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COMAGRI, 29 November 2021 

Flavio Coturni 

 

 Thank you Chair your for inviting me to this panel. 

 

 The debate on the application of relevant EU standards to imports of agri-

food products is taking place in a favourable policy context: the Green 

Deal, in particular the Farm to Fork strategy, the Trade Policy Review as 

well as the CAP Reform have all addressed this topic. This is 

unprecedented. 

 

 This shows the Commission’s intention to make sure that the EU green 

transition, which requires adaptation and efforts by the farming 

community in the EU, does not happen in isolation. The EU will have to 

support a global transition towards more sustainable agri-food systems, 

in line with the objectives of the F2F strategy.  

 

 When we talk about the application of relevant EU standards to 

imported products, we should first clear the ground from any 

misunderstanding. Imported food into the EU must comply with the 

relevant EU food safety and health standards. There is no question about 

that. And there can be no compromise or negotiated solution that can 

change this fact. FTAs negotiated by the EU do not affect or undermine 

EU food safety and animal and plant health legislation, because health 

standards are not negotiable. They keep our strict approach on health 

protection and food safety matters including on GMOs, hormones as well 

as on maximum levels of residues for pesticides. 

 

 So, we should be very careful not to mix health and SPS rules - which are 

covered by the WTO SPS agreement and for which every country has the 

right to set its standards - with other production and processing 

requirements which are related to environmental or ethical concerns, 

for which there is no comparable agreed legal framework at international 

level. 

 

 And here, in addressing this question, it is useful to remind the dynamic 

context in which the EU trade policy contributes and will contribute 

to a more sustainable food system worldwide.  
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 First, at multilateral level, the Commission has been making efforts 

aimed at  

o Engaging with like-minded countries to pursue a strong 

sustainability agenda at the WTO (including in the run up to 

MC12),  

o Promoting international standards in the relevant international 

bodies, in line with the European Green Deal, and 

o Seeking a commitment from G20 negotiating partners to become 

climate neutral and building green alliances with like-minded 

partners to raise and develop standards for sustainable growth.   

 

 At bilateral level,  

o We will need to make sure that the Paris Agreement become an 

essential element in FTAs negotiations.  

o We also need to improve the implementation and enforcement of 

the sustainable development chapters in trade agreements. This will 

be the objective of the review of the 15-point TSD Action Plan 

which will look at issues such as the scope of the commitments in 

our bilateral agreements as well as the institutional set-up, 

monitoring and enforcement mechanisms.  

o And, third, we have started negotiations of a new Sustainable Food 

Systems chapter (SFS) in FTAs, where we seek cooperation with 

third countries on a number of key topics, such as anti-microbial 

resistance, pesticides and animal welfare. 

 

 But we are active at unilateral level, for example with the review of the 

GSP Regulation, by extending negative conditionality to environmental 

and good governance international conventions and by including the Paris 

Agreement on climate change in the list of relevant international 

conventions. 

 

 And when we look at the production and processing requirements related 

to global environmental challenges or major ethical concerns, we should 

also highlight a number of autonomous initiatives that the Commission 

has taken or plans to take and which are very relevant in this context: 

o The Commission’s proposal on deforestation is the most 

ambitious legislative attempt to reduce EU-driven deforestation 

and forest degradation. By establishing mandatory due diligence 

rules for companies, the proposal would guarantee that the soy, 
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beef, palm oil, wood, cocoa and coffee that EU citizens buy, use 

and consume on the EU market do not contribute to global 

deforestation and forest degradation. This would contribute to 

reducing greenhouse gas emissions and biodiversity loss. 

o The Commission is also working on new rules for due diligence 

(sustainable corporate governance) to encourage businesses to 

integrate sustainability considerations – notably climate change, 

environment and human rights considerations (including workers 

and child labour) - into their long-term business strategies and 

decisions, by identifying and preventing relevant risks and 

mitigating negative impacts. 

o We should also remind the fight against anti-microbial resistance.  

To combat resistance against antibiotics in human pathogenic 

micro-organisms, the Veterinary Medicines Regulation prohibits 

the use in animals of certain drugs identified as reserve antibiotics 

for humans and extends this prohibition to imported animal 

products.  

o Third, the Commission is reviewing the EU pesticides policy on 

import tolerances to take into account environmental aspects when 

assessing applications for import tolerances for pesticide 

substances no longer approved in the EU.  

o As regards animal welfare, with the ‘End the Cage Age’ initiative, 

the Commission will propose legislation to ban the use of cages for 

farmed animals (e.g. laying hens, rabbits, pigs, calves). The related 

impact assessment that the Commission will carry out will explore 

various options (such as enhanced cooperation with trade partners, 

additional rules on imported products, labelling, training).  

o And finally, food labelling is and will be a key tool to support 

more responsible and sustainable value chains through proper 

information to the consumer. Under the Farm to Fork strategy, the 

Commission took the commitment to explore various options for a 

harmonised mandatory front-of-pack nutrition labelling, as well as 

for extending mandatory origin or provenance indications to more 

products. This would be applied to both domestically produced and 

imported food.  

 

 A general comment on all these proposals and initiatives. When 

discussing and presenting these proposals, it is key to make sure that they 

are designed in a way that is consistent with our international, in 

particular WTO, obligations. They should be no more trade restrictive 



 

4 
 

than necessary to achieve the intended objectives. They should be non-

discriminatory and proportionate to the objective that we want to pursue. 

We will also need to look at whether the concern is a global one, or a 

local one. And to properly assess the possible impact in terms of trade. 

All these elements will play a role in assessing how solid will the 

measures be from an international point of view. 

 

 I could not finish my intervention without recalling that various DGs in 

the Commission, including the one I belong to, are working on the report 

that the Council and the European Parliament have asked the Commission 

to present, at the latest by June 2022. This report will contain an 

assessment of the rationale and legal feasibility of applying EU health 

and environmental standards (including animal welfare standards as well 

as processes and production methods) to imported agri-food products as 

well as identifying the concrete initiatives to ensure better consistency in 

their application, in conformity with WTO rules. This report should cover 

all relevant public policy areas including - but not limited to - the 

Common Agricultural Policy, the Health and Food Safety Policy, the 

environmental policy and the Common Commercial Policy. 

 I would like to conclude, Mr Chairman, by reiterating that the EU’s Trade 

policy can and will support the EU’s Green Deal/Farm to Fork objectives 

and serve as a tool to engage with our trading partners on sustainability. 

 At the same time, I’d like to stress that the trade policy is only one of the 

policy tools to support such transition: we should not overestimate its 

leverage, especially when third countries’ food exports to the EU represent 

only a small share of their domestic production. Other policies must play 

their role and are relevant too. 

 

 Finally, Mr Chairman, we should not forget that, very often, the best role of 

the trade policy in supporting the world transition towards more sustainable 

food systems consists of engaging trade partners in more cooperation as well 

as of putting in place timely and well-designed accompanying measures for 

developing countries. In that way, we can really sell our ambition globally 

and motivate others along with us. 

 

 Thank you. 


