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Bonn, 2 September 2024. The EU has created nu-
merous new unilateral trade and investment instru-
ments to reposition itself in an environment of geo-
economic competition as the climate crisis acceler-
ates. The EU should not alienate the international 
community by going alone with these “autonomous 
measures”. The EU needs partners worldwide to 
shape international policy. With respect to this, the 
effects of its unilateral trade policy are central, not 
least for countries in the Global South. In the future, 
the EU should pay more attention to how the geo-
economic turn in EU trade policy influences its role 
in the world. This is because the new unilateral in-
struments exacerbate conflicts of objectives be-
tween trade and development policy. 
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The EU has developed three types of new geo-eco-
nomic instruments in trade policy: firstly, competi-
tion instruments aimed at eliminating market distor-
tions and creating a level playing field for EU com-
panies. Secondly, security instruments that utilise 
economic measures to achieve security objectives. 
And thirdly, sustainability instruments that aim to 
minimise negative environmental effects in connec-
tion with trade and investment. 

The impact of these trade policy instruments on 
low-income and middle-income countries varies. 
Conflicting objectives between geo-economic and 
development policy goals are more relevant for sus-
tainability-related instruments of EU trade policy 
than for the other two kinds. 

“Conflicts of objectives between geo-
economics and development policy are 
particularly relevant for the EU's trade-
related sustainability instruments.” 

Competition and security instruments often have 
only a limited impact on developing countries. 
These instruments rarely provide for flexibility or ex-
ceptions for these countries. However, they are pri-
marily aimed at high-income and middle-income 
countries such as the USA, Japan, Brazil and 
China. Nonetheless, developing countries can be 
negatively affected. One example is the Interna-
tional Procurement Instrument (IPI), which restricts 
access to EU procurement markets for companies 
from countries that do not take part in liberalisation 
of their procurement market to a comparable extent 
to the EU. An exception for the least developed 
countries was explicitly integrated into the instru-
ment so as not to penalise suppliers from these 
countries. However, larger developing countries 
were not excluded. 

Sustainability-related instruments, on the other 
hand, can often have a substantial negative impact 
on developing countries. They often focus on high-
risk products or countries – and frequently target 
developing countries in particular. From the end of 
2024, for example, extensive due diligence obliga-
tions must be met for deforestation-free supply 
chains for raw materials such as wood, cocoa and 

coffee. These requirements primarily affect coun-
tries in the “Global South”. For the EU’s sustainabil-
ity policy to be effective, it is seen to be necessary 
that developing countries are not granted any flexi-
bility. Compensation in the form of financial or tech-
nical support is not envisaged as part of the instru-
ments. Developing countries also criticise the fact 
that they were not consulted in advance during the 
development of the new instruments. 

What conclusions can be drawn from this? Firstly, 
policy coherence for development appears to be 
becoming less important for the EU. This makes the 
EU less and less attractive as a partner for the 
countries of the Global South, especially in view of 
the constantly growing competition from major play-
ers such as China. Secondly, geo-economic com-
petition makes it difficult to reconcile the various ob-
jectives of EU foreign policy. The EU used to be 
able to present trade liberalisation as a panacea 
that would promote global prosperity, peace and 
sustainability. The new geo-economic paradigm 
recognises that the liberalisation of trade and in-
vestment is associated with significant risks and 
negative externalities in the areas of development, 
environment and security. 

In the future, the EU should ensure that trade policy 
measures to mitigate climate change or biodiversity 
loss are not taken at the expense of developing 
countries. If compensation or offsetting is not inte-
grated into the relevant trade policy instruments 
themselves, the EU should offer increased support 
through other channels. Important starting points 
include the EU-Africa Green Energy Initiative, the 
Global Gateway and bilateral initiatives and financ-
ing instruments. The new EU Commission therefore 
has a long to-do list. 
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