 

no room for political manoeuvres when designing the reform; the approach should be based on global 

developments and not only on the single market, as has been the case so far8. 

2.7. The coronavirus crisis should lead the EU to boost the health equipment and pharmaceutical 

sectors, with a view to ensuring the EU's shared sovereignty and self-sufficiency in these sectors9. 

2.8. The EESC proposes that EU trade or economic agreements include, in keeping with WTO 

principles and rules, a chapter containing clauses against tax offenses, money laundering and aggressive 

tax planning and for cooperation between tax authorities. The EESC calls on the Commission to include 

it as an EU proposal in the ongoing negotiations and in the treaties already in force when they come to 

be revised10. 
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2.9. Higher standards for the publishing of reports on non-financial matters could be an important 

issue in trade policy. Regulation at the global level, including trade agreements, should boost 

transparency on the publication of non-financial information in countries such as the United States and 

China to ensure a level playing field for European companies11. 

2.10. The international use of the euro would enhance financial autonomy and provide access to 

finance on more favourable borrowing conditions for European businesses and governments as 

European financial markets would become more integrated, deeper and more liquid. It would in addition 

foster further intra-EU and international trade12. 

Question 2: What initiatives should the EU take – alone or with other trading partners - to support 

businesses, including SMEs, to assess risks as well as solidifying and diversifying supply chains? 

2.11. The COVID-19 crisis has unveiled the worrying fragility and significant risks related to highly 

fragmented and undiversified supply chains and exposed the vulnerability of workers  who keep them 

operational. Large-scale disruptions showcased the necessity to strengthen the reliability and resilience 

of global supply chains (GSCs), in particular in key regions and sectors, both within the EU internal 

market and with third country governments13. Global supply chains need to become more resilient,  

diversified and responsible. Stronger instruments need to deliver on a sustainable trade and investment 

agenda in all its dimensions. It needs to be consistent with the Green Deal and show equal ambition on 

the effective implementation and enforcement of labour provisions. The new EU Trade Strategy should 

go beyond old trade models, building a new model that is economically resilient, greener, socially 

sustainable and responsible14. 

2.12. To better asses risks, the EESC suggests specific support to SMEs to introduce due diligence 

policies, including help by European cross-sectoral and sectoral social dialogue and national social 

dialogue15. The Commission also needs to ensure proper data collection of vulnerable supply chains, 

notably the risks of disruptions of economic activities and the detection of human rights violations  16. 

2.13. The EU trade policy should help to minimise the disruptions caused by economic shocks. This 

would involve a rethink of supply-chain strategies, including diversification, but also a realignment of 

supply chains across multiple sectors. It would also mean some form of sectoral de-globalisation with 

EU companies relocating their manufacturing plants (at least for essential products) within the EU to 

avoid supply-chain problems17. 

2.14. EU companies operating globally face increasing friction and uncertainty, along with rising 

protectionism and ongoing tensions between trading partners. Global value chains are shrinking and we 

obverse a generalised trend towards a return to regionalisation is occurring worldwide. There is an urgent 

need to reconsider investments in the EU's territory and focus on supporting businesses, especially 

SMEs, ensuring liquidity provision and stability in the financial sector, preserving the Single Market 

and ensuring the flow of critical goods. Such an objective can only be achieved through a mix of 

measures such as: regulations and policies applicable also to third country companies when working in 

the EU, infrastructure, investment in public goods (i.e. health, education, digital infrastructure), 
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reciprocity in public procurement, effective trade policy, and digital independence18. European 

companies would indeed benefit from levelling the playing field and from fair competition, based on 

common minimum standards applicable also to companies established in third countries and active in 

the EU19. 

2.15. The EESC calls for an ILO Convention on decent work in supply chains20. 

3. Supporting socio-economic recovery and growth 

Question 3: How should the multilateral trade framework (WTO) be strengthened to ensure stability, 

predictability and a rules-based environment for fair and sustainable trade and investment? 

3.1. Time has come for the WTO to play its role in actively promoting core labour standards and the 

Paris Agreement21. Being a member driven organisation, it however needs a champion to lead the way. 

As a global actor with a constitutional duty and mandate for good global governance, the EU has a 

crucial role to play in shaping a more efficient multilateral matrix from within22. 

3.2. The EESC repeats its call for the EU, in supporting the WTO, to show global leadership in 

promoting rules to realise a progressive, fair and sustainable trade policy. The EU must continue to work 

closely with others to reform the WTO to establish rules that ensure countries respect and implement 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Here, the EU and its Member States should use their 

leverage and advocacy across its structures, especially covering those new areas such as trade and decent 

work 23. 

3.3. Any new proposals for greater cohesion and strengthening of the multilateral framework should 

respect four guiding principles24: 

 Specialisation, according to which international organisations can only act in areas where their 

parties have given them the mandate to do so; 

 respect of the decision-making procedures allowing governance bodies to act; 

 internal and external transparency over any functional change; and 

 evaluation: the EESC encourages the establishment of a self-assessment culture. 

3.4. There is an urgent need to increase public consultation and civil society stakeholders' 

engagement in international organisations' standard-setting activities and policy definition25. The EESC 

is grateful for the EC's support in increasing the voice of civil society at multilateral level, and welcomes 

Action 6 of the recent Ottawa Group 6-point action plan26. We however call for further efforts towards 

the gradual setting-up of permanent dialogue processes and the EESC stands ready to act as a 

facilitator27. 
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3.5. There are various improvements possible to reach an environment-friendly trading system: 

While remaining outside the UN system, the WTO could provide regular update to the UN Chief 

Executives Board CEB on achievements that would help deliver on the SDGs28. A WTO climate waiver 

could define "climate measures": characteristics, general interest goals and criteria for WTO 

compatibility29. An informal WTO Working Group could be set-up to prepare a WTO ministerial 

declaration on trade and environment for the 12th Ministerial Conference in 202130. Finally, the EU 

needs to work towards securing a WTO plurilateral negotiations on an Environmental Goods 

Agreement, closely linked to the Paris Agreement31. 

3.6. On social sustainability, the social partners' negotiating capacity deserves greater recognition, 

notably the tripartite declaration of social partners at international level and the array of multinational 

framework32. The EESC also believes ILO should have formal observer status at the WTO, to participate 

officially in the WTO ministerial conferences and bodies and would contribute to integrating 

international labour standards in the WTO Trade Policy Review Mechanism. The EESC suggests that a 

dedicated temporary working group between WTO and ILO secretariats be set up to develop and present 

guidelines by June 202133. 

3.7. Meanwhile, the EESC is concerned about the escalation of WTO non-compliance measures and 

new discriminatory non-tariff arrangements, which risk imposing excessive reciprocal regulatory 

burdens and creating a new "normal" in global trade. The existing EU support programmes and 

monitoring systems should be re-evaluated, in line with EU competition rules, to support EU Member 

States, partners, companies and employees adversely affected by the economic crisis and trade wars and 

to reduce the burden on them34. 

Question 4: How can we use our broad network of existing FTAs or new FTAs to improve market 

access for EU exporters and investors, and promote international regulatory cooperation ̶ particularly in 

relation to digital and green technologies and standards in order to maximise their potential? 

3.8. To improve market access for EU exporters, the EU should consider reaching out to importers 

in trade partner countries, including via seminars, on opportunities offered by the respective FTAs and 

on how to apply for tariff preferences. Such outreach should be conducted in close cooperation between 

EU delegations, national representations and business representatives, including chambers of 

commerce35. 

3.9. The EESC welcomes the Commission's advanced work on the online portal that will integrate 

two databases, the Market Access Database and the Trade Helpdesk. It addresses the complexity and 

lack of coherence of the rules of origin and customs procedures and implementing a free, online rules 

of origin calculator to provide additional support for EU SMEs36. 

3.10. In the context of new agreements or revisions of existing agreements, improved market access 

needs to materialise in concrete benefits for consumers. The EESC thus calls for "a consumer-specific 

chapter on "trade and consumers" within the Trade and Sustainable Development (TSD) framework, 
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incorporating relevant international consumer standards and strengthening cooperation on the 

enforcement of consumer rights"37. In its reporting, Commission data needs to show a better symmetry 

between ambitious negotiation goals for consumers and their later implementation38. 

3.11. The EESC believes that the EU should ensure real reciprocity and tackle third countries' 

protectionism, notably on procurement markets. China is a striking example of divergence with 

international rules, despite its commitment to join the WTO Government Procurement Agreement 

(GPA) when it acceded to the WTO. The 5G issue has brought digital security into the picture, providing 

fertile ground for advancing towards EU digital independence. Boosting EU programmes for investment 

in research and innovation appears to be the most rational and rewarding approach in this regard39. 

3.12. The EU has the largest trade network in the world, giving bilateral trade agreements a particular 

important leverage that needs to be used effectively before their conclusion and throughout their 

implementation and enforcement40. 

3.13. Trade is not the driver of climate policy but can become a key enabler. Making the Paris 

Agreement an "essential element" for all future comprehensive trade agreements, meaning to suspend 

them in case of non-compliance, is a positive step that should be extended to cover ILO fundamental 

and up-to-date Conventions ratified by all EU Member States41. 

Question 5: With which partners and regions should the EU prioritise its engagement? In particular, 

how can we strengthen our trade and investment relationships with the neighbouring countries and 

Africa to our mutual benefit? 

3.14. It is particularly important to engage with third countries on the basis of mutual respect and 

understanding. In this respect, civil society engagement make a genuine difference, which is why the 

EESC calls for the establishment of DAG-to-DAG set-ups42. In cases where other mechanisms for 

expressing the opinion of civil society are already in place, it would be essential to keep them, as the 

time to create trust and appropriate working conditions requires years. 

3.15. The EESC calls on all key institutional players to reconsider the links between the EU-27 and 

the UK, and to design appropriate measures for sectors that would suffer the most from the UK 

withdrawal43. Many sectors would benefit from a comprehensive trade agreement. One area which the 

EESC has already looked into is the Carbon market issue. 

3.16. The EU could use its ACP-EU Partnership Agreement as well as the EU's wider interaction with 

those regions to create more synergies towards achieving the SDGs. That should specifically include 

both targeted capacity building to support and help implement the Trade Facilitation Agreement, as well 

as the wider joint EU/Member State Aid for Trade strategy. This is a core contribution to, and an 

essential part of, the WTO Aid for Trade Initiative which is designed to enhance the capacity of 

developing countries to use the opportunities offered by trade agreements. SDG focused input into the 

WTO's sixth Global Review will be important44. 
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3.17. The current situation reveals critical challenges but also promising prospects for EU-African 

developmental cooperation. Africa includes many of the world's 20 fastest growing economies. By 2035, 

it will have the largest potential workforce. A trade and investment partnership at high level, based on 

UHRs and sustainability, is necessary for both sides, and development must be the focus, instead of 

using development funds for border security45. 

3.18. The EESC welcomes the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), as it strengthens trade 

within the continent, lessens dependencies and moves away from a solely overseas-exports-driven 

approach. It could be an essential first step towards a free trade area between the EU and Africa. The 

EESC reiterates the important role of organised civil society in the post-Cotonou agreement46. 

3.19. The EESC regrets the United States' (US) decision to introduce additional tariffs that will mainly 

impact agricultural and agri-food products produced in EU Member States. The effectiveness of the 

EU's safeguard measures for steel should be reassessed in light of the steel industry's troubled economic 

environment, in order to avoid further damage to domestic steel companies and to ensure a level playing 

field for EU businesses and workers. US steel tariffs have led to significant trade diversion of steel 

products from third countries, which are entering the European market in increasing quantities, in 

particular being used in public infrastructure construction contracts47. 

Question 6: How can trade policy support the European renewed industrial policy? 

3.20. If the EU is to play a more prominent role in world trade, which is vital for EU companies  and 

their business prospects, then it has to do much more to bring other nations back round the multi-lateral 

negotiations table, failing which bilateral trade will need to assume greater importance. Globalisation in 

a post-crisis future, has to have a level playing field in a wide range of aspects (including tax 

competition, compliance with labour standards, and meeting climate change targets) for global firms 

operating in a global marketplace. If not, then the EU risks becoming more and more vulnerable and 

dependent on trade skirmishes between the USA and China48. 

3.21. Europe must finance activities that meet two criteria: restoring strategic production to make 

Europe independent, particularly as regards health protection and responses, which provides quality 

jobs; and focusing on sustainable investment that is socially responsible and environment-friendly. 

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), just like large companies and social enterprises, could play 

a crucial role in restructuring the European production system49. 

3.22. A better integration and coordination of the toolbox for industrial policy together with proper 

governance structures should ensure that Europe delivers on its ambitions of becoming a green, digital 

and circular economy, while at the same time increasing its strategic autonomy and economic 

resilience50. 

3.23. The EESC strongly believes that the industrial policy must go hand in hand with a firm trade 

policy that in turn must develop strategies to secure access to raw materials.51 
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3.24. The EESC believes it is crucial for Europe to close the gap with the USA, China and others in 

certain technologies. Building our competitive advantages while financing R&D is key for becoming a 

world leader. Building a unified European capital market, including a European market for venture 

capital, is vital. Europe's industry will be digitalised or it will cease to exist. Investment in ICT sectors 

such as the data economy, the Internet of Things, cloud computing, artificial intelligence and advanced 

manufacturing must reach all regions and Member States52. 

3.25. For the EU, the issue of asymmetrical carbon price levels should be a priority. Different options 

are available to mitigate this asymmetry and protect the competitiveness of European industry, including 

free allocation, Emission Trading System linking and Carbon Border Adjustments. The EU ETS target 

for 2030 and the rules of the system will be subject to a thorough review in the coming years. As this 

review gets underway it will be crucial to dedicate detailed attention to the key features of the EU ETS, 

how they impact European industry and their linkage to the trade policy53. 

4. Supporting SMEs 

Question 7: What more can be done to help SMEs benefit from the opportunities of international trade 

and investment? Where do they have specific needs or particular challenges that could be addressed by 

trade and investment policy measures and support? 

4.1. In spite of providing significant opportunities for companies, the benefits of FTAs remain 

largely unknown, in particular in the first couple of years after entry into force. To close these knowledge 

gaps, particularly amongst SMEs, the Commission and the Member States, in cooperation with the EU 

business community, should promote the agreements in all EU languages54. Given that promoting trade 

is essentially the competence of national governments, the successful implementation of FTAs 

ultimately relies on the capacity, ability and willingness of individual Member States to promote 

bespoke trade agreements within their national business community. The EESC invites the 27 MS and 

the EC to commit voluntarily, and in accordance with their respective competences, to implementing 

specific measures and activities at home, through European Implementation Action Plans, to 

complement at intra-EU level the "external" implementation roadmaps set up alongside the EU's FTAs. 

Such Action Plans should further contribute to effective monitoring of the actual transposition of 

negotiated FTA commitments in the respective third country, while enabling the monitoring and 

benchmarking of specific measures undertaken by governments and the business community at national 

and regional level55. 

4.2. Services make up a large volume of modern FTA provisions, but their advantages are harder to 

read than tariff reductions. Here, transparency on regulatory requirements in third markets is key for 

facilitating trade. The upcoming merger of the EU Market Access Data Base and the Trade Helpdesk 

provides an opportunity to cover not only goods, but also services in a consistent way. A new portal 

should provide information on market access and restrictions by mode of supply for each Custom 

Procedure Code, as well as information on documentation, certification, licensing, testing and other 

requirements, by sector. Moreover, a Guide for European services exporters and investors for the EU's 

most important preferential trading partners for services, such as Japan or Canada, could help56. 
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4.3. The EU is the most open public procurement market in the world and FTAs provide 

comprehensive rules and significant procurement market access opportunities for European companies 

in partner countries. Publication of third country tenders in a dedicated section of the EU Tenders 

Electronic Daily database would greatly enhance the ability of SMEs and others to benefit from 

procurement chapters. In addition, a specialised automatic translation tool in all EU languages for the 

tenders published could help overcome the language barrier57. 

4.4. To benefit from preferential duties under an FTA, products must comply with rules of origin 

(ROOs). Reducing the administrative costs incurred when applying for preferential tariffs would greatly 

help increasing the Preferential Utilisation Rate, particularly for low-value transactions. The 

simplification and harmonisation of ROOs across different FTAs would make a crucial difference to 

SMEs' operations. Moreover, the new approach to origin verification agreed to in the FTAs with Canada 

and Japan, with the importing authority determining whether products meet origin requirements, may 

de facto require the exporter to transfer commercially sensitive data58. 

4.5. To allow SMEs to fully reap the benefits of trade agreements, the EESC calls for SME chapters 

to become a standard approach in future EU bilateral trade negotiations with third countries, and for 

SME committees to be set up to launch initiatives for sharing information about FTAs and technical 

standards with SMEs and for monitoring the use of FTAs by SMEs in both the EU and the other 

country(/ies) party to the agreement. The EEN, as a tool for supporting SME internationalisation, should 

be improved, as well as cooperation and synergies with national service providers, and sectorial and 

national SME federations59. 

4.6. The EU should stress that taxation policies are fundamental for the SDGs as they determine the 

economic environment in which investment, employment, and innovation take place while providing 

the government with revenues for financing public spending. Additional policy alignment and credibility 

enhancing measures could do much to increase private investment and to close the global investment 

gap by stimulating capital flows from capital-intense states to developing economies with investment 

needs60. 

4.7. All these measures would help distribute the positive external balance of trade in goods and 

services more evenly across Member States and sectors. 

5. Supporting the green transition and making trade more sustainable and 

responsible 

Question 8: How can trade policy facilitate the transition to a greener, fairer and more responsible 

economy at home and abroad? How can trade policy further promote the UN Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs)? How should implementation and enforcement support these objectives? 

5.1. Sustainable development must become central to EU trade policy. To achieve the 

implementation of the SDGs and leave no one behind, the EESC calls on the European Commission, 

Parliament, Council and Member States to internalise the positive and negative social and environmental 
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externalities of trade61. Trade and Sustainable Development (TSD) chapters in EU trade and investment 

agreements should be strengthened in their provisions and in their implementation and enforcement62. 

5.2. The EESC sees it as vital that EU trade and investment policy address all significant 

consequences of market opening, and limit negative impacts as far as possible, including social and 

transitional costs. The European Globalisation Adjustment Fund must, under any Multiannual Financial 

Framework, provide for sufficient funding to cover negative trade impacts and any limiting conditions 

and criteria for its application be re-examined63. To better anticipate and accompany restructuring 

changes, effective workers' rights to information, consultation and collective bargaining are here 

essential for just transitions64. 

Facilitating the transition to a greener, fairer and more responsible economy 

5.3. EU trade policy can drive sustainability along the global value chain, for example focusing on 

sustainable sourcing65. The ILO World Commission on the social dimension of globalisation should 

also be reinvigorated in light of the impact of COVID-19 on Global Value Chains (GVCs)66. 

5.4. Ambitious actions need to ensure that GSCs contribute to a fairer economic and social model, 

based on sustainability and decent work. Actions must be consistent with international and European 

principles, notably in the Paris Agreement, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the 

International Labour Organization (ILO) fundamental conventions, the European Green Deal and the 

European Pillar of Social Rights. They must form core elements of the global, European and national 

responses to the COVID-19 crisis67. 

5.5. The EESC has called for reviving trade flows to build on strong commitments of social and 

labour standards and their effective enforcement. The disruption of supply and production processes has 

demonstrated the importance of having occupational health and safety measures in place and effectively 

enforced, and to keep workers safe and healthy to supply the world with goods and services. The 

ratification, implementation and enforcement of ILO core conventions on freedom of association and 

collective bargaining constitute a key gateway to ensure safe and decent working conditions, together 

with all ILO core and up-to-date Conventions68. 

5.6. Leverage to secure ILO ratifications remains greatest during the agreement negotiations and 

before their conclusion; this should therefore materialise into the signed agreement. The ratification, 

implementation and enforcement of ILO core conventions on freedom of association and collective 

bargaining constitute a key gateway to ensure safe and decent working conditions, together with all ILO 

core and up-to-date Conventions69. Finally, the EU should include ILO in the implementation 

monitoring of its Conventions under FTAs70. 

5.7. Given the enormous financial recovery measures to be undertaken in the EU and globally, the 

Green Deal must not be side-lined, but should become a fast track priority in the existing and future EU 

trade relations, to deliver a socially and environmentally just transition. Green Deal measures need to 
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be addressed throughout all elements of FTAs, including the promotion of best practices of how to 

include environmental and social criteria in public procurement71. 

5.8. Transitioning to a greener, fairer and more responsible economy means rethinking and 

reinvigorating the multilateral approach to agriculture. The EU is well-placed to take the lead and should 

avoid making major concessions in agriculture that would undermine domestic production72. Special 

attention should be paid to agricultural production in vulnerable areas73. Recognising how challenging 

this is, we propose that all future EU trade deals incorporate the European Green Deal, Farm to Fork 

(F2F) and Biodiversity strategies as global standards on sustainability74. We notably urge the 

Commission to ensure reciprocity of standards in preferential trade agreements, particularly regarding 

traceability from farm to fork75. 

5.9. In order to deal with international differences in carbon prices, a number of measures need to 

be considered: environmental standards that importers have to comply with, subsidies for low -carbon 

exports, use of trade defence instruments and steps to address carbon pricing differences in free trade 

agreements. The ultimate goal should be to set a global price for carbon76. The EESC notably supports 

the proposals for a carbon border adjustment mechanism and calls for measures eliminating barriers to 

energy-efficient and low GHG emission products and promoting investments in renewable energy in 

trade agreements77. It notes, however, that such a measure must balance environmental, trade and 

fairness concerns to avoid market distortions, triggering retaliation against EU countries and thus 

damaging EU industry and industrial jobs78. 

5.10. To reconcile climate and energy policies, the EESC presents several recommendations79: 

 A transparent accounting system keeping track of the Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions 

incorporated in each industrial item; 

 The payment by importers of GHG emissions embodied in the raw materials, not those 

produced from transforming, shaping them or from the associated logistics operations; and 

 An incentive scheme to encourage and reward lower GHG emissions and greater data 

transparency. 

5.11. The issue of fossil fuel subsidies granted at national and regional levels should move higher on 

the EU agenda given their magnitude: up to 300 billion euro a year, which accounts for one third of the 

total investment for the Green Deal and leads to more proactive commitment of the EU in the emerging 

negotiation in the WTO on a global phasing out of fossil fuel subsidies80. 

Implementation and enforcement 

5.12. The EESC has long been calling for greater ambition and increased enforceability of TSD 

chapters, which ought to carry equal weight to those covering commercial, technical or tariff issues 81. 
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5.13. The EESC urges the Commission to grant the new Chief Trade Enforcement Officer (CTEO) a 

wide range of powers, notably in the field of sustainable development. They should have adequate 

resourcing and base their decision-making process on timely and sound investigations, allowing 

recognised stakeholders to submit complaints and to participate in public hearings. When reporting to 

the European Parliament and Council, the CTEO should carve out a special role for the EESC and 

respective Domestic Advisory Groups (DAGs), as well as foresee the continuous involvement of wider 

civil society82. 

5.14. The EESC had recommended to further strengthen civil society monitoring mechanisms by 

enabling civil society actors to independently trigger investigations into TSD chapters violations83. The 

EESC calls for a revamping of the panel mechanisms where trade lawyers, but also labour, climate or 

human rights experts, could investigate complaints under TSD chapters. Should such panels find 

violations, it should trigger a treaty State-to-State dispute settlement mechanism, with possibilities for 

financial penalties or sanctions, and remedies for the aggrieved party84.Civil society actors should be 

able to make oral presentations in panel hearings, beyond written amicus curiae submissions. The EESC 

expresses concerns over the actual impact of the panel report, given that TSD chapters currently lack 

binding enforcement tools85. The EESC also calls for firm progress on the CETA review of labour and 

environmental provisions' effective enforceability86. 

5.15. The DAGs' monitoring scope is expanding, but they should continue to pay special attention to 

TSD chapter monitoring. The impact of DAG recommendations needs to be considerably strengthened. 

The expert group with Member States on TSD, the new Chief Trade Enforcement Officer (CTEO) and 

relevant EU institutions should establish a structured follow-up exchange with DAGs. Finally, 

negotiators should keep civil society informed by presenting regular information at joint DAG-to-DAG 

meetings87. With the growing number of FTAs, and consequently DAGs, there is an urgent need to 

implement systemic solutions with adequate resources in place, both human and financial. There is no 

‘One-size-fits-all’ solution. Any potential new approach, like regionalising DAGs, will have to 

guarantee their effective functioning to address challenges in the specific agreements’ implementation 

and involve DAGs themselves in its shaping88. 

5.16. A European due diligence standard is an indispensable step to ensure the respect and 

enforcement of human rights and decent work in supply chains. It would contribute to the 

implementation of the UNGPs, the ILO Tripartite Declaration and the OECD Guidelines. It would also 

complement national initiative taken to reach the SDGs, notably with regard to the eradication of  child 

labour and forced labour89. 

5.17. The EU should use the latest tools and technologies (i.e. Joint Research Centre) to monitor key 

issues like deforestation90. EU trade policy needs to ensure that EU imports do not increase deforestation 

in non-EU trade partner countries (i.e. beef and soya imports from Mercosur countries (Brazil), beef and 

sheep meat imports from Australia, and palm oil from Indonesia)91. The EESC calls for greater quality 

and credibility of the "zero imported deforestation" labels by encouraging the convergence of tools and 
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the extension of existing certifications, by relying on land-use mapping by remote sensing, by supporting 

producers in the implementation and by strengthening controls throughout the supply chains 92. 

5.18. Monitoring and enforcement procedures need to be clear, fast, efficient and financially 

transparent; the costs must be shared fairly, taking into account what is affordable for small farmers93. 

The EESC stresses that the impact on the private sector will be crucial. We thus call for a full impact 

assessment of the likely effects that implementation of the SDGs and the Paris Agreement will have on 

EU trade and competition policy including agriculture94. 

Sustainability in future agreements or revisions of current agreements 

5.19. The EESC has made several calls for a specific clause to promote the SDGs in all future 

mandates for TSD chapters. EU negotiating mandates should also reflect the necessary transition 

towards a low carbon, circular economy95. According to the Green deal, future EU FTAs will make the 

Paris Agreement an essential element. It will thus allow a party to suspend the provisions of the 

agreement if the other party was in breach of such a provision. The EU could also require partners to 

reaffirm their commitments to climate neutrality by 2050 (i.e. the UK)96. CETA Article 22.3, where 

parties undertake to promote economic and trade flows that will help to foster decent work and 

environmental protection, should be used with other trading partners (New Zealand, Australia)97. 

5.20. An important COVID-19 lesson is "policy" and "genuine" investment in sustainability.  

Ambitious actions need to ensure that GSCs contribute to a fairer economic and social model, based on 

sustainability and decent work. Actions must be consistent with international and European principles, 

notably in the Paris Agreement, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the International Labour 

Organization (ILO) fundamental conventions, the European Green Deal and the European Pillar of 

Social Rights. They must form core elements of the global, European and national responses to the 

COVID-19 crisis98. 

5.21. Making the respect of the Paris agreement an essential element for all future comprehensive 

trade agreements, as announced in the Green Deal Communication99, is a positive step that must be 

extended to include also the respect and implementation of ILO fundamental and up-to-date 

Conventions that all EU Member States have ratified100. 

5.22. Any investment treaty negotiated by the EU, notably with China, must contain comprehensive 

provisions on101: 

 sustainable use of natural resources; 

 the precautionary principle approach to human health, natural resources and ecosystems;  

 the principle of public participation and access to information and justice; and 

 the principle of integration and interrelationship, in particular in relation to human rights and 

social, economic and environmental objectives. 
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Question 9: How can trade policy help to foster more responsible business conduct? What role should 

trade policy play in promoting transparent, responsible and sustainable supply chains? 

5.23. The COVID-19 crisis has unveiled the worrying fragility and significant risks related to highly 

fragmented and undiversified supply chains, exposing the vulnerability of workers. It is clear that GSCs 

need to become more resilient, diversified and responsible. Trade will have to play a key role in 

promoting a sustainable economic recovery allowing companies to rebuild and re-organise their 

disrupted value chains. However, stronger instruments need to deliver on a socially and environmentally 

responsible business, trade and investment agenda102. 

5.24. The EU has the largest trade network in the world, giving bilateral trade agreements a particular 

important leverage that needs to be used effectively before their conclusion and throughout their 

implementation and enforcement103. 

5.25. Responsible Business Conduct (RBC) is key to realising the SDGs. European companies 

operating outside the EU are key drivers and enforcers of RBC. This puts the EU in a unique place to 

take the lead on due diligence and the EESC welcomes that the EC is following its recommendation to 

propose EU legislation in this area104. A European due diligence standard is an indispensable step to 

ensure the respect and enforcement of human rights and decent work in supply chains. It would 

contribute to the implementation of the UNGPs, the ILO Tripartite Declaration and the OECD 

Guidelines. It would also complement national initiative taken to reach the SDGs, notably with regard 

to the eradication of child labour and forced labour. It would further contribute to establishing more 

reliable, sustainable and well-managed supply chains, thus increasing resilience and management 

effectiveness in times of crisis. This would be particularly important for example with regard to health 

and safety at the workplace105. 

5.26. It is vital for the EU and its Member States to act consistently at national, European, and 

international level, coordinating initiatives and closing identified gaps. The European Economic and 

Social Committee (EESC) calls on the European Commission (EC) to develop a European Action plan 

on human rights, decent work and sustainability in global supply chains, in agreement with the European 

Parliament (EP) and Council, and building on social dialogue and a multi-stakeholder approach. It must 

be ambitious, comprehensive and transversal to respond effectively to GSC realities. Its main objectives 

should be to promote responsible business conduct, to ensure the respect of human rights and EU social 

and environmental objectives in business activities and their supply chains, to support businesses and 

SMEs in adopting a responsible business conduct approach, and to ensure a level playing field for 

businesses106. This general framework would encompass both policy and legislative initiatives.  

5.27. Trade elements of the Action Plan objectives should be reflected in the new EU Trade Strategy 

Review. Trade and international investment agreements can help align the implementation of standards 

by both investors and governments. Foreign investors should be required to comply with due diligence 

before they can benefit from an international investment agreement. Free trade agreements (FTA) must 

promote best practices on how to include environmental and social criteria in public procurement, and 
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in no way limit their application107. The EESC suggests linking tariff reductions to the effective 

implementation of TSD provisions108. 

5.28. In the framework of the new recovery instrument Next Generation EU and of other EU funding, 

the EESC suggests specific conditionality and incentives being linked to the respect for human rights, 

decent work and sustainability objectives in companies' activities and supply chains109. 

5.29. Calling on the EU and its Member States to secure more effective and binding international 

instruments, the EESC reaffirms its support for a UN Binding treaty on business and human rights110. 

5.30. Both a future Action plan and the revised trade policy review should recognise the essential, 

different and complementary roles of the different actors in this area, notably the European institutions, 

Member States, international bodies, companies, social partners and stakeholders  111. 

6. Supporting the digital transition and technological development 

Question 10: How can digital trade rules benefit EU businesses, including SMEs? How could the digital 

transition, within the EU but also in developing country trade partners, be supported by trade policy, in 

particular when it comes to key digital technologies and major developments (e.g. block chain, artificial 

intelligence, big data flows)? 

6.1. It is important to provide a legally robust and socially protected framework for the evolution of 

digitalisation and artificial intelligence (AI). EU policies must promote conditions that help businesses 

to take the lead in developing and applying new technologies that maintain competitiveness, whilst 

ensuring growth and decent jobs as part of a fair transition112. 

6.2. Regarding the digital transition an ambitious taxation agenda is more important than ever for 

the EU. The taxation of digital services companies will stay in the centre stage globally, the EU should 

work towards reaching a global solution in order to better harness the benefits of globalisation, with 

proper global governance and global rules. Close cooperation between the Commission, Member States 

and the OECD to support the development of an international solution is essential. If an international 

solution cannot be reached, the EU must consider proceeding on its own113. 

Question 11: What are the biggest barriers and opportunities for European businesses engaging in 

digital trade in third countries or for consumers when engaging in e-commerce? How important are the 

international transfers of data for EU business activity? 

6.3. The EESC calls for "any future multilateral initiative on data flows [to] fully comply with EU 

horizontal provisions for cross-border data flows and data protection in EU trade and investment 

agreements"1 and called on the new Commission to reconfirm this core commitment as non-

negotiable114. 
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6.4. Particular attention should be paid to rapidly growing collaborative economy. Firstly, it is 

important to state that specific tax systems are not necessary for collaborative economy businesses. 

Secondly, the European authorities should make every effort to establish channels of cooperation beyond 

Europe in order to lay down some ground rules for the digital economy, since the power of digital 

networks already makes it possible to manage services and exchange goods anywhere in the world, via 

a digital platform in a single geographic location115. 

7. Ensuring fairness and a level playing field 

Question 12: In addition to existing instruments, such as trade defence, how should the EU address 

coercive, distortive and unfair trading practices by third countries? Should existing instruments be 

further improved or additional instruments be considered? 

7.1. The EESC suggests that in the event of countries engaging in unfair competition, labour 

conditions or sustainability standards, we should consider developing alternative dispute settlements and 

implementing UN online dispute resolution mechanisms. The EESC welcomes the Multi-Party Interim 

Arbitration Arrangement as a stopgap to maintaining an independent, two-step dispute settlement 

function in the WTO116.  

7.2. More specifically, the EESC encourages the Commission to look into new approaches to labour 

dispute settlements that would allow for an ad hoc international dispute settlement panel to impose 

remedies on a noncompliant facility. A rapid process is already in use for EU Anti-Dumping measures 

and could be extended to Social Dumping. In line with the French and Dutch non-paper117, the EESC 

suggests in general for the effective implementation of TSD provisions to be linked to a staged 

implementation of tariff reduction118. 

7.3. The EESC urges the Commission to speed up adoption of the White Paper on an Instrument on 

Foreign Subsidies, which will address distortive effects caused by foreign subsidies within the single 

market119. 

7.4. Regarding trade defence instruments, the EESC welcomes the Commission's intention of using 

specific criteria to determine whether there are significant distortions in the market situation. The 

Committee notes that the respect of ILO standards and of Multilateral Environment Agreements should 

also be considered120. 

7.5. European actions need complementary improvements of the international normative framework 

to deliver global policy coherence. Achieving multilateral progress sometimes starts with ambitious 

unilateral action. For instance, the EESC sees the EU as uniquely placed to take the lead on due 

diligence, in particular with view to European companies' global leadership. The EESC calls on the EU 

and its Member States to deliver real progress towards more effective and binding instruments at 

international level, accompanied by renewed initiatives to promote the effective implementation of the 

existing instruments and frameworks. These have to include support for a UN Binding treaty on business 

and human rights and call for the establishment of an ILO Convention on decent work in supply chains1, 
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in line with the 2016 International Labour Conference discussion and be based on the ILO core and up-

to-date Conventions and the ILO Declaration on Principles and Rights at work.121 

7.6. An EU carbon border adjustment mechanism will shield EU energy-intensive companies (steel 

and cement, for example) from cheaper imports coming from third countries with no or weaker climate 

policy (no carbon market, no carbon pricing). This adjustment would re-establish a level playing field 

between EU companies and third country companies that could, for instance, take the form of a levy on 

imported goods, based on average prices in the EU ETS. Such mechanisms will help prevent carbon 

leakages and avoid the race to the bottom for energy-intensive industries, while protecting the 

competitiveness of EU industries and reducing the competitiveness of cheap carbon-intensive 

imports.122 

8. General question 

Question 13: What other important topics not covered by the questions above should the Trade Policy 

Review address? 

8.1. Greater EU internal coordination, notably with the EEAS: The EESC again strongly urges that 

the EEAS must become more trade aware. Trade has become an increasingly important element both 

geo-politically and as part of economic diplomacy, yet coverage of trade matters was notably absent 

from the recent Joint Communication on EU-Asia Connectivity. Equally, the EESC repeats its call for 

a closer, more coherent and transparent cross collaboration between DG Trade and other Directorates-

General, most notably DEVCO and EMPL123. 

8.2. To face current challenges, the EU must win sufficient internal consensus to enable it to continue 

to negotiate beneficial and dynamic trade agreements around the world. To do that, it needs to promote 

a progressive trade agenda that builds on the protection of fundamental environmental, social and 

consumer standards and rights124. 

Genuine engagement with civil society on trade issues 

8.3. Over the years, the EESC has flagged clear areas of concerns that are not covered in the 

consultation paper, such as evaluation policies, data collection or civil society involvement, notably the 

DAGs. The EESC reminded these concerns in a recent opinion on the implementation of FTAs.  The 

EESC demands that dialogue with civil society on trade and investment policy throughout and beyond 

negotiations must become far more profound and its monitoring role be strengthened. This dialogue 

must be developed on a basis of further transparency and continuous improvement, as negotiations and 

agreements become more complex, not least due to the SDGs, Paris Agreement and moves towards a 

circular economy125. 

8.4. Social economy organisations also have potential to be key players in helping realise the SDGs 

as well as the trade potential. The EESC thus points out that the social economy is prominent in the 
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everyday life and productive activity of large regions of Africa, America and Asia, making a major, 

global contribution to improving living and working conditions126. 

Improving EU evaluation policy 

8.5. The ex-ante evaluation policy needs to put greater focus on the qualitative elements of trade 

agreements, in consultation with civil society and the EESC. The Commission ought to consider broader 

sets of indicators and alternative models. On timing, it should finalise impact assessments before 

engaging in negotiations. The Commission should also conduct regular holistic studies looking into the 

global impact of trade127. When assessing the impact of future agreements and when reporting on the 

implementation of existing FTAs, the EESC believes that the Commission should assess the cumulative 

impact of all FTAs on specific sectors (i.e. agriculture)128. 

8.6. In addition, it provided feedback on how to improve such reporting. Information is crucial for 

fine-tuning EU trade and investment policy and maximising its benefits. Securing and breaking down 

data seems the biggest challenge. The EU should thus use national data more consistently, showing the 

different realities per EU Member State or region, and where need be, invest in active data collection. 

Establishing criteria can make findings more tangible to compare. When it comes to trade and 

sustainable development, and in particular the situation of labour standards in countries, other data 

sources like the ILO need to complete the picture129. Furthermore, the annual FTA implementation 

report […] needs to enhance its informative potential and better interlink with past reports and the overall 

life cycle of trade evaluation policy. Sustainable impact assessments (SIA) should notably be used as 

sources of information. When drafting future reports, the European Commission (EC) should consult 

with civil society as a matter of priority130. 

8.7. The EESC believes that a more fundamental policy discussion on the role of trade and 

investment is essential to ensure a greater understanding of both its drivers and economic impact. EU 

evaluation policy needs to focus more on assessing qualitative elements of trade agreements, with the 

full involvement of civil society and the EESC. A broader set of indicators, with an open-minded look 

into alternative models, is required and impact assessments must be concluded before engaging in 

negotiations. At suitable intervals, too, a more holistic study of the global impact of trade should be 

conducted131. 

8.8. Questions of methodology and timing are crucial and should be re-assessed. The used 

computable general equilibrium (CGE) model should be re-evaluated against alternative models and 

include a broader set of indicators measuring impacts on human and labour rights, climate change, 

biodiversity, consumers and FDI. A mere comparison of the situation with or without a trade agreement, 

however, falls short of the qualitative evaluation of negotiation options in particular on TSD. IA and 

SIA need to be concluded in a timely manner to advise negotiators and be taken into account before and 

during the negotiations, not presented after their conclusion.  

8.9. Helping realise the SDGs, as previously recommended by the EESC in its opinion on The core 

role of trade and investment in meeting and implementing the SDGs, should move to the core of EU 

trade policy evaluation. 
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8.10. The EESC sees a valuable contribution in the civil society consultation for SIAs and 

recommends to extend it to the early process of drafting the terms of reference. The work of the EC 

evaluation steering group inside could further improve by involving civil society too. Consultants need 

sufficient independence and expertise, particularly, regarding human rights and the environmental 

issues. 

8.11. As far as labour markets are concerned, more detailed analysis is required on potential 

displacement effects, the evolution of wages and job security. Concerning the economic impact, 

attention should be paid not only to the EU, but also to what extent trade and investment enable less -

developed economies to increase their productivity and innovation. Moreover, a holistic study of the 

global impact of trade should be conducted at suitable intervals132. 

Improving the international role of the Euro 

8.12. One of ways the EU could ensure a level playing field would be by strengthening its integration 

and consolidating its role on the global scene, notably by giving the Euro a genuine external role and 

representation. This would strengthen the EU relative weight in international financial institutions and 

give it a more prominent position in international financial markets133. In this review of the EU trade 

policy, the Commission should also pay due consideration to economic diplomacy134. 
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