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Subject: Petition 1098/2020 by P.O.S. (Spanish), on behalf of the ‘Vida Silvestre’ 
wildlife association, on the EU-Mercosur trade agreement and the global 
climate crisis

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner argues that the trade agreement between the EU and the Mercosur countries 
(Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay) represents a serious threat to the environment on 
both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. The petitioner maintains that agreement would lead to an 
increase in beef imports into the EU by 30%. Demand for beef is one of the biggest drivers of 
deforestation in Brazil, Paraguay and Argentina, and has serious consequences. Ethanol 
extracted from sugar cane is processed for use as biofuel as an alternative to fossil fuels for 
transport. Sugar cane production is also one of the main causes of deforestation. In 2019, the 
Brazilian government lifted the ban on sugar cane cultivation in the Amazon. The petitioner 
considers that opening the door to increased demand for these products will result in increased 
incentives for Brazilian farmers to burn the Amazon forest to make way for livestock and 
sugar cane production, which are polluting and destructive agricultural practices and cause 
violations of the human rights of indigenous peoples, who inhabit the forest sustainably.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 25 February 2021. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 227(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 10 June 2021

The petition argues that the agreement with Mercosur represents a serious threat to the 
environment, notably as it would increase demand for beef and bioethanol products, resulting 
in higher incentives for Brazilian farmers to burn the Amazon forest. The petitioner argues also 
that the agreement would lead to an increase in imports of beef in the EU by 30%. The 
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Commission believes that this statement is unfounded for various reasons: 

The agreement is based on solid sustainability principles, as exemplified by the scope of the 
Trade and Sustainable Chapter which is one of the most advanced in EU agreements to date. 
Thanks to the agreement, the EU will be able to engage with Mercosur on a broad range of 
issues covering not only trade but also climate change, environment and human and labour 
rights. The agreement includes provisions regarding the promotion of the role of indigenous 
communities in sustainable supply chains of forestry products, or cooperation to promote 
sustainable social projects involving these communities.

As regards the specific environmental concerns raised by the petitioner:

- the Tariff Rate Quota (TRQ) for beef granted under the agreement covers less than the actual 
EU imports from Mercosur countries and Brazil in particular. The TRQ should, to a large extent, 
lower the duties of existing imports rather than creating new trade flows. Moreover, Brazil’s 
allocation under the beef quota is less than 0.5% of Brazilian production per year – equalling 
the amount Brazil exports to China in just two weeks. In this regard, one cannot conclude that 
EU-Brazil trade is driving increase in livestock production in Brazil, nor that the agreement 
with the EU will undermine sustainability conditions, considering the key consideration the 
agreement gives to compliance with environmental agreements, including the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD);

- in relation to sugar cane and ethanol production in Brazil, the allegations that these will 
aggravate deforestation because of the agreement are not justified. The concession consists of 
an improvement of the current preferential regime for a part of the current quotas already 
provided in the World Trade Organization (WTO) agreements. There is no additional volume 
of sugar granted to Brazil. The amount covered by such improvement (180 000 tonnes) is in 
fact small in relation to EU consumption, which is stable at 19 million tonnes. Brazil sugar cane 
cultivation takes place today in areas well distanced from the Amazon and Pantanal. Most of 
the production is located in the centre/south of the country (87% of the planted surface), and 
notably in the states of São Paulo (which alone has 51% of the entire area of sugar cane 
plantation in Brazil), Minas Gerais (10%) or Goias (11%), followed by the northeast (10% of 
planted surface), at the Atlantic coast. The only area in the “legal Amazon” (which comprises 
the entire Amazon forest, but also areas that have already been affected by agriculture in the 
past) dedicated to sugar cane cultivation comprises 2.5% in Mato Grosso (actually outside the 
rainforest area, in the area between Amazon and Pantanal) and 0.5% in North Brazil (this in 
reality occurs within the Amazon biome area). No production of sugar cane takes place in the 
“Pantanal” biome (tropical wetlands closer to the southwest border with Bolivia);

- increased production of agricultural products may not necessarily lead to increased areas of 
crops or pastures, because another possible strategy is to intensify the use of existing 
agricultural land. In this context it is also relevant to recall that the recently published 
Sustainability Impact Assessment (SIA), commissioned by the Commission, demonstrates for 
the period 2004-2012 that it is possible to increase agricultural and meat production without 
increasing the pressure on forests. In Brazil, the decline in deforestation observed in this period 
was largely attributed to the adoption of appropriate policy initiatives, voluntary arrangements 
and market-based initiatives that aimed at decreasing the demand for new deforestation and 
increasing the risks to those engaged in deforestation;
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- achieving a similar outcome in the future will be dependent on the choice of flanking policies 
and the adoption of appropriate regulations and monitoring measures. In this context, the 
Commission is working on a sustainability initiative with the Mercosur countries to address 
concerns over deforestation and climate change.

Moreover, in addition to the sustainability provisions contained in the EU-Mercosur 
Agreement, the Commission will present several EU initiatives to avoid any possible risk of 
“imported deforestation”: e.g. the new EU legislation to avoid placing on the EU market 
products derived from deforestation, or the new initiative to introduce mandatory due diligence 
covering human rights and sustainability. The Commission plans to present the two legislative 
proposals in the second quarter of 2021.

Conclusion

Given the carefully calibrated use of tariff rate quotas, the agreement will not generate 
significant new trade flows on products responsible for deforestation. The Commission does 
not expect the EU-Mercosur Agreement to negatively impact the environment. Nonetheless, it 
will be important that the Mercosur countries have in place and maintain a pro-active and 
responsible policy to prevent deforestation. Historical evidence suggests that the main drivers 
influencing deforestation rates are public policies and their active monitoring, implementation 
and enforcement. In the Commission’s view the agreement provides an effective tool to 
intensify the cooperation with Mercosur and pursue a trade relationship that contributes to 
sustainable development and builds on multilateral commitments in the fields of labor and the 
environment. In the agreement, civil society will play an important role in ensuring that these 
commitments are upheld. Once applicable, the Trade and Sustainable Development provisions 
contained in the agreement will provide a valuable platform for working together with the 
Mercosur countries on sustainability, environmental protection, biodiversity, forest 
management and climate change. The EU is clearly better off with the agreement than without 
it when it comes to promoting its values agenda and address environmental concerns. 
Disengagement will not solve any problems.

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12137-Deforestation-and-forest-degradation-
reducing-the-impact-of-products-placed-on-the-EU-market_en
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