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New bilateral safeguard clauses on EU-Mercosur FTA: an ineffective technical
proposal against the structural and localised impact of the treaty

ECVC analysis

The new proposal to implement the bilateral safeguard clause of the EU-Mercosur Free Trade
Agreement (FTA) was supposed to save a deal widely recognised as an attack on farmers’ livelihoods
and on European food sovereignty. The safeguard clause was designed never to be activated,
functioning primarily as a communication tool to present the agreement as balanced. This
mechanism is not suited to prevent localised and structural impacts on farmers, as it may lead to
two possible outcomes: either the technical macroeconomic conditions will not be met, or farmers
will have to adapt by reducing their income and quality, or lowering environmental standards.
Farmers have raised their voices from the fields, attended meetings in Brussels, published their
positions and taken to the streets to tell the EU that these mechanisms do not work. This treaty
must be stopped, with or without safeguard measures, if we want to defend our ability to produce
our own food and end the exclusion of millions of farmers from their land and their work. We urge
Member States and MEPs to use all their power and influence to stop the EU-Mercosur Free Trade
Agreement.

A quarter-century of negotiations has yielded a safeguard clause built on improvisation and
arbitrariness. The clause states that a 10% decrease in the average price of a sensitive product and a
10% increase in its annual imports at the scale of one or several Member States should trigger the
safeguard mechanism. There is no explanation for why this is the appropriate condition or where these
numbers come from. However, a single macroeconomic rule for the entire continent that
determines that farmers are being injured cannot work. There are differences in food production and
in farmers' sensitivity to imports between different regions and sectors of agriculture. Furthermore, it
is biased to base the decision to activate the safeguard mechanism on prices, as their year-on-year
evolution is correlated with economic cycles. For instance, after a recession and an economic upturn,
prices and imports would fluctuate, and those fluctuations would not be attributed to Mercosur
imports, even if they have a significant impact on farmers’ incomes.

European livestock farmers, especially in France (the EU's largest beef producer) and Poland, fear that
the influx of South American products will saturate their markets and lead to unfair competition, as
these products are not subject to the same environmental and food safety standards as those in the
EU. We can analyse the effect of this mechanism on such sensitive sectors for the two possible cases
in which it could be applied. This could be a structural rise in agricultural product imports from
Mercosur into a European country, or a localised shock caused by these imports.

In the first case, this could be due to a structural increase in agricultural product imports from
Mercosur into a European region. The measures allowed are minimal, as no pause in imports
nor additional quotas can be imposed. They only allow the imposition of tariffs that do not
exceed the most-favoured-nation applied customs duty rate on the product concerned. Given
that production costs are, for example, around three times lower for fresh beef in Brazil than
in Francel, we can see how ineffective such measures can be. In fact, EU imports from
Mercosur countries already exceed the beef quota, despite relatively high (most favoured
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nation) tariffs of 59% for fresh meat and 74% for frozen meat.2 These measures could be
adopted for a maximum of two years (renewable for another two more years under strict
conditions). During this time, the food market would have to adapt to these new elements.
However, the only adaptation would be to reduce farmers' already very low income or their
production costs. This is not possible without excluding farmers, which would cause greater
environmental, social, and health impacts.

In the second case, if the injury is localised in time and space, the additional imports will
fade away in the national and yearly data. Farmers from these regions will lose income, the
most sensitive will abandon their farm and new entrants will stop considering starting a farm.
It is this same process, combined with the impact of other neoliberal policies, that led to 4.5
million farmers losing their jobs between 2005 and 2020.

In practice, there are doubts about their real usefulness and timeliness. The quotas are limited
compared to EU production, but they come at a time of tension for the agricultural sector, especially
for small-scale farmers. The European Commission presents a technical proposal to address the
impacts of a structural problem created by this Agreement, offering a false solution that allows
policymakers to wash their hands of the issue while pretending that protecting farmers is essential.
For all these reasons, ECVC urges the European Council and Parliament to reject the EU-Mercosur
Agreement.

Notes for editor

e Impact analysis of EU-Mercosur FTA on farmers

e Legal opinion: Bilateral safeguard measures for the agri-sector in the EU-Mercosur trade
deal (CAN Europe)
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