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EU Policy on Trade and Labour 
 
EU policy on trade and labour is based on the principle that good social conditions underpin 
sustainable productivity growth and promote the efficient production of high quality goods and 
services generating a net added value. Conversely, our policies and the intellectual arguments 
underpinning them seek to discourage the notion that ‘social dumping’ or a race to the bottom in 
terms of social standards, constitutes an acceptable or effective means of gaining a competitive 
advantage in trade. Consequently, we favour the promotion of core labour standards (CLS) and 
decent work in all countries at all levels of development. Core labour rights are defined as the ILO 
core conventions on freedom of association (Conventions 87, 98), elimination of forced or 
compulsory labour (29, 105), elimination of discrimination in the work place (100, 111) and abolition 
of child labour (138, 182). Decent work covers a broader variety of labour issues such as working 
hours and minimum wages. While promoting these principles, EU policy makes clear that the 
pursuit of social issues should not be used for protectionist purposes, and we reject any unilateral 
sanctions-based approach. 
 
WTO 
In the WTO context, a reference to core labour standards was included in the Declaration of the 1st 
WTO Ministerial Conference (Singapore 1996).  However, WTO members have not agreed to 
include this issue as part of the Doha Development Agenda. Nevertheless, the Commission is 
committed to addressing trade and social development, core labour standards and commitment to 
meaningful dialogue between the WTO and ILO, both in the EU’s own Trade Policy Review and in 
the Trade Policy Reviews of other countries. As part of this process, the International Confederation 
of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) prepare reports on core labour standards ahead of each Trade 
Policy Review. EU trade policy also remains in favour of observer status for the ILO in the WTO. 
 
Bilateral, regional and trade co-operation agreements 
The EC has also pursued social development objectives in regional, bi-regional and bilateral 
arrangements. All its most recent agreements recognise and promote social rights. The 
Commission has for example entered into dialogue and co-operation with countries such as Chile, 
South Africa and bi-regionally with the ACP (Africa, Caribbean and Pacific) countries, the Gulf Co-
operation Council, Mercosur and other regions.  
 
 
GSP 
Since 1998, the EC has also been granting further trade preferences under the Generalised System 
of Preferences (GSP) special incentive arrangements to those developing countries that assure the 
respect of the core labour rights as defined by the ILO or comply with internationally recognised 
standards on sustainable forest management. In the framework of the new GSP scheme adopted 
on 27 June 2005 by the Council, a new GSP incentive for sustainable development provides 
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additional tariff preferences for countries which have signed and effectively implemented the core 
UN/ILO human/labour right international conventions.  
 
EU Funding and Technical Assistance (inside and outside EU) 
The EU funds projects to develop labour markets and help adjustment to trade opening, both inside 
the EU and in other countries. A few examples of recent, current and proposed projects include: 
 

• The evolving world of work: progress and uncertainties in working and employment 
conditions (EU); 

 
• Working and employment conditions in future EU member states; 

 
• Measuring the impact of trade on labour and employment (Philippines, Uganda); 
 
• Poverty reduction through employment and trade expansion in the creative industries in five 

ACP (African, Caribbean, Pacific) countries; 
 

• Technical and vocational education and training (TVET) in Bangladesh. 
 
Labour adjustment to trade opening is very important if all members of society are to gain from the 
benefits of global trade. The European Commission is currently working on a proposal for a 
European Globalisation Fund. This fund will help labour markets in Europe adjust to more open 
global trade, providing support to European workers made redundant in uncompetitive industries.  
 
Similarly, the Commission has been funding a pilot project, in collaboration with the ILO, to develop 
a tool for assessing the effects of trade opening on labour markets and employment in developing 
countries. The Philippines and Uganda were used as case studies, and both proved successful. 
Other countries, such as Ukraine and Morocco, have already shown interest in receiving technical 
assistance to develop their own trade and labour indicators. The aim is to use the indicators to help 
in labour market adjustment by predicting the impacts of trade on different sectors and workers, and 
in this way to plan support more effectively for the industries concerned. Although EU funding for 
technical assistance to develop labour adjustment indicators is limited, countries that are interested 
in the programme should contact their European Commission delegation and/or DG Trade1 for more 
information. 
 

                                                      
1 Government departments interested in European Commission technical assistance for developing indicators to 
assess the effects of trade opening on labour and employment should contact their local European Commission 
delegation and/or contact Dr Graham Floater at DG Trade in Brussels: graham.floater@cec.eu.int . The EC cannot 
guarantee funding, but is open to requests. 


