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EU’s value-based approach in trade policy: (Free) trade for all? 

In this paper we discuss the EU’s value-based approach in trade policies and 

argue that it is not new, however until now it has not been – and will not be – 

effective in making sure “trade benefits all”. In recent years, the European 

Commission explicitly stressed the importance of values in trade, thus responding 

to the contestation of EU trade policy.  

Contrary to what the recent discourse suggests, values have always been part of 

the EU’s trade policy. Despite the long tradition of value-promotion, however, 

results have been limited. First, since the mid-nineties, the pursuit of several 

values in the EU’s trade policy has been subordinated to the primary goal of 

opening up markets and increasing trade flows. Second, some ramifications 

inherent to free trade hinder the EU’s ability to actually defend the values it puts 

forward. This paves way for further contestation of the EU’s external trade. 

Keywords: European Union, external trade, trade liberalization, values, human 

rights, civil society, development 

Introduction 

The EU’s external trade policy has not been exempted from the broader contestation of 

the international liberal order. Since the so-called battle of Seattle – a protest on the 

margins of the WTO Ministerial Committee in 1999, contesting the negative 

ramifications of globalization – international trade governance has been subject to 

growing controversy. Criticism has also been levelled at the EU trade policies, mainly 

criticising the fact that trade policy is often overly focused on opening markets and 

liberalizing trade, while disregarding other objectives such as sustainable development 

and protection of consumer rights (Dür and De Bièvre, 2007). Over the years, protest 

did not abate, on the contrary, the recent campaigns targeting the EU-Canada 

Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) and the Transatlantic Trade 

and Investment Partnership (TTIP) proved that these sentiments are still very much 



 

 

present. 

In its recent discourse the Commission (2015) addresses this criticism by very 

explicitly emphasizing values as a cornerstone of the EU trade policy. The most recent 

“Trade for All” strategy, published in 2015, reads that trade policy shall become “more 

responsible” and ensure that European values are promoted and defended. How 

innovative is this discourse and will it be enough to address the concerns raised by a 

plethora of stakeholders such as civil society, academics or Members of the European 

Parliament? We argue not.  

While the new EU’s trade strategy posits values as a major innovation, in fact, 

there is more continuity than change in its value-based approach. Values have always 

formed a part of trade policy. Since the mid-nineties, when the EU trade policy took a 

neoliberal turn, values have gained greater prominence in the discourse, and new 

mechanisms have been created to promote them, however, at the same time others have 

been discarded. This “new” focus on values is thus in fact more of a continuation and 

fits within the EU’s shift towards a more neoliberal trade policy. Promotion of values is 

still embedded in the neoliberal discourse, and the policy instruments are being adjusted 

to ensure they do not interfere with the primary goal of liberalizing trade. Results of this 

restricted value promotion have been limited for two reasons, and there is no indication 

these will be addressed. The first reason is the fact that at least since the 1990s value 

promotion has been, and remains, not only bounded but also subordinate to the ambition 

to open up markets and liberalize trade. Secondly, negative ramifications of free trade in 

practice cannot but undermine the values declared by the EU. As long as these issues 

are not addressed adequately, the EU must count with continued protests.  

 



 

 

A renewed emphasis on values 

Responding to the contestation of EU trade politics, the European Commission adapted 

its trade discourse, emphasising the importance of values in trade policies. This is 

clearly illustrated by the latest EU trade strategy published in 2015, beginning already 

with the title, “Trade for all: Towards a more responsible trade and investment policy”. 

In the introduction, Commissioner Malmström states that “the Commission is adapting 

its approach […]  trade policy will become more responsible, meaning it will be more 

effective, more transparent and will not only project our interests, but also our values. 

[emphasis added]” (2015, p. 5). Also in the text, the emphasis put on the importance of 

values is remarkable. One of the five main chapters is fully dedicated to “a trade and 

investment policy based on values”. In this chapter, the Commission refers to a broad 

set of values, which centre around two topics: consumer rights and sustainable 

development. This is not surprising as these values are at the heart of the contestation of 

the EU trade politics. The STOP EPA campaign, for example, criticised the EU’s 

ambition to replace the preferential Lomé trade regime with neoliberal FTAs which are 

not development-friendly. The anti-TTIP movement feared that the agreement will lead 

to lowering of standards, flooding the EU market with cheap US foods. 

These values are also reiterated in other documents. The Reflection Paper on 

Harnessing Globalisation (European Commission, 2017), for example, posits that  

The EU should continue to develop a balanced, rules-based and progressive trade 

and investment agenda that not only opens markets in a reciprocal way but also 

enhances global governance on issues like human rights, working conditions, food 

safety, public health, environmental protection and animal welfare. 



 

 

The 2016 Global Strategy (European Union, 2016) promises that “We will use our trade 

agreements to underpin sustainable development, human rights protection and rules-

based governance.”   

This explicit emphasis on values is a key part of the European Commission’s 

recent discourse in which it aims to position EU trade policy as inclusive and beneficial 

to everyone involved. The discourse links up closely with the ideal of “managed” 

(maîtrisée) globalization, pioneered by the then-Trade Commissioner Pascal Lamy in 

1999. While this principle was somewhat weakened in the 2006 Global Europe strategy 

(Meunier, 2007), it seems to have regained traction over the past years. In the Trade for 

All strategy, the European Commission recognizes the importance of “making sure the 

benefits of globalisation are fairly distributed and negative impacts are mitigated.” 

However, “harnessing globalization” placed the necessity of adjustment policies 

(countering negative externalities of free trade) at the heart of its discourse, while recent 

documents focus on the benefits of trade for everyone, treating the need for adjustment 

policies only in the margins (Harrison et al 2018, see also Van Roozendaal 2017).  

A historical perspective 

Contrary to what the most recent EU trade strategy suggests (European Commission, 

2015), incorporating values in EU trade policy is all but new. In fact, values have 

always been present, even before they were formally stipulated in the treaties. The 1957 

Treaty of Rome establishing the EEC did not link the common commercial policy with 

non-trade values, stating that its only objectives shall be “the harmonious development 

of world trade, the progressive abolition of restrictions on international trade and the 

lowering of customs barriers.” However, the EU’s relations with the (former) colonies 

of EU member states early on used trade, among other instruments, to promote 



 

 

development in these countries (García, 2018; Reid, 2015).1 Chapter 4 of the Treaty, 

discussing relations with (former) colonies and territories, reads that an association, 

including a trade part, will be set up to promote social and economic development 

within the countries, defending the interest and prosperity of the people living there as 

primary goal. Since 1971, the EU has used the Generalized System of Preferences 

(GSP) providing preferential access to the EU market for developing states with the 

aims of reducing poverty, promoting good governance and sustainable development 

(Reid, 2015). In 1975, a far-reaching partnership agreement with former colonies of EU 

member states was signed, the Lomé Convention, providing non-reciprocal market 

access to these developing countries. In addition, an export stabilization scheme was set 

up to reduce the negative effects of fluctuations in market prices of primary 

commodities and commodity protocols were added to the agreement establishing fixed 

prices and/or preferential import quota for several products such as sugar, rum and 

bananas. The text of the agreement was mentioned values such as “international 

solidarity”, “economic development and social progress” and “a more just and more 

balanced economic order”. Since 1977, the EU also offers special conditions to the 

“least advanced” developing countries in line with the GATT Tokyo Round 

commitments. In 1991, the EU introduced the GSP+ scheme with positive 

conditionality tied to the ratification and implementation of several international 

conventions on human and labour rights, environmental protection and good 

governance. The Everything But Arms scheme, established in 2001, provides Least 

Developed Countries with quota free and duty free market access for all products except 

 

1 Please note that we will use the abbreviation “EU” to refer to the European Union, the 

European Economic Community and the European Communities for readability purposes.   



 

 

arms and armament (Reid, 2015). These examples show that since the start of the 

European integration project, values have actually played a major role; the apparent 

desire to promote development of third countries can be considered a value-based 

policy in itself. 

The Maastricht Treaty on European Union (TEU) in 1992 officially introduced 

the European Union as a political community based on values which it also shall project 

externally (European Union, 1992). This, albeit weak, legal linkage between external 

policies and values was notably strengthened and made explicit in the Treaty of Lisbon. 

Speaking about trade in particular, the treaty stipulates that “the integration of all 

countries into the world economy, including through the progressive abolition of 

restrictions on international trade” remains a goal, but at the same time stresses the need 

to “foster the sustainable economic, social and environmental development of 

developing countries, with the primary aim of eradicating poverty”.  The EU’s trade 

policy should also “be conducted in the context of the principles and objectives of the 

Union’s external action”, which include democracy, the rule of law, the universality and 

indivisibility of human rights and fundamental freedoms, respect for human dignity, the 

principles of equality and solidarity, and respect for the principles of the United Nations 

Charter and international law (European Union, 2012). Thus, the Treaty of Lisbon gave 

a strong and unequivocal mandate to values-based trade and laid ground for tighter 

integration of commerce and the EU’s development policy.  

At the same time, changing situation on the global markets and the desire to 

demonstrate to the EU citizens tangible gains from integration propelled the EU to shift 

its trade policy from a more defensive towards a more offensive agenda, focussing on 

trade liberalization and “behind-the-border” regulation to facilitate international trade 

flows. This was guided by a neoliberal trade discourse in which values nonetheless were 



 

 

prominently featured, induced not only by new provisions in the treaties but also by 

day-to-day realities of European politics. Society became increasingly concerned about 

the impact trade has on the rest of the world, with 1999 anti-globalization protests in 

Seattle marking a high point. The EU increasingly began concluding bilateral and 

regional trade agreements with the rest of the world using these deals to assist in its own 

economic growth and to increase its presence internationally, a tendency which was 

further accelerated after it became clear that the Doha round of the WTO would not 

come to fruition anytime soon (Dee and Mortensen, 2014). In the new agreements, the 

EU also obtained new instruments for promoting its values abroad. However, others 

were being abandoned, such as the preferential trade regime set up under the Lomé 

agreement. As a result, a plethora of new agreements – including both trade 

liberalization provisions and references to the EU’s fundamental values – appeared.  

To begin with, “by 1993, it had been decided that a human rights and democracy 

clause would be included in every agreement concluded by the EC with third states” 

(Reid, 2015), a policy which was rooted already in the 1980s and in particular in the 

Lomé regime. Human rights, democracy and the rule of law remain the most 

safeguarded values in the EU’s trade agreements since they constitute an “essential 

clause” that, if breached, can give rise to suspension of trade preferences – unlike 

sustainable development or social rights (García, 2018). In parallel, the EU began to 

include environmental commitments in its international agreements, as well (Reid, 

2015). 

In 1999, the EU introduced the above-mentioned “managed globalization” 

strategy, with the idea being that “global capitalism” can be “harnessed” to make it 

more legitimate and sustainable, underscoring the importance of values in its trade 

policy (Abdelal and Meunier, 2010). In 2006, the Global Europe strategy was adopted, 



 

 

refocusing on bilateral and regional trade agreements in the wake of unsuccessful Doha 

negotiations. Global Europe was more focused on reciprocity between trade partners 

(Dee and Mortensen, 2014). However, at the same time, it promised to contribute to the 

EU’s development objectives (European Commission, 2006) and propelled innovations 

such as significantly increasing role of labour provisions in new trade agreements 

(García, 2018). 

In 2010, the EU came up with the Trade, Growth and World Affairs (TGWA) 

strategy which further prioritized access to third country markets (Dee and Mortensen, 

2014). Yet, it also introduced new provisions on sustainable development in free trade 

agreements (FTAs) (Gstöhl, 2016) that have been part of all EU FTAs ever since, and 

overall promised to strengthen the linkage between trade and development policies 

(European Commission, 2010).   

The reference to the importance of values in EU’s trade policy in the recent 

strategy of the Commission is thus no innovative change, but rather a continuation. 

Values have been present in EU trade policy since the establishment of the EEC, and 

since the 1990s, the importance of promoting and defending values has been 

particularly highlighted in parallel with the rise of a neoliberal discourse. The most 

recent trade strategy does not depart from this trend. However, as we will demonstrate 

below, the increasingly bifurcated nature of the EU’s trade policy – balancing somewhat 

uneasily between explicitly underscoring values and greater attention to liberalizing 

trade – proves difficult to execute in real life.  

Values in the backseat 

While values, as we have demonstrated, have always been present in the EU’s trade 

discourse, a look at the actual policies will show us that in practice the ambition of 

liberalizing trade has overshadowed other goals. This approach is unlikely to change. 



 

 

While trade liberalization is sought through binding treaties and other legal instruments, 

a softer approach is used when dealing with values. As Dani Rodrik sees it,  

Imagine a trading regime in which trade rules are determined so as to maximize 

development potential, particularly of the poorest nations in the world.  Instead of 

asking “how do we maximize trade and market access?” negotiators would ask 

“how do we enable countries to grow out of poverty? (2001: 1). 

The EU, however, seems to mainly look for responses to the first question. It has trade 

agreements in force with more than 65 countries in the world, the large majority 

concluded in the last two decades focusing on reciprocal opening of markets. 

Negotiations are ongoing with 24 other countries (European Commission, 2018b, n.d.). 

In order to promote free trade, the EU is ready to use diplomatic pressure, the dispute 

settlement procedures included in the FTAs and offered by the WTO (European 

Commission, 2015), and to adopt an aggressive stance when negotiating new trade 

agreements (for instance, in the current talks with MERCOSUR) (Reuters, 2018). 

Additionally, in 2017-2018, the European Commission rolled out an updated system of 

trade defence instruments, modernizing and further strengthening its anti-dumping and 

anti-subsidy regulations (European Commission, 2018a). The EU also minces no words 

when it comes to promotion of free trade: to quote Juncker, “…we are not naïve free 

traders. Europe must always defend its strategic interests.” Trade liberalization is 

described in such terms as “setting rules”, “tackling barriers” and “enforcement of 

agreements.”  

In EU trade agreements, provisions on market access are binding, concrete and 

detailed, while those dealing with values are often vague, not binding or are, in practice, 

almost never enforced. The promotion of values disposes of few carrots and sticks; 

admittedly, human rights clauses constitute an “essential element” of bilateral trade 

agreements and violations can be sanctioned, but “[a]ccording to the Commission 



 

 

sanctions under the clause should be reserved only for the most extreme and flagrant 

violations of human rights” (Velluti, 2016). In case of GSP and GSP+ preferences, the 

EU rewards the adherence to certain values by opening up markets, but even then the 

Commission has been very reluctant to withdraw market access in case of violations 

(Orbie, 2011; Velluti, 2016). In turn, trade and sustainable development (TSD) chapters 

in the “new generation” free trade agreements, unlike the rest of the provisions, are not 

even subject to binding dispute settlement and enforcement mechanisms. They create 

civil society mechanisms that are formally tasked with overseeing implementation of 

TSD provisions but are essentially powerless. For instance, albeit the EU Domestic 

Advisory Group has twice asked the European Commission to trigger the complaint 

mechanism against Korea, this has not been done (confidential interview, Brussels, 

March 2018). In contrast to the assertive language on trade liberalization, the terms 

reserved for values in the EU’s strategies are limited to “promoting,” “putting a greater 

emphasis” and “engaging with partner countries in a cooperative process” (European 

Commission, 2015). At the end, the EU’s trade partners are strongly encouraged to open 

their markets, but hardly feel substantial pressure to respect the EU’s norms and values.  

Over the last decades, the EU abolished or reduced in scope existing 

development-oriented trade schemes that increased developing countries’ competitive 

advantage by providing them with a more favourable access to the EU market. These 

were replaced by agreements which prioritized mutual trade liberalization. For example, 

the development-oriented Lomé regime that offered non-reciprocal market access was 

substituted by so-called Economic Partnership Agreements – in essence, free trade 

agreements. In 2014, the revision of the GSP regime, which provided non-reciprocal 

market access to developing countries, reduced the number of beneficiaries from 177 to 

90 developing countries. According to Siles-Brügge (2014), this revision was driven by 



 

 

the EU’s “exporter-driven trade agenda”. Indeed, by withdrawing the unilateral 

preferences granted to the many of the developing countries, the EU increased its 

leverage in trade negotiations with them.  

Besides the fact that the promotion of values through trade has been done mainly 

through a soft and not binding approach, recent changes also suggest that the 

Commission attempts to “outsource” this activity to other stakeholders such as civil 

society and consumers. These stakeholders are not equipped for this task, because they 

do not have legal influence over trade instruments and cannot be expected to single-

handedly perform the tasks traditionally reserved to the governments, such as 

developing a national system of social protection or labour inspections. An important 

example is the establishment of civil society mechanisms (CSMs) within the sustainable 

development chapters of FTAs. These CSMs bring together civil society in the EU and 

the partner countries to discuss and monitor the implementation of the trade and 

sustainable development chapters which deal with sustainable growth, social and 

environmental issues. However, research has shown that these mechanisms cannot 

deliver because they lack legal possibilities to influence implementation of the 

agreements, logistical and administrative means to perform, as well as operating 

procedures and clear guidelines on how to monitor implementation and impact policies 

(e.g. Harrison et al, 2018; Orbie et al, 2016; Potjomkina, 2018).  

Even if the instruments to promote values became more substantial, however, 

there are more fundamental dynamics at play that can impede the pursuit of some values 

through the EU’s trade policy. Opening up markets and increasing free trade creates 

externalities in the social and development domain that run counter to some of the 

values put forward by the EU.  



 

 

The 2018 UNCTAD trade and development report states that “trade patterns 

under hyperglobalization contributed to polarizing domestic income and wealth 

distribution not only in the north but also in the South, thus exacerbating domestic 

economic inequalities” (p. 50). While the adverse effects of trade liberalisation on 

poverty and earning inequalities are context-specific, they appear to persist in 

developing countries over time, contrary to what liberal economic theory predicts. 

Moreover, they “spill over into worse educational outcomes for children in affected 

families, increased crime rates and worse health outcomes in affected communities, and 

lower provision of local public goods” (Pavcnik, 2017: 4). These detrimental effects of 

international trade are not compatible with the promotion of values such as the 

development of poorer countries, high social standards and social justice put forward in 

the EU trade strategy (European Commission, 2015). While free trade, according to the 

UNCTAD report (2018: 60) can induce structural change if accompanied by policy 

interventions that generate structural change, channel profits into productive investment 

and bring better quality employment, Rodrik (2001: 2) is not even convinced “that trade 

liberalization is predictably associated with subsequent economic growth”, arguing that 

liberalization can divert financial resources and political capital from more fundamental 

developmental issues. In light of these studies, the idea of promoting values such as 

sustainable development and social justice through a policy has as primary goal to open 

up markets and liberalize trade seems inherently problematic.  

Conclusion 

In this paper, we looked at the European Commission’s renewed emphasis on values in 

its recent trade discourse and put it into a historical perspective. We found that already 

in the Treaty of Rome, references to values were included into the provisions on trade 

relations. Since the new millennium, values have been given more attention in trade 



 

 

discourse. The fact that this evolution coexists with an increased contestation of trade 

politics on the international and European level is not a coincidence. By accentuating 

values, the EU tries to address the most important criticisms put forward by the 

protesters. Here we can in fact draw a parallel with “inclusive trade”, a concept which, 

over the last decade, has been used at the international trade and development arena in 

an attempt to “sell” trade to the wider public by underscoring the potential benefits of 

enhanced international trade. 

The growing emphasis on values is not the only evolution that has characterized 

the EU’s trade policy over the last decades. Since the mid-nineties, the EU has also 

become more focused on opening up markets and liberalizing trade. This two-track 

approach, as we illustrated, proves to be a difficult exercise. While the aim of opening 

up markets is pursued with great dedication and through legal instruments, we do not 

find the same commitment to the objective of promoting and protecting other values. 

Moreover, it is questionable to what extent the EU’s penchant for market liberalization 

is fundamentally compatible with value promotion. Recent studies suggest that 

externalities of trade liberalization have an adverse effect on poverty and earning 

inequalities, thus per se undermining the promotion of several projected values. If the 

EU is serious about pursuing values, and addressing the main criticisms on its trade 

policy, it thus needs to give a deeper consideration to its basic trade policy objectives 

and priorities.  

As the 2018 UNCTAD trade report reads (p. 60), “As the benefits of 

hyperglobalization are increasingly concentrated, the mood of populations in many 

countries is changing and new narratives are needed”. 
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