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EU Trade policy - basic features
Policy conceptsPolicy concepts

to contribute to sustainable development by to contribute to sustainable development by 
integrating more countries in world tradeintegrating more countries in world trade

Promote values 
On democracy, rule of law, 
environment, social rights, 
public services, cultural 
diversity, food security...

Open world trade markets, 
through:
the progressive abolition of 
obstacles to international trade 
and the lowering of customs 
barriers

Harness globalisation by:
agreeing on a set of rules to 
regulate markets, and 
ensuring compatibility of trade 
opening with other societal 
values
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EU policy on trade and labour

“Fairness and Flexibility”

• EU policy is based on the principle that flexible 
labour markets, with appropriate labour 
standards, underpin strong and sustainable 
economic growth. 

• Fairness. EU promotes core labour standards 
(CLS) and decent work for all.

• Flexibility. EU recognises the importance of 
labour market adjustment to trade 
liberalisation.



5

Core Labour Standards (CLS)

• ILO core labour standards:

1. Elimination of forced labour
2. Elimination of discrimination
3. Abolition of child labour
4. Freedom of association
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Core Labour Standards (CLS)

• The EU’s own experience shows that high labour 
standards support economic development. There 
has been no race to the bottom in Europe: EU 
legislation ensures minimum standards for 
occupational health and safety and for working 
conditions.

• Internationally, we recognise the role of the ILO 
and an effective application of CLS, through 
positive instruments, and incentive based 
approaches.
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Bilateral and Regional Trade 
Agreements

• The EU pursues social development objectives in 
regional, bi-regional and bilateral agreements. 

• The EU’s most recent agreements all recognise and 
promote labour rights. 

• Examples include Chile, South Africa and bi-
regionally with the Gulf Co-operation Council.

• Economic Partnership Agreements with ACP 
(African, Caribbean and Pacific) countries will be 
based on the Cotonou Agreement, which includes 
commitments to core labour standards (CLS).
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Generalised System of Preferences 
(GSP)

• Since 1998, the EU has granted further trade preferences 
under the Generalised System of Preferences (GSP), 
providing special incentive arrangements to developing 
countries that respect ILO core labour rights. 

• EU withdrew GSP from Myanmar (Burma) and is considering 
withdrawal from Belarus for serious violations of labour and 
human rights.

• The new GSP+ scheme (adopted June 2005) provides 
additional tariff preferences for countries that have signed 
and effectively implemented core conventions on human 
rights and labour rights.
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Trade and Labour Market 
Adjustment

• Flexible labour markets are important for 
adapting to open global trade.

• Workers made redundant in uncompetitive 
industries may need support as labour markets 
adjust.

• The EU funds projects to develop labour markets 
and implement trade-related adjustment, both 
inside the EU and in other countries. 
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Labour Market Adjustment 
(inside EU)

• 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. 
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Labour Market Adjustment 
(outside EU)

• The European Commission has been funding 
a pilot project to develop indicators for 
assessing the effects of trade opening on 
labour markets and employment in 
developing countries. 

• The aim is to use the indicators to help in 
labour market adjustment by predicting the 
impacts of trade – and trade agreements - on 
different sectors and workers, and in this way 
to plan support more effectively for the 
sectors concerned. 



12

Labour Market Adjustment 
(outside EU)

• The trade & labour indicators have been 
developed in the Philippines and Uganda.  
Other countries, such as Ukraine and 
Morocco, have already requested funding 
(Technical Assistance) to develop their own 
indicators. 

• Countries interested in funding for their own 
indicators should contact their European 
Commission delegation and/or DG Trade for 
more information.
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Conclusions

• EU believes in fairness and flexibility: core labour 
standards and labour markets that can adjust to 
open trade.

• Fairness. EU promotes core labour standards 
through trade agreements and GSP.

• Flexibility. EU funds projects to assess and 
support labour market adjustment in the EU and 
developing countries. Countries interested in 
funding can contact the European Commission.


