
Public services in the European Union (EU) are 

under threat from international trade negotiations 

that endanger governments’ ability to regulate and 

citizens’ rights to access basic services like water, 

health, and energy, for the sake of corporate profits. 

The EU’s CETA (Comprehensive Economic and Trade 

Agreement) agreement with Canada, the ratification of 

which could begin in 2016, and the TTIP (Transatlantic 

Trade and Investment Partnership) treaty under 

negotiation with the United States are the latest cul-

mination in such efforts. In a worst case scenario, they 

could lock in public services into a commercialisation 

from which they will not recover – no matter how 

damaging to welfare the results may be.

This report sheds some light on the secretive collu-

sion between big business and trade negotiators in 

the making of the EU’s international trade deals. It 

shows the aggressive agenda of services corpora-

tions with regards to TTIP and CETA, pushing for 

far-reaching market opening in areas such as health, 

cultural and postal services, and water, which would 

allow them to enter and dominate the markets. And 

it shows how those in charge of EU trade negotia-

tions are rolling out the red carpet for the services 

industry, with both the consolidated CETA agreement 

published in September 2014, as well as drafts of 

TTIP chapters and internal negotiation documents 

that reflect the wishlists of corporate lobbyists.

Key findings:

1. TTIP and CETA show clear hallmarks of 

being influenced by the same corporate lobby groups 

working in the area of services that have been built 

over the past decades during previous trade talks, 

such as the EU’s most powerful corporate lobby group 

BusinessEurope and the European Services Forum, 

a lobby outfit banding together business associa-

tions as well as major companies such as British 

Telecommunications and Deutsche Bank.

2. The relationship between industry and 

the European Commission is bi-directional, with 

the Commission actively stimulating business lob-

bying around its trade negotiations. This has been 

characterised as ‘reverse lobbying’, ie “the public 

authority lobbies business to lobby itself”. Pierre 

Defraigne, former Deputy Director-General of the 

European Commission’s trade department, speaks 

of a “systemic collusion between the Commission 

and business circles”.

3. The business lobby has achieved a huge 

success as CETA is set to become the first EU agree-

ment with the ‘negative list’ approach for services 

commitments. This means that all services are 

subject to liberalisation unless an explicit exception is 

made. It marks a radical departure from the positive 

lists used so far in EU trade deals which contain only 

those services which governments have agreed to 

liberalise, leaving other sectors unaffected. The nega-

tive list approach dramatically expands the scope of a 

trade agreement as governments make commitments 

in areas they might not even be aware of, such as 

new services emerging in the future. The same could 

happen in TTIP where the Commission is pressuring 

EU member states to accept the same, risky approach, 

meeting the demands of the business lobby.

4. Big business has successfully lobbied 

against the exemption of public services from CETA 

and TTIP as both agreements apply to virtually all 

services. A very limited general exemption only exists 

for services “supplied in the exercise of governmental 

authority”. But to qualify for this exemption, a service 

has to be carried out “neither on a commercial basis 

nor in competition with one or more economic opera-

tors”. Yet nowadays, in virtually all traditional public 

sectors, private companies exist alongside public sup-

pliers – often resulting in fierce competition between 

the two. This effectively limits the governmental 
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