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VCI Position 

A renewed trade policy for a stronger Europe 

 

Introduction: The VCI’s Trade Policy Principles 

The VCI represents the German chemical-pharmaceutical industry, an industry with a 

global position of exports worth over 200 billion euros and imports of 146 billion euros. 

With a multitude of products, it enables a wide variety of value chains. Sustainable 

development is inconceivable without products from the chemical-pharmaceutical 

industry.  

The VCI traditionally advocates open markets and rules-based trade within the 

framework of international agreements and contracts. Even in a changed environment - 

geopolitical tensions, competition of systems with China and weakness of the rules-

based system, sustainability challenges, transformation and Green Deal, international 

risks caused by Covid-19 - the VCI maintains this fundamental orientation. The 

association supports the framework and the modernization of the WTO and advocates 

that the EU consistently develops its network of bilateral agreements with partners. 

Further. Politicians and business must increasingly bear in mind that the existing 

regulatory framework is no longer sufficient for a world which is more and more 

characterized by geopolitical differences, and that different approaches to cooperation, 

dialogue, reconciliation of interests or, if necessary, confrontation have become 

necessary for different partners and competitors. Therefore, EU trade and foreign 

policy must act in close coordination without trade policy being degraded to an 

instrument of foreign policy. 

The German chemical-pharmaceutical industry is aware of the necessity to change in 

the sense of a global sustainable development and wants to seize this change process 

as an opportunity. Our sector is convinced that this transformation requires not only 

industrial but also trade policy support. However, in order to be able to tackle the global 

problems that need to be overcome in a truly targeted manner, the chemical and 

pharmaceutical industry must be able to act globally. This requires international 

dialogue, cooperation and agreements, but not protectionism. 

In setting its political course, the new Commission should always be aware that a 

strong economy and industry are the indispensable foundation for a strong EU in the 

world, and only successful restructuring that preserves the industry's ability to perform 

will serve as a model for other regions. 

Reflecting these principles, we are now addressing the following consultation issues. 
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Trade policy in the post-Covid-19 world 

 

1. How can trade policy help to improve the EU’s resilience and build a model of 
open strategic autonomy? 

Resilience has gained importance in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, but it must 

not be the sole objective of EU industrial policy and trade policy. Resilience, efficiency, 

prosperity, security and sustainable development should be adequately balanced. 

Emphasizing this initially, the German chemical and pharmaceutical industry is 

convinced that foreign trade contributes to the resilience of the economy and society. 

Both the growing U.S.-Chinese tensions and the efforts to combat the pandemic 

currently reveal that value chains must be over and again reviewed for their resilience 

and adapted as necessary. Checking resilience is primarily a matter for companies. 

The state can support companies in this task, but it should not distort corporate 

decisions by dirigiste intervention at the border. With regard to political measures, it is 

important to proceed in a fact-oriented manner and focus on the really important areas. 

More resilience, international trade and strategic autonomy can best be reconciled by 

diversifying value chains. Companies should use the network of free trade agreements 

for this purpose, and trade policy should expand and develop the network of FTAs 

further. Strengthening and developing the multilateral regulatory system would also 

increase the resilience of societies. Where both approaches reach their limits, 

consideration should be given to creating complementary governance alternatives, for 

example with regard to partners such as the United States or China. 

Concretely with regard to resilience in the Covid-19 context, the initiative of the 

Directorate General for Trade (DG Trade) on "Trade in healthcare products" is an 

example of a sensible approach to strengthen value chains – for fighting the pandemic 

through liberalization and rules instead of weakening them through unilateral steps of 

bulkheading. The beginning of the Corona crisis has shown: Trade restrictions have 

stood in the way of resilience. And resilience increases through trade facilitation, not 

through trade restrictions/prevention. 

In parallel, it would be desirable to step up long-term regulatory cooperation efforts so 

that regulatory differences, e.g. in protective equipment and pharmaceuticals, do not 

lead to bottlenecks. 

Strengthening the production base within the EU can also increase resilience. 

However, this must be achieved through good location conditions "behind the border", 

not through protection "at the border" or coercion. In its measures to increase 

resilience, the EU should consider the entire range of instruments, including 

stockpiling. However, this goes beyond the topic of trade policy. 

From the viewpoint of the German chemical-pharmaceutical industry, the approach of 

an "open strategic autonomy" propagated by DG Trade seems to be adequate in the 

current world situation in order to safeguard the interests of the EU in the world. 
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However, in implementing this concept, it is of central importance to avoid bulkheading 

against our trading partners. The chemical-pharmaceutical industry is particularly 

dependent on strong global research networks and value chains. Breaking up such 

networks in favour of European isolated solutions would counteract the goal of resilient 

supply systems. 

 

2. What initiatives should the EU take – alone or with other trading partners – to 
support business, including SMEs, to assess risks as well as solidifying and 
diversifying supply chains? 

In terms of increasing resilience, support for the diversification of value chains should 

be the leitmotif of the new trade strategy. This applies to both imports and exports. 

Trade must become easier, not more difficult. 

the network of existing trade agreements should be strengthened and expanded, and 

the rules of the agreements should be designed in such a way that the agreements can 

be easily used by companies. 

Regulatory cooperation with important partners, e.g. on standards, should be 

expanded. 

The WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement can also play an important role in supporting 

diversification. Multilateral institutions such as the WCO and international initiatives 

such as the WCO-Customs-Business Partnership (AEO) could also be strengthened. 

The EU and its Member States could explore, in dialogue with business, which 

information - including confidential information - could be made available for risk 

assessment and resilience improvement. 

 

3. How should the multilateral trade framework (WTO) be strengthened to 
ensure stability, predictability and a rules-based environment for fair and 
sustainable trade and investment? 

A functioning WTO is or would be the best framework to support rules-based and 

cooperation-oriented trade and investment and thus sustainable and resilient 

development in the EU and worldwide. Therefore, the EU should continue and intensify 

its pronounced efforts to stabilize and modernize the WTO.  

In view of the political circumstances, the WTO's existing procedural rules have 

reached their limits. In the future, the WTO should be used more as a platform for 

plurilateral agreements (health related products, new technologies). 

The horizontal WTO rules, too, need to be further developed. Priority topics should be 

the rules for subsidies, for supporting climate protection and for other Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). In this context, the further development of the rules on 

Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT) towards a framework for regulatory cooperation and 

the rules for the protection of intellectual property should also be examined.   
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4. How can we use our broad network of existing FTAs or new FTAs to improve 
market access for EU exporters and investors, and promote international 
regulatory cooperation – particularly in relation to digital and green technologies 
and standards in order to maximise their potential? 

Against the backdrop of the current weakness of the WTO system and growing 

geopolitical tensions, bilateral trade agreements are a particularly important component 

of EU trade policy. 

Here, rules that are workable for companies in implementation (for example, 

verification of origin) are of central importance. 

The EU approaches to improving “FTA implementation” and “trade enforcement” can 

also make important contributions in this context. 

Against the background of the transformation of industry, one approach worth 

considering would be to strengthen regulatory cooperation and thus also pursue 

sustainability goals. 

Furthermore, it could be examined to what extent the review mechanisms of the FTAs 

could be transformed into a built-in modernisation/further development, in order to 

continuously deepen the EU’s partnerships where this aspect is relevant. The further 

development of bilateral agreements into trade blocks could also be driven forward 

across geographical borders. 

In view of the geopolitical situation an accelerated expansion of the FTA network is of 

strategic interest. Therefore, for future agreements, the "splitting" between "EU only" 

and parts requiring approval should become standard practice and the agreements 

should not be overloaded with non-trade issues. 

 

5. With which partners and regions should the EU prioritise its engagement? In 
particular, how can we strengthen our trade and investment relationships with 
the neighbouring countries and Africa to our mutual benefit? 

The EU should be in dialogue with all key partners. Various forms of engagement 

should be used in the further development of the EU's strategic network - FTAs as well 

as other formats. 

Relations with the USA, China and Russia are of outstanding strategic importance for 

the EU. Comprehensive bilateral trade agreements with these three countries currently 

appear neither realistic nor purposeful - although in principle desirable with the USA. 

The dialogue must be intensified at other levels. In particular, the systemic competitor 

China and its geopolitical and industrial strategy pose major challenges for the EU, 

which should be addressed in a balanced approach. 

The United Kingdom and Turkey are particularly close to the EU - geographically and 

economically. Even if the trade framework with these two countries has recently 

deteriorated, the EU should work towards further developing existing agreements or - if 

necessary - creating new ones. 
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In the context of cooperation with Africa - especially with regard to transformation 

issues - trade policy must be strongly interlinked with development policy. 

In general, the EU should base the prioritization of its trade agenda on the criteria of 

economic significance (current and perspective), geopolitical relevance, stable 

common values and opportunities for implementation. 

With respect to all partners, the following applies: The EU will only be able to 

adequately represent its interests if there is great unity. 

 

6. How can trade policy support the European renewed industrial policy? 

In the context of the industrial transformation strategies associated with the Green Deal 

and digitization, the EU should be guided by the principle of open strategic autonomy. 

Isolated application of new technologies in the EU do not help meet the global 

sustainability challenges. It follows from this that exports of new technologies and the 

introduction and application of innovative solutions from third countries must remain 

possible, as must the international networking of knowledge for efficient innovation and 

diffusion processes. 

The chemical-pharmaceutical industry is convinced that “infant industry protection” 

motivated by industrial policy, e.g. through tariffs, is not effective. Competence building 

in the EU must not and cannot take place behind protective walls; it must rely on good 

location conditions for international exchange. 

The new EU industrial strategy focuses on improving framework conditions and on 

building "strategic" ecosystems. Here, the following applies: Setting the framework and 

- where necessary - providing support and promotion should be the means of choice, 

not protection. As a rule, support implies subsidies. Moreover, the international 

regulatory framework must be observed. At the same time, new promotion elements, 

e.g. pursuing the Green Deal goals, must be taken into account when adapting 

international and European subsidy rules. 

Close regulatory cooperation and European commitment in international 

standardization are also of great importance for the global transformation of national 

economies. 

It should be examined whether WTO-compliant sectoral agreements on new fields of 

technology (tariffs, NTBs) could have more chances of success than the overly broad 

EGA - this would be desirable. 
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7. What more can be done to help SMEs benefit from the opportunities of 
international trade and investment? Where do they have specific needs or 
particular challenges that could be addressed by trade and investment policy 
measures and support? 

SMEs are particularly helped by straightforward procedures in foreign trade and simple 

rules in free trade agreements. The Commission's FTA implementation process should 

make important contributions to this. The market access strategy, including the new 

market access platform Access2Markets, free advisory services, export promotion and 

the Trade Facilitation Agreement should take the needs of SMEs into account. 

 

8. How can trade policy facilitate the transition to a greener, fairer and more 
responsible economy at home and abroad? How can trade policy further 
promote the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)? How should 
implementation and enforcement support these objectives? 

The German chemical-pharmaceutical industry is convinced that international trade 

and investment per se contribute to achieving the SDGs. At the same time, the 

transformation of the industry should and will contribute to supporting SDGs; industrial 

policy must take the leading role in this transformation. Trade policy and industrial 

policy geared toward market opening are thus two central instruments for sustainable 

development. 

In the long term, multilateral approaches and regulatory cooperation - in the chemical 

sector, for example, in the context of SAICM - are the most effective way to advance 

SDGs. 

The German chemical industry wants to support the achieving of SDGs and the 

creation of a greenhouse gas neutral economy with many new technologies, e.g. 

chemical recycling, hydrogen technologies or sustainable battery cells. To this end, 

both the export and import side must be taken into account, and rules on access, 

protection of investments and intellectual property rights are essential to make the 

SDGs a reality. 

At first glance, an Environmental Goods Agreement (EGA) appears to be the ideal 

combination of market opening and environmental protection. In our view, the practical 

problems of an appropriate and non-discriminatory design of such an agreement are 

unfortunately still unsolved due to the lack of objective criteria and definitions. 

Therefore, the Commission could examine whether splitting the EGA into smaller sub-

complexes, e.g. into various limited fields of technology that can be better depicted in 

HS codes, would be a purposeful approach. 

With regard to new trade barriers, such as border adjustment measures for climate 

protection (CBA), the risks far outweigh the opportunities. Not only do they threaten to 

become bureaucratic and ineffective, they also endanger export interests and add fuel 

to the fire of trade policy conflicts. Instead, the further development of international 

rules, e.g. under the Paris Agreement, should have absolute priority. 
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9. How can trade policy help to foster more responsible business conduct? What 
role should trade policy play in promoting transparent, responsible and 
sustainable supply chains? 

The German chemical-pharmaceutical industry is committed to the idea of sustainable 

development and has been working consistently for years on sustainable supply chain 

management – with the aim of making its activities and supply chains sustainable. 

Partnership-style action between industry and politics towards a higher and 

harmonized level of protection is welcome; support for existing industry initiatives by 

politicians is desirable. 

A European pioneering role in the further development of the existing international 

framework (UN, ILO, ...) is desirable, too. Furthermore, the EU should work towards its 

trading partners ratifying and respecting the relevant multilateral conventions. From the 

VCI’s viewpoint, national “going-it-alone” to support human rights in the supply chain is 

the wrong way.  

The protection of human rights should be addressed in a broad societal dialogue 

between all actors. 

As a matter of principle, a clear division of responsibilities between politics and 

business is necessary. Companies cannot assume political tasks. They - especially the 

SMEs - need clear guidance on what is legal or illegal, a framework that can be 

implemented, and they must be able to operate in a legally compliant manner under 

different jurisdictions. The de facto extraterritorial application of European or national 

rules creates major, sometimes insoluble challenges. 

Irrespective of the question of specific rules on responsible action in supply chains, we 

remain fundamentally convinced that positive developments regarding sustainable 

development and respect for human rights are more likely to be achieved through more 

economic exchange between European companies and the rest of the world than by 

reducing economic involvement - especially in the context of system competition with 

China. 

In this context, it would be desirable for the Trade Enforcement Officer to work towards 

the implementation of rules to support free trade. 

 

10. How can digital trade rules benefit EU businesses, including SMEs? How 
could the digital transition, within the EU but also in developing country trade 
partners, be supported by trade policy, in particular when it comes to key digital 
technologies and major developments (e.g. block chain, artificial intelligence, big 
data flows)? 

In the field of digital trade, cross-border data flows - while respecting the protection of 

personal data and confidential business information - are the central element.  

The VCI supports the efforts within the WTO to conclude an e-commerce agreement. 
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Inside the EU, the highest priority should be given to transforming customs and export 

control procedures into simple, secure and efficient digital processes. 

Furthermore, a move away from transaction-based customs controls for imports and 

exports towards self-assessment and centralized clearance should be initiated. 

 

11. What are the biggest barriers and opportunities for European businesses 
engaging in digital trade in third countries or for consumers when engaging in e-
commerce? How important are the international transfers of data for EU 
business activity? 

The central challenges that threaten commerce in the age of digitization are the spread 

of techno-nationalism and decoupling, especially between the US and China, 

combined with the increasing extraterritorial application of national rules. Digital 

"sovereignty" efforts by the EU can also contribute to this. It is important to strengthen 

the EU's digital skills without shutting itself off. 

 

12. In addition to existing instruments, such as trade defence, how should the 
EU address coercive, distortive and unfair trading practices by third countries? 
Should existing instruments be further improved or additional instruments be 
considered? 

From the perspective of the chemical-pharmaceutical industry, the revised TDI and 

investment screening framework should first be utilized and evaluated. However, a 

further tightening of the trade defence instruments would be the wrong approach. 

The problematic situations legitimately addressed in the Commission's White Paper 

"Leveling the playing field regarding foreign subsidies" should be further developed 

prudently; measures should only be derived if WTO-compliant, non-discriminatory 

implementation is possible, CBI of the companies remains protected and necessary EU 

subsidies to support transformation as well as counterfeiting and retaliation are taken 

into account. 

 

13. What other important topics not covered by the questions above should the 
Trade Policy Review address? 

In the context of the transformation of the economy and growing resilience 

requirements, there is increasing importance of IP protection, incentives and 

technology diffusion. The international framework for this should be reviewed. 

Regulatory cooperation should be given appropriate consideration as an element of 

trade policy. 

The EU should not orient its policies solely on the Green Deal alone. In view of the 

global geopolitical challenges, the Green Deal and the Commission's goal of creating 
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"A stronger Europe in the world" must be adequately balanced with each other and 

linked with a well-performing industry. This includes, inter alia, not overburdening trade 

agreements. 

 


