
 
 
Hearing on Trade in Environmental Goods 
20 March 2013 
Committee on International Trade, European Parliament 
René van Sloten, Cefic 

Chairman, members of the European Parliament, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

First of all I would like to thank Prof Moreira for inviting Cefic to this hearing. The proposal to 
eliminate customs tariffs for environmental or green goods is fashionable and seems at first sight to 
result in a real win-win situation for the economy, for the environment and for social reasons. 
Recently the European Council stated that “further progress is required towards liberalisation of 
trade in environmental goods and services as a positive contribution to moving towards a resource-
efficient, greener and more competitive economy.” The discussion about tariff liberalisation for 
environmental goods got new impetus following the APEC meeting last September in Vladivostok to 
pursue tariff liberalisation on a list of 54 energy-related products to 5% or less by 2015.  

The chemical industry believes in free trade and is an ardent supporter of further multilateral trade 
liberalisation, in particular the elimination of chemical tariffs. However, as I will elaborate further, 
because of its conceptual misconstruction and inherent discriminatory bias we consider the 
initiative to eliminate tariffs for environmental goods ill-founded, flawed and unpracticable.  

The discussion in the WTO on liberalisation of environmental goods has been ongoing for over ten 
years without going anywhere. One of the reasons why the WTO has not advanced its discussions is 
the fact that the membership cannot agree on what environmental goods are. To demonstrate the 
complexity of the question some examples should suffice: chlorine is needed for the sanitisation of 
drinking water and therefore helps to save the life of millions of people. Yet if used wrongly chlorine 
harms the environment and human health. Is chlorine an environmental good? Bio-ethanol made 
from Brazilian sugar cane has a much better CO2 foot print than that of bio-ethanol made from 
European sugar beets or American corn. Which of the bio-ethanols should be considered 
environmental? And should bioethanol be considered as an environmental good at all given its 
potential adverse impacts on food supplies some are claiming? Are the energy efficient light-bulbs 
environmental goods notwithstanding their mercury component? These examples should suffice to 
demonstrate that whatever approach is chosen it will always lead to arbitrary results!  

The definitional problem leads to another difficult trade issue, namely that of discrimination. Even the 
proponents are far from having a clear position on the scope of the initiative. They speak about 
“green”, “environmental”, or “climate friendly” products or “renewable energy technologies”.  

The proposals on the table in Geneva are an arbitrary collection of goods which are subjectively 
considered environmental. They discriminate against a huge amount of other goods which, for 
whatever reasons, are not on the list. The chemical and other base-industries produce many 
products without which the manufacture of ‘environmental goods’ would not be possible. Chemicals 
are needed to produce solar panels, materials for lightweight vehicles, insulation materials or wind-
mills. Even washing powder made for low-temperature washing could be considered environmental. 
According to a McKinsey study products from chemistry during their life time help to avoid about 2-3 
times more greenhouse gas emissions than are caused by their production.Therefore one has to ask 
the question whether countries should not privilege input materials over finished products and 



whether in particular emerging and developing countries would not want for developing purposes to 
eliminate their industrial tariffs on input materials rather than on finished products. This discussion 
leads to the issue of value-chains and their importance from a trade policy point of view. For 
example, Germany is an important producer of poly-silicones, the input material for solar panels. 
China has become an important producer of solar panels and an importer of poly-silicone. Should 
politicians therefore favour the elimination of tariffs for solar panels or for poly-silicone?  

Lastly, the lack of definition leads to awkward proposals, namely to apply a use-concept for the 
purpose of eliminating the tariffs for “environmental goods.” Are the goods used for an environmental 
purpose then they would be ‘environmental’ and no tariffs would be due, if not they would be 
subjected to the tariff. The chemical industry rejects such a proposal as being too administratively 
burdensome and prone to corruption. 

This brings me to a fundamental conceptual error. The tariff classification system is neutral to ethical 
considerations and does not distinguish products according to end-use. There are no “good” or “bad” 
products, hence there are no tariffs which would be either desirable or undesirable for social or 
environmental reasons. Introducing distinctions between products according to subjective end-use 
criteria opens the door to other products categorisations, e.g. energy or resource efficient goods, 
ethical goods, or even distinction according to the way products are made. However, if tariffs are 
used to promote ethical considerations then tariffs should logically be increased or at least 
maintained for all products which do not conform to these considerations. Such a proposal would run 
counter to the liberalisation idea of the WTO. 

As regards the APEC initiative we are thus fundamentally opposed to call the APEC initiative 
“environmental”. It is a tariff harmonisation initiative for 54, energy-related goods. Even the notion 
“energy-efficient” would be misleading, as one would have to define what “energy-efficient” means. 
The EU can, of course, welcome the APEC initiative. It can and should not join it, because the 
European tariffs for all those goods are already lower – the highest EU rate is 2.9% - than the APEC 
harmonised rate of 5% with many exceptions. Therefore, the European chemical industry can only 
suggest that the initiative is promoted at WTO level as a plurilateral energy-related one into a real 
tariff elimination agreement with no exceptions – as long as it is not dubbed “environmental”.   

In conclusion, for all these reasons the chemical industry believes that it would be much better 
however if our governments engaged in serious multilateral negotiations to substantially reduce or 
eliminate industrial tariffs for all products instead engaging in an exercise which is doomed to 
produce nothing but arbitrary results, if any. Ten years of stalemate in Geneva should suffice to 
demonstrate that the issue is still-borne. According to a DDA impact study of 2011 for the 
Commission the benefits of environmental goods liberalisation are very limited compared to more 
ambitious sectoral agreements. Compared to a base scenario of a DDA deal covering agriculture, 
industrial goods, services and trade facilitation, an environmental goods deal would add a mere 2 
billion US dollar to world GDP in case of full duty elimination. However, sectorals for chemicals, 
machinery and electronics would increase world GDP by 17 billion dollar. The chemical industry 
strongly supports steps to liberalise world trade further yet we cannot agree to a narrow approach 
where products are discriminated against. 

In the area of chemicals the industry has put forward a tariff liberalisation proposal at WTO level that 
all major chemical producing countries should join. We strongly believe that countries which 
liberalize chemical trade and investment will see positive effects on their entire economy through 
increased growth and development. 

Thank you for your attention 
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