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Trade     as a driver of  

sustainable development  
Along with slow economic growth and increased 

unemployment, anti-globalisation and anti-free trade 

movements have emerged and gained pace in 

Europe. Many politicians and NGOs have been 

critical of the EU trade negotiations, particularly 

those with the USA and Canada. Ever greater 

transparency has been called for and concerns have 

been expressed as to whether the trade agreements 

are jeopardising environmental, labour and 

consumer standards and public services. 

Closing European borders and restricting trade with 

key partners is not, however, the answer to today´s 

challenges.  The current conditions in global business and 

politics mean that countries and their economies are more 

inter-linked than ever. Instead of focusing on the 

problems, we should be more ambitious and aim to 

embrace the opportunities provided by the open 

economy.  

Fortunately, the European Commission has adopted 

active trade policy measures. The Commission wisely 

acknowledges that free trade agreements may be key 

drivers enabling the EU to retain its political and 

economic power in the long run.  Similarly, the positive 

advantages of free trade should be clear to all the 

stakeholders in the European Union. 

Statistics show that international trade and investment 

are an essential means of improving the economic, social 

and environmental aspects of sustainable development at 

global level. Open trade and foreign investment provide 

economic opportunities for all countries - including less 

developed countries - to fight poverty, generate jobs and 

improve education, health and social well-being. Foreign 

direct investment also enhances sustainable development 

by spreading good practices of corporate social 

responsibility. 
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Climate change and environmental problems have 

created a tremendous need for developing and 

adopting products, technologies, services and 

business models that reduce emissions and 

promote resource efficiency. Open 

international trade and investments are 

therefore essential for greening the 

global economy. By offering climate 

solutions worldwide, European 

companies can reduce global 

environmental impacts far more than 

if the benefits were limited to the EU 

alone. In this way, the EU can 

demonstrate leadership and be at the 

forefront of climate change abatement 

by increasing its global “carbon 

handprint”.  

Consequently, trade and investment policy 

has a crucial role in creating favourable conditions 

for global sustainability. A sustainable development 

approach should therefore be an integral part of all trade 

and investment negotiations and agreements. Joint 

solutions are needed to avoid trade distortions caused by 

differences in policies and requirements in different 

regions. From the climate and environmental point of 

view, we should be aiming to eliminate barriers to trade in 

environmentally friendly products, technologies and 

solutions.  

With regard to increasing employment, special 

attention should be paid to improving the trade 

opportunities for SMEs, thus enhancing the potential of 

SMEs to work for sustainable development. More 

attention should also be paid to digitalisation which is one 

of the features of and means for increasing the 

inclusiveness of global trade. Furthermore, trade and 

development policies must be made mutually supportive: 

development policy should help developing countries in 

capacity building to achieve stable and favourable 

conditions for foreign investment and open trade.  

In spite of the numerous anti-free trade campaigns, 

there are some positive signs in trade negotiations. 

The WTO trade facilitation agreement will soon be 

adopted by the required majority of the WTO 

member countries. Furthermore, international 

trade talks in services (TiSA) and 

environmental goods (EGA) are moving 

forward.  

The European Union has already made 

a revolutionary trade agreement 

(CETA) with Canada, and trade talks 

with the USA (TTIP) are still alive, 

despite political rumours to the 

contrary. The EU trade talks with 

Japan and Mercosur, including Brazil, 

may also be more successful than earlier 

thought.  

Now is the time for European policy-

makers to recognise the significant role of 

successful trade agreements for the sustainable 

future of the European Union. In fact, free and 

sustainable trade is an area in which we Europeans 

certainly have a competitive advantage.  

More about the topic on 26 October, during the conference 

entitled "Strengthening European Growth and Competitiveness: 

Proactive Trade Agenda – NOW!" The meeting, organised jointly 

by the Employers' Group of the European Economic and Social 

Committee, the Confederation of Finnish Industries and 

International Chamber of Commerce Finland, will take place in 

Helsinki, Finland. 
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EU budgetary policy at a crossroads 

EU budgetary policy is at a crossroads. This is 

primarily due to the fact that the EU's priorities and the 

circumstances determining developments in the EU 

have been subject to radical change recently, and the 

EU budget has not been able to effectively reflect this. 

The other main reason is basically procedural. We are 

now approaching the end of the third year of the 

present multiannual financial framework period, which 

means that now is the right time to think about the next 

one. The current mid-term review could provide an 

additional opportunity for deeper considerations about 

future EU budgetary instruments. 

The EESC's own initiative opinion on a performance-

based EU budget and its focus on real results – the key to 

sound financial management draws the following main 

results and conclusions: 

 EU budgetary expenditures must not only comply with 

the rules of legality and regularity, but there must also be 

a targeted and systematic focus on the results and 

performance the budget delivers in addressing EU 

priority areas; 

 adopting performance culture rules in relation to the EU 

Budget requires maintaining close linkage between the 

scope and nature of expenditure, on the one hand, and a 

comprehensive set of performance indicators for 

measuring results and performance, on the other. 

A performance culture is not acquired in a single step, but 

through a process of development that presupposes both 

the appropriate legal environment and the selection of 

tools for encouraging key actors to adopt the desired 

behaviour; 

 a budget conceived in these terms constitutes an 

instrument of EU fiscal policy for delivering real results 

and impacts in EU priority areas that bring a clearly 

quantifiable added-value - the added-value of the EU. 

This means that any discussion of a performance-based 

EU budget is also a discussion of EU policy priorities 

capable of bringing about the necessary structural 

changes; 

 there is an enormous need for simplification as the EU 

budget remains extremely complex in all manner of ways, 

making it difficult to manage it effectively and measure its 

real results and benefits. Simplification certainly does not 

mean reducing the qualitative benchmarks and 

requirements – on the contrary, it means creating a more 

open space for respecting qualitative standards. 

The EU's autumn season has opened with a very intense 

series of debates on the issue, incorporating a number of 

other important topics: the revenue side, budgetary flexibility 

in the medium term and compliance with other transfers in 

the EU. 

This in itself is perhaps evidence enough, underpinned by 

rational arguments, for stating that the EU budgetary 

paradigm is really at a crossroads. A consensus on a results 

and performance focus would be a good precondition to 

ensure that once the EU budget has crossed the road, its 

next direction will be the correct one. The EU budget can 

constitute an essential tool in dealing with the EU´s existing 

challenges and structural changes. 

The post-2020 multiannual financial framework, together 

with a new competitiveness and development strategy and 

the social rights pillar (currently in preparation), should act as 

a crucial medium-term strategic platform, with the structure 

and weighting of particular expenditure items adjusted to 

real-life needs and priorities. 
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On Thursday 6 October 2016 the Slovak 

Agriculture and Food Chamber (SPPK) held the 2016 

Food and Trade conference, in collaboration with the 

European Economic and Social Committee. In the 

first session, the panellists were representatives of 

ministries and agriculture bodies. The second panel 

involved representatives from the European 

Economic and Social Committee. At the end of the 

conference, the president of the SPPK, Milan 

Semančík, summed up the outcomes. 

Mr Semančík evaluated the development of agriculture 

over the last two decades, focusing on the advantages and 

disadvantages of the liberalisation of international trade. 

He also noted that industry bodies promoted the 

standards and the interests of the EU in international 

trade and talked about the results and conclusions of the 

meeting of chambers of agriculture which had taken place 

in Modra from 28 to 30 September, at which the 

representatives of the Visegrád group countries had called 

for the agricultural sector to be exempt from international 

agreements (CETA and TTIP). 

The director-general of the section for international 

trade and European affairs at the Ministry of Economic 

Affairs, Ivan Lančarič, put forward the position of the 

ministry and highlighted its concerted efforts and 

cooperation with the Ministry of Agriculture. Miroslav 

Koberna, director of the Federation of Food and Drink 

Industries of the Czech Republic, presented the 

federation's views and used examples to demonstrate the 

impact of multinational chains' trading policy on food 

sovereignty in central and eastern European countries. 

Slovakia's Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development 

was represented by the director-general of its food and 

trade department, Zuzana Nouzovská, who assessed the 

condition of the Slovak agri-food sector and its 

development in recent times. Slovakia was dependent on 

imports for most of its commodities, even those in which 

it had been self-sufficient in the past. 

Following a discussion, the conference moved on to 

the second block of speeches. EESC member Volker 

Petersen stressed that in the future the EU should lift 

sanctions against Russia, because it was precisely this 

measure that was putting pressure on the markets within 

the EU, leading to disadvantages across the sector. Trade 

barriers represented a risk to EU agriculture. 

In his presentation fellow EESC member Jonathan 

Peel stressed the importance of agricultural trade to the 

development of agriculture in the future. He referred to 

projections for development in third countries and said 

that if the WTO did not exist, the result would be chaos. 

He stressed the need to set rules, as well as the vital 

importance of bilateral and regional trade agreements. 

It was however necessary, he thought, to set common 

standards in agreements. As an example he mentioned 

CETA, in which the EU had negotiated 145 European 

geographical indications. The position of farmers should 

be strengthened for a number of reasons, including the 

increasing population, climate change, and soil 

degradation. With regard to agriculture and trade, policy 

should be aimed at incorporating the 17 sustainable 

development goals. 

Food and Trade conference in Bratislava 



Civil society's perspective on TTIP was put forward 

by Dilyana Slavova, president of the European Economic 

and Social Committee's Section for External Affairs 

(REX). She stressed the need to examine TTIP and its 

policies carefully and also gave information about the 

events organised by the EESC on this subject. She drew 

attention not only to the information that was publicly 

available, but also to events which had been organised all 

over Europe in opposition to the TTIP agreement. 

The USA had drawn up a risk analysis on TTIP. The 

EESC considered it a priority for farmers to be on an 

equal footing with their counterparts in the USA. 

The Commission would protect its members. 

The discussions raised questions about the low level 

of food sovereignty in Slovakia and the Czech Republic 

(around 80% of sales were carried out via retail chains) 

and drew comparisons with Poland, where self-

sufficiency levels were high. There, retail chains had a 

share of more than 90% and bargaining power was 

different. At the same time, there was also a marketing 

fund for different commodities, resulting in a high 

proportion of domestic (Polish) food. A participant 

involved in trade also stressed the need for cooperation 

and discussion on issues of common concern, as the 

trade sector also presented various opportunities and 

possibilities. 

Finally, the president of the SPPK stressed the need to 

focus on food sovereignty and create a competitive 

environment for primary producers and processors in 

cooperation with trade. Double standards for domestic 

and third-country suppliers needed to be removed. 

The CETA and TTIP agreements needed to be made 

available early enough. Agriculture bodies did have a 

voice. Discussions and exchange of information were 

vital. Slovakia was lagging significantly behind in terms of 

working with consumers and should do more in this area. 

The president of the SPPK concluded by thanking the 

EESC participants for their presence and contributions. 

About the author: 
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The Employers' Group at the 6th European Congress of 

Small and Medium-sized Enterprises 

A delegation of ten members of the Employers' Group participated in the 6th European Congress of 

SMEs, which took place on 10-12 October in Katowice, Poland. The congress brought together over 

6 000 participants from dozens of countries.  

The participants in the inaugural session, devoted to the future of SMEs in a changing international environment, 

focused mainly on two aspects – the post-Brexit scenario for SMEs and new trade agreements such as CETA and 

TTIP. Jacek Krawczyk, president of the 

Employers' Group, underlined the importance of 

these trade agreements and pointed out that the 

EESC succeeded in achieving a compromise on 

TTIP in its opinions. Referring to Brexit, he 

admitted that recent political statements in UK 

suggest that negotiations on Brexit will be tough 

and place entrepreneurs in a completely new 

reality. 

Members of the Employers' Group participated 

as speakers, inter alia on the panels on the use of 

EU funds for SMEs, freelancing and family 

businesses.  

Inaugural session with Elżbieta Bieńkowska, EU Commissioner for Internal Market, Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs; Jerzy Buzek, MEP, 

President of ITRE Committee; Jacek Krawczyk, President of the Employers’ Group; David Caro, President of the European Small Business Alliance 

and Chandrakant Salunkhe, President of the SME Chamber of India 



Have national civil servants 

ever really joined the EU? 

What disturbs EU citizens the most (and eventually 

caused Brexit)? Is it EU laws and regulations or civil 

servants twisted way of implementing and blaming EU 

for their shortcomings? 

Among my colleagues and members in the business 

community most of them appreciate the progress in EU 

legislation – the service directive and other tools to improve 

the internal market to enhance trade and growth. 

However, EU legislation is only to a limited extent 

implemented as intended and decided! National authorities, 

to a limited degree (“Goldplating”) and local civil servants to 

a much larger degree try to protect their privileges (and 

jobs?) by finding obstacles and “special circumstances” 

calling for alterations and special regulation. 

The original purpose of EU legislation was to have one 

set of rules instead of 28 sets of rules...not to mention 

hundreds of local or regional rules. Here are some concrete 

examples that describe my points: 

EU-pass directive 

This directive will make it 

possible for passenger boats on 

"inner waterways" to be moved 

between member states. Several 

countries have now added national 

regulations (“gold-plating”) to this 

directive which in practise blocks 

the directive. The directive is valid 

for boats made of "iron and similar 

material". In Germany and Denmark civil servants 

representing the state argue that aluminium is not – while 

most countries do! 

Value added tax 

On services in the tourist business there are all 

imaginable levels of added value taxes and classifications. 

In some countries tourism is regarded as transport and in 

other countries it is regarded as services – for exactly the 

same type of "product"! Added value tax can accordingly 

vary from 8% to 25%, gravely distorting competition and 

increasing administrative burdens. 

Service Directive or Public Transportation? 
All member countries claim they follow these directives – 

but arrive at different implementation as to which directive 

to follow. Public transportation is in some countries 

regarded as such if it has state aid and in other countries all 

public transportation follow the same rules (even those 

which are explicitly excluded) These different applications 

are not followed through in value added taxation etc. 

State aid regulation 
In Stockholm the city council has refrained from all 

commercial activities to secure not to violate state aid 

regulation. In Gothenburg and several other cities many 

commercial activities/businesses are organised by authorities 

despite state aid rules. If it can differ so much in a single 

country – how is the situation in the entire EU? 

Cabbotage traffic is not allowed in 

Denmark with foreign vessels as it is 

threatened with "port state controls" 

with national rules. No EU-county 

is willing to take the risk. 

T h e  p u r p o s e  o f  P u b l i c 

transportation directive is to 

enable private public transport to 

exist according to a very sound and 

thorough EU-model. In almost all EU countries attempts 

are made by civil servants to neutralise this directive by 

different methods. In some countries by classifying it as not 

being public transportation (Holland), declare obligation to 

operate in the whole country (Sweden), make public 

procurement, thus giving concession to those who pay the 

most (Spain). 

In most cases EU legislation is a competitive advantage 

for EU member countries vis-a-vis the rest of the world. We 

operate with one set of rules instead of 28. That would be 

the case if civil servants could refrain from adding their own 

protectionism to the regulations. 

Let the European patent bureau and the process of 

European patents serve as a model for European legislation 

that is not violated and altered by civil servants! 
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4th industrial revolution: 

Let's grasp opportunities  

and courageously face challenges! 

Employers' organisations and trade unions alike 

will have to adapt to the tremendous changes that the 

4th industrial revolution is bringing to labour 

markets. Employers stress the importance of making 

labour markets more flexible in order to fully grasp 

the opportunities provided by Industry 4.0, while 

trade unions emphasise that changes cannot 

undermine the protection of workers. The 4th 

industrial revolution is generating uncertainty and 

anxiety among workers and employers and so the 

more we work on identifying potential opportunities 

and risks, the better. Responsible, frank and open 

social dialogue at national level has a crucial role to 

play in this process. These are some of the conclusions 

emerging from the discussion on "Will the 4th industrial 

revolution radically change the roles and importance of 

both employers’ organisations and trade unions?" 

We are already witnessing dynamic changes in various 

sectors of the economy, such as taxi services or the hotel 

industry, caused by new digital solutions. The revolution 

is happening and is unstoppable, said Henryka Bochniarz, 

President of the Polish Lewiatan Confederation. She 

stressed that further analysis of the impact of Industry 4.0 

on the economy is needed in order to ensure that the 

changes do not catch us unawares. The panellists all 

agreed that social dialogue has a pivotal role to play in 

preparing for the coming changes. 

Studies suggest that the opportunities brought by 

Industry 4.0 are enormous: if we manage to use it well, we 

might gain as much as EUR 1.25 trillion in added value by 

2025, said Markus Beyrer, Director General of 

BusinessEurope. He acknowledged however that neither 

employers nor unions are yet ready for the change. 

Companies will need flexibility while workers will need 

security. Therefore, the social partners should work on an 

agreement provisionally called "flexicurity 4.0", a smart 

way of providing sufficient balance between flexibility and 

security. 

The challenges of the industrial revolution must be 

addressed at European level. 40% of workers currently 

have insufficient digital skills, and Jacek Krawczyk, 

President of the Employers' Group, pointed out that this 

is a pan-European problem. He considers that adjusting 

the workforce's skills to the new situation will be vital. 

Many jobs will disappear from the market, and new 

occupations will appear. Life-long learning and retraining 

of workers are crucial for a smooth transition. The Polish 

ICT sector was given as an example of effective skill-

matching. The current transformation of the economy 

triggered by the 4th industrial revolution will be a huge 

change-management project. The EU will not be able to 

manage this change without proper analysis at both 

European and national level. 
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We need a coherent European strategy to support 

innovative technologies. Industry 4.0 and its 

consequences are debated mainly at national level and 

only in a few EU countries, noted Gabriele Bischoff, 

President of the EESC Workers' Group. She felt that the 

EU will succeed only if we focus on innovative solutions, 

generating high added value. If new technologies are used 

mainly to reduce labour costs, it will rapidly increase social 

unrest. Ms Bischoff felt that trade unions should go back 

to their roots and concentrate on protecting and 

empowering workers. It was up to the unions to provide 

training and other tools to prepare people for this change. 

Luca Visentini, General Secretary of ETUC, underlined 

the importance of a broad public investment programme 

to prepare the EU for the coming industrial revolution. 

"We will not benefit if we focus only on designing things 

that are produced elsewhere. Europe must keep design, 

production and research together," he added. In order to 

prepare for Industry 4.0, labour markets should be 

reinforced and made more resilient. 

The panellists admitted that many sectors benefiting 

from the sharing economy were kept completely outside 

the tax system. This should be addressed, but in a 

balanced way in order to avoid overregulation.  

The panel was organised by the EESC Employers' 

Group and took place during the European Forum for 

New Ideas in Sopot, Poland.  

The EESC trade team met Commissioner Malmström at 

the annual WTO Public Forum in Geneva in late September. 

This year the theme of the Forum was "Inclusive Trade", 

when the EESC organised a session "Bringing the benefits of 

trade to women" - the first session organised by the 

Committee there for four years. Held on the first day, the 

session was chaired by Benedicte Federspiel and speakers 

included Cinzia Del Rio and Jonathan Peel, the "token man". 

His key point was that gender equality is particularly 

important as being one of the 17 UN Sustainable 

Development Goals.  

On 20 October Jonathan will be formally presenting his 

Opinion "Trade For All" to Commissioner Malmström, 

together with the REX President Dilyana Slavova. 

WTO Public Forum in Geneva 

http://www.eesc.europa.eu/employers-group

