
 
 

 
 
 

   

1. Introduction: contextualization and assessment of bilateral Free Trade 
Agreements 

The European Commission has created a new generation of bilateral trade and investment 

agreements within the scope of the “Global Europe” strategy1 in order to facilitate market access at a 
bilateral level after the liberalisation efforts declined within the World Trade Organisation. In the 
opinion of the Commission, this new generation of agreements shall fulfil several objectives:  

 
“The key economic criteria for new FTA partners should be market potential (economic size and 
growth) and the level of protection against EU export interests (tariffs and non tariff barriers). (…) In 

considering new FTAs, we will need to work to strengthen sustainable development through our 
bilateral trade relations. This could include incorporating new co-operative provisions in areas relating 
to labour standards and environmental protection. We will also take into account the development 

needs of our partners and the potential impact of any agreement on other developing countries, in 
particular the potential effects on poor countries' preferential access to EU markets. The possible 
impact on development should be included as part of the overall impact assessment that will be 

conducted before deciding to launch FTA negotiations. (…) The decision to launch negotiations 
should be taken case-by-case, based on these economic criteria but also our partners' readiness and 
broader political considerations. FTA provisions should be an integral part of the overall relations with 

the country or region concerned.”2  
 
The communication seems to show a clear prioritization: sustainability aspects are subordinate to 

economic issues. This is also a reason why bilateral Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) are being 
strongly criticised in international discussions within civil society, and partly rejected per se. Even 
international alliances have been formed that mobilize transnationally against FTAs with the aim of 

abolishing them altogether.3  
 
Critizism specifically relates to the fact that the EU gives priority to economic issues and that it is, 

because of unequal negotiating powers, also in a much better position to implement these in the 
negotiations; it has also been noted that negotiations are taking place behind closed doors, and that 
even though enterprises and economic interest groups are consulted prior to these negotiations, trade 

unions and NGOs are not or not sufficiently involved.4 A number of NGOs demand a moratorium of 
the “Global Europe” agenda and a comprehensive revision of the trade and investment policy, also 
with regard to a more democratic structure of the negotiation process.5 

 
As long as this paradigm shift has not been accomplished – if it can ever be accomplished – 
negotiations and the conclusion of new Free Trade Agreements will continue. This leads to the 

question how future Free Trade Agreements can be designed in a way that minimizes detrimental 
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