
 

 

Imports of Belarusian textile products 

OVERVIEW 

In the light of the 'positive political developments' in relations between the European 
Union and the Republic of Belarus – not least due to Belarusian authorities' release of 
six political prisoners in August 2015 – the Commission proposes scrapping the existing 
autonomous quotas on imports of textiles and clothing originating in Belarus.  

To this end, the Commission proposes amending Regulation (EU) 2015/936, which lays 
down the rules for imports of textile products from certain third countries not covered 
by bilateral agreements, protocols or other arrangements, or by other specific Union 
import rules.  

As the use of autonomous quotas on imports of Belarusian textile products is very 
limited, their abolition is deemed to have limited impact on EU trade. The move aims 
to improve EU-Belarus bilateral relations which have long been impaired by Belarus's 
poor human rights record. 

 

Proposal for a regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council amending 
Regulation (EU) 2015/936 of the European Parliament and of the Council on common rules 
for imports of textile products from certain third countries not covered by bilateral 
agreements, protocols or other arrangements, or by other specific Union import rules 
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Introduction 

Given 'positive political developments in relations between the European Union and the 
Republic of Belarus' – not least due to the release of six political prisoners on 22 August 
2015 – the Commission has proposed to abolish the autonomous quotas currently in 
place on imports of textiles and clothing originating in Belarus. To this end, on 3 
February 2016 the Commission adopted a proposal to amend Regulation (EU) 2015/936 
of 9 June 2015 on common rules for imports of textile products from certain third 
countries not covered by bilateral agreements, protocols or other arrangements, or by 
other specific Union import rules. 

Existing situation 

EU-Belarus trade relations have long been hampered by the poor human rights 
conditions in Belarus. In the light of the country's 'lack of commitment to democracy 
and political and civil rights', the EU has so far refrained from ratifying the bilateral 
Partnership and Cooperation Agreement which was reached with Belarus in 1995. Thus, 
bilateral trade and economic relations are still covered under the Trade and 
Cooperation Agreement which was concluded by the European Community with the 
Soviet Union in 1989 and subsequently endorsed by Belarus.  

Responding to Belarus's violations of the core principles of the International Labour 
Organization, the EU withdrew its trade preferences to Belarus in 2007. Since 
1 January 2010 the EU has imposed unilateral import quotas for Belarus covering trade 
in textile and clothing products on the basis of Commission Regulation (EU) 
No 1260/2009 (the ancestor of Regulation (EU) 2015/936). These unilateral quotas 
replaced the EU-Belarus textile agreement – in force since 1993 – that expired on 
31 December 2009 when Belarus joined the Customs Union with Russia and Kazakhstan.  

The EU has imposed restrictive measures against Belarus over human rights violations 
and crackdowns on peaceful demonstrators in 2004, 2006, 2010 and 2012. However, 
EU-Belarus ties visibly improved ahead of the October 2015 presidential elections. The 
European Commission proposal cites the release of political prisoners on 
22 August 2015 as a key step which, along with 'several positive initiatives' undertaken 
by Belarus over the last two years, have helped soften EU-Belarus ties, resulting in a 
four-month suspension of most of the EU's restrictive measures, subsequently lifted by 
the Council in February 2016. 

At the same time, however, Belarus remains the only European country that still applies 
the death penalty, and Minsk has not signalled any willingness to change its practices. 
On 16 February 2016 – only a day after the Council in its 15 February conclusions 
condemned the application of the death penalty in the country – Belarus handed down 
yet another death sentence. Responding to the third new death sentence in Belarus in 
2016 and following an execution in April, the European Union External Action Service 
(EEAS) on 20 May stated that the 'upsurge of new and confirmed death sentences in 
Belarus over the last months runs counter to Belarus' stated willingness to engage with 
the international community, including the European Union, on the matter'. 

Parliament's starting position  

Parliament has repeatedly and consistently expressed concern over human rights and 
fundamental freedoms situation in Belarus. In its 10 September 2015 resolution on the 
situation in Belarus, Parliament expressed its readiness to contribute to the 
Commission's policy of 'critical engagement', including via Parliament's Delegation for 

http://eeas.europa.eu/statements-eeas/2015/150822_01_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2016/EN/1-2016-44-EN-F1-1.PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32015R0936&from=EN
http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/countries/belarus/
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-95-9_en.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32009R1260
http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2009/december/tradoc_145578.pdf
http://eeas.europa.eu/statements/docs/2013/131029_01_en.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2015/10/29-belarus/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/02/15-fac-belarus-conclusions/
http://www.deathpenaltyworldwide.org/country-search-post.cfm?country=Belarus
http://eeas.europa.eu/statements-eeas/2016/160217_01_en.htm
http://eeas.europa.eu/statements-eeas/2016/160520_01_en.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2015-0319
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2015-0319
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relations with Belarus. Parliament welcomed the recent release of the remaining 
political prisoners, but called on the Belarusian government to rehabilitate the released 
political prisoners and to fully restore their civil and political rights. Parliament also 
urged Minsk to join a global moratorium on the execution of the death penalty as a first 
step towards its permanent abolition.  

Council's starting position  

The Council's Political and Security Committee (PSC) on 22 January 2015 proposed a list 
of possible additional measures to deepen the EU's policy of critical engagement with 
Belarus. As point 17, the PSC proposed abolishing the autonomous quotas on imports of 
textiles and clothing originating from Belarus. On 2 October 2015, the PSC agreed to 
implement all possible measures mentioned in the January 2015 list citing positive 
developments in Belarus.1 Member States were informed at the Textile Committee 
meeting on 5 November 2015. Here, the Trade Policy Committee gave its green light to 
the next step, namely amending the underlying Regulation (EU) 2015/936 through the 
ordinary legislative procedure.  

Preparation of the proposal 

The Commission has relied on the use of quotas provided by the European 
Commission's Système Intégré de Gestion de Licenses (SIGL) and Eurostat figures.  

No impact assessment was carried out due to the limited use of the autonomous quotas 
on imports of textiles and clothing originating in the Republic of Belarus.  

The changes the proposal would bring 

The Commission proposal to amend Regulation (EU) 2015/936 aims to 'further improve 
bilateral relations' in recognition of 'the positive political developments in relations 
between the European Union and the Republic of Belarus'. The proposed regulation 
includes the following changes: 

 It repeals the autonomous quotas on imports of textiles and clothing originating 
in the Republic of Belarus, provided for in Annexes II and III of Regulation (EU) 
2015/936.2  

 The proposal would also amend Annex I of Regulation (EU) 2015/936 in order to 
correct a number of erroneous CN (Combined Nomenclature)3 codes, namely in 
categories 12, 13, 18, 68, 78, 83 (Group II B), 67, 70, 94, 96 (Group III B) and 161 
(Group V). 

 The official full name of the Republic of Belarus – as well as the full name of the 
Democratic People's Republic of Korea – would replace the short names 
'Belarus' and 'North Korea', respectively, in accordance with the 
Interinstitutional style guide. 

According to the proposal, the removal of autonomous quotas will have little impact on 
EU trade, as their use on imports of textiles and clothing originating in the Republic of 
Belarus is limited. For the same reason, no impact assessment was carried out. The 
abolition will simplify procedures and reduce the workload of the Commission's expert 
group SIGL (Système Intégré de Gestion de Licences), which would no longer need to 
manage the related import authorisations with Member States.  

Given the limited impact of the abolition of autonomous quotas on EU trade, this step is 
merely a move to 'further improve bilateral relations', as the proposal states.  

http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regcomitology/index.cfm?do=search.documentdetail&XMmA1sY1+dPFA15wY23QjLRMKZCG8Mbd8vGQ9w+159g=
http://publications.europa.eu/code/en/en-000100.htm
http://publications.europa.eu/code/en/en-000100.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetailPDF&groupID=1027
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Council position 

On 15 February 2016, the Council agreed that the EU would not extend the restrictive 
measures for 170 individuals and three companies whose listings are currently 
suspended. The Council stated that the decision in October 2015 on a four-month 
suspension of most of the restrictive measures came in response to the release of all 
the remaining political prisoners on 22 August 2015 – a 'long sought step that the EU 
had consistently called for' – and the presidential elections of 11 October 2015 that 
were held in an environment free from violence, as well as 'the overall state of EU-
Belarus relations'. The Council recognised the situation as 'an opportunity for EU-
Belarus relations to develop on a more positive agenda'. 

At the same time, the Council condemned the application of the death penalty in 
Belarus – notably deploring two recent death sentences pronounced – and urged the 
Belarusian authorities to set up a moratorium as a first step towards its abolition. The 
Council statement further called on Belarus to follow up on recommendations made by 
United Nations (UN) treaty bodies and to cooperate fully with UN special procedures; 
including the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Belarus. The 
Council also encouraged 'increased cooperation between Belarus and the Council of 
Europe with a view to becoming a full member'. 

National parliaments 

A number of national parliaments have looked at the proposal but none has sought to 
launch a political dialogue. 

Stakeholders' views4 

Human rights organisations have voiced concern that the endemic human rights 
problems in Belarus would remain unchanged despite the lifted sanctions, warning that 
Belarus may use the EU as an instrument to reduce its dependence on Russia, without 
delivering any real changes. On 9 February 2016, the UN Special Rapporteur on the 
situation of human rights, Miklós Haraszti, deplored the 'dismal' human rights situation 
in Belarus since the October 2015 presidential elections and the partial suspension of 
EU (and US) sanctions. For example, the released political prisoners remain on 
'preventative watch lists', enabling police to continue harassing them.   

Human rights watchdog, Freedom House, accused the EU of 'unaccountably rewarding' 
President Alexander Lukashenko by ending sanctions without Minsk having made 'any 
meaningful improvements in its abysmal human rights record'. Belarusian opposition 
leader Andrei Sannikov, who ran for president in 2010 and now lives in exile in Poland, 
called the EU decision 'a very clear signal to the dictatorship that it can continue with its 
practices'. The Belarusian National Platform of the Eastern Partnership Civil Society 
Forum stated that the decision 'sends a contradictory message to Belarusian society as 
Belarus has seen no real democratic change in the last five years'.  

Legislative process 

On 3 February 2016, the Commission submitted its legislative proposal to the 
Parliament and to the Council. In the Parliament, the proposal was referred to the 
Committee on International Trade (INTA) on 25 February 2016. On 14 March, Hannu 
Takkula (ALDE, Finland) was appointed rapporteur. 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/02/15-fac-belarus-conclusions/
http://www.ipex.eu/IPEXL-WEB/dossier/document/COM20160044.do#dossier-COD20160029
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2016/577980/EPRS_ATA(2016)577980_EN.pdf
http://ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=17026&LangID=E
https://freedomhouse.org/article/eu-lifts-most-sanctions-belarus
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/feb/15/eu-lifts-most-sanctions-against-belarus-despite-human-rights-concerns
http://eap-csf.eu/assets/files/Statement%20of%20the%20Belarusian%20National%20Platform_19%20February%202016.pdf
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EP supporting analysis 
- European Parliament fact sheet 'Eastern Partners', 2016. 

- EPRS At a Glance 'Belarus: Human rights situation remains bleak', N. Bentzen, 2016. 

- Directorate-General for External Policies, Policy Department, study 'When Choosing Means 
Losing: The Eastern Partners, the EU and the Eurasian Economic Union', P. De Micco, 2015. 

- Directorate-General for External Policies, Policy Department, study 'The Eastern Partnership 
after Five Years: Time for Deep Rethinking', G. Gromadzki, 2015. 

Other sources 

- Imports of textile products from certain third countries not covered by bilateral agreements, 
protocols or other arrangements, or by other specific Union import rules: imports from Belarus, 
European Parliament, Legislative Observatory (OEIL). 

 

Endnotes 
 

1 540th joint Meeting of the Textile Committee, the Steel Liaison Committee and the SIGL Expert group, 5 November 
2015. 

2 Commission Implementing Regulation (EU) 2015/2106 of 20 November 2015 indicates the quotas per operator for 
the year 2016 and Commission Implementing Regulation (EU) 2014/1235 for 2015 (quotas identical in both years). 

3 'When declared to customs in the Community, goods must generally be classified according to the Combined 
Nomenclature or CN. Imported and exported goods have to be declared stating under which subheading of the 
nomenclature they fall. This determines which rate of customs duty applies and how the goods are treated for 
statistical purposes. The CN is a method for designating goods and merchandise which was established to meet, at 
one and the same time, the requirements both of the Common Customs Tariff and of the external trade statistics of 
the Community. The CN is also used in intra-Community trade statistics.' See European Commission webpage on 
Combined Nomenclature. 

4 This section aims to provide a flavour of the debate and is not intended to be an exhaustive account of all different 

views on the proposal. Additional information can be found in related publications listed under ‘EP supporting 
analysis’. 
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http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/fiches_techniques/2013/060505/04A_FT(2013)060505_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2016/577980/EPRS_ATA(2016)577980_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/549026/EXPO_STUD(2015)549026_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/549026/EXPO_STUD(2015)549026_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/536438/EXPO_STU(2015)536438_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/536438/EXPO_STU(2015)536438_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2016/0029(COD)&l=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2016/0029(COD)&l=en
http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regcomitology/index.cfm?do=Search.getPDF&butkoniaJdvY8f5JBeTkuFqBB7fI4EnisQ1BdEUO8vC5SVAw47eF02NzJJLXFBE7MymAolL+DBgWkUQAUSR0vEUBA1Uxa7mJl1GidS+HNzw=.
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32015R2106&from=EN
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32014R1235&from=EN
http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/customs/customs_duties/tariff_aspects/combined_nomenclature/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/customs/customs_duties/tariff_aspects/combined_nomenclature/index_en.htm
mailto:eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank
http://epthinktank.eu/
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