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SUMMARY 
In the midst of the outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic, the European Commission issued an 
implementing regulation requiring authorisations for exports of personal protection equipment 
(PPE), effective as of 15 March 2020 for a six-week period. A second implementing regulation 
extended the period for another 30 days. The latter reduced the range of products subject to 
authorisation to three categories, namely mouth-nose protection, protective spectacles and visors, 
and protective garments; gloves and face shields were dropped from the list. 

The authorisations are granted by national competent authorities, and must be coordinated with 
the Commission's new 'clearing house for medical equipment' and the rescEU stockpile of medical 
equipment in order to verify that the PPE being exported is not needed by other EU Member States 
in their fight against coronavirus. The export authorisation regulations are among the EU 
coordination and solidarity mechanisms implemented by the European Commission. 

A mapping of exports and imports of PPE subject to authorisation shows that, even though the EU 
runs a large trade surplus for medical products in general, it had been running trade deficits on these 
specific products for the last decade. The scale of trade in these products is also very small since 
imports represented as little as 0.05 % of EU gross domestic product (GDP) in 2019. This all goes to 
show how what amounts to a tiny portion of international trade can have dramatic consequences. 
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Background 
Responding to the coronavirus pandemic outbreak, EU Member States found themselves facing a 
severe shortage of the personal protection equipment (PPE) essential to prevent the disease from 
spreading and protect medical staff – typically mouth-nose masks and protective spectacles. On 
15 March 2020, the European Commission adopted Implementing Regulation IR 2020/402 by 
urgent procedure, requiring prior authorisation for exports of PPE outside the EU. It entered into 
force on 15 March 2020 for a six-week period. On 23 April 2020, Implementing Regulation 
IR 2020/568 reduced the list of products concerned and extended the period by another 30 days. 

A growing number of countries around the world have placed temporary export restrictions on PPE, 
some of these countries being EU PPE import partners. The International Trade Centre reports that 
(as of 18 May 2020), outside the EU and the countries exempted from EU export restrictions, as many 
as 60 countries have officially imposed temporary export restrictions.1 Figure 1 shows the 
43 countries with temporary export restrictions on PPE (orange), 6 countries with export restrictions 
on unspecified 'medical supply' that may cover PPE (yellow), and 11 countries with export 
restrictions on 'other' medical equipment and products such as food (grey).2 Of these 60 countries 
with export restrictions, 46 have imposed a fully fledged export prohibition. 

Figure 1 – Temporary PPE export restrictions in the world 

Source: International Trade Centre, data collected on 20 May 2020. 

In the EU, under the Union civil protection mechanism (UCPM), the Commission has decided to 
create a strategic rescEU stockpile of medical equipment, such as ventilators and protective masks, 
to help EU countries in the context of the coronavirus pandemic. Financed entirely by the 
Commission via direct grants, the reserve is held in one or more Member States. The Commission 
has also set up a clearing house, including for PPE, with the objective of coordinating efforts to 
match supply and demand in the EU, and facilitate adequate functioning of the internal market. 

Scope of the EU export restrictions 
Altogether the Commission has issued three implementing regulations (IR) governing EU temporary 
exports authorisations of PPE: 

IR 2020/402: effective as of 15 March 2020, for a six-week period; 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.LI.2020.077.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:L:2020:077I:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32020R0568&from=EN
https://www.bloomberg.com/amp/news/articles/2020-04-06/supply-chains-latest-the-pandemic-protectionists-are-winning?__twitter_impression=true
https://www.macmap.org/en/covid19
https://www.macmap.org/en/covid19
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/what/civil-protection/mechanism_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_476
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.LI.2020.077.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:L:2020:077I:TOC
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IR 2020/426 : effective as of 21 March 2020, amending IR 2020/402; and 
IR 2020/568: effective as of 26 April 2020, for another 30 days. 

The Commission also published a guidance note for Member States (20 March 2020) and a 
frequently asked questions (FAQ) document (29 April 2020). Annex I of IR 2020/402 (March 2020) 
identifies five categories of PPE subject to export authorisation. Amending IR 2020/426 adds a list of 
destination countries for which exports are exempt from authorisation. Implementing regulation 
IR 2020/568 published on 23 March 2020 extended the period for another 30 days as of 
26 April 2020 and dropped two PPE categories. Table 1 lists the categories and their descriptions. 

Table 1 – PPE subject to export authorisation 

Category Description as in IR 2020/402 (14 March 2020) 

and modifications in IR 2020/568 (23 April 2020) 

Protective spectacles 
and visors 

— Protection against potentially infectious material 
— Encircling the eyes and surroundings  
— Compatible with different models of filtering facepiece (FFP) masks and facial masks  
— Transparent lens 
— Reusable (can be cleaned and disinfected) or single-use items  

IR 2020/568 (April) added one item: 
— Can seal the skin of the face. 

Mouth-nose protection 
equipment 

— Masks for the protection of the wearer against potentially infectious material and for 
the protection of the environment against potentially infectious material spread by the 
wearer 
— Can include a face shield as described above 
— Whether or not equipped with a replaceable filter 

IR 2020/568 (April) modified the first item: 
— Masks for the protection of the wearer against potentially infectious material or to prevent 
the wearer from spreading such material 
— Reusable (can be cleaned and disinfected) or single-use items 

Protective garments Garment (e.g. gown, suit) for the protection of the wearer against potentially infectious 
material and for the protection of the environment against potentially infectious material 
spread by the wearer 

IR 2020/568 (April) modified the whole text to: 
— Non-sterile garment (e.g. gown, suit) for the protection of the wearer against potentially 
infectious material or to prevent the wearer from spreading such material 
— Reusable (can be cleaned and disinfected) or single-use items 

Categories covered by IR 2020/402 (March) and dropped by IR 2020/568 (April) 

Face shields  — Equipment for the protection of the facial area and associated mucous membranes 
(e.g.: eyes, nose, mouth) against potentially infectious material 
— Includes a visor of transparent material 
— Usually includes fixations to secure over the face (e.g.: bands, temples)  
— Can include a mouth-nose protection equipment as described below 
— Reusable (can be cleaned and disinfected) or disposable 

Gloves Gloves for the protection of the wearer against potentially infectious material and for the 
protection of the environment against potentially infectious material spread by the 
wearer 

Source: Implementing Regulations 2020/402 (15 March 2020) and 2020/568 (23 April 2020). 

Each category is accompanied by the detailed list of Combined Nomenclature (CN) codes for the 
targeted products, and these codes by category were unchanged in IR 2020/568 (April). Importantly, 
only the goods classified under these codes need an authorisation.3 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg_impl/2020/426/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg_impl/2020/568/oj
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2020/march/tradoc_158668.pdf
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2020/april/tradoc_158693.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32020R0402&from=EN#page=4
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg_impl/2020/568/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.LI.2020.077.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:L:2020:077I:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg_impl/2020/568/oj
https://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/business/calculation-customs-duties/what-is-common-customs-tariff/combined-nomenclature_en
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The regulations have also varied in geographical scope. The first implementing regulation 
(IR 2020/402) introduced authorisation requirements for exports of PPE outside the EU without 
exemptions, noting that under Article 127(3) of the Withdrawal Agreement, the United Kingdom 
(UK) is still considered a Member State and not a third country. The first implementing regulation 
was amended by IR 2020/426 on 19 March 2020, effective as of 21 March. In order to account for the 
integrated nature of production value chains and distribution networks for medical and personal 
protective equipment beyond the EU, the amending regulation exempts exports to members of the 
European Free Trade Association (EFTA). It also exempts exports to overseas countries and territories 
of EU Member States listed in Annex II of the Treaty. The Implementing regulation 2020/568 that 
entered into force on 26 April 2020, has added the western Balkans, as they are 'engaged in a process 
of deep integration with the EU'. Table 1 compares the geographical scopes. 

Table 2 – Countries to which exports do not need authorisation. 

IR 2020/402, 
15 March 2020 

Amending IR 2020/420, 
19 March 2020 

IR 2020/568, 
23 April 2020 

EU, UK EU, UK 

EFTA countries: 
Norway, Iceland, Liechtenstein, 
Switzerland 

Overseas countries and territories listed in 
Annex II of the Treaty 

Faroe Islands, Andorra, San Marino, 
Vatican City 

EU, UK 

EFTA countries: 
Norway, Iceland, Liechtenstein, 
Switzerland 

Overseas countries and territories listed in 
Annex II of the country 

Faroe Islands, Andorra, San Marino, 
Vatican City 

Western Balkan countries: 
Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo, 
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia 

Source: Implementing Regulations 2020/402, 2020/426, and 2020/568 . 

In addition to the countries listed in Table 1, the regulation invites 'Member States to take into 
account other elements, such as the degree of market integration for the products whether or not 
achieved under free-trade agreements with the intended country of export, as well as geographic 
proximity' (IR 2020/568, Article 3 (4)), and it would be 'counterproductive to disrupt closely 
integrated value chains and distribution networks' (IR 2020/568, recital 18). The Commission FAQ 
specifies that these countries include candidate countries (e.g. Turkey), neighbouring countries, 
preferential trade partners and countries with close historic ties. Nevertheless, the FAQ adds that 
the competent authorities need to 'consider the situation' in the EU market (Section 2(c) of the FAQ). 

Finally, on the basis of the principle of solidarity, Member States must authorise exports to enable 
the provision of 'emergency supplies in the context of humanitarian aid' in third countries (IR 
2020/568, Article 2 (6)). 

Operational set-up and principles 
The EU export restriction on PPE is not a fully fledged export prohibition but rather creates a dual 
regulatory instrument that allows EU Member States to control their own exports on the one hand 
and enhances coordination and solidarity between all the EU Member States on the other. In 
practice, exporters must apply for an authorisation with the competent authority of their country 
whenever their product falls into one of the CN codes listed in the regulation, whether originating 
in the EU or not. The competent authorities of the Member States are typically ministries of 
international trade or health, business authorities or export control offices. The decision as to 
whether to issue an objection or an authorisation, must be issued within five working days. Before 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.LI.2020.077.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:L:2020:077I:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1580206007232&uri=CELEX%3A12019W/TXT%2802%29
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32020R0426&from=EN
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/press/index.cfm?id=2123
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12016EN02
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32020R0568&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12016EN02
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12016EN02
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.LI.2020.077.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:L:2020:077I:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32020R0426&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32020R0568&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32020R0568&from=EN#page=5
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32020R0568&from=EN#page=2
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2020/april/tradoc_158693.pdf
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2020/april/tradoc_158693.pdf#page=4
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32020R0568&from=EN#page=4
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2020/march/tradoc_158674.pdf
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granting an authorisation, the competent authorities must contact the clearing house for medical 
equipment that has been set up by the Commission for a period of six months. Its objective is to 
identify available medical supplies in the EU and match them with Member States' demand. It also 
addresses technical or regulatory obstacles or bottlenecks in supply chains to ensure the timely 

delivery of the equipment. In deciding whether 
to grant an export authorisation, Member States 
should also take into consideration the fulfilment 
of a supply obligation under rescEU stockpiling 
of medical products. 

Therefore, the clearing house and the rescEu 
programme are two core instruments when it 
comes to coordinating access to medical 
equipment among the Member States; the 
export authorisation requirement regulations 
are supporting instruments. 

Moreover, the export authorisation scheme was 
implemented at a time when EU Member States 

were implementing export restrictions as a defensive response to the lack of PPE at the onset of the 
coronavirus pandemic. At a time of distress, these intra-EU export barriers were jeopardising the 
integrity of the single market, where value chains are highly integrated, with potentially disastrous 
effects. By coordinating the distribution of PPE across Member States, the Commission aimed to 
support countries with shortages, while ensuring that countries with excess PPE prioritised EU 
Member States with shortages, and preserving EU integrated value chains in the single market. 

Overview of export authorisations accepted and rejected 
DG Trade publishes weekly detailed information on all exports of PPE authorised or rejected. Table 3 
provides a summary of the statistics covering the period 26 April-17 May 2020. 

Table 3 – Export authorisations accepted and rejected, 26 April to 17 May 2020 

Decision on the application Number of pieces (thousand) 

Granted Mouth-nose protection 

Garments 

Protective spectacles and visors 

11 342 

783 

285 

Rejected Mouth-nose protection 

Garments 

Protective spectacles and visors 

3 885 

107 

23 

Source: Commission DG Trade. 

EU imports and exports of PPE 
The PPE imports and exports targeted by the second regulation IR 2020/568 (April) relate to the 
three PPE types most needed. Figure 2 illustrates total EU imports and exports of the goods subject 
to export authorisation. 

Overall, the EU is a net importer of these goods, which represent 0.36 % of EU total imports, with 
protective garments taking up the largest share (71 %). The net trade deficit is €3.15 billion, 
representing 0.023 % of EU GDP (€13 923 billion in 2019). These results contrast with those 

De facto EU solidarity in the regulation 
In deciding whether to grant an export 
authorisation, the Member States must ensure the 
adequacy of supply in the Union in order to meet the 
demand for the PPE listed in Annex I. Export 
authorisations may therefore be granted only where 
the shipment in question does not pose a threat to 
the availability of these goods on the market of the 
Member State in question or elsewhere in the Union. 

IR 2020/568 (23 April 2020), paragraph 3(5). 
See also Guidance note, Section 5.1. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/health/coronavirus-response/public-health_en#ensuring-the-availability-of-supplies-and-equipment
https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/health/coronavirus-response/public-health_en#ensuring-the-availability-of-supplies-and-equipment
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/what/civil-protection/resceu_en
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/07/business/eu-exports-medical-equipment.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/07/business/eu-exports-medical-equipment.html
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2020/may/tradoc_158735.pdf
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2020/may/tradoc_158735.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32020R0568&from=EN
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2020/march/tradoc_158668.pdf#page=3


EPRS | European Parliamentary Research Service 

6 

previously reported about EU trade with non-EU countries showing that the EU is a large net 
exporter overall, net exports amounting to €123 billion (0.9 % of EU GDP). 

Figure 2 – EU 2019 imports and exports of PPE now subject to export restrictions 

Data source: Eurostat COMEXT, author's calculations. 

Another potential source of dependence is the concentration of imports from a few countries of 
origin. Figure 3 shows the top five countries of origin for EU imports of the PPE for which exports 
require authorisation. China dominates the PPE market, providing about two thirds of EU imports of 
mouth-nose protection and spectacles and visors, and nearly half of protective garments. When it 
comes to spectacle products, 96 % are sourced from just five countries, mostly from Asia, with two 
countries, namely China and Taiwan, representing 85 % of EU imports. The sourcing of these 
products is far more concentrated than EU imports of medical products as a whole, where China 
represents only 8 % of all PPE, and also than those of the larger set of PPE listed in the previous 
IR 2020/402 (March 2020). 

Figure 3 – EU imports in 2019 of PPE now subject to export restrictions, by country 

Data source: Eurostat COMEXT, author's calculations. 

Figure 4 shows EU exports. As is the case for imports of medical products, just five export partners 
dominate but to a lesser extent, representing between 46 % (mouth-nose protection) and 60 % 
(spectacles and visors). The United States (US) is the largest destination for EU exports, representing 
between 17 % (garments) and 39 % (spectacles), followed by Russia and Japan, and Hong Kong. It is 
worth noting that none of the next five top export destinations are least developed countries. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/649387/EPRS_BRI(2020)649387_EN.pdf
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/newxtweb/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/649387/EPRS_BRI(2020)649387_EN.pdf#page=4
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2020/649387/EPRS_BRI(2020)649387_EN.pdf#page=7
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/newxtweb/
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Figure 4 – EU exports in 2019 of PPE now under export restrictions, by country 

Data source: Eurostat COMEXT, author's calculations. 

Finally, Figure 5 shows variations in exports (blue line) and imports (red line) for the three categories 
of PPE in the 2005-2019 period, and China's share of imports (yellow bars). There has been a large 
increase in imports of mouth-nose and spectacles categories of PPE over the last decade, while 
exports have remained stable. It seems that China has increased its share of the mouth-nose 
protection market over the last 10 years. These figures should be treated with care, as unrelated 
factors could explain this shift and further investigation is necessary. On the other hand, China's 
share of EU imports of protective garments has shrunk from 63 % to 50 %, probably explaining the 
wider sourcing diversity shown in Figure 3. 

Figure 5 – EU imports and exports of PPE (€ million) and China's share of imports (2019) 

Data source: Eurostat COMEXT, author's calculations. 

All in all, the analysis hints at a structural weakness for the EU, in which a single country provides an 
excessive share of products that may prove essential in times of crisis. Considering the relatively 
small share these products represent for EU international trade, it is very unlikely that the pandemic 
experience will pose questions for an open trade system that looks to optimal production locations 
in normal times. Instead, the analysis suggests that there is a need to identify essential goods and 
establish production capacities in various parts of the EU that would be operational on demand, 
following the principle that diversification is the best defence. Such an approach is supported by 
the Commissioner for the Internal Market, Thierry Breton, think-tanks and others. On 15 May 2020, 
the Croatian Presidency of the Council noted too that efforts should be made to reduce the 
vulnerabilities of the EU in strategic medical products due to dependence on non-EU suppliers. 

Legal basis 
The implementing regulations requiring authorisations for PPE stem from Article 6 of Regulation 
(EU) 2015/479 common rules for exports 2015/479, and in particular Article 6(1), according to which 
'where the interests of the [EU] so require, the Commission may … adopt appropriate measures: 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/newxtweb/
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/newxtweb/
https://www.ft.com/content/5e6e99c2-4faa-4e56-bcd2-88460c8dc41a
https://ecipe.org/blog/global-agreement-medical-supplies/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32015R0479&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32015R0479&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32015R0479&from=EN#page=3
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(a) to prevent a critical situation from arising owing to a shortage of essential products, or to remedy 
such a situation'. This is not the first time that export authorisation requirements have been
legislated at EU level. In 2007, Regulation 1418/2007 set out control procedures for the export from
the EU to non-OECD countries of non-hazardous waste for recovery (recycling). In 2009, Regulation
428/2009 gave the EU control of the export, transit and brokering of dual-use items, which are
goods, software and technology that can be used for both civilian and military applications.

European Parliament position 
The export authorisation scheme has been endorsed by Parliament with some reservations. In their 
letter to the Trade Commissioner, Phil Hogan, on 2 April 2020, the Committee on International Trade 
(INTA) voiced support for the PPE export authorisation scheme and the extension of the exemption 
to EFTA countries and overseas countries and territories. The INTA committee 'hopes' that this 
measure will both help to ensure the supply of PPE and lead to the 'withdrawal of export restrictions 
or authorisation requirements imposed at the Member State level that are threatening to 
undermine the single market and to disrupt the functioning of EU-internal supply chains'. INTA 
insists that the measures must remain 'temporary', and that the list of possible grounds for 
authorisation should under no circumstances be seen as exhaustive. It also acknowledged the need 
for international solidarity. Finally, INTA urged the Commission to exempt the western Balkan 
countries. This concern was taken into account in IR 2020/568 paragraph 2(4)) of 23 March 2020. 

MAIN REFERENCES 
European Commission, Export authorisation requirements for certain personal protective requirements: 
Frequently Asked Questions, Directorate-General Trade, 29 April 2020. 
Hallak I., EU imports and exports of medical equipment, EPRS, European Parliament, April 2020. 

ENDNOTES 
1  As of 18 May 2020. Numbers exclude the EU and countries exempted by the Commission IR 2020/568 (April 2020). 
2  Since 31 March, China has implemented restrictions to control exports and ensure the quality of medical products. 
3  The Combined Nomenclature (CN) codes are as follows: (a) protective spectacles and visors: 9004.90.10, 9004.90.90; (b) 

face shields: 3926.90.97, 9020.00.00; (c) mouth-nose protection: 6307.90.98, 9020.00.00; (d) protective garments: 
3926.20.00, 4015.90.00, 6113.00, 6114, 6210.10.10, 6210.10.92, 6210.10.98, 6210.20.00, 6210.30.00, 6210.40.00, 
6210.50.00, 6211.32.10, 6211.32.90, 6211.33.10, 6211.33.90, 6211.39.00, 6211.42.10, 6211.42.90, 6211.43.10, 6211.43.90, 
6211.49.00, 9020.00.00; (e) gloves: 3926.20.00, 4015.11.00, 4015.19.00, 6116.10.20, 6116.10.80, 6216.00.00. 
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