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Abstract 
 
This note aims to define, although briefly, the main factors influencing European 
agriculture on the international scene, in the context of multilateralism and 
bilateralism agreements. The angle of analysis chosen was the problem of food 
safety and its implications on international trade. The discussion of food safety 
was also seen as an inalienable human right to have guarantees that what you 
eat is not dangerous to your health. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Over the past few years, food safety and quality has become an important concern for the 
general public, policy makers, researchers, stakeholders involved into food production, 
transport and trading. Food safety has been included into the agenda of the international 
regulating bodies that are desperately seeking a “magic formula” which should balance on 
one side the protection of public health and on the other food trade liberalization. Even 
though the topic has been extensively studied and debated, a number of food crises over 
the past decade has brought the issue right back at the center of the spotlight of both 
national and international political debate.  

This work presents and underlines a series of problems which are worth mentioning. First, 
the complexity and diversity of a problem that is continuously evolving. Secondly, it is 
inherently difficult to make sense out of very diverse issues as perceived by heterogeneous 
consumers, governments and production firms. Lastly, the very sources of information on 
the topic are extremely diverse and heterogeneous including public, private and 
international bodies.  

As countries begin to lower agricultural tariffs and become increasingly integrated into 
world markets, they purchase more food from abroad. As consumers grow wealthier, they 
also focus more on the attributes of their food, its safety, nutrition, and environmental 
friendliness.  

A brief discussion of each of these components focused on the EU and the European food 
products in this new transnational space, which is made from multilateral agreements (in 
WTO platform) and bilateral agreements context.  
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1. Food safety and international trade 
 

1.1. Conceptual framework of food safety  

Food scares in the past few years have brought food safety and quality back to the center 
of public concern. Public opinion and policy makers are increasingly focused on the issue 
and its implications to public health, environmental and animal welfare. At the same time, 
with the increase in international integration, food trade has caused a number of external 
effects.  

For these reasons, Governments have approved a wide variety of measures (e.g., 
standards and technical regulations) to respond to the need of safeguarding domestic 
concerns. In fact, a large number of standards and technical regulations in the food and 
agricultural sector is classically linked to the response of policymakers to consumer 
demands for improved product safety and increasing environmental protection. Consumer 
demands come from societal concerns and they differ across countries and income levels 
and originate from different natural conditions, historical paths of development, cultures 
and traditions.  

One consequence is that on the one hand trade barriers in agricultural, such as tariffs, 
continue to decline, on the other hand technical and sanitary barriers increase and are ever 
more subject to debate.  

Recent studies agree that market inefficiencies caused by externalities in the production, 
distribution, and consumption of agricultural products are targeted by standards and 
technical regulations (Van Tongeren et al., 2009). These externalities can be divided in two 
different categories externalities associated to the non-commodity outputs of the farm 
activities and the ones stemming from commodity outputs related with the products.  

In the case of non-commodity outputs, these externalities could be both positive in the 
form of public goods (e.g., landscape, enrichment of biodiversity) and negative in the form 
of pollution of waterways, acid rain, destruction of seasonal habitats, to name a few. In the 
commodity outputs externality, products will typically contain both nutrients necessary for 
human well being and possible traces of allergens, pesticide residues, antibiotics residues 
or unauthorized GM products. In general, consumers do not have the means to assess and 
readily observe the safety of the food they buy. Even when food causes illness, linking the 
illness back to a particular product out of many consumed can be difficult. Long term 
effects, like the ones that arise when food is contaminated with toxins (e.g., carcinogens), 
may not bring their nefarious effects for many years, if ever, and thus consumers might not 
be able to attribute adverse health effects to any product in particular. These adverse 
consequences on consumers health is strictly linked to their lack of information and, in case 
producers are well-informed about the characteristics of the good, a situation of 
asymmetric information prevails.  

The risk of this negative externality to bring the consumers (and more in general society) 
to demand some degree of food safety. Firms have an incentive to supply safer food. For 
example, a firm can suffer increased costs or a loss of sales and equity, sometimes 
permanently, if someone becomes ill from eating one of its products. Producers, like 
consumers, may also suffer from asymmetric information and purchase inputs with unsafe 
characteristics (e.g., seed-borne diseases transmitted to a farmer may induce losses). The 
implementation of food safety standards can increase costs for firms. Nonetheless, firms 
have incentives to protect their reputation and might implement state of the art food safety 
practices without any pressure from the government. Some firms use international and 
third-party standards (e.g., Globalgap) and certifiers in order to reduce the costs of 
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verifying that suppliers are using safe production methods and to reduce the costs to 
suppliers.  

Food safety levels are difficult to observe, which shifts the incentives for firms and might 
produce a series of negative effects. For example, if consumers underestimate the chances 
of a food safety incident, then firms could produce much more of the unsafe product than 
hypothetical informed consumers might be willing to buy. Similarly, the inability to trace 
the source of contaminated products within a particular bulk product might cause 
problems: if a product produced by a particular firm makes people ill but those products 
are hard to identify in the marketplace, consumers may eschew all products in that 
category.  

When markets fail to provide the socially optimal level of some good, like food safety, 
economic theory suggests that governments can bridge the gap.  

Governments have a number of options to correct the market in case it is not able to 
correct negative externalities, such as: economic instruments (e.g., taxes and subsidies to 
direct regulations); general policies or rural development; educational campaigns. In fact, 
governments can take a number of policy initiatives to induce producers to provide higher 
levels of food safety. However, the implementation of regulatory policies can be imperfectly 
monitored and incompletely enforced. In this case, government actions can fail and hinder 
to its ability to block possible contaminations and causing negative effects to the people or 
the environment. Mitigating the institutional deficiencies can have strong trade implications 
and bring costly policies. 

 

1.2. Relationship between food safety and international trade  

Regulations on food safety affect both domestic food production and international trade. 
However, since consumer preferences and government regulations may differ from country 
to country, there are added complications for international trade that can lead to potential 
conflict. In fact, many countries have disciplined food safety and, on different regimes, 
thousands of different products are regulated, often with incompatible laws. Differences in 
trade regulations can put either domestic or foreign firms at a competitive disadvantage in 
selling their products. Trade conflicts are frequently produced when countries enact 
different types of regulations, have different desired levels of food safety, or have different 
costs in complying with regulations. Countries can resolve these conflicts in a number of 
ways, including ceasing to trade, adopting each other’s regulations, or recognizing each 
other’s regulations.  

Even though consumers throughout the world desire a safe food supply they might have 
different desired or perceived different levels of risk. Their desires and perceptions might 
be different from country to country, which in turn affects the amounts they are willing to 
pay to obtain safer food. For example, consumers in very poor countries might have to 
balance expenditures on other health threats against that of food safety. Richer countries 
might want to push risk related to contaminated food as close to zero as possible, while 
poorer countries might regard some slightly higher level of risk as acceptable, because 
driving the risk to zero would be extremely costly.  

When incentives of the market are big enough, firms might establish their own standards 
on food safety. Indeed, for foreign firms there are incentives to provide safe food to capture 
international market share, just as there are incentives for firms to provide safe food to 
maintain domestic market share. Hence, firms still have incentives to provide safe food to 
consumers, even if those consumers are in a different countries.  
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Clearly, improving food safety standards (public and private standard) may increase cost 
for firms. In addition to more expensive methods of production associated with food safety 
standards, trade also comes with some extra costs.  

Nevertheless, the market imperfections discussed above can be addressed through a wide 
range of policies, in the one hand, and stimulate the firm to implement own food safety 
standard (Globalgap, BRC), in the other.  

Effective governance of the interface between food safety regulation and trade relies on the 
efforts of international institutions and national regulatory authorities. If domestic and 
foreign products have different product characteristics, some non-tariff measures (NTMs), 
such as compulsory labeling, can reveal the missing information and lead to a 
differentiation of consumer demand between domestic and foreign variety.  
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2.  International regulation for food safety and trade 
implication  

 

2.1. Food safety and global health governance  

Historic accounts tell us that food safety has been associated to human health for a long 
time. The ancient Greek physician Hippocrates first suggested there be a link between food 
and health with the famous “Let food be your medicine and medicine be your food”.  

The number of food scandals in the past few years certainly contributed to the position in 
which food safety stands in the public debate, for example: baby milk melamine 
contamination in China; salmonella in peanut butter and paste in the United States; lysteria 
monocytogenes in deli meat in Canada; dioxin-positive milk and buffalo mozzarella in Italy; 
and of course the Spongiform Encephalopathy and Avian Influenza crises.  

Those crises, together with heavy media focus on the topic created fear, uncertainty and 
doubt in world's population. Based on that, consumers demand more careful controls be 
carried out along the entire food-chain, from “farm to fork”, which is reflected in the 
increasing dedication of the international community. For example, with the 2007 Beijing 
Declaration on Food Safety it has been clearly defined that “food safety is an essential 
public health function that protects consumers from health risks posed by biological, 
chemical and physical hazards in food as well as by conditions of food” and to this extent 
participants should adopt a comprehensive and integrated approach prompting all 
stakeholders to take cooperative and concerted actions and strengthening links between 
the different sectors involved.  

In fact, many studies (Dupuy, 1979; Mai-Anh, 2007; Negri, 2009) place food safety 
together with other basic human rights. In this frame food safety is one of societal concern 
(Tothova, 2009). The same position has been supported by the United Nations. In fact, the 
International Bill of Human Rights provides the basic legal framework for constructing a 
human right to safe food, and the general comments elaborated by the United Nations 
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (“the Committee”) offer authoritative 
guidance for interpretation. In different contexts, several international declarations and 
other soft law instruments have reaffirmed the individual right to adequate and safe food. 
The World Declaration on Nutrition, adopted by the FAO International Conference on 
Nutrition in December 1992, the 1996 Rome Declaration on World Food Security, the Draft 
Principles on Human Rights and the Environment of 16 May 1994 state that “all persons 
have the right to safe and healthy food and water adequate to their well-being”, the 
Declaration adopted at the FAO World Food Summit (2002) confirms “the right of everyone 
to have access to safe and nutritious food”. The issue of food safety has to be of course 
weighted into the related issue of providing food to poor countries.  

Law evolution regarding food safety as a basic human right goes along with the general 
free trade principle. In this matter, there are a variety of rules at the global level: the WTO 
with the SPS and TBT agreements (analyzed below), the FAO and WHO guidelines, together 
with ISO standardizations1, private standards (Fulponi, 2006; Hammoudi, 2009) and 
different regulations (more or less strict). In many countries on food safety and different 
severity in monitoring the risk. Several countries have reorganized their food safety 
regulatory agencies: Australia and New Zealand established the Australia and New Zealand 
Food Authority or ANZFA in 1991 to create uniform food regulation in both countries; in July 

                                                 
1  With a continuous innovation as, for example, FSSC 22000 – a new complete certification scheme for global food 

safety systems for food manufacturers. 
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2002, the Food Standards Australia-New Zealand agency was established and charged with 
setting standards for primary products; Canada established the Canadian Food Inspection 
Agency in 1997 to unify inspection activities previously spread across several agencies; 
France established the Agence Française de Sécurité Sanitaire des Aliments (AFSSA) in 
1999 to provide system wide authority for risk assessment and intervention; the United 
Kingdom Food Standards Agency was created by an act of Parliament in 1999; Ireland 
created the Food Safety Authority in 1998; The European Union (EU) created a new Food 
Safety Authority in early 2002, following earlier reorganization of EU directorates in 1997; 
the United States has the Food and Drug Administration (FDA)2 (Roberts and Unnevehr, 
2003).  

However, another challenge in the food safety scenario is the development of private 
standards that create, counter intuitively, a system of rules that is stricter than the national 
and international one. This situation allows big distribution firms to ship a safe product on 
the shelves, together with the possibility of global sourcing avoiding risks at the borders. 
This variety creates an extremely complex regulatory landscape that is difficult to interpret 
but still needs to be recomposed into an harmonic framework since this is the only way in 
which free trade might prosper. The question is: will harmonization come from public 
action, even if carried by international organizations, private action or a co-regulation of 
both public and private bodies? (Garcia Martinez et al. 2007; Green and Perito, 2008).  

However, there is also an implicit assumption in much of the existing literature that 
harmonization, in general, is welfare improving. But harmonization can reduce unit cost of 
production and guarantee free trade of goods on a unified market, such as has happened, 
for example, in the EU. But consumer choice might also be reduced if the goods being 
harmonized are initially differentiated and if tastes differ across countries (van Tongeren, et 
al.2009; Moenius, 1999).  

 
2.2. Non-tariff measures  

The Uruguay Round Agreements represent a milestone in the multilateral trading system 
because, for the first time, they incorporated agriculture and food under operationally 
effective rules and disciplines. Nevertheless, when agricultural products enter foreign 
markets they are influenced by a series of measures and rules that, being necessary to 
protect public health, still limit trade.  

The term non-tariff measures (NTMs) is a set of measures imposed to the scope to protect 
human-beings, animals and plants and, also, to protect the environment from 
contamination and to ensure the national welfare by correcting market failures. However, 
over bearing usage of NTMs can significantly restrict trade. In fact, it is evident that non 
tariff measures affect exports, and in particular on exports from developing countries. A 
large body of literature has proved that most adversely affected products from NTMs were 
agricultural products from developing countries (Hoekman, Nicita 2008; Henson et al., 
2000). In fact, compliance with NTMs rises producer costs, both variable (through 
additional activities) and fixed (through additional investments), and this can have 
important consequences for the industry structure (and, in some cases, the whole supply 
chain) and its capacity to compete. Sunk costs related to NTMs may become an entry 
barrier. Additional difficulties arise if exporters serve different markets with different 
requirements, perhaps leading to differing compliance costs across markets. In this 
context, harmonization has the potential to reduce those costs.  

                                                 
2  It is under vote a amendment on the FDA Food Safety Modernization Act. 
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Therefore, there is growing discontent among WTO members, particularly among 
developing countries. Developing and least-developed countries so far have played a very 
minor role in setting international standards and they have suggested that developed 
countries are using these measures for protectionist purposes by prescribing stringent 
trade restrictive standards. A number of developing countries, but also industrialized 
countries, consider these requirements, particularly SPS and TBT measures, to be the one 
of the greatest impediments to trade in agricultural and food products especially in the case 
of the European Union (Henson et al., 2000; Bureau, et al. 1998).  

But what are the sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) measures and technical barriers to trade 
(TBT)? The SPS and TBT3 agreements were two important pillars in WTO regulation 
emerged from Uruguay Round. The objective of these agreements is to facilitate secure and 
predictable access to markets, ensuring that health regulation does not cause needless 
obstacles.  

In particular, the SPS is the vital factor of the international food trade system. Three of the 
principles under the SPS Agreement— science-based risk assessment, equivalence, and 
harmonization—directly address some aspects of food safety regulations that create the 
potential for trade disputes (box 1).  

The first objective of the introduction of SPS in the Uruguay Round accord was to elucidate 
the meaning of article XX of the GATT4. That article established the right of countries to use 
trade procedures to protect animal, plant and human health. The SPS agreement 
incorporates elements of precaution, setting out the right of the States to restrict trade to 
pursue health objectives, provided that the trade restriction adopted be based on scientific 
evidence or on an appropriate risk assessment and according to the principles of non-
discrimination and proportionality.  

Therefore, the SPS agreement tries to balance two conflicting interests: in the first, the 
sovereign right of the states to determine the level of health protection that they estimate 
adequate; in the second, the need to ensure that a sanitary or phytosanitary requirement 
does not signify an superfluous, arbitrary, discriminatory, scientifically unjustifiable 
restriction on international trade.  

                                                 
3  These are regulations and standards targeting technical characteristics of products. The TBT agreement is not 

quite as strict in some respect as the SPS agreement. But it is not by any means without constraints. It provides 
that technical regulations should be applied in a non-discriminatory way and should only be used in pursuit of 
legitimate objectives and be non trade disruptive as possible. 

4  With regard to food safety for the SPS Agreement has identified and chosen the standards, guidelines and 
recommendations established by the Codex Alimentarius for food additives, veterinary drug and pesticide 
residues, contaminants, methods of analysis and sampling, and codes and guidelines of hygienic practice.  
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Box 1- Implementation of the SPS Agreement  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These international rules are supported by institutions to promote cooperation and facilitate 
goods exchange; but at the same time, domestic institutions influence how states respond 
to those incentives. International cooperation depends on a complementary fit between the 
international institution and domestic political institutions. This is especially true for the EU, 
where it is not the domestic political process of a single government, but rather a 
supranational institution that forms the internal process (Davis, 2007).  

In general, we can say that WTO negotiation is a particular controversial and difficult topic 
with many different trade conflicts, in particular over food safety regulations, occurring 
every year. However, it is difficult to determine how many trade conflicts occur every year 
or how costly those conflicts are. Nevertheless, we know that between 1995 and 2001, 
WTO members submitted more than 2,400 SPS notifications to the WTO. WTO members 
have taken advantage of this notification process, registering 187 complaints (or counter 
notifications) in the SPS Committee between 1995 and 2001. Roberts and Unnevehr (2003) 
have examined the counter notifications by commodity and hazard, providing some insight 
into the sources of current tensions over regulations in international agricultural markets. 
Most notable are the number of counter notifications related to the regulation of 
transmissible spongiform encephalopathies (TSEs), which includes BSE.  

The EU and Switzerland together registered more than half of these complaints. 

 

Science-Based Risk Management 
The obligation to base regulations on scientific risk assessment clearly reduces the latitude for disingenuous use 
of SPS regulatory interventions.  
According to article 5.7 of the same agreement “in cases where relevant scientific evidence is insufficient, a 
Member may provisionally adopt sanitary or phytosanitary measures on the basis of available pertinent 
information, including that from the relevant international organizations as well as from sanitary or 
phytosanitary measures applied by other Members. In such circumstances, Members shall seek to obtain the 
additional information necessary for a more objective assessment of risk and review the sanitary or 
phytosanitary measure accordingly within a reasonable period of time”. 
Equivalence 
Article 4 of the SPS Agreement requires members to accept other countries’ measures as equivalent to their 
own if an exporter can demonstrate that its measures achieve the importer’s desired level of SPS protection. 
This provision recognizes that regulatory flexibility allows countries to allocate scarce resources efficiently rather 
than identically. The Agreement also promotes trade based on equivalence of SPS measures by requiring 
members to enter into consultations for bilateral. 
Harmonization 
The SPS Agreement’s endorsement of harmonization stems from repeated complaints by exporters that 
complying with divergent SPS measures substantially increases the transaction costs of trade. Firms that ship 
products to several different markets stand to gain more from harmonization than from equivalence if 
harmonization results in lower production and certification costs per unit. 
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Table 1 - Distribution of complaints (counter notifications) related to human health measures in 
the SPS Committee, 1995 - 20011  

 
Source: Roberts, Unnevehr (2003)  

 

The development of bilateralism agreements is another controversial point in the 
international negotiation. Since the creation of the GATT and its successor the WTO, 362 
regional trade agreements have been notified to the WTO, of which 211 are currently in 
force. Every country in the world today, with the exception of Mongolia, is a member of at 
least one plurilateral free trade agreement (PTA) and bilateral free trade agreement (BTA), 
and most are members of multiple BTAs. 

 

Figure 1- Number of regional agreements 

 
Source: WTO. 

 



Policy Department B: Structural and Cohesion Policies 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

PE 438.583 16 



EU administrative constraints and rules in the agriculture sector in relation to the international trade framework 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

PE 438.583 17 

3.  Food quality and food safety in Europe and the 
implications for international food trade  

 

3.1. Approach to food quality and food safety in the European policy  

The percentage of the European budget allocated to the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), 
as underlined by the European Parliament, has dropped from 75% in 1985 to 40% today. 
Total spending on the CAP in 2008 was of €52 billion (€37 billion for direct payments), a 
large share of the total EU budget. However, agricultural firms almost doubled in the same 
period, due to the inclusion of new countries in the EU. This indicates that the amount of 
financing given to producers of the old member states has dropped even more significantly. 
Nevertheless, new challenges must be faced by CAP in a marked that is more open and 
competitive. In particular, new challenges arise from the consumer needs of European 
citizens (in terms of quality, safety, savoriness and cultural traditions), climate change, soil 
use and quality/quantity of the water used, economical crisis and so forth.  

The relevance that quality has assumed inside the political agenda has, in part, its roots in 
the extreme sensitivity in which European consumers look at the topic. In fact, food safety 
crises in the 1990s (BSE and dioxin shock) were crucial in changing the public perspective. 
Since 1997 the Commission launched a new food safety initiative which resulted in the 
publication of its ‘White Paper on Food Safety’ in 2000 (European Commission 2000). This 
led to major legislative changes and to the Basic Food Law Regulation, including a recast of 
EU veterinary rules, and the creation of the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA).  

In fact, as noticed by Eurobarometer (2010) with its research (published on March 10, 
2010) on the EU public opinion on the agricultural sector and CAP, it appears clear that EU 
citizens continue to place top priority of EU policy on healthy and safe food together with 
reasonable prices (fig.2).  
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Figure 2 - In your opinion, which of the following should be the main priorities of 
the European Union in terms of agriculture and rural development policy?  

  
Source: Eurobarometer, 2010. 

 

Consequently the issue of food safety and quality has became a fundamental matter for 
public opinion and national and international institutions. In fact, recently, an heated 
debate has taken place on the issue of food quality in the EU and, as a result, the Green 
Paper has been written. Furthermore, the European Commission (COM(2009) 234 May-23-
2009) has clarified that food quality is and will be a corner stone in the development 
process of European agriculture. The Commission has thus underlined that food safety and 
quality is necessary for European agriculture to remain competitive on the global market.  

 

Box 3- Commission and three main issues in developing agricultural product 
quality policy:  

– Information: to improve communication between farmers, buyers and consumers about 
agricultural product qualities;  

– Coherence: to increase the coherence of EU agricultural product quality policy instruments;  

– Complexity: to make it easier for farmers, producers and consumers to use and understand the 
various schemes and labeling terms.  
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The main challenge for EU food safety policy is to protect consumer health and taking into 
account existing or planned international agreements on standards (like the Sanitary and 
Phytosanitary (SPS) and technical barriers to trade (TBT) agreements.  

All this of course also revolves around the need to meet their commitments to human 
solidarity towards the poorest countries in the world. In fact, the implementation of some 
standards in the EU would have a relevant negative impact on the poorest countries 
exports (Otsuki et al., 2001). 

 

3.2. International long run perspective and the European role 

 

During the past few years, the international market has been subject to significant changes 
in terms of trade expansion due to the diffusion of information and communication 
technologies and the development of transaction solutions (i.e. for perishable products). 
The most relevant effects of market globalization are increased price-competition, the 
diffusion of global products, a tendency towards convergence in patterns of food 
consumption, but also food consumption will be characterized by an increasing 
diversification.  

In this context, the EU represents the largest trade entity in the world market, with a 
significant increase in its importance. This role is even more visible in a context where 
trade rules are formed within a framework of multilateral agreements (WTO), bilateral 
agreements (European neighborhood policy, economic partnership agreements with ACP) 
and unilateral trade liberalization (everything but arms - EBA). In a long run perspective, 
the EU trade will be depend on the reduction of border barriers to trade on a most favored 
nation (MFN) basis, enlargement of the European Union to the Balkans and, possibly, to 
Turkey; Euro-Mediterranean Association Agreement, and so on; the liberalization of trade 
for agricultural and food products as a result of the implementation of the Economic 
Partnership Agreements and other regional and bilateral trade agreements; the elimination 
of EU export subsidies, conclusion (2010? 2011?) of the DDA round (Anania, 2009).  

The future challenge for the European Union is very important, considering the role played  
in global food exchange. In fact, since 2000 the European food exchanges have 
considerably increased, which is a result of the ongoing liberalization process. In fact, when 
excluding the intra-EU trade, the EU, in 2008, has exported food, drinks and tobacco for 
68,35 billion euros. These products have been exported mainly to the United States 
(14,6%), Russia (11%), Switzerland (7,3%) and Japan. Imports play a significant role as 
well. EU imports of food, drinks and tobacco have reached 80 billion euros, coming from 
Brazil (11,7%), Argentina (9,1%), US (7,4%), and so forth. Therefore, the EU has strong 
economic interests in both the internal and external markets.  
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Fig. 2 – Extra EU 27 of food, drinks and tobacco exports and imports (billion€) 

  
Source: author calculations based on Eurostat data.  

 

In this scenario, could the increased international trade change agricultural market in the 
EU? And under what conditions and rules? The answer depends on long run evaluation of 
market price, world oil price, technology evolution, demographic change, climate change 
and raising of competition from new “players”. In addition, a central issue is the future 
perspective of Doha round of WTO and the development of bilateralism agreements. At 
present, proceeding with the usual trading rules, we have to emphasize that over half of 
the WTO disputes with the EU are connected to agriculture5. In some cases, the EU has 
faced sanctions rather than comply with rulings and in particular for the ban on hormone-
treated beef and its import regime for bananas. The EU only changed its banana import 
regime after multiple rulings and implementation of sanctions. The ban on hormone-treated 
beef remains in place, despite WTO-authorized sanctions by the US and Canada against 
European goods since 1999. 

Moreover, focus on food safety, one of the most discussed topics in recent years by SPS 
Committee is the role of private standards. In fact, private standards are an extremely 
important issue both for individual Governments and international institutions (especially, 
WTO). 

Concerns regarding the development of this type of standards relate to three different 
levels: (i) market access: private sector standards can help suppliers to improve the quality 
of the products, but at the same time private standards can be more restrictive (e.g., 
requiring lower levels of pesticide residues) and more prescriptive (e.g., accepting only one 
method of achieving a desired food safety outcome) than institutional import requirements. 
For this reason private standards appear as additional barriers to market access; (ii) 
development: the costs of complying with private standards, and the additional cost of 
certification, sometimes for multiple sets of standards for different buyers, can be a 
problem especially for small-scale producers in developing countries; (iii) WTO agreements: 
this point is a very controversial one. In fact, on the one hand the imposition of standards 
for purchased products is a legitimate private sector activity; on the other hand there is an 
emergent discussion about the role of the WTO Agreement, with the application of Sanitary 
and Phytosanitary Measures (SPS Agreement), making governments of importing countries 
responsible for the standards set by their own private sectors.  

In this general context, the European food safety (in addition to all other social concerns) is 
a agricultural model to carry on negotiating “table” of multilateral trade agreements, as 

                                                 
5  WTO, 4th February 2010. 
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well as bilateral agreements. Obviously, the principal objective is to conclude the Doha 
Round, because regional trade agreements are only an imperfect substitute for multilateral 
agreement. It is true that UE, but many other countries, discouraged by the slow progress 
of WTO negotiations are turning to bilateral or regional agreements, which are only weakly 
constrained by multilateral rule. In general, there are potentially important systemic 
implications of not concluding Doha in terms trade challenges such as the possibly of resort 
to policies with divergent responses to climate change, news nationalistic export restrictions 
in the context of food and financial crises.  
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Concluding remarks 
 

The last decade the international scenario for farms and food firms is notable change. This 
new scenario is, therefore, a renewable policy space with actors, procedures an rules.  

Through the 1990s and into the 2000s, international trade in food products expanded 
significantly, fuelled by changing consumer tastes, advances in production, transport and 
other supply-chain technologies, and the progressive liberalization of traditional barriers to 
trade. But simultaneously, the increasing prevalence of NTMs is a reality of trade in agri-
food. A systematic assessment, across countries and across products, is much warranted, 
in particular view of the rising occurrence of trade frictions about food safety and food 
quality. Private sector is evolving rapidly and in many case is setting standards that will 
supersede public ones.  

Taking all these elements of change, EU policy post 2013 must necessarily be projected 
towards a greater focus on liberalization of its market. Obviously, this process should take 
place within a framework of food safety, that can’t be subject to negotiation, in a 
multilateral context and bilateral agreements, as a factor able to provide certainty for 
consumers/citizens in terms of human health, animal welfare, environmental and ethical 
questions.  
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