News Archive EPAs February 2007 – October 2008

In this document you will find seven news articles that have been published by the EU Coherence Programme, the predecessor of the Fair Politics EU Programme. 

It will give an impression of our work on the EPAs case and the developments of EPA negotiations during the last couple of years.
The CARIFORUM EPA has been signed
16 OCTOBER 2008
The Economic Partnership Agreement between CARIFORUM and the EU was signed on the 15th of October in Bridgetown, Barbados. After this, the European Commission stated : “The Economic Partnership Agreement is the first genuinely comprehensive North-South trade and development agreement in the global economy".

As rumours had already suggested, Haiti and Guyana both did not sign the EPA. Haiti's decision not to sign was not surprising, as the country will still be able to trade with the EU under the “everything but arms scheme”.  But the fact that Guyana has not signed the EPA yet, means that they are very serious about their concerns and objections to the Agreements as it is now. The concerns raised by Guyana relate, among others, to the lack of a strong development dimension within the EPA. Another concern regards the “Services” component. Guyana’s service industry has not had the chance to fully establish and develop itself, therefore making it difficult to be able to compete on a more global scale. Furthermore, the Most Favoured Nations (MFN) clause raises concerns, as this clause would implicate that Guyana will no longer be able to trade with other developing nations under more favoured conditions, as if it does, these same conditions would have to be applicable to the EU as well. Finally the Singapore issues were raised. The Singapore issues are not purely trade related. They involve government procurement, trade facilitation, investment and competition. The fear is that should these issues be part of trade agreements, Guyana and other developing nations may not be able to live up to them. 

Guyana has acknowledged that its concerns have been taken into account, and that negotiations have and are taking place. Guyana added that favourable outcomes are to be expected. For these reasons Guyana expects to be able to sign the EPA before its deadline by the end of October. 

There have been many concerns relating to the development aspects of the EPAs in the last couple of years, ever since the EPA negotiations have started.  These concerns include the lack of a level playing field making fair negotiations very unlikely, the composition of the sub-regions - as these regions are often far from integrated as their economies are very diverse - and the financial consequences for the developing countries at stake as many market adjustments are needed.

The EU has committed itself to promoting and harnessing policy coherence for development. Meaning that all of the policies constructed in any EU policy field, should be coherent with the objectives of the EU’s development policy. However, it is questionable whether the EPAs are coherent with the EU’s development policy as the trade concerns seem to prevail over the development concerns. MEP David Martin (PSE) recently addressed the issue of the CARIFORUM EPA in a couple of written questions towards the European Commission. He stated; EPAs are likely to have a serious impact on food security, as small agricultural enterprises, can no longer be protected, because of the loss of policy space due to the implementation of the EPA. Another concern is the amount of money spent on the EPA implementation out of the EDF budget, as this money should only be allocated to pure development aid purposes. 

How this first full EPA will work out in practice for the CARIFORUM region, will have to awaited until the first monitoring results are available. Until then it is important that the voices of all the actors involved are heard and taken into account. 

Please see the attachements below for the Joint EC - CARIFORUM declaration, a media release from Guyana on their reasons for not signing the EPA, and a joint statement of both Haiti and Guyana on the CARIFORUM  EPA. 

CARIFORUM EPA to sign or not to sign?
15 OCTOBER 2008
Today, the Economic Partnership Agreement between the European Union and 15 Caribbean countries represented under CARIFORUM is to be signed in Bridgetown, Barbados. If the agreement is signed it will be the first full EPA in place. 

Stepping  stone EPAs have been signed between the EU and individual countries, hence no regional EPAs are existent yet. During the last couple of days there have been several rumors concerning whether or not Guyana and Haiti will sign the agreement. The fact that Haiti is considering not to sign, does not come as a surprise, and does not form such a dilemma, as Haiti still falls under the “everything but arms” scheme. This scheme grants duty-free and quota-free access to all products except arms from the 49 least developed countries. Guyana however is a different story, the country does not have any special agreements that it falls under, and not signing the EPA could have serious implications regarding its trade position. Several officials including president Jagdeo of Guyana have expressed their concerns about the EPA and its development dimension, as it is doubtful whether trade can be used as an instrument to lift people out of poverty. Other concerns expressed by Guyana’s Ambassador to Brussels; Patrick Gomes is the “services” component of the EPA under which Guyana would have to deal with unbearable competition and also the MFN clause, which is to be included. Today Guyana has stated to remain hopeful that these issues can be addressed giving effect to a true Partnership Agreement where trade is indeed an instrument of development. Whether or not Guyana will actually sign the EPA today and what any further implications will be has to a awaited, until there is more news from Barbados. 

Trade
Written question MEP van Hecke: concessions in the area of agricultural tariffs and subsidy
24 APRIL 2008
At the WTO agricultural negotiations in February 2008 a draft text was put forward containing arrangements for reducing agricultural tariffs and subsidies, and provided arrangements for improving the least developed countries’ inadequate access to Western agricultural markets. Unfortunately 20 of the 27 EU Member States rejected these latest proposals at the meeting of the Council of Ministers of Agriculture.

In a written question MEP Johan van Hecke (ALDE) asked the Council what concessions in the area of agricultural tariffs and subsidy it considers duly acceptable and if the Presidency is willing to take initiatives in the near future to harmonize the positions of Council members to the Doha Development agenda objectives.

The EU Coherence Programme states that the integration of the ACP states into the world economy, formulated as the second main objective of the EPAs, is also deemed necessary for their economic development. In order to integrate into the world economy, compliance with the WTO rules is necessary. The progressive elimination of tariffs and non-tariff barriers, both between the ACP countries and between the ACP regions and the EU, will result in the establishment of regional free-trade areas.

 

The Common Agricultural policy of the EU demonstrates the incoherency with some key principles of the EU Development policy:  by means of a set of subsidies European farmers are given a clear head start compared with, for example, African farmers, whose governments are – under pressure from donors such as the World Bank – no longer allowed to provide their local farmers with subsidies. Consequently, local producers often have to compete with heavily-subsidized imports from Europe or other developed economies. Even though most African agricultural products are provided with a zero-tariff access to European markets, one could therefore hardly speak of a level playing field between the EU and the least developed countries in this process.

The EU Coherence Programme monitors the efforts made by MEPs to address Policy Coherence for Development in their daily work. The question of MEP van Hecke to the Council underlines developing countries’ interests and emphasizes their required integration in the world economy. He urges the Council to be more coherent in its actions. By doing so, MEP van Hecke holds the Council to its commitments in terms of policy coherence for development. For this action, MEP Johan van Hecke was awarded a coherence star.

Full question of Mr. Johan van Hecke can be read below
 

WRITTEN QUESTION E-1320/08

by Johan van Hecke (ALDE)

to the Council

Subject : Agriculture: World Trade Organisation (WTO) Doha Round

Date: 7 March 2008

In the run-up to the forthcoming Doha Round, at the WTO agricultural negotiations in February 2008 a draft text was put forward containing arrangements for reducing agricultural tariffs and subsidies. The text also provided arrangements for improving the least developed countries’ inadequate access to Western agricultural markets. At the meeting of the Council of Ministers of Agriculture of 18 February 2008 it was announced that 20 of the 27 Member States had rejected the latest WTO proposals. This inspires little optimism for the success of the Doha Round.

The EU must live up to its responsibility both towards the developing countries and towards the WTO multilateral trade regime. What concessions in the area of agricultural tariffs and subsidy does the Council consider duly acceptable? Will the Presidency be taking initiatives in the near future to harmonise the positions of the Council members in a way that is consonant with the Doha Development Agenda’s objectives?

 

E-1320/08
Answer 
On behalf of the Council
Date: 16 April 2008
The Council refers the Honourable Member to its conclusions adopted on 10 March 2008. 

In those conclusions, the Council reiterated "the crucial importance that the EU has attached to the Doha Development Agenda (DDA) negotiations since their inception in 2001, and recalled the substantial contribution that the EU has made throughout the negotiations".

Furthermore, the Council "reconfirmed the importance of achieving a comprehensive, ambitious and balanced final outcome within and across all of the areas of the DDA, in agriculture and non-agricultural market access and also including services, rules, trade facilitation and geographical indications, in conformity with the negotiating directives as defined in its previous conclusions. It also reconfirmed its commitment to a successful result, meeting the main objectives of the EU and the needs and interests of developing countries, in particular of Less Developed Countries (LDC's). To that end, the Council urged WTO partners to make meaningful contributions to the negotiations, commensurate with their level of development. For emerging economies, in industrial tariffs in particular, this requires granting additional market access".

"In this context, the Council expressed its support for the Commission in seeking the further improvements of the Chairs' negotiating texts needed to move the negotiations forward,

alongside further progress on the "Single Undertaking" as a whole, including services and

geographical indications".

"The Council agreed that a special session of the Council, as well as meetings of the Article

133 Committee, would be convened in the margins of the possible WTO DDA ministerial negotiations in Geneva. The date will be determined by the Presidency in the light of

developments".

  

More information?

Visit the website of the European Parliament
Visit the website of MEP Johan van Hecke
Trade
Written question by MEP Mitchell: public finances of ACP countries within the EPAs
08 APRIL 2008
 In a written question MEP Gay Mitchell (PPE-DE) asks the Commission what specific measures it intends to imple- ment to accommodate the significant revenue loss from ACP countries. 

One of the main objectives of the EPAs is to integrate the ACP countries into the world economy, a necessity for their economic development. In order to integrate into the world economy, compliance with the WTO rules is necessary.

The progressive elimination of tariffs and non-tariff barriers, both between the ACP countries and between the ACP regions and the EU, will result in the establishment of  regionally-integrated free-trade areas. However, there are also grounds for serious concerns regarding the development targets incorporated into the Cotonou agreement and into EPAs.

The EU Coherence Programme states that apart from the fact that developing countries are obliged to spend large amounts of money for the establishment of EPAs, they also have to deal with the loss of revenues due to the abolition of their own import tariffs. In most ACP countries custom duties form a very important source of foreign exchange. The income from import duties constitutes an significant element of the national budgets in developing countries. As a result of the trade liberalization within the framework of the EPAs, slowly but surely these effects will dry up. Although on several occasions, the Commission has promised ACP countries that the benefits of EPAs will make up for the losses, this remains to be seen.

The EU Coherence Programme monitors the efforts made by MEPs to address Policy Coherence for Development in their daily work. By underlining the side effects in the EPA negotiations, MEP Gay Mitchell effectively takes action to promote the coherence between development and trade policies. For this action, MEP Gay Mitchell was awarded a coherence star.

Full question of Mr. Gay Mitchell can be read below

 

WRITTEN QUESTION E-0893/08
by Gay Mitchell (PPE-DE)

to the Commission

Subject: Provision for the transition within public finances of ACP countries in the European Partnership Agreements

Date: 13 February 2008

The European Partnership Agreements (EPAs) mark the start of a new era for ACP and EU relations. While trade is a powerful development tool, the reduction of tariffs will result in a significant revenue loss, as the income from import duties and levies constitutes an important element of the national budgets in ACP countries. This is a problem recognised by the IMF. This revenue loss will have to be offset by increasing the tax take. As many ACP countries do not have the capacity in place to introduce or extend their tax systems sufficiently, what specific measures does the Commission intend to implement to address this serious issue?

 

So far the Commission has not replied yet
More information?

Visit the website of the European Parliament
Visit the website of MEP Gay Mitchel
Trade
Oral question by MEP Staes: In-depth evaluation of Economic Partnership Agreements
10 MARCH 2008

The Economic Partnership Agree- ments (EPAs) are under negotiation with the ACP countries since 2002. During the year 2007, the European Commission negotiated EPAs with the ACP countries divided into six regions. As of January 1st 2008, only the Caribbean region has signed a full EPA. In total 35 countries have signed individual interim-EPAs, of which 15 in the Caribbean, 18 in the African and two in the Pacific region. Negotiations will continue soon and full EPA agreements are planned for the end of 2008.

In an oral question, MEP Bart Staes (Verts/ALE) asks the Commission if it agrees on the fact that ACP countries should be given more time to arrive at properly negotiated EPAs, and that these countries should receive better support in order to increase their negotiating capacity.

Furthermore, MEP Staes asks the Commission if it agrees that an in-depth evaluation and review on the existing agreements is necessary. 

 

The EU Coherence Programme stresses that it remains to be seen whether developing countries grouped in ACP regions will actually be able to negotiate advantageous trade conditions with the EU. One could question whether there is a level playing field in these rounds of negotiations, especially since the stakes for ACP countries are much higher than for the EU: some 40 per cent of ACP trade is directed towards the EU, while EU trade with ACP countries is only of marginal importance and makes up some 3 per cent of the EU total[i].

Whether the EPAs will prove to be consistent with some key principles of the EU Development policy is doubted by the EU Coherence Programme. Owing to the WTO-rules, and the lack of a level playing field, trade concerns have so far prevailed over development concerns during the actual negotiation process. This is inconsistent with the EU’s Development policy. One of the policy recommendations in our EPA case study states that once EPAs are established, they should be reviewed regularly, so as to make sure that the development dimension of the agreements is well taken into account.

The EU Coherence Programme monitors the efforts made by MEPs to address Policy Coherence for Development in their daily work. MEP Staes’ questions to the Commission underline developing countries’ interests in the EPA negotiations and process. He urges the Commission to be more coherent in its actions. By doing so, MEP Staes holds the Commission to its commitments in terms of policy coherence for development. For this action, MEP Bart Staes was awarded a coherence star.

Full question of Mr. Bart Staes can be found below.

 

ORAL QUESTION for QUESTION TIME H-0079/08

by Bart Staes (Verts/ALE)

to the Commission

Subject :In-depth evaluation of Economic Partnership Agreements

Date: 5 February 2008

ACP governments which have agreed to liberalize trade in goods have insufficient negotiating power on matters of real concern to them. While they have to make major concessions in the EPAs, Europe is not entering into any binding commitments on important issues such as improving the rules of origin, the allocation of subsidies or the extension of development aid.
Does the Commission agree that these countries should be given more time to arrive at properly negotiated EPAs, that they should have better support in boosting their negotiating capacity, and that an in-depth evaluation and review on the existing agreements – which are still far from being the ‘development instruments’ they should be – is therefore necessary!

So far the Commission has not yet replied

More information?

Visit the website of the European Parliament
Visit the website of MEP Bart Staes
[i] http://ec.europa.eu/trade/issues/bilateral/regions/acp/keyaspectsen.htm 

Trade
Written question MEP Berman: European Partnership Agreements
27 FEBRUARY 2008
As of 1 January this year, the governing trade relations between the EU and the 79 ACP countries under the Cotonou Agreement expired. So far, only the Carribbean region has concluded a full European Partnership Agreement (EPA). Negotiations with ACP countries from the other five regions will soon be resumed. Some 35 countries have, for the time being, signed an individual interim-EPA: 15 in the Carribean, 18 in the African and two in the Pacific region. In a written question MEP Thijs Berman (PSE) asks the Commission under what conditions, since the  1st of January this year, the EU has traded with ACP countries which have not or not yet concluded EPAs.

The EU Coherence Programme shares the concerns of MEP Berman, since the Generalised System of Preferences (GSP) is now applied to trade with the ACP countries concerned. Under the GSP, trade conditions are less favourable compared to the trade regime under Cotonou. One of the policy recommendations in the EU Coherence Programme’s EPA case study states that the EU should guarantee ACP countries that have not, or not yet, signed an EPA an interim regime that is in no way less favourable than the Cotonou regime . Only in this manner, the developing countries will be enable to overcome the transition period and continue the negotiations on EPAs with the EU.

Perhaps more importantly even, MEP Berman questions the fragmentation of the regions of ACP countries resulting from the fact that all regions except the Cariforum have signed individual interim EPAs.

The EU Coherence Programme was under the impression that EPAs were to incorporate two main objectives: 1) increased regional integration among countries in ACP sub-regions[1] and 2) the ‘smooth and gradual integration of the ACP states into the world economy, with due regard for their political choices and development priorities’[2]. These are strategic choices, made with a view to achieving the Cotonou development objectives. By concluding individual interim-EPAs with a number of developing countries, the EU risks to fail on the first objective, causing further fragmentation instead of encouraging regional integration. This situation will most likely increase differences among the already diverse economies of many ACP countries in one EPA-region. Furthermore, this severely endangers the prospect of sustainable economic development and the attraction of substantial foreign investment in these regions, as was foreseen. 

Finally, MEP Berman urges the Commission to acknowlegde that increasing EU import tariffs on products from developing countries runs contrary to an important aim of the EC Treaty, namely coherence between development policy and all other EU policy fields.

The EU Coherence Programme takes the view that by increasing the EU import tariffs, the situation for ACP countries has clearly become less favourable and is contradictory to the aim of offering all ACP countries equivalent trade conditions. Only the progressive elimination of tariffs and non-tariff barriers, both between the ACP countries and between the EPA-regions and the EU, will result in the establishment of regional free-trade areas. By focusing exclusively on the trade aspect of the EPAs, the EU is disregarding its own goal of merging development policy and trade policy into a comprehensive framework. 

The EU Coherence Programme monitors the efforts made by MEPs to enhance Policy Coherence for Development in their daily work. MEP Bermans questions to the Commission highlight the interests of developing countries in the process of the EPA-negotiations. By doing so, MEP Berman holds the Commission to its commitments in terms of policy coherence for development. For this action, MEP Thijs Berman was awarded a coherence star.

Full question of Mr. Thijs Berman can be found below.

WRITTEN QUESTION E-0707/08

by Thijs Berman (PSE)

to the Commission

Subject: Economic Partnership Agreements

Date: 5 February 2008

On 1 January 2008, the Cotonou Agreement governing trade relations between the European Union and 79 developing countries expired. It did not prove possible to conclude new trade agreements with all the ACP countries involved before that date. For a number of ACP countries, the new situation thereby created is considerably less favourable: they now fall under the Generalised System of Preferences (GSP). Their exports to the EU are subject to higher import tariffs, although Article 37(6) of the Cotonou Agreement laid down that the European Union undertook, after the termination of this agreement, to offer all ACP countries equivalent trade conditions, subject of course to WTO rules.

1.         Under what conditions has the EU since 1 January traded with the ACP countries which have not (or not yet) concluded EPAs? Can the Commission as soon as possible submit a list of the import tariffs which the EU imposes, with a breakdown per ACP country concerned and per group of products?

2.         Can the Commission forward to the Committee on Development the full text of the EPAs (or interim EPAs) which have so far been signed? Can the Commission give a pledge that members of the Committee on Development will in future receive these and similar texts relating to developing countries, strictly in confidence, in the same way as their counterparts in the Committee on International Trade are allowed to inspect such texts in confidence?

3.         How does the Commission propose to tackle the fragmentation of the regions of ACP countries arising from the fact that all regions except the Cariforum have signed interim EPAs?

4.         Can the Commission give an undertaking and, insofar as is possible at this stage, demonstrate that a guideline is used in negotiating an EPA which has the aim of ensuring that origin rules are applied fairly and flexibly?

5.         Does the Commission agree that increasing EU import tariffs on products from developing countries runs contrary to another important aim of the Lisbon Treaty, namely coherence between development policy and all other fields of EU policy? How and when will the Commission put an end to this flagrant inconsistency?

 

 

E-0707/08
Answer by Mandelson

On behalf of the Commission

Date: 9 April 2008

The Commission as the Community's negotiator and the African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries were under pressure in 2007 to conclude negotiations before the expiry on 31 December 2007 of the Cotonou trade regime and the World Trade Organisation (WTO) waiver that covered it. Where it was not possible to agree a full European Partnership Agreement (EPA), the Commission sought to reach, at the minimum, interim WTO compatible goods trade agreements to prevent trade disruption for the non-LDC (least-developed countries) ACP countries. All LDC ACP countries continue to benefit from the duty free access under Everything But Arms (EBA). 

There are in total only ten ACP non-LDC countries with which the Commission has not concluded negotiations on an EPA or Interim Agreement. These countries now pay standard GSP (Generalised System of Preferences) duties on any exports to the European Union. Seven of them are small Pacific Islands who barely trade with the EU and are essentially unaffected by this change.

The structure of trade of the remaining three African countries who declined to negotiate interim agreements (Nigeria, Congo Brazzaville and Gabon) means they are barely affected. They export very few products liable for duties under the standard GSP. The Commission notes that based on previous exports, the percentage of their trade eligible for entering the EU duty free under the standard GSP would be 99 %, 97 % and 94 % respectively.

The requested documents have been transmitted to Parliament in conformity with the Inter-Institutional Framework Agreement with appropriate confidentiality and, as a matter of fact have been transmitted to the Committee on International Trade and the Development Committee. As soon as the texts will have passed the legal scrubbing and in agreement with the Community's negotiating partners, they will be made public. The Commission regularly informs the European Parliament and will continue to do so in line with the framework Agreement.

The Interim Agreements allow the Community and its ACP partners to pursue negotiations to conclude full EPAs without the threat of legal action or the divisive effect of a deadline affecting only the non-LDC countries. 

As illustrated by the Cariforum EPA, the Community and its ACP partners' aim remains to conclude full EPAs at regional level. Interim Agreements provide already a step towards regional integration and larger regional markets by ensuring that there is now a duty free trade regime covering the majority of ACP countries. Hence, there is less fragmentation than under the Cotonou trade regime where more regions were split between non-LDCs who paid duties on agricultural products and LDCs who did not.

The Interim Agreements also bring four Southern African Customs Union countries into a regional trade deal with the Community when their trade relations were previously dominated by the Community-South Africa agreement to which they are not party.

At the end, all Interim Agreements will be replaced by full regional EPAs as envisaged in the Cotonou Agreement.

In its Declaration on Rules of Origin made at the 10 December 2007 General Affairs and External Relations Council, the Commission stated that it recognises the need for improved Rules of Origin in EPAs, making them simpler, more transparent, easier, improved and offering greater predictability. This will ensure that ACP countries fully benefit from preferential market access, providing the necessary legal certainty whilst preventing circumvention so as to ensure the benefits from improvements accrue to the ACP.

The Commission remains committed to agreeing full regional EPAs with all ACP regions to provide the comprehensive trade and development agreements consistent with the EC Treaty and envisaged in the Cotonou Agreement. It has negotiated interim agreements with all ACP countries that wished to do so. The Commission also believes that the Interim Agreements significantly improved African access to EU markets, safeguarded significant numbers of jobs and investment in agricultural industries and demonstrate its commitment to coherent policy in the field of trade and development.

More information?

Visit the website of the European Parliament
Visit the website of MEP Thijs Berman
Trade
Written question MEP Mote: Economic Partnership Agreements
11 FEBRUARY 2008

The Economic Partnership Agree- ments (EPAs) are meant to merge development policy and trade policy into a comprehensive framework within the Cotonou agreement. Up till now only the Caribbean region has signed an EPA and  in total 35 individual interim EPA’s have been negotiated with a segment of the involved ACP-countries: as mentioned 15 in the Caribbean, and 18 in the African an two in the Pacific region. In two written questions MEP Ashley Mote (NI) asks the Commission, firstly, if EPAs will indeed benefit both signatories equally. Secondly, MEP Mote asks the Commission to explain why individual deals are being made with ACP-countries, as this is in conflict with WTO regulations and with the original idea of concluding regional EPAs. 

 
The EU Coherence Programme monitors the efforts made by MEPs to address Policy Coherence for Development on a day-to-day basis. MEP Mote’s questions to the Commission underline developing countries’ interests in the EPA process. He urges the Commission to be coherent in its actions. By doing so, MEP Mote holds the Commission to its commitments in terms of policy coherence for development. For this action, MEP Ashley Mote  was awarded a coherence star.

WRITTEN QUESTION E-0362/08
By Ashley Mote (NI)

to the Commission

Subject: Economic Partnership Agreements- Mark 2

Date: 4 February 2008

Given the answer to my Question E‑1309/07, will the Commission now explain why it is that the local populations having these partnerships inflicted on them by the EU are taking to the streets in opposition? Several independent international aid organisations, as well as some local experts (presumably the few not tainted by corruption) realise that the effect of these EPAs will be to make their economic future even more precarious. Why else have some countries refused to sign?

Why does the Commission continue to ignore the crucial fact that these agreements benefit the EU far more than the other signatories? Or is that just another reflection of EU ruthlessness when dealing with independent nations? 

Furthermore, how does the Commission intend to deal with the developing situation of ‘some in, some out’, given that the WTO has decided these deals must be brokered on an ‘all in, all out’ basis?

Is it not inevitable that competition from elsewhere, China for example, will eventually oblige the EU to negotiate proper trade agreements with African countries on an equal footing?

So far the Commission has not replied

WRITTEN QUESTION E-1309/07

By Ashley Mote (ITS)

to the Commission

Subject: Economic Partnership Agreements

Date: 14 March 2007

Why is the European Commission putting pressure on some 75 of the world's poorest countries in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific (ACP) to sign EPAs with the European Union?

Does the Commission not agree that forcing these countries to give up the right to protect their markets will result in even more hardship on what modest resources they currently have?

If not, why not?

E1309/2007

Answer by Mandelson

On behalf of the Commission

Date: 10 May 2007

The pressure to sign European partnership agreements (EPAs) comes from the deadline set by the Cotonou Agreement and by other World Trade Organisations (WTO) members of 31 December 2007 to conclude negotiations. The choice of EPAs as the best option for development was made jointly by the EU and ACP in the Cotonou Agreement in 2000. There is no alternative that can offer the same development benefits or level of access to EU markets. Ministers and senior officials from all six EPA regions have recently reaffirmed both the choice of EPAs as the best instrument for development and their commitment to meeting the end 2007 deadline.

The Commission is not forcing the ACP to give up the right to protect markets. The only way to maintain ACP market access to the EU is a WTO‑compliant free trade area. This requires that ‘substantially all trade’ between the two parties is free of all barriers. The Commission is working to use flexibility under WTO rules in order to support ACP development. This means the EU taking deeper liberalisation commitments than the ACP to allow them the flexibility to protect sensitive products, proposing longer transition times than used in any other EU free trade agreement and providing appropriate development finance to accompany the EPA and support the ACP through the process of change. This will include mechanisms and reform proposals to prevent any eventual fiscal impacts from liberalisation undermining government expenditure.

More information?

Visit the website of the European Parliament
Visit the website of MEP Ashley Mote
Click here to read our case study on ‘Economic Partnership Agreements’

Trade
Still growing concerns in the last stage of EPA negotiations
19 DECEMBER 2007
Despite negotiations having entered the final stage, several Members of the European Parliament express their concern about the EPAs. They doubt whether these agreements are coherent with development objectives. 

The Economic Partnership Agreements are under negotiation with the ACP countries since 2002 and are scheduled to be signed and take effect in January 2008. 

In last year’s review of the joint ACP-EU Parliamentary Assembly on the negotiations of the EPAs, it was stressed repeatedly that the EPAs should be negotiated as development agreements rather then trade agreements. However, a lack of transparency of the negotiations process and a lack of trust that the EPAs will not disadvantage developing countries’ markets, have caused growing concerns among NGOs, ACP countries and other stakeholders from the start. 

MEP Goudin (IND/DEM group) expressed her concern once again by asking the European Commission whether it has taken account of the criticism from a number of organizations about the signing of the EPAs, and how it has done so. In Europe and in the ACP countries, civil society do not believe the EPAs to be a tool for increasing development in the ACP countries. The case of Kenya shows how serious matters are: early November two NGO lobby groups1 filed a law suit at the Kenya’s Supreme Court to halt the signing of the EPAs, Goudin writes. 

One of the objectives of the EPAs is to increase regional integration among countries in ACP sub-regions. This should lead to the formation of several regionally-integrated free trade blocs amongst ACP countries in order to create a stronger position on the world market. MEP Hutchinson (PSE) reacts to the Commission’s statement in which it claims to be prepared to sign EPAs with only a few countries within a single sub-region if the other countries in this region will fail to sign before the agreed deadlines. Hutchinson points out that this could lead to tensions between the countries within one region. This would be contrary to the objective of regional integration. 

MEP Berman (PSE) goes a step further even by pointing out that not signing an EPA with non-Least Developed Countries, consequently leaving them with market access conditions under the Generalised System of Preferences, as Commissioner Mandelson said, is in fact illegal and ignores article 37-6 of the Cotonou Agreement:

“In 2004, the Community will assess the situation of the non-LDC which, after consultations with the Community decide that they are not in a position to enter into economic partnership agreements and will examine all alternative possibilities, in order to provide these countries with a new framework for trade which is equivalent to their existing situation and in conformity with WTO rules” (Cotonou Agreement, 37-6)
The EU Coherence Programme closely scrutinizes EU policies to see to what extent they comply with or contradict development objectives. The Economic Partnership Agreements have been an important issue in the Policy Coherence for Development debate from the start. Because the Members of the European Parliament quoted above strive for EPAs that are more coherent with development objectives, the EU Coherence Programme has awarded their party  a coherence-star.

Our case study on the EPAs elaborates the incoherencies on the issue of EPAs in more detail.

>>> click here to read the case study

 



[1] The Kenya Small-Scale Farmers Forum and Kenya Human Rights Commission. 

 

Trade
Written question MEP Karim: Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs)
26 FEBRUARY 2007
In a written question MEP Sajjad Karim (PPE - DE) asked the Commission questions on GAERC decision re trade-related assistance

The EU Coherence Programme monitors the efforts made by MEPs to address Policy Coherence for Development in their daily political activities. MEP Karim’s question to the Commission underlines the importance of policy coherence on the subject of biofuels. They urge the Commission to be coherent in its actions. For this action, MEP Sajjad Karim (PPE DE) was awarded a coherence star. 

Full question can be read below
Given that the GAERC decision of 16 October 2006 that Aid for Trade for EPAs will only cover trade policy and regulations and trade development activities, could the Council clarify how other needs arising from EPAs (such as trade-related infrastructure, building productive capacity and trade-related adjustment) will concretely be addressed?

 

More information?

Visit the website of the European Parliament
