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BACKGROUND
• Over the past decades, the reduction in tariffs through multilateral and regional

trade agreements has provided greater opportunities for the expansion of global
agri-food trade.

• In order to trade globally and access markets for high-value products, food
operators must meet international production standards.

• Many standards are ruled by multilateral bodies. 

• WTO rules maintain the right of countries to impose their own standards – as 
long as they are non-arbitrary, non-discriminatory and least trade-restricting. 
Individual countries thus remain the main regulatory authorities on food 
standards (including food safety standards). 

• EU standards regulate food safety, animal and plant health, animal welfare and 
environment protection. This approach has been reinforced recently by the 
Green Deal, the F2F strategy and the Biodiversity Strategy. All these documents 
include, as a relevant driving force, the trade dimension. 
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The trade impact of standards

• Countries with low standards may be able to produce at lower costs, giving them a potential 
competitive advantage vis-à-vis EU farmers who face extra costs when complying with the 
European legislation. On the other hand, countries may use regulatory differences as a 
mechanism to protect domestic markets against imports. 

• However, as the role of standards has grown, reciprocity of product standards has become 
increasingly important aspects of EU trade agreements.

• In the past trade agreements point essentially to multilateral provisions and were far from 
symmetric. In addition, animal welfare and environmental standards are not usually part of the 
‘mutual recognition agreements’ (MRAs) and some sensitive agricultural products are 
frequently excluded from trade agreements. 

• Standards can enhance trade and welfare by reducing asymmetric information (eg by 
guaranteeing certain safety and quality attributes), by reducing externalities (e.g. guaranteeing 
the absence or limits of undesirable environmental or social externalities), by reducing 
transaction costs in trade, etc. 
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Notifications by objective and STCs (1995-2021) on NTMs

• The number of  TBTs and SPSs notifications has grown substantially together with the number of trade concerns.
• Th issues most difficult to solve (with regard SPSs):

Pesticides limits on F&V (raised by LDCs)
Plant health issues 
Certification, labelling, inspections, restrictions on novel food 
Antimicrobial treatments 
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Consequences of unilateral adoption of 
more stringent environmental policies

• Economic: (possible) reduction of competitiveness of domestic producers 
(short and medium run)

• Environment: (possible) pollution leakage if there is an increase of 
production in foreign countries, limiting the global efficacy of the policy

• The overall impact depends upon several factors:
• The impact of the the new policy on the domestic market
• Price elasticity of domestic demand
• Differences in pollution intensity and regulations between countries
• International market conditions for affected commodities (prices)
• Trade policies 
• Degree of  standards Harmonization (reciprocity  and/or mutual recognition)
• Availability of new technologies (precision agriculture, NBTs)
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Alternative policy options have different impacts 
on domestic production and on  environmental 
issue displacement

• GHG pricing policies

• Ban on key products

• Environmental regulations - Pesticides use regulations

• Pesticides tax

• Lower MRL

• Farmers’ payments

• Information measures - R&D
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Trade policies to tackle environmental-
related issues

• Tariffs: The possibility to raise tariffs is very limited without entering a 
multilateral negotiations (MFN)

• Preferential Quotas 
• NTMs (i.e. mirror clauses) : The measure should not be discriminatory and 

necessary and proportionate to reach the environmental objective. This 
should be clear, verifiable and measurable 
• EU beef raised with hormones
• EU/US ban on pork produce with ractopamine
• EU/US ban on poultry processed with pathogen reduction treatment
• MRLs
• GMOs
• Sustainability certification for biofuels

• Trade agreements and other forms of international regulatory cooperation
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International Regulatory Co-operation
(IRC) mechanisms

Various mechanisms can reduce the trade costs associated with regulatory 
heterogeneity and are increasingly used by countries (OECD, 2017):

1. Countries can unilaterally accept the regulatory settings or standards of another country. 
2. Countries can pursue regulatory co-operation at a bilateral or plurilateral level. Such co-

operation – focusing for example on transparency, mutual recognition, or regulatory 
harmonisation – is often undertaken within PTAs.

3. Finally, international organisations, in particular those setting standards, can promote 
regulatory co-operation at a multilateral level.

• Each IRC mechanism has different trade effects. Both harmonisation and 
mutual recognition are assumed to be trade-enhancing. Nevertheless, 
harmonisation generates compliance costs that vary across countries . Complete 
harmonization is difficulty to achieve in practice. 

• IRC mechanisms take some time to become effective, and trade impacts are

visible only after a phasing-in period. 
9



Possible advantages and risks from 
unilateral adoption of the mirror clause

• Advantages
• Levelling the playing field

• Pushing upwards social and environmental standards outside the EU

• Avoid displacement of environmental pollution on exporting countries through EU 
imports

• Risks
• Retaliation  (also on non agricultural goods)

• Disputes  on like-products if the issue is non detectable

• Impossibility to control

• Geopolitical tensions for interfering in other countries policies

• Undermine the ongoing multilateral efforts on same matters
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The growing role of PTAs in the 
harmonization of standards

• Preferential Trade agreements (PTAs) are becoming more ambitious and 
comprehensive in scope compared to those generated only a decade ago. PTAs 
are considered as laboratories where negotiators can experiment and promote 
new provisions that can be transferred at the multilateral level when a consensus 
is globally reached. 

• PTAs contain provisions on standards, technical regulations or conformity 
assessment procedures. 

• New PTAs include sustainability provisions in the Trade and Sustainable 
Development (TSD) chapters but progress in their implementation is slow.

• EU PTA’s do not include sanctions in case of not compliance (provisions are not 
binding).
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Making progress at multilateral level

• The multilateral level is considered more appropriate for addressing global common 
issues and for taking developing countries’ concerns into account. 

• A central question is the relationship between WTO and other multilateral agreements
(e.g. Biodiversity Convention, ILO labour standards, Paris Agreement on climate). Trade 
restrictive environmental measures introduced to implement MEAs (Multilateral 
Environmental Agreements) can be challenged under WTO rules, unless a clear and strong 
causal link between the measure and the environmental objective is demonstrated.

• Under the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) the EU can influence beneficiaries in 
sustainably managing environmental resource through incentives (GSP+) but areas of 
action have not been extended yet to many fields that are under the umbrella of 
international conventions related to the environment, e.g. the Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) and the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 
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CONCLUSIONS

• The  consequences of unilateral adoption of more stringent environmental policies 
depends upon several factors. Therefore there is not one-fits-all solution.

• The line between protectionism and cooperation is very thin. The overall impact can 
be positive or negative depending on the nature of the standard, the product, the 
(international) markets and institutions, etc

• In order to increase reciprocity it is necessary to build networks, strengthen 
relations and open communications channels. 
• Some issues are very difficult to solve, especially when there is no agreement on the scientific 

evidence. Here, there is an important role of the scientific community to avoid unnecessary 
conflicts.

• Conflict resolution could result from better collaboration between risk assessment bodies, 
harmonization of official controls, improved traceability and improvement of early warning 
systems and from the work of technical international bodies. 

• A modernization of trade agreements is needed (increasing coherences with MEAs)

• Partnership with the private sector is also  crucial to set sustainability standards and 
certification schemes.
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Thanks for your attention!

https://www.trade4sd.eu/

https://www.facebook.com/trade4sd

https://twitter.com/Trade4SD

Linkedinw.linkedin.com/company/trade4sd
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