Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on EU agriculture and international trade, adopted by the Commission on 22 June 2011
1.
Rapporteur: Georgios PAPASTAMKOS (EPP/GR)

2.
EP reference number: A7-0030/2011/ P7-TA-PROV(2011)0083
3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 8 March 2011

4.
Subject: EU agriculture and international trade
5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development (AGRI)
6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The resolution covers a variety of agricultural trade aspects, both in the multilateral and bilateral contexts, and provides a comprehensive review of the EU policy in that field. It identifies a list of concerns, in particular with regard to the need:

i) to ensure policy coherence between the EU's agricultural, trade and development policies;

ii) not to put agricultural interests behind other sectors' interests when trade agreements are negotiated;

iii) to provide agriculture-specific impact assessments when conducting trade negotiations;

iv) to guarantee to EU consumers that imported agro-food goods comply with the same standards as domestically produced ones.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
Whilst a number of the resolution's recommendations echo the political vision and negotiating priorities pursued by the Commission, others regrettably misrepresent the way in which the EU negotiates trade agreements and this may be perceived by the outside world as a weakening of the EU commitment to open trade. Trade liberalisation raises significant challenges for the EU agriculture. However, as the Parliament has also recognised in other resolutions, there are important opportunities for agriculture offered by international trade in a number of negotiations. The wider benefits potentially delivered by trade opening for the European economy as a whole need to be looked at. So, overall it would be important to maintain a coherent message, including with the Parliament's own resolutions on the range of ongoing talks to which the EU is committed, whether in the framework of the Doha Round, or with a number of trading partners including in Asia and Africa, and with the Mercosur countries.

i) The Commission recognises the importance of ensuring coherence and complementarity between the EU’s internal and external policies as a whole. Consistent market-oriented reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) over the last two decades have helped to improve the competitiveness of the agricultural sector by encouraging farmers to adapt to market conditions, by moving away from trade-distorting support. Thanks to its unique and diverse know-how in delivering high quality, high value products, for which world demand is evidently growing, the EU agro-food sector has a strong card to play on the global market place.

In line with the EU commitments on Policy Coherence for Development (PCD), the EU takes into consideration the objectives of development cooperation when implementing the CAP or EU trade policy. The CAP reforms have reflected development aspects even before the implementation of PCD, with a strong contribution to reducing the trade-distorting effects of EU support to agriculture. In 2011, the Commission will adopt a Communication on trade and development which will reflect how our trade policy can best serve development.

ii) While it is a fact that trade liberalisation raises challenges for EU agriculture, it is important to highlight that trade agreements provide new opportunities to EU agriculture stemming from our partners' concessions and it would be wrong to portray increased trade openness as a mere lose-lose scenario for EU agriculture. In addition, the wider benefits potentially delivered by trade openings for the European economy as a whole need to be borne in mind.

At the same time, however, the diversity of agriculture in the EU’s 27 Member States should be fully appreciated, if the EU is to secure the long-term future of its agriculture and rural areas, in a territorially and environmentally balanced fashion. Particularly sensitive sectors cannot be expected to sustain an excessive level of additional imports that would put further pressure on average domestic prices and production.

The very challenge when negotiating multilateral or bilateral trade agreements that impact EU agriculture is therefore to strike the right balance between our offensive and our defensive interests in agriculture as well as between agriculture and other areas of our trade negotiations. The Commission is very conscious of this and will continue to pursue such a goal, in close cooperation with the Parliament and the Council, with respect to the range of ongoing talks to which the EU remains fully committed, whether in multilateral or in bilateral contexts.

iii) With regard to impact assessments, the Commission is willing to step up a gear in embedding impact assessments and evaluations in trade policy making. This includes carrying out impact assessments on all new trade initiatives with a potentially significant economic, social or environmental impact on the EU and its trading partners, including developing countries.

Particular attention is to be paid to wide consultation and involvement of civil society in the sustainability impact assessments to be carried out during trade negotiations. Once negotiations are concluded and before signature, an analysis of the consequences of the proposed deal for the EU is to be prepared for the Parliament and Council. Finally, to help monitor the impacts of existing EU trade agreements, ex post evaluations on a more systematic basis are to be carried out.

iv) Agro-food products which are placed on the EU market have to comply with import requirements set by the EU legislation. These requirements concern the safety of the food products and animal and plant health. While the EU has to ensure that imports are indeed in conformity with its health and safety standards, as matters stand, the EU cannot unilaterally impose on third countries, process and production methods, e.g. animal welfare standards, as long as these are not standards internationally recognised under the WTO. The EU shall continue to push for a better recognition of these standards in the appropriate international fora.
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