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INTRODUCTION

The EU’s foreign trade relations with the preferential area of African, Carib-
bean, and Pacific (ACP) countries and the countries in the Indo-Pacific re-
gion are becoming increasingly relevant in the context of trade diversifica-
tion. The relationships between European powers and African countries have 
a long-standing tradition dating back to the colonial era. It has since evolved 
particularly after World War II, with the rise of newly independent states and 
the establishment of the European Economic Community (EEC), which later 
became the European Union (EU). This evolution has been marked by the 
signing of various association agreements, culminating in the current Samoa 
Agreement and economic partnership agreements. These agreements main-
tain a preferential, asymmetrical regime but are now reciprocal in line with 
WTO requirements. The goal of the monograph is to assess the development 
of relations between the European Union and the ACP region, while also 
highlighting the significance in the EU’s trade policy.

The first chapter offers theoretical foundations of the examined issue, a list 
of authors who have focused on the EU’s foreign trade relations with these 
regions, their research findings, and the objective of the monograph, includ-
ing methodology.

The second chapter explores the historical development of the EU’s rela-
tions with the ACP region, providing a brief analysis of post-colonial rela-
tions up to the early days of the EEC. It examines the period of the Yaoundé 
Conventions, followed by trade under the preferential, non-reciprocal Lomé 
Conventions, and analyses special protocols for the import of selected prod-
ucts from ACP countries into the EU. The chapter also discusses the Coto-
nou Agreements, including the preferential Economic Partnership Agree-
ments (EPAs), which establish reciprocal partnerships between the EU and 
ACP countries. It focuses particularly on the characteristics and core princi-
ples of these agreements, while addressing the challenges and impacts they 
have on trade relations between the signatories. A panel data model is used 
to assess the impact of ACP countries’ exports to the EU on their economic 
development, particularly in terms of per capita GDP growth. The chapter 
further examines the evolution of EU trade relations with the ACP region as 
a whole and provides a detailed analysis of trade relations with specific sub-
regions. It also covers the new multilateral Samoa Agreement. The conclu-
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sion summarizes the chapter’s findings and compares them with the initial 
theoretical framework.

The first chapter provides the theoretical basis for the researched topic, 
a list of authors who have focused on the issue of EU foreign trade rela-
tions with these regions, the conclusions of their research, and the goal of the 
monograph, including its methodology.

The third chapter is dedicated to a relatively new geopolitical as well as 
geoeconomic concept – the Indo-Pacific region. The introduction focuses 
on the concept itself, a brief historical overview, and the rise of this concept 
within the policies and strategies of the countries in the region, as well as 
those countries involved in its development. The next section examines the 
position of the Indo-Pacific region within the EU’s trade policy. It traces the 
development of the EU’s relations with the Asian region based on adopted 
framework documents – the strategy towards Asia, as well as within the EU’s 
trade strategies. It further analyses the EU Strategy for Cooperation in the 
Indo-Pacific in more detail. The chapter also focuses on the analysis of EU 
trade relations with the region as a whole, highlighting the position of the 
countries in the region within the EU’s foreign trade. In the final part, the 
chapter provides an overview of the contractual instruments towards indi-
vidual countries in the region.

Authors
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1  THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS, 
OBJECTIVES OF THE MONOGRAPH 

AND METHODOLOGY

The introductory chapter presents the theoretical foundations of the authors 
who have dealt with, researched, and reached conclusions relevant to  the 
topic of the monograph concerning the selected regions. It also  outlines 
the objective of the monograph, and the methodology used in researching 
the issue.

1.1  Theoretical Foundations
Several authors have addressed the development of trade relations between 
the EU and the countries of Africa, the Caribbean, and the Pacific. Záhořík 
(2022) states that the colonial activities of European countries integrated Af-
rica into international trade, but only as suppliers of raw materials and cheap 
labor. According to Proczek and Osuch-Rak (2022), they supplied Europe 
with the resources necessary for the development of European states. Hansen 
and Jonsson (2014) considered the linkage between Europe and Africa with-
in the idea of Eurafrica as a way for Europe to maintain access to raw materi-
als and overall influence in the region.

Morrissey (2011) points out that the Lomé Conventions were agreements 
that failed to consider the needs of ACP countries and did not enable them 
to fully benefit from the trade preferences offered. Laaksonen, Mäki-Fränt, 
and Virolainen (2020) evaluated that these conventions did not bring an in-
crease in GDP per capita; on the contrary, in some areas, a decline in living 
standards was recorded. Cipollina (2022) examined the impact of the agree-
ments on the intensity of EU trade with the SADC EPA countries and points 
to an increase in EU imports from these countries. Botswana and South Afri-
ca, the wealthiest countries in the group, benefited most from the agreement.

Meissner (2020) criticizes the European Union for its inconsistent ap-
proach to the region, noting that the Economic Partnership Agreement 
(EPA) does not encompass all SADC countries, while relations with South 
Africa were initially shaped by a separate bilateral agreement—the Trade, 
Development and Cooperation Agreement (TDCA). Furthermore, the re-
gion’s countries exhibit diverse export structures, most heavily reliant on 
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trade and investment ties with South Africa. Similarly, Cotula (2023) dis-
cusses the inconsistent approach within the ACP, particularly within Africa 
(as North Africa falls under the southern branch of the EU’s neighbourhood 
policy) and highlights that most benefits within the integration groups are 
absorbed by the most developed ACP countries. Chimanikire (2019) points 
out that the EPA does not support the development of South-South relations.

Hulse (2018) considers the EPA with West Africa to be more compact 
than the SADC EPA, precisely because of the EU’s varied approach towards 
the SADC region. The SADC EPA obliges signatories to liberalize 80% of 
tariffs over 12 years, while West Africa agreed to 75% over 20 years and ne-
gotiated a development tool for the agreement’s implementation, which is 
absent in the SADC agreement. Both agreements include a most-favoured-
nation clause, ensuring that the EU receives the benefits that African coun-
tries grant their main trading partners—1% of international trade for SADC 
and 1.5% for West Africa. Stender et al. (2021) report that CARIFORUM 
EPA countries reduced imports from the EU, while other regions increased 
their imports from the EU. The EU increased its export of agricultural prod-
ucts to SADC EPA, ESA, and the Pacific. Conversely, exports of processed 
products from ESA and SADC to the EU decreased, while SADC increased 
imports of processed products from the EU. The overall impact of the EPA 
was assessed as limited, explained by the financial crisis of 2008–2009, struc-
tural changes in Caribbean countries, and high non-tariff barriers on the 
ACP side. The agreement had a positive effect on EU exports only in the case 
of EU exports to the SADC grouping.

Zamfir (2022) argues that the EPA did not have a positive impact on in-
vestments and trade in services in ACP countries and contributes to the 
“spaghetti bowl” effect. Mutanga, Tagwi, and Chipfupa (2023) concluded 
that intraregional trade in agricultural products was higher in the SADC re-
gion before the agreement was signed than after the EPA was implemented; 
however, the EPA overall had a trade-creating effect. The EPA does not in-
troduce a new dimension to trade relations between the EU and ACP coun-
tries; unilateral preferences are replaced by reciprocal ones. However, the EU 
is an incomparably stronger partner, imposing solutions that suit its member 
states. Danadji and Kouladoum (2021) used a gravity model to confirm that 
the signing of the 2008 EPA agreements stimulated mutual trade between 
the EU and EPA ACP countries. Kovářová (2022) points out that the volume 
of EU imports from Sub-Saharan African countries did not experience sig-
nificant changes between 2000 and 2020. Adjei-Bamfo et al. (2022) focused 
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on West African countries with an EPA and the agreement’s impact on ex-
port potential and industrialization. Several authors have identified the ban 
on export duties (Fitawek and Kalaba, 2019), the introduction of carbon tar-
iffs (Rumber and Gilder, 2023), and the raw materials initiative (Czermins-
ka, 2021) as risks for the development of ACP countries and their exports to 
EU markets.

The research of Shao, Guo, Jiang and Zhou (2024) confirm, that trade in 
Africa increases poverty by widening income inequality. Sub-Saharan Af-
rica’s exports have increased, but this growth has not translated into higher 
incomes due to uneven distribution of wealth. Establishing a direct relation-
ship between trade and economic growth is challenging, as non-tariff barri-
ers are difficult to measure and quantify.

Ayeni and Akeju (2023) investigated interaction of human capital qual-
ity, capital goods import and economic growth in 16 African countries and 
concluded, that returns to capital investments are relatively high and coun-
ties with better human capital benefited from imported capital goods more. 
However, the human capital did not show positive influence on economic 
grow (probably because of low level of human capital in studied countries). 

In terms of the theoretical foundations concerning the concept of the In-
do-Pacific from its historical overview, the introductory subchapter of chap-
ter 3 deals with this in more detail. Wróbel (2023) points out that the concept 
of the Indo-Pacific region remains mostly political and strategic, rather than 
a naturally distinct region, lacking clear geographical boundaries and a uni-
fied definition, which poses challenges for analysing preferential agreements 
in the region. Haruko (2020) explored the geographical delimitation of the 
Indo-Pacific region, the differences in geographical perception of the region 
in the concepts of key participating countries, and the implications stem-
ming from them. Grare and Reuter (2021) in their study also highlighted 
differences in geographical perception of the region within the EU member 
states, noting that despite the growing economic and political importance of 
the Indo-Pacific region, many EU member states tend to pay limited atten-
tion to developments in the region. 

López-Aranguren (2021) states that there are three main reasons why the 
Indo-Pacific is a region of geostrategic importance for the global economy 
and especially for the EU – these are security, demographic, and economic 
issues. 
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The concept of the Indo-Pacific in terms of three approaches within the 
theory of international relations was examined by He (2018). He states that 
there are two options for institutionalising the region – either exclusive insti-
tutionalisation with China as an external target or threat, or inclusive institu-
tionalisation with the inclusion of China and other countries, which he con-
siders the better option from the perspective of regional stability. 

Wróbel (2023) focused on regionalism and trade agreements in the Indo-
Pacific region, especially in terms of intra-regional agreements. She notes 
that by May 2022, economies in the region had notified the World Trade 
Organization of 45 intra-regional preferential arrangements, most of which 
are concluded between developed countries or between developed and de-
veloping countries, given the considerable activity of developed countries in 
the region in negotiations. Another characteristic is that most of these agree-
ments are bilateral free trade agreements, and the majority include commit-
ments to liberalise trade in goods and services, often including investment 
measures and regulatory issues. Rahman et al. (2020) analyse the potential 
economic effects of regional cooperation in the Indo-Pacific region. They 
conclude that trade transaction costs are one of the main trade barriers hin-
dering the growth of intra-regional trade, and thus trade facilitation, along 
with infrastructure improvement and connectivity, will reduce overall trade 
execution costs, contribute to trade growth, and strengthen the region’s over-
all position. 

Håkansson (2022) analyses the position of the European Union in the 
Indo-Pacific region in terms of its ambition to achieve strategic autonomy 
and concludes that the EU must develop closer cooperation with the entire 
region, the epicentre of great power competition, not only in terms of im-
portant technologies, raw materials, but also security issues. Gao and Chen 
(2021) address the changing role of the EU in trade relations with Asia, par-
ticularly from the perspective of EU trade policy, and how it has influenced 
its economic and geopolitical interests in Asia. 

Kironska et al. (2023) in their study focused on the review of strategic ap-
proaches to the Indo-Pacific region by European countries, comparing in-
dividual documents, evaluating their common starting points as well as the 
main differences between them, and based on this, provided recommenda-
tions that could be considered in Slovakia’s strategy towards the Indo-Pacific 
region.
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1.2  Objectives and Methodology
The main objective of the monograph is to evaluate, using the results of ap-
plied scientific methods, the development of foreign trade relations with the 
Africa, Caribbean, and Pacific region, as well as to highlight the importance 
of the Indo-Pacific region for the EU’s trade policy.

To achieve the main objective, the following specific partial objectives 
were established:
	 •	 To examine the historical development of relations between the EU and 

selected regions.
	 •	 To highlight the significance of these regions within the EU’s trade pol-

icy.
	 •	 To provide an overview of the contractual instruments and to analyse 

the agreements that govern these relationships.
	 •	 To examine the development of the EU’s mutual trade relations with 

both regions.
	 •	 To examine the problematic impacts of the EU’s trade policy on both re-

gions. 
The research primarily employed scientific methods such as analysis, syn-

thesis, data comparison, the historical-logical and descriptive methods. We 
relied on scientific and expert articles, monographs, statistical portals and 
databases, as well as many online sources. The primary data source for ana-
lysing foreign trade relations was the data from the European Commission 
based on the Eurostat databases.

In the introductory section of the monograph, we summarized the theo-
retical frameworks of key authors whose research offered valuable insights 
relevant to our study. The structure of the other chapters was designed to 
follow the historical development of foreign trade relations, analyse the con-
tractual bases and their changes, examine the significance of individual pref-
erential measures, and assess the risks arising from the current contractual 
relations, including the impact of ACP countries’ exports to the EU on their 
economic growth in terms of GDP per capita. Lastly, we analysed the devel-
opment of mutual trade relations over the past 10 years and compared the 
changes that have occurred, as well as the commodity structure of mutual 
trade exchange. 

To analyse the impact of exports from ACP countries to the European 
Union on their development, we employed an econometric panel data mod-
el with fixed effects. The analysis covers 61 ACP countries (excluding those 
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with unavailable export data) over the period 2013–2023. The dependent 
variable is GDP per capita, measured in current USD (World Bank, 2024a), 
while the primary independent variable is the value of exports from ACP 
countries to the EU, measured in euros (Eurostat, 2024).  The additional con-
trol variables included:
	 •	Mortality rates: The under-five mortality rate expressed as the number of 

deaths per 1,000 live births (World Bank, 2024b).
	 •	 School enrolment: Gross enrolment ratio in primary education expressed 

as a percentage of the total number of children in the relevant age group 
(World Bank, 2024c).

	 •	Foreign direct: Foreign direct investment, net inflows expressed in cur-
rent US dollars (World Bank, 2024d).

	 •	Rule of Law Percentile: An estimate of the level of the rule of law in a 
country, which may include factors such as the quality of law enforce-
ment, the credibility of the legal system, and others (values from 0–100) 
(World Bank, 2024e).

	 •	Unemployment total: The total unemployment rate in a country ex-
pressed as a percentage of the total labour force, modelled by the Inter-
national Labour Organization (ILO) (World Bank, 2024f).

	 •	LDC member: A variable indicating whether a country is classified as a 
Least Developed Country (1 if the country is an LDC member, 0 if not) 
(United Nations, 2024).

To address the differences in units and scales among the variables, we 
applied a logarithmic transformation. This adjustment helps mitigate het-
eroskedasticity and enables the interpretation of estimated coefficients as 
approximate percentage changes, thereby enhancing the comparability of re-
sults across countries and time. The final dataset includes 449 observations, 
with each country represented for a minimum of three years and up to a 
maximum of ten years. The model incorporates robust (HAC) standard er-
rors to account for potential heteroskedasticity and autocorrelation in the re-
siduals. In the results:
	 •	 *** means 99% statistical significance,
	 •	 ** means 95% statistical significance, 
	 •	 * means 90% statistical significance.

Limitations of the model include:
	 •	 A relatively small number of observations compared to the number of 

independent variables.
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	 •	Missing or incomplete data on key factors such as education quality, 
technological progress, and innovation.

	 •	 Lack of statistically robust data for some countries in the region.
	 •	High heterogeneity across the region, making generalization difficult.

The main source of data for the analysis of foreign trade relations was the 
data from the European Commission based on the Eurostat databases. In 
analysing the foreign trade relations between the EU and the Indo-Pacific re-
gion as a whole during the period 2013 to 2023, considering that even within 
the EU there is no unified geographical delineation of the region, we relied 
on the EU database – Eurostat, which reports data for 31 countries in the re-
gion. The data from the database were also used in presenting the results of 
the EU’s trade cooperation with the region on the occasion of the Ministe-
rial Forum for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific Region in February 2024 in 
Brussels.
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2  DEVELOPMENT OF THE EUROPEAN 
UNION’S TRADE RELATIONS 
WITH AFRICAN, CARIBBEAN 

AND PACIFIC STATES

The Organization of African, Caribbean and Pacific States (OACPS) suc-
ceeded the ACP Group in 2020. Established under the Georgetown Agree-
ment in 1975, the ACP Group initially comprised 46 member states. Its pri-
mary objectives were to promote regional cooperation, foster collaboration 
with other developing countries, and strengthen its collective negotiating 
position with the European Economic Community (EEC).

As of 2024, the Organization of African, Caribbean, and Pacific States 
(OACPS) comprised 79 member states: 48 from Africa, 16 from the Carib-
bean, and 15 from the Pacific. Except for Cuba, all member countries eventu-
ally signed agreements with the European Union (OACPS, 2024). A central 
motivation for joining the ACP Group was to gain preferential trade access 
to the European Economic Community (EEC), and later the EU. The evolu-
tion of ACP–EU relations can be broadly categorized into three key stages:
	 1.	The Lomé Conventions (1975–2000).
	 2.	The Cotonou Trade Agreements (2000–2021).
	 3.	The post-Cotonou era (after 2021).

During the second stage of ACP–EU relations, the European Union shift-
ed towards negotiating Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) at the re-
gional level rather than with the ACP group as a whole. This shift was largely 
driven by the uneven levels of development among member states. However, 
as Carbone (2021) notes, this approach has been widely criticized for frag-
menting regional unity and undermining the cohesion of the group. South 
Africa and Cuba represent exceptions within the ACP framework. South Af-
rica, due to its relatively advanced economy, was excluded from the aid com-
ponents of the agreements, while Cuba—despite its formal ACP member-
ship—chose not to engage in partnership agreements with the EU.

Perceptions of the ACP vary across regions. In Central and West Africa, 
the group is primarily valued for preserving historical ties dating back to 
the colonial and post-colonial periods. Conversely, in Southern and East-
ern Africa, it is often regarded as a constraint on broader Pan-African am-
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bitions. According to Carbone (2021), the ACP has also done little to foster 
intraregional trade, which continues to be hindered by persistent trade bar-
riers among its members.
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2.1  �Milestones in the History of EU–ACP Relations 
Before 2000

The history of relations between European powers and African nations dates 
back to the 16th century, marking the onset of modern colonialism. During 
this period, European traders—motivated by the pursuit of gold, spices, tim-
ber, and other valuable commodities—began arriving along Africa’s coasts. 
Initially, their influence remained largely confined to coastal regions. How-
ever, the Industrial Revolution brought a significant shift in these dynam-
ics, as escalating demand for raw materials and labor compelled European 
colonizers to expand further inland in search of new resources. This deeper 
incursion intensified rivalries among the major colonial powers of the time, 
notably Great Britain, France, Belgium, and Portugal. The transatlantic slave 
trade and competition for Africa’s wealth ultimately culminated in the par-
titioning of the continent, with European powers imposing artificial borders 
aligned with their spheres of influence—frequently with little regard for ex-
isting ethnic, cultural, or geographic divisions. 

To manage growing rivalries and formalize colonial claims in Africa, Eu-
ropean powers convened the Berlin Conference of 1884–1885. The meeting 
included representatives from various European nations, as well as Turkey 
and the United States. Notably, despite the existence of established African 
states, kingdoms, and complex governance systems, no African representa-
tives were invited to participate. While the conference’s stated objective was 
to foster cooperation among colonial powers and outline the conditions for 
trade in Africa, Craven (2015) notes that its principal outcomes included:
	 •	The internationalization of the Niger River, ensuring free navigation.
	 •	The establishment of conditions for territorial acquisition along the Af-

rican coast.
	 •	 Neutrality, free navigation, and trade within the Congo Basin.
	 •	The initiation of efforts to end the slave trade.
	 •	 A commitment by European powers to protect indigenous populations 

and improve their living conditions.
By 1911, nearly the entire African continent, except for Ethiopia and Libe-

ria, had come under European colonial control. As Záhořík (2022) observes, 
colonialism integrated Africa into the global division of labour, but primar-
ily as a supplier of raw materials and cheap labour, reinforcing dependency 
on more powerful European economies. The Berlin Conference also contrib-
uted to the creation of new colonial states. France pursued the establishment 
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of a Francophone zone, enforcing direct rule with French as the official lan-
guage of administration and culture. In contrast, Britain adopted a system of 
indirect rule, governing through local authorities while prioritizing its eco-
nomic interests.

The dependency theories of André Gunder Frank describe this process as 
the “development of underdevelopment.” He argued that the unequal rela-
tionships between centres of power, or metropolises, and peripheral regions 
like Africa, created and perpetuated economic disparities. In this context, 
the emerging European Communities (EC) could be viewed as metropolis-
es, possessing technological, financial, and economic strength, while African 
states became suppliers of raw materials, agricultural products, and labour 
essential to the EC’s growth (Proczek, Osuch-Rak, 2022).

The idea of exploiting African resources for Europe’s benefit was embed-
ded in early European integration efforts. In 1929, Richard Coudenhove-Ka-
lergi proposed the concept of “Eurafrica” as part of his Pan-European Union, 
envisioning Africa as a natural and necessary extension of Europe. Africa 
was envisioned not only as a source of raw materials and food but also as a 
solution to Europe’s overpopulation, offering vast, supposedly ‘empty’ ter-
ritories deemed suitable for European resettlement. The initial phase of this 
plan proposed relocating 650,000 Europeans with expertise in agriculture 
and forestry. In addition, Africa was seen as a promising market for Europe-
an manufactured goods and a reservoir of cheap labour (Hansen & Jonsson, 
2014). According to Article 13 of the proposed Pan-European Pact, all Euro-
pean citizens were to be granted equal rights to conduct business across Afri-
can colonies (cvce.eu, 2024). Although these ideas were temporarily set aside 
during World War II, the vision of a unified Europe and Africa endured. In 
1940, the concept of a Franco-British Union was proposed as a bold response 
to German expansionism. The plan envisioned a political and military alli-
ance between Britain and France, featuring shared defence and trade poli-
cies, as well as common citizenship for their nationals. It also included provi-
sions for a unified colonial policy and a permanent institutional association 
between the two nations.

World War II significantly altered the dynamics between Europe and Af-
rica. Not only did Europe require raw materials, but it also relied on African 
soldiers during the war. Meanwhile, the anti-colonial movement gained mo-
mentum, and following the war, new independent states began to emerge 
across Africa. According to Hrubec (2022), these newly independent states 
followed three distinct paths of development:
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	 •	 Socialist path: Aligned with the Soviet Union (e.g., Angola, Ethiopia), 
a path of self-reliant socialist development utilizing domestic resources 
(e.g., Mali, Ghana), and the Arab socialist model (e.g., Libya).

	 •	 Capitalist path: Focused on maintaining relations with Western Europe 
or forging ties with the USA and Great Britain (e.g., Kenya).

Even during the Cold War, geopolitical tensions between the superpowers 
remained intense, with Europe seeking to preserve its economic and strategic 
interests while countering the expanding influence of the Soviet Union. In 
this context, the concept of Eurafrica re-emerged in the 1950s, notably cham-
pioned by Jean Monnet and echoed in the Schuman Declaration. Framed as a 
post-colonial strategy, Eurafrica aimed to maintain European influence over 
African resources by fostering closer integration between the two continents, 
thereby ensuring continued access to raw materials and markets under the 
guise of partnership and development (Hansen & Jonsson, 2014).

2.1.1  The Treaties of Rome

During the negotiations leading to the formation of the European Com-
munities (EC), the idea of linking Europe with Africa gradually emerged 
through the integration of overseas territories into the EC market. At the 
time, France and its colonies operated within a shared economic space, with 
the CFA franc—used across much of French-controlled Africa—tightly 
pegged to the French franc. The establishment of a free trade area between 
Africa and European countries was intended to preserve France’s economic 
and political influence in its former territories, while simultaneously grant-
ing other EC member states access to these markets. This period also marked 
the growing emphasis on the principle of ‘association on a reciprocal basis’ 
as a framework for post-colonial cooperation. According to Záhořík (2010), 
the member states of the European Communities pursued several key objec-
tives, including:
	 •	 Ensure access to Africa’s mineral resources and markets.
	 •	 Preserve their geostrategic positions on the continent.
	 •	 Prevent the spread of communism.
	 •	 Limit American influence in their former colonies.

At the time of the agreements’ signing in 1957, the association included 
14 French overseas territories, three Belgian territories, and Italian Somal-
iland. Although these associated countries were not eligible for future EC 
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membership and did not contribute to the Community budget, the treaties 
granted them the right to (Ouattara, 1973):
	 a.	enjoy preferential access to the EC market, with EC countries receiv-

ing similar privileges in colonial markets, accompanied by a gradual 
removal of tariffs in three stages,

	 b.	benefit from preferential trade relations between the individual colo-
nies

	 c.	draw financial support from the European Development Fund (USD 
581.25 million) to foster their development (Bossuant & Cummings, 
2013).

However, resistance to colonization was growing during this period, with 
China, the Soviet Union, and the USA advocating for rapid decolonization. 
France, while reluctant to relinquish its territories, faced pressure from other 
global powers. In 1958, referendums were held in the French colonies, and all 
except Guinea opted to join the EC. Guinea chose instead to pursue social-
ism, aligning itself with the USSR and its allies (Záhořík, 2010).

2.1.2  The Yaoundé I Convention

By 1962, all associated territories had achieved independence, prompting the 
formalization of relations through a new framework—the Yaoundé Conven-
tion. Signed on July 20, 1963, by the six member states of the European Com-
munities (EC) and 18 African countries, the convention was based on volun-
tary association and came into force on June 1, 1964. It upheld the principle 
of a free market and was established for a five-year term. Under the terms of 
the agreement, participating countries were entitled to the following benefits 
(Rivkin, 1966): 
	 •	 Preferential access to the EC market.
	 •	 Immediate duty-free access to the EC market for certain products, in-

cluding cocoa beans, coconut, coffee, pineapples, tea, spices, cloves, nut-
meg, and vanilla.

	 •	 Temporary retention of duties on certain crops and tropical wood.
	 •	 Gradual reduction and elimination of import quotas at the same pace as 

the EC countries eliminated them among themselves.
	 •	 Financial assistance was provided with the aim of enhancing agricul-

tural production efficiency and expanding access to the European De-
velopment Fund, which had increased to USD 730 million (Bossuant & 
Cummings, 2013). These funds were also intended to support produc-
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tion diversification and mitigate challenges stemming from the termi-
nation of guaranteed prices within the common franc market. However, 
the assistance largely fell short of its objectives—high production costs 
persisted, and beneficiary countries failed to expand their market share 
within the European Community (Blackwell, 1985).

The associated countries were required to:
	 •	 Gradually reduce tariffs on imports from the EC by 15% per year.
	 •	 Eliminate import quotas on EC goods within four years of signing the 

agreement.
	 •	They could retain tariffs to protect their markets if domestic industries 

or emerging sectors were threatened.

Despite offering preferential access to the European market, the conven-
tions failed to address trade among the associated countries themselves and 
did not promote regional integration or South–South cooperation. More-
over, associated countries were excluded from trade preferences for prod-
ucts that competed with agricultural production in the European Commu-
nities (EC), such as sugar, cotton, and certain metals. According to Ouattara 
(1973), the weighted average tariff on the ten most significant African ex-
ports—which accounted for 75% of total exports—declined from 4.2% in 
1959 to 3.4% in 1964, suggesting a reduction in preferential treatment fol-
lowing association. While EC member states did not impose quantitative re-
strictions on imports from associated countries, the latter were required to 
eliminate quotas on EC imports by 1968.
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Source: own chart based on Ouattara (1973)
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Figure 1 illustrates a gradual decline in France’s share of exports from as-
sociated African states beginning in 1965, during the period of the Yaoundé 
I Convention. Prior to the signing of the Treaty of Rome, France accounted 
for an average of 37.8% of these exports. This share fell slightly to 37% fol-
lowing the treaty’s adoption and declined further to 31.2% over the course of 
the Yaoundé I Convention.

Meanwhile, the share of other European Community (EC) countries in 
African exports rose from an average of 31.8% prior to the Yaoundé I Con-
vention to 37.7% following its implementation. As many of the associated 
territories were formerly French colonies, the introduction of trade prefer-
ences encouraged them to diversify their export destinations within the EC. 
In addition, exports to third-country markets, such as the United States, ex-
perienced a modest increase.
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Figure 2  �Imports into Associated African Economies (in %,  
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Source: own chart based on Ouattara (1973)

Figure 2 illustrates the development of imports from EC countries and 
third countries into the associated African countries (AAC). The average 
share of EC countries in AAC imports was 65.9% before the signing of the 
Treaty of Rome, rising to 68.1% during the treaty period and remaining at 
68.1% following the signing of the Yaoundé I convention. This increase was 
primarily driven by imports from France, largely influenced by the devalua-
tion of the French franc, which also impacted the African franc. In contrast, 
the share of imports from third countries in AAC trade averaged 34.1% prior 
to the Treaty of Rome and subsequently stabilized at 31.9% during the fol-
lowing period.
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Source: own chart based on Ouattara (1973)

The development of increasing exports and imports of AAC to EC coun-
tries in absolute terms is shown in figure 3, where a rise in both imports and 
exports is visible. The commodity structure of AAC exports consisted mainly 
of mineral resources and agricultural products.

2.1.3  The Lagos and Arusha Conventions

Following the signing of the Yaoundé I Convention, several African coun-
tries began expressing interest in forming similar associations with the Eu-
ropean Communities (EC). In 1963, Nigeria initiated negotiations, seeking 
trade preferences without the accompanying development aid provisions of 
the Yaoundé framework. France opposed Nigeria’s proposal, concerned that 
it could undermine the existing association agreements and provoke disputes 
within GATT and other international institutions. The United Kingdom and 
the United States also voiced objections. In contrast, the Netherlands and 
West Germany viewed Nigeria’s request as a strategic opportunity to broaden 
African participation in the EC’s association framework. These negotiations 
culminated in the signing of the Lagos Convention in 1965, which granted 
Nigeria preferential access to the EC market, comparable to the benefits un-
der the Yaoundé I Convention, though certain products were excluded and 
subject to quantitative quotas. Despite the agreement, the convention was ul-
timately never ratified.
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Like Nigeria, Uganda, Tanzania, and Kenya also sought a limited trade as-
sociation with the European Communities (EC), aiming to secure preferen-
tial access for temperate agricultural products and coffee—terms considered 
more favourable than those offered under the Yaoundé I Convention. These 
three East African countries ultimately declined to join the Yaoundé frame-
work. Instead, in 1969, the Arusha Convention was signed, granting trade 
preferences comparable to those in the Yaoundé I Convention, though sub-
ject to quotas on coffee and other products that might compete with exports 
from the Associated African Countries (AAC). In return, the East African 
states committed to gradually reducing tariffs and quotas on imports from 
the EC. Unlike the Yaoundé I Convention, however, the Arusha Conven-
tion did not include provisions for financial or technical assistance (Bossuant 
& Cummings, 2013).

2.1.4  The Yaoundé II Convention

The Yaoundé II convention came into effect on January 1, 1971. While there 
were no significant changes in the new convention, the negotiations had to 
consider the introduction of the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) in 
1971, which allowed more favourable treatment for all developing countries, 
not just those associated with the European Communities (EC). 

The Netherlands and West Germany favoured extending global prefer-
ences to all developing countries, while France opposed reforming the ex-
isting association system. Other EC member countries supported maintain-
ing preferential relations with the already associated countries. Ultimately, 
they agreed to maintain the status quo and increase development aid to USD 
900 million (Bossuant & Cummings, 2013). The Yaoundé II convention re-
mained in effect until the end of 1975.

When the United Kingdom joined the European Communities (EC) in 
1973, it sought to secure preferential treatment for its Commonwealth part-
ners. Historically, the UK had maintained a system of ‘imperial preferenc-
es’ within its empire, and by 1961, 43% of British exports were directed to 
Commonwealth countries—compared to just 16.7% to EC member states 
and 13.1% to members of the European Free Trade Association (EFTA). New 
Zealand, for example, exported half of its goods to the UK. The implementa-
tion of the Yaoundé II Conventions raised concerns that the UK would be re-
quired to adopt the EC’s common external tariff, potentially disrupting trade 
with its traditional partners by allowing new EC members to access the UK 
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market under free trade conditions (Booker & North, 2006).After joining the 
EC, the United Kingdom gradually dismantled its imperial preferences for 
Asian territories and gained the opportunity to associate African and Carib-
bean regions. The Lomé Convention ultimately included 21 former British 
colonies (Gerbet, 2004).

2.1.5  The Lomé I Conventions

The first Lomé Convention was signed in February 1975 between the nine 
member countries of the European Communities (EC) and 46 ACP (Afri-
ca, Caribbean, and Pacific) countries, including former British colonies. The 
ACP countries formalized their unity through the Georgetown Agreement 
of 1975, enabling them to negotiate collectively with the European Commu-
nities (EC). The first three Lomé Conventions were each concluded for five-
year terms, while the fourth extended over a ten-year period.

The Lomé I Convention represented a significant departure from recipro-
cal trade arrangements, introducing a non-reciprocal framework that grant-
ed African, Caribbean, and Pacific (ACP) countries duty-free access to the 
European Community (EC) market without requiring equivalent access for 
EC exports. The Lomé I Convention represented a significant departure from 
reciprocal trade arrangements, introducing a non-reciprocal framework that 
granted African, Caribbean, and Pacific (ACP) countries duty-free access to 
the European Community (EC) market without requiring equivalent access 
for EC exports. This approach enabled developing countries to retain pro-
tective tariffs and safeguard their domestic industries. However, these trade 
preferences excluded temperate-zone agricultural products that were also 
produced within the European Community (EC), with limited exceptions 
granted through special protocols covering sugar, meat, rum, and bananas.

The non-reciprocal trade approach, along with tariff and non-tariff prefer-
ences, aimed to enhance the participation of African, Caribbean, and Pacific 
(ACP) countries in global trade, promote export diversification, raise living 
standards, and reduce poverty. To protect its domestic industries, however, 
the European Community (EC) retained a safeguard clause, permitting the 
implementation of countermeasures in cases where increased imports from 
ACP countries posed a threat to local producers.

The Lomé I Convention also introduced a system for determining Rules 
of Origin (RoO), specifying a minimum level of transformation required for 
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goods to qualify for trade preferences. Under the RoO framework (Laak-
sonen, Mäki-Fränti, & Virolainen, 2020):
	 •	The non-originating content could be up to 15% of the price (ex-fac

tory).
	 •	The remaining 85% could be accumulated within ACP, EC, plus certain 

other countries (Maghreb and South America).
To support trade, the European Communities introduced the STABEX 

and SYSMIN mechanisms, both considered instruments of development aid. 
STABEX was established to stabilize export revenues from 12 key agricul-
tural and mineral commodities, later expanded to 43, in response to fluc-
tuations in global prices or domestic production shortfalls. Table 1 presents 
the products covered under the STABEX scheme and the corresponding ex-
port revenues earned by ACP countries in 1975. Collectively, these exports 
accounted for 30.4% of the ACP countries’ total export earnings. The table 
also details the proportion of the overall STABEX budget allocated to each 
commodity. 

Table 1  �Products in the STABEX Scheme and Export Revenues 
of ACP Countries (in %, Year 1975)

Product Export Revenues Share of STABEX Utilization 
(1975–1979)

Coffee 6.9 3.87

Cocoa 5.5 0.28

Wood 4.6 10.19

Iron Ore 3.8 16.48

Peanuts 3.1 19.3

Palm 1.6 0.77

Cotton 1.5 11.57

Bananas 1.1 0.78

Tea 0.8 2.23

Raw Sisal 0.6 5.49

Leather 0.6 2.24

Coconut (and oil) 0.3 0.56

Source: own table based on Ravenhill (1984)
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To determine eligibility for STABEX compensation, a reference price (cal-
culated as the average world price over the preceding five years) and a ref-
erence quota (based on average exports to the European Economic Com-
munity (EEC) during the same period) were initially established. Over 
time, eligibility assessments shifted to focus solely on export revenue levels 
(Ravenhill, 1984). Compensation was granted automatically in the event of 
a price decline. The system functioned relatively smoothly at first, supported 
by a planned budget of 382 million ECU. However, during the Lomé II Con-
vention, a sharp drop in commodity prices strained the mechanism, result-
ing in the budget being halved.

A country qualified for compensation if its export revenues from a specific 
commodity declined by at least 7.5% in a given year, or by 2.5% in the case 
of landlocked states, island nations, and Least Developed Countries (LDCs), 
compared to the average revenues over the previous four years. Once a coun-
try’s export earnings stabilized, the interest-free compensation was to be re-
paid, except in the case of LDCs, for whom the support was provided as a 
non-repayable grant (Ravenhill, 1984)

STABEX faced the following issues:
	 •	Some goods were excluded from STABEX, specifically:
	 –	Raw materials (except iron ore).
	 –	Agricultural crops protected under the Common Agricultural Poli-

cy (CAP) of the EU, to avoid competition with EC production.
	 –	Processed products (except for coconut, peanut, ylang-ylang, and 

palm oil, cocoa paste and butter, extracts, essences and coffee con-
centrate, sawn wood, etc.), which was problematic for ACP coun-
tries because exporting higher value-added goods would better pro-
tect them from market fluctuations and generate higher revenues, 
thus promoting development.

	 –	Income from tourism and remittances.
	 •	STABEX offered little incentive for export diversification: countries 

that successfully diversified their economies and achieved growth 
risked losing eligibility for compensation under the scheme.

	 •	The system was not designed to handle significant price fluctuations 
and production shortfalls: during the Lomé I Convention, nearly 70% 
of STABEX disbursements were triggered by declines in production 
rather than falling world prices. However, the mechanism lacked the 
capacity to respond to simultaneous drops in both price (e.g., coffee) 
and output (e.g., peanuts). As a result, compensation claims quickly 
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outpaced available resources, necessitating payment reductions, by 
40% for Least Developed Countries (LDCs) and 52% for other ben-
eficiaries. This funding shortfall became even more acute in 1982, and 
despite subsequent budget increases, disbursements were further cur-
tailed.

	 •	Discretionary management: STABEX primarily focused on exports to 
EEC countries, discouraging ACP countries from exploring other mar-
kets for fear that a decrease in their EC export share would lead to 
a loss of eligibility for support. Financial resources were drawn from 
the European Development Fund, as STABEX lacked independent re-
sources. These funds were not directly allocated to the affected sectors 
but were often used as concessional loans. Additionally, the assump-
tion that the fund would be self-sustaining did not materialize by the 
year 1980, only 6 payments (2% of all STABEX transfers) had been re-
paid. As a result, STABEX had to draw from other development pro-
jects.

	 •	Uneven resource utilization: during the first two years, 38% of total 
contributions were directed to Senegal, Sudan, and Mauritania, de-
spite only Sudan being classified as a Least Developed Country (LDC). 
Overall, 67% of payments were allocated to LDCs. A significant por-
tion of STABEX funds during the Lomé I Convention was concentrat-
ed on a few commodities: 42% supported peanuts and peanut prod-
ucts, largely in response to droughts in West Africa, while an additional 
37% was allocated to iron ore, cotton, and wood. Table 2 presents the fi-
nancial coverage for the twelve primary products included in the STA-
BEX scheme between 1975 and 1979.

	 •	STABEX contributed to revenue stabilization during the first three 
years.

Additional instruments supporting trade in agricultural products includ-
ed specific protocols on sugar, beef and veal, rum, and bananas. Under the 
Sugar Protocol, the European Community (EC) committed to purchasing 
nearly 1.3 million tons of raw sugar, representing approximately 60% of ACP 
sugar exports, from 19 ACP countries at guaranteed prices. This mechanism 
aimed to stabilize export revenues for sugar producers. During the initial 
phase, the guaranteed price was set below the prevailing world market price; 
however, in the subsequent phase, it rose to two to three times higher. On 
average, the preferential margin amounted to 55% (European Community, 
1977).
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The Beef and Veal Protocol, signed in 1976, granted selected ACP coun-
tries the right to export specified quantities of meat to the European Com-
munity (EC) at preferential prices, although its overall significance was more 
limited compared to the sugar and banana protocols. Six ACP countries, 
Botswana, Kenya, Namibia, Zimbabwe, Swaziland, and Madagascar, were al-
located a combined quota of 52,100 tons, benefiting from a 92% tariff reduc-
tion. Botswana received the largest share (18,916 tons) and emerged as the 
leading exporter, shipping 10,670 tons of beef to the EC. In contrast, Kenya 
did not utilize its allocated preferences. The average preferential margin un-
der the protocol was 75% (Laaksonen, Mäki-Fränti, & Virolainen, 2020). The 
rum protocol was particularly important for Caribbean producers, although 
it was open to other countries as well. 

Table 2  EU Banana Regime in Force Until 1993

Regime Tariff Applying Countries

Standard 20% on non-preferential 
imports

Belgium, Denmark, 
Ireland, Luxembourg, 

Netherlands

“Protection” Regime
20% on non-preferential 
imports, national import 

quota system

France, Greece, Italy, 
Portugal, Spain, United 

Kingdom

Free Trade 0% Germany

Source: own table based on Guyomard, Le Mouel (2003)

Table 2 includes the Banana Protocol. Under the revised rules, a duty-
free import quota of 857,700 tons was established for bananas originating 
from ACP countries. Imports from ‘dollar zone’ producers—primarily Latin 
American countries—were subject to a tariff of 100 ECU per ton for volumes 
up to 2 million tons, with a steep increase to 850 ECU per ton for quanti-
ties exceeding that threshold. This arrangement was widely viewed as high-
ly protectionist and detrimental to other developing countries, prompting a 
formal challenge at the World Trade Organization (WTO) and sparking the 
so-called ‘banana war’.



34

2  Development of the European Union’s Trade Relations with African, Caribbean...

2.1.6  The Lomé II Conventions

The Lomé II Convention was signed on October 31, 1979, by 59 African, 
Caribbean, and Pacific (ACP) countries, with its provisions taking effect 
from 1980 to 1985. This renewed agreement acknowledged that the Lomé 
I Convention had failed to significantly expand the ACP countries’ share in 
the European Economic Community (EEC) market, which remained stag-
nant at 6.7%. Lomé II introduced further trade liberalization for selected ag-
ricultural products, such as tomatoes, carrots, onions, and asparagus, ena-
bling 99.5% of ACP exports to enter the EEC duty-free. Quotas under special 
commodity protocols were also increased. Additionally, development aid 
was expanded from 3,076 million ECU under Lomé I to 4,542 million ECU 
(ODI, 1980).

Between 1981 and 1982, global prices for raw materials (excluding oil) 
plummeted by 25%, triggering a sharp decline in export revenues for com-
modity-dependent economies. In 1981 alone, export earnings dropped by 
USD 20 billion, followed by an additional USD 15 billion loss in 1982. This 
downturn severely impacted not only Least Developed Countries (LDCs) 
but also relatively robust economies such as Brazil, Malaysia, and the Phil-
ippines, which experienced export revenue declines of 64%, 71%, and 75%, 
respectively. The collapse in earnings undermined the ability of these coun-
tries to finance imports, leading to deteriorating living standards and esca-
lating debt burdens.

To mitigate these effects, STABEX was modified under Lomé II, with the 
number of eligible products increased to 44. The conditions for receiving 
compensatory contributions were eased, countries now only needed to expe-
rience a 6.5% decline in export revenues, while for LDCs, the threshold was 
2% (Ravenhill, 1984). Financial coverage under STABEX was increased from 
382 million ECU to 550 million ECU (ODI, 1980).

The volatility in raw material prices threatened the EEC’s supply of raw 
materials and exacerbated the debt burden in developing countries. In re-
sponse, a new scheme called MINEX/SYSMIN, financed by the European 
Development Fund, was introduced under Lomé II. It aimed to support the 
extraction of eight key raw materials: copper, cobalt, phosphates, bauxite, 
manganese, aluminium, tin, and iron ore. 

SYSMIN was established to help maintain production capacity in the min-
ing sector during periods of adverse market conditions. It aimed to support 
technical assistance—such as geological surveys—and provide financial aid 
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in cases of significant reductions in production or export capacity. Unlike 
STABEX, SYSMIN assistance was not automatic and required formal ap-
proval based on strict eligibility criteria. A country qualified for support if 
a single mineral product accounted for at least 15% of its export revenues 
(or 10% in the case of landlocked states, island nations, and Least Devel-
oped Countries). In exceptional cases involving multiple mineral products, 
the threshold was raised to 20% (or 12% for the aforementioned categories) 
(Blackwell, 1985).
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Figure 4  �SYSMIN Scheme Budget in the Lomé II – IV Conventions 
(in million ECU)

Source: own figure based on European Commission (1984)

The total SYSMIN budget under the Lomé Conventions progressive-
ly increased from 282 million ECU under Lomé II to 415 million ECU in 
Lomé III, and subsequently to 480 million ECU and 575 million ECU under 
the two financial protocols of Lomé IV. Notably, the revised Lomé IV Con-
vention expanded the list of eligible minerals to include uranium and gold 
(European Commission, 1984). Figure 4 illustrates the allocation of SYSMIN 
resources across these periods.

In contrast to STABEX, SYSMIN operated through long-term concession-
al loans with a 40-year maturity and a fixed interest rate of 1%. These loans 
were project-specific and required formal approval (Greene, 1992).

2.1.7  The Lomé III and IV Conventions

The Lomé III Convention (1984) was signed by 10 EEC countries and 65 ACP 
countries, but it did not bring significant changes, aside from an increase in 
the European Development Fund (EDF) to 7.440 billion euros. Its primary 
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focus was on promoting self-sufficiency and enhancing food security. In con-
trast, the Lomé IV Convention, signed in 1990 by EC countries and 69 ACP 
states for a ten-year term, marked a notable shift by explicitly addressing hu-
man rights and environmental concerns, including the fight against deserti-
fication. During this period, nearly all ACP exports were granted duty-free 
access to the EC market, and the EDF allocation was significantly expanded 
to 16.625 billion ECU (Laaksonen, Mäki-Fränti, & Virolainen, 2020).

Throughout the duration of the Lomé Conventions, growing international 
criticism emerged over the preferential treatment granted to a select group of 
developing countries. Numerous states called for a revision of the European 
Community’s trade approach to ensure alignment with World Trade Organi-
zation (WTO) rules. The EC’s preferential regime for ACP countries under 
the Lomé framework was incompatible with WTO regulations for several 
key reasons:
	 •	The preferential customs tariffs granted to ACP countries differed not 

only from those applied under the Most Favoured Nation (MFN) status 
but also from those provided under the Generalized System of Prefer-
ences (GSP) for other developing countries.

	 •	The commodity protocols for beef and veal, sugar, bananas, and rum, 
particularly those for bananas and sugar, were also controversial and 
challenged within the WTO.

Between 1975 and 2000, global trade expanded at an average annual rate 
of 8% (5% in volume terms), yet the foreign trade performance of ACP coun-
tries lagged significantly behind. During this period, the ACP share of global 
exports declined sharply from 3.2% in 1975 to just 1.3% by 2000 even though 
97% of their exports entered the EU duty-free by the end of the period. The 
Lomé Conventions thus failed to achieve their core objective of increasing 
ACP participation in global trade, as preferential access proved insufficient 
to offset the structural competitiveness challenges faced by ACP producers. 
Furthermore, UNDP surveys conducted in 23 ACP countries revealed stag-
nant GDP per capita levels. While most Caribbean nations (excluding Haiti) 
experienced modest economic growth, Pacific states recorded only marginal 
gains, and ten sub-Saharan African countries reported negative trends with 
declining living standards (Laaksonen, Mäki-Fränti, & Virolainen, 2020).

According to Morrissey (2011), the trade provisions of the Lomé Conven-
tions failed to fully reflect the specific needs of ACP countries. Several struc-
tural shortcomings limited their effectiveness:
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	 •	The preferential arrangements were not always fully utilized by benefi-
ciaries.

	 •	There were difficulties in proving Rules of Origin (RoO), particularly in 
the clothing and textile sectors.

	 •	 Trade preferences were disproportionately concentrated among a lim-
ited number of countries, primarily through commodity-specific proto-
cols. 

	 •	The EC’s instruments for supporting export diversification were inad-
equate.

Figure 5 illustrates the evolution of the ACP regions’ shares in global ex-
ports over the course of the Lomé Conventions. During the Lomé I Conven-
tion, sub-Saharan Africa’s share rose modestly from 2.3% to 2.6%. However, 
this upward trend reversed in subsequent periods: the share declined to 1.8% 
under Lomé II, fell further to 1.3% during Lomé III, and dropped to just 1% 
by the time of Lomé IV. Caribbean countries experienced a steady contrac-
tion in their export share, decreasing from 0.8% in 1975 to 0.2% by 2000. The 
Pacific region consistently maintained a marginal share of 0.1% throughout 
the entire period. Overall, the data reflect a persistent erosion of the ACP 
group’s position in global trade, with its collective share shrinking from 3.2% 
in 1975 to 1.3% by the end of the Lomé framework.

0
0,5

1
1,5

2
2,5

3
3,5

1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000

Africa Caribic Pacific ACP total

Figure 5  �Trends in ACP Regions’ Share of Global Merchandise Exports 
During the Lomé Convention (in %, Years 1975–2000)

Source: own table based on Laaksonen, Mäki-Fränti, Virolainen (2020)

In absolute terms, ACP exports increased from USD 30 billion in 1975 to 
USD 80 billion by 2000, with 50% with fuel accounting for approximately 
50% of total exports. Over the same period, the share of primary commodity 
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exports declined from 46% to 25%, reflecting a modest shift in export com-
position.

Following the collapse of the communist bloc in 1989, the EU redirected 
its strategic focus toward Eastern Europe. While ACP countries called for in-
creased financial support, their requests were denied. In contrast, the EU ex-
tended favourable loans to post-Soviet states through the newly established 
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development. In 1991, the EU de-
clined to cancel ACP countries’ outstanding debt of 3 billion EUR, yet allo-
cated 2 billion EUR in aid to Eastern European countries (Agbo-Ejeh, 2022).

Since the non-reciprocal approach failed to boost the ACP countries’ 
share of trade with the EU or international trade and amid growing com-
plaints about the EU’s trade regime within the WTO, the EU adopted the 
Cotonou Agreement in 2000, marking a shift toward a new trade and devel-
opment framework.
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2.2  �The Cotonou Agreement and Economic Partnership 
Agreements (EPA)

In 2000, the Lomé Conventions were replaced by the Cotonou Agreement, 
initially intended to span twenty years and later extended until 2021. The 
Lomé framework had fallen short of its objective to integrate ACP coun-
tries into the global trading system. Notably, Africa’s share of global trade 
declined from 6% in 1980 to just 2% by 2002. From a development perspec-
tive, the economic performance of sub-Saharan African countries, excluding 
South Africa, remained weak, with their combined GDP trailing behind that 
of Taiwan, despite the latter’s significantly smaller population and resource 
base.

The Cotonou Agreement encompassed development, political, and trade 
cooperation. While continuing to promote core values such as democratic 
governance, it broadened its scope to address emerging priorities, including 
the promotion of market economies, migration management, security and 
counter-terrorism efforts, and environmental sustainability.

According to Article 19, the agreement’s main objectives were to reduce 
and ultimately eradicate poverty, foster sustainable development, and facili-
tate the integration of ACP countries into the global economy Article 34(2) 
further underscores the goal of enabling ACP countries to participate ful-
ly in international trade (Agbo-Ejeh, 2022). The Cotonou Agreement also 
marked the end of non-reciprocal relationships and introduced a system of 
conditionality. Articles 96 and 97 allowed for the suspension of cooperation 
in cases of serious human rights violations or corruption (Merrien, 2009).

The trade framework continued to grant non-reciprocal preferences simi-
lar to those established under the Lomé Conventions, until 2007, after which 
the commodity protocols from the Lomé era were progressively phased out. 
Industrial goods were subject to zero tariffs, while food products benefited 
from duty-free access, provided they did not compete with European pro-
ducers (e.g., tropical fruits). In contrast, temperate-zone products were sub-
ject to exemptions or reduced tariffs, with seasonal duties applied to certain 
fruits and vegetables. Nonetheless, special protocols on bananas, beef and 
veal, and sugar remained in effect during this transitional period (De Ben-
edictis & Salvatici, 2011).

Due to the incompatibility of the EU’s trade regime towards ACP coun-
tries with WTO rules, new trade regulations were incorporated into the 
Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs). Negotiations for EPAs began in 
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2002, with the aim of preserving the preferential access previously granted 
under the Cotonou Agreement, such as the Generalized System of Prefer-
ences (GSP), GSP+, and the Everything but Arms (EBA) initiative. However, 
only Least Developed Countries were able to fully benefit from the duty-free, 
quota-free access provided under these schemes. 

EPAs allowed liberalized access to EU markets, simplified rules of origin 
for selected sectors, and incorporated provisions for trade in services, in-
vestments, and public procurement. Although the EPAs were intended to 
be signed by 2007, many ACP countries refrained from signing comprehen-
sive EPAs. Instead, several opted for interim agreements limited to trade in 
goods. This can be attributed to several key factors:
	 •	 LDCs already had duty-free access to the EU market under the EBA ini-

tiative, which did not require reciprocity. As a result, only Comoros, Le-
sotho, Madagascar, Mozambique, and the Solomon Islands signed EPA 
agreements among LDCs.

	 •	 Countries that chose not to sign Economic Partnership Agreements 
(EPAs) would forfeit the preferential treatment previously granted un-
der the Lomé Conventions and instead fall under the Generalized Sys-
tem of Preferences (GSP). However, this shift would not result in the 
loss of customs revenue or complete exclusion from preferential access 
to the EU market—though GSP preferences do not extend to all prod-
uct categories. Moreover, the GSP framework imposes more stringent 
rules of origin, making it more difficult for exporters to qualify for pref-
erential treatment. Overall, the deterioration in market access would be 
relatively modest. Table 3 outlines the specific goods that would face less 
favourable access to the EU market if the countries concerned failed to 
initiate EPA negotiations by 2007.

	 •	 Countries falling out of the GSP system would be subject to trade under 
the Most Favoured Nation (MFN) status.

	 •	 Oil and raw material exporters that already enjoyed duty-free access to 
the EU market under MFN status saw little added value in signing EPAs. 
As a result, several opted out of the negotiations, Nigeria is an example.

	 •	 Corruption significantly influenced the ratification of EPAs, as dem-
onstrated by Cheong and Kim (2021). In countries with high levels of 
corruption, government elites often profited from elevated customs du-
ties that would diminish under EPA provisions. Consequently, political 
leaders in such contexts had little incentive to prioritize EPA ratification, 
as the agreements threatened established rent-seeking practices.
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Table 3  �Possible Impact of EPA Non-Accession on Selected Goods 
and Countries by 2007

Goods EU Non-Preferential 
Tariff Affected Countries

Sugar 339 – 419 EUR/t Swaziland, Fiji, Kenya

Fresh and chilled beef 12.8% + 3,040 EUR/t Namibia, Botswana

Bananas 176 EUR/t Ivory Coast, Cameroon, 
Ghana

Tuna 20.4% Ivory Coast, Ghana

Other fish 11.5% – 15% Namibia

Beans 15.7% Kenya

Pineapples 14.9% – 15.7% Kenya, Swaziland

Citrus and grapes more than 10% Kenya, Swaziland, 
Namibia

Source: own table based on Czerminska (2021)

According to Table 3, not signing the EPA would have significant trade 
implications for several countries. Swaziland, for instance, would see 96% 
of its exports to the EU, primarily sugar cane, which is excluded from GSP, 
adversely affected. Zimbabwe and Kenya would also face substantial losses, 
with 71% and 69% of their exports (mainly flowers) impacted, respective-
ly. Namibia would experience disruptions to 51% of its exports, particularly 
fish and beef. Other countries, such as Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire, would be 
negatively affected as well, especially in fish and banana exports (Czermin-
ska, 2021).

The rules of origin under the EPAs largely mirror those of the Cotonou 
Agreement, but with adjustments: 
	 •	 in the textile and clothing sectors, the criteria have been relaxed to allow 

for simple transformation processes; 
	 •	 in the fisheries sector, requirements related to vessel ownership and 

crew composition have been simplified. Specifically for the Pacific re-
gion, the EPA permits fish caught outside the region to qualify for pref-
erential treatment, provided they are landed and processed within Pa-
cific territories.
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2.2.1  Priorities of the Economic Partnership Agreements

The basic priorities of the EPAs are:
	 •	 economic development,
	 •	 reciprocity,
	 •	 regionalization,
	 •	 differentiation.

Economic Development
The goal of the agreements is to enhance the involvement of developing 

countries in the international division of labour, promote their sustainable 
development, raise their economic standards, and combat hunger. Develop-
ment aid has been shaped by the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
adopted in 2000, which established global priorities for poverty reduction 
and sustainable development. Under the Cotonou Agreement, aid was pro-
vided through the European Development Fund (EDF), and since 2021, it 
has been delivered through the Neighbourhood, Development, and Inter-
national Cooperation Instrument (NDICI). The EU retains the right to sus-
pend development assistance in cases where recipient countries fail to up-
hold human rights, breach the rule of law, or engage in serious corruption.

However, only two EPAs currently contain more detailed provisions on 
working conditions and environmental protection. The agreement with the 
CARIFORUM group was the first to incorporate comprehensive provisions 
on trade and sustainable development, aligned with the objectives of the Par-
is Agreement. The EU–SADC Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) fol-
lowed as the second to include such commitments. Other agreements merely 
mention sustainable development as a goal, without referencing internation-
al standards or provisions. Some of these agreements contain only a commit-
ment to pursue future negotiations on sustainability-related issues (Zamfir, 
2022).

Table 4 presents the evolution of annual contributions from the EDF to 
ACP countries. Beginning in 2021, development assistance has been deliv-
ered through the NDICI, which allocates a total budget of 79.5 billion EUR 
for the 2021–2027 period to support cooperation with all developing coun-
tries. Within this framework 29.18 billion EUR has been earmarked for sub-
Saharan Africa. In addition to geographic allocations, countries may also 
benefit from thematic funding streams (European Commission, 2024b).
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Table 4  EDF Allocations to ACP States (in million EUR, Years 2000–2020)

Instrument Years Annual Million EUR

EDF 9 2000–2007 13,500

EDF 10 2008–2013 22,682

EDF 11 2014–2020 30,500

Source: own table based on Ayady, Ronco (2023).

Reciprocity
EPA agreements are reciprocal and fully compliant with WTO rules (Ar-

ticle XXIV). The GATT/WTO principle of special treatment for developing 
countries is reflected in the agreements through the following measures:
	 •	 Reduced trade liberalization for developing countries: ACP countries 

are allowed to exclude sensitive products (around 20% of imports from 
the EU) from liberalization.

	 •	 Gradual implementation of liberalization: After signing the agreement, 
the EU immediately opens its markets, while ACP countries have 15 
years (in exceptional cases, 20–25 years) to gradually reduce and elimi-
nate tariffs on imports from the EU.

	 •	 Provision of development aid.
Rules of origin were also simplified; for instance, in the textile sector, the 

application of simple transformation criteria facilitates compliance. The pro-
visions remain asymmetrical in favour of ACP countries allowing for the 
exclusion of sensitive products from liberalization. Additionally, the agree-
ments incorporate safeguards and support measures for agriculture, food se-
curity, and the protection of nascent industries. With respect to cumulation, 
the EPAs permit several forms, including bilateral, diagonal, and full cumu-
lation, as outlined by the European Commission (2024a):
	 •	 Bilateral cumulation between ACP countries and the EU.
	 •	 Diagonal and full cumulation: between overseas territories and ACP 

countries.
	 •	 Cumulation with neighbouring developing countries is permitted, even 

if these countries are not part of the ACP group, provided they belong 
to the same coherent geographical entity and are explicitly listed in the 
relevant protocol. This form of cumulation applies to materials that ei-
ther benefit from duty-free treatment under the MFN clause or origi-
nate from countries enjoying preferential access to the EU market.
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Regionalization
EPAs are negotiated with regional groupings and require ratification by all 

members, a process that can result in significant delays (Nigeria’s refusal to 
sign the EPA has stalled the ratification of the regional agreement within the 
ECOWAS. Countries are grouped into seven regions and by February 2024, 
seven EPAs were being applied by 32 ACP countries, majority on an interim 
basis and limited to trade in goods. (European Commission, 2024a):
	 •	Central Africa: Cameroon remains the only Central African country to 

have signed and implemented an EPA. Gabon (no longer eligible for the 
GSP) and Congo (under the GSP) have not signed the agreement. Other 
countries in the region are classified as LDCs with duty and quota free 
access to EU market under EBA).

	 •	ESA – Eastern and Southern Africa: The EPA was signed by Comoros, 
Madagascar, Mauritius, Seychelles, and Zimbabwe, and the agreement is 
in force.

	 •	EAS – East African Community: The EPA with the East African Com-
munity is still being finalized (as of the monograph’s closure). As of July 
2024, the EPA with Kenya is in effect.

	 •	 SADC – Southern African Development Community: The EPA was signed 
by Botswana, Eswatini, Lesotho, Mozambique, Namibia, and South Af-
rica. Other countries in the region are involved in other regional group-
ings and are negotiating within those frameworks. Negotiations with 
Angola have been particularly challenging, as the country estimates that 
tariff reductions under the EPA could result in revenue losses equivalent 
to 1.8% of total government income. (Zamfir, 2022).

	 •	West Africa: The EPA with Ivory Coast and Ghana is still in the process 
of finalization and has been provisionally applied since 2016. Nigeria 
has rejected the agreement, citing concerns about a loss of competitive-
ness.

	 •	Caribbean (CARIFORUM): The EPA is in effect in Antigua and Barbuda, 
Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Dominica, the Dominican Republic, Grena-
da, Guyana, Jamaica, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent, Saint Kitts and Nevis, 
Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago. The agreement has been signed but 
not yet ratified in Haiti.

	 •	Pacific: Fiji, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, and the Solomon Islands have 
ratified the agreements, and they are in effect.

Of the seven regional EPAs, five agreements are in effect, while two agree-
ments are with individual countries (Ivory Coast and Cameroon). EPAs with 
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West Africa and the East African Community are still in the process of rati-
fication (Zamfir, 2022).

Differentiation
EPA agreements vary across regions reflecting the differing economic ca-

pacities and development priorities of member countries. However, a chal-
lenge in fostering cooperation within integrated groups is in the uneven dis-
tribution of benefits, which tend to flow to the most developed and largest 
countries. Moreover, regions often comprise both middle-income countries 
and LDCs, with the latter often lacking the motivation to sign the agreement, 
which disrupts a unified approach to ACP countries. Within these regions, 
the EU engages in trade under various regimes, including GSP, GSP+, EBA, 
EPA, or MFN. Trade relations with North African countries, which are not 
part of the ACP, are governed by the EUROMED agreements (Cotula, 2023).

Differentiation also applies to the protection of domestic markets from 
EU imports, as Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) permit regional 
groupings to apply varying tariff levels. The highest tariff rates under EPA 
agreements are observed in the CEMAC countries (Economic and Monetary 
Community of Central Africa) at 13.5%, and in the COMESA association at 
12%. In contrast, lower rates are applied by SADC at 7.1% and ECOWAS at 
8.1% (Czerminska, 2021). 

Other Priorities within EPA
Article 13 of the EPA addresses migration issues, obligating both ACP 

countries and the EU to facilitate the return of irregular migrants to their re-
spective countries of origin. However, it also provides opportunities for stu-
dents from ACP countries to access education in the EU (Ayadi & Ronco, 
2023).

2.2.2  �Challenges and Disruptive Effects of EU Trade Policy and EPAs 
on ACP Economies

Developmental Implications of EPAs for ACP States
Among the ACP regions, sub-Saharan Africa consistently records the low-

est Human Development Index (HDI) scores. Between 2020 and 2022, HDI 
growth in the region decelerated to an average annual rate of just 0.96%. As 
of 2022, the region’s HDI stood at 0.5, placing it firmly within the ‘low human 
development’ category according to UNDP (2024) classifications.
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In the Pacific, HDI growth reached a maximum of 0.7% per year, but be-
tween 2000 and 2021, it experienced a net decline of 0.2%. As of 2022, HDI 
values across Pacific Island countries ranged from 0.56 to 0.79, with Palau 
and Tonga recording the highest scores. In contrast, Papua New Guinea reg-
istered the lowest performance, with 56.6% of its population living below the 
poverty line (Dahal, Gaspar, & Schellekens, 2024). Caribbean countries, by 
contrast, have consistently recorded high or very high HDI scores (Robin-
son, 2024).

To assess the impact of ACP countries’ exports to the EU on their develop-
ment, we applied a model using panel data, we employed a panel data mod-
el with GDP per capita (in current USD) as the dependent variable (World 
Bank, 2024a). The key independent variable was the value of ACP exports to 
the EU, measured in euros (Eurostat, 2024). Additional control variables in-
cluded:
	 •	Under-five mortality rate, expressed as the number of deaths per 1,000 

live births.
	 •	Gross enrolment ratio in primary schools, expressed as the percentage of 

children enrolled in primary education within the relevant age group.
	 •	 Inflow of foreign direct investment (FDI), expressed in current USD.
	 •	Rule of law, which includes factors such as the quality of law enforce-

ment and the credibility of the legal system, measured from 0–100.
	 •	Unemployment rate, expressed as a percentage of the total labor force, 

based on data from the International Labor Organization (ILO).
	 •	LDC membership, represented as a binary variable (1 for countries clas-

sified as Least Developed Countries, 0 otherwise).
	 •	 School enrolment: Gross enrolment ratio in primary education expressed 

as a percentage of the total number of children in the relevant age group.



47

2.2  The Cotonou Agreement and Economic Partnership Agreements (EPA)

Picture 1  �Model of the Impact of ACP Exports to the EU on ACP Economic 
Development (Years 2013–2023)

Source: own processing
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Our objective was to determine the impact of ACP countries’ exports to 
the European Union on their economic development, measured by GDP per 
capita. Our findings indicate that:
	 •	LDC membership has 99% statistical significance, meaning that if a 

country is a member of the LDC group, GDP per capita increases by 
0,184%.

	 •	Under-five mortality rate (l_Mortalityrateu), Rule of Law (l_RuleofLaw
Percenti) and Unemployment rate (l_Unemploymentto) – the null hy-
pothesis is accepted; the variables are not statistically significant (has no 
statistical effect on GDP per capita).

	 •	 School enrolment (l_Schoolenrollme) a 1% increase in school enrolment 
is associated with a 0.36% increase in GDP per capita.

	 •	 Inflow of foreign direct investment (l_Foreigndirect) – a 1% increase 
in foreign direct investment (FDI) leads to an estimated 0.026% rise in 
GDP per capita.

	 •	Exort to EU (l_Export to EU) has a p-value greater than 0.5, which means 
it lacks statistical significance.  According to the p-value, we accept the 
null hypothesis regarding the insignificance of the variable’s estimate, 
meaning we cannot rule out that the true estimate is zero. If this were the 
case, there would be no relationship between the dependent and inde-
pendent variable. For this reason, the coefficient of the variable cannot 
be interpreted.

Within R-squared measures how well the independent variables explain 
the variation in the dependent variable. An R² value of 0.26 in results indi-
cates that the model accounts for 26% of the variance in the dependent vari-
able, based on the included independent variables.

Based on our findings, exports from ACP countries to the EU do not ex-
hibit a statistically significant impact on GDP per capita growth. This may be 
attributed to the low value-added content of these exports, as well as the fact 
that trade represents just one of many factors influencing a country’s over-
all economic development. Other contributing factors include low product 
diversification in exports and a limited range of export items, often accom-
panied by low levels of foreign direct investment (FDI), low labour produc-
tivity, and limited technological capacity and know-how. These structural 
weaknesses increase vulnerability to external shocks and reduce the ability 
to import capital goods.
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EPAs and the Evolution of Intra-ACP Regional Trade
The EPA have faced criticism for contributing to the fragmentation of 

regional trade among ACP countries. Bilateral EPA agreements exacerbate 
the “spaghetti bowl” effect, whereby overlapping memberships in multiple 
trade arrangements and bilateral deals undermine regional integration ef-
forts (Zamfir, 2022). An integral part of EPA agreements is the regional pref-
erence clause, which obliges countries within the same regional to grant each 
other at least the same benefits as they grant to the EU. This provision also 
applies to countries that has signed bilateral agreements, requiring them to 
offer equivalent benefits to their regional partners.

Additionally, countries that have signed bilateral agreements and are 
members of customs unions are required to adhere to the common exter-
nal tariff of their customs union toward third countries, thereby trading with 
the EU under a unified trade policybelong to regional integration groupings 
where the principles of a customs union remain only partially implemented. 
Kenya stands as an exception, being a member of the East African Commu-
nity (EAC) common market. Kenya’s agreement with the EU may exacerbate 
regional disparities by introducing divergences in external tariff structures, 
the application of rules of origin, and, ultimately, the pace and direction of 
economic development across EAC member states.

Overall, relations with the EU have not significantly increased intrare-
gional trade among ACP countries. Some improvement can be seen at the 
level of regional groupings, as shown in Table 5.

Table 5  �Development of Intraregional Trade in ACP Regions (in %, 
Years 1995–2019)

1995–
1999

2000–
2004

2005–
2009

2010–
2014

2015–
2019

Africa 13.96 13.37 13.34 16.87 18.91
Central Africa 1.39 1.06 1.37 1.69 2.22
East Africa 12.22 13.37 14.22 13.12 13.67
Southeast Africa 7.49 2.84 2.91 14.30 14.31
West Africa 9.61 9.38 8.62 7.67 8.81
Caribbean 9.18 9.54 11.47 12.24 10.63
Pacific 0.82 1.84 2.10 2.60 1.89
ACP Total 13.08 12.94 13.43 16.87 17.87

Source: own table based on Carbone (2021)
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Table 5 highlights the development of intraregional trade within ACP 
regions, as well as the ACP group as a whole. ACP intraregional trade has 
shown only modest improvement over the last two observed periods since 
2010, reaching approximately 18%, a figure that remains low relative to its 
potential and in stark contrast to intraregional trade levels within the EU. 
Amore pronounced increase was recorded in Southeast Africa, where in-
traregional trade rose to 14.31%. Conversely, West Africa experienced a de-
cline from 9.61% to 8.81%, while Central Africa continues to exhibit mini-
mal integration, with trade levels stagnating at 2.22%. The Pacific region also 
demonstrates limited progress, with mutual trade fluctuating between 0.82% 
and 2.6%, followed by a drop to 1.89% during 2015–2019. Similarly, Caribbe-
an countries have not registered any significant advancement. These trends 
suggest that the implementation of EPAs has not resulted in a meaningful 
boost to intraregional trade among ACP states.”

Since its entry into force in 2021, the African Continental Free Trade Area 
(AfCFTA) has introduced a new framework for regional integration, with 
Article 16 stipulating that AfCFTA provisions take precedence in cases of 
conflict with existing regional agreements. The full impact of AfCFTA on 
EPAs remains to be seen, pending its comprehensive implementation (Zam-
fir, 2022). Meanwhile, the EU is actively working to harmonize rules of ori-
gin across ACP countries, as well as with nations in the southern dimension 
of the EU Neighbourhood Policy. A formal FTA between the EU and Af-
CFTA is still a prospective development, complicated by the divergent trade 
regimes governing North African and sub-Saharan African countries.

Most-Favoured-Nation Clause
The Most-Favoured-Nation (MFN) clause is a cornerstone of liberaliza-

tion and non-discrimination within the WTO and is also embedded in EPA 
agreements. It stipulates the following:
	 •	 If an ACP country enters into a free trade agreement with a developed 

country (defined as one holding more than 1% of global merchandise 
exports) or with a group of countries collectively accounting for over 
1.5% of global exports, it is obligated to extend equivalent trade prefer-
ences to the EU, and vice versa (Chimanikire, 2019).

	 •	Within EPA, the MFN clause generally applies to trade in goods; how-
ever, in the case of the CARIFORUM – EU EPA, its scope is broad-
er, extending to services and investment provisions as well (Agbo-Ejeh, 
2022).
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Under the MFN clause embedded in EPAs, any trade liberalization under-
taken by an ACP country with a third party (defined as a country accounting 
for more than 1% of global merchandise exports or a group exceeding 1.5%), 
must be reciprocally extended to the European Union. This obligation en-
compasses not only tariff reductions but also rules of origin, safeguard mech-
anisms, and other trade-related provisions. 

This clause is designed to shield ACP countries from the influence of 
dominant external trading powers, critics argue that it may inadvertently 
constrain ACP states from forging independent trade agreements, particu-
larly within the context of South–South cooperation (Chimanikire, 2019). 
This limitation is especially relevant in relation to emerging economies such 
as China, Russia, Brazil, India, and South Africa. Moreover, the EU has yet 
to provide compelling evidence that the clause effectively mitigates its own 
economic dominance over ACP countries (Agbo-Ejeh, 2022). While the EU 
asserts that this clause serves to shield ACP countries from the influence of 
dominant external trading partners, such as China, Russia, Brazil, India, and 
South Africa, critics argue that it may inadvertently constrain ACP countries’ 
ability to pursue independent trade agreements, particularly within the con-
text of South–South cooperation (Chimanikire, 2019). Moreover, the EU has 
yet to substantiate claims that the clause effectively mitigates the impact of its 
own economic leverage over ACP states (Agbo-Ejeh, 2022)

National Treatment Clause
The National Treatment Clause, along with the MFN clause, is one of the 

core principles of trade within the WTO. 
Its objective, even within the context of EPAs, is to ensure that both im-

ported and domestically produced goods are subject to equivalent competi-
tive conditions in national markets. However, in many ACP countries, this 
provision poses significant challenges: domestic producers often struggle to 
compete with higher-quality or more competitively priced European im-
ports, potentially undermining local manufacturing sectors.

While GATT Article XVIII:C provides for exceptions to the National 
Treatment obligation in order to protect infant industries, it lacks accessible 
dispute resolution mechanism. ACP countries, in particular, face structural 
barriers to invoking such exceptions, including limited financial resources 
and insufficient legal capacity (Chimanikire, 2019). Notably, the principle of 
national treatment does not extend to public procurement, thereby allow-
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ing governments to prioritize domestic suppliers in procurement processes 
(Agbo-Ejeh, 2022).

Export Duties
EPA seek to eliminate and prevent the imposition of new export duties. 

In contrast, the WTO does not prohibit such duties, recognizing them as 
legitimate instruments for protecting domestic markets, supporting infant 
industries against dumped imports, and generating government revenue. 
Historical attempts by developed countries to liberalize export restrictions, 
particularly on agricultural goods during the Uruguay Round of GATT ne-
gotiations, were unsuccessful, as developing countries opposed these re-
forms. The EU argues that export duties distort international trade by con-
ferring undue advantages on domestic producers and exporters and views 
them as inconsistent with the principles outlined in Article XIV of GATT. 
Nonetheless, EPAs negotiated by the EU allow for conditional exemptions, 
subject to approval, in cases involving environmental protection, the safe-
guarding of nascent industries, or the stabilization of domestic currencies 
(Chimanikire, 2019). According to World Bank data, the highest export du-
ties as a percentage of total tax revenues in 2021 were recorded in Ivory Coast 
at 12% and Cameroon at 1.4%. However, data for most countries for the most 
recent period is not available (The World Bank, 2024a).

Schultz (2020) notes that developing countries, particularly in Africa, are 
reintroducing export bans, duties, and other export restrictions to ensure the 
availability of raw materials or prevent their prices from falling. These meas-
ures generally do not apply to unprocessed crops such as coffee, cocoa, ses-
ame, and cotton. Instead, they are commonly used to restrict the export of 
timber logs, raw hides, metal scrap, chromite, and gemstones. However, they 
do not typically affect raw materials and goods that provide high employ-
ment or income for large portions of the population.

Fitawek and Kalaba (2019) emphasize that the imposition of export du-
ties on raw hides and skins in Ethiopia resulted in a significant shift in the 
composition of leather exports. The share of raw product exports plummet-
ed from 82.84% in 2007 to just 0.22% by 2013, while exports of higher val-
ue-added leather goods surged from 17.6% to 99.78% over the same period. 
These findings suggest that export duties can serve as an effective policy in-
strument for stimulating domestic processing industries and enhancing the 
export of value-added products. Ethiopia’s leather sector adapted with mini-
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mal disruption, successfully reorienting its export markets away from the EU 
toward Asian destinations, such as China, India, and Hong Kong.

Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism 
The new EU’s carbon tariffs, Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism 

(CBAM) is intended to accelerate the green transition within the EU. How-
ever, according to the African Development Bank (2023), these tariffs could 
result in African countries losing 25 billion USD annually, slowing industrial 
development and limiting the export of value-added products such as steel, 
cement, iron, aluminium, and fertilizers. Despite Africa receiving only 2% 
(60 billion USD) of global investment in renewable resources over the past 
2 decades, this trend may negatively impact the continent’s competitiveness 
(The African Development Bank Group, 2023).

As of October 2023, the carbon taxes officially apply to steel, cement, iron, 
aluminium, fertilizers, electricity, and hydrogen. These levies may increase 
export costs to the European Union, potentially reducing African exports by 
5.7% and lowering the continent’s GDP by 0.91% (16 billion USD) (Rumber 
& Gilder, 2023). 

Table 6 presents the share of key sensitive products exported from African 
countries to the EU, with fertilizers, energy, iron, and steel comprising the 
largest portion. The most pronounced decline in exports to the EU is antici-
pated in aluminium and electricity, while the highest CBAM tariffs are ex-
pected to affect cement, iron, and steel.

Table 6  �Simulated Impact of CBAM on African Trade Based on Emission 
Price Levels (€40 and €80, in %)

Product
Share of 

exports to 
the EU 

Decline in exports 
to EU after CBAM 

implementation 
CBAM tariffs 

Fertilizers 26 2.31 – 3.91 2.9 – 6.3

Electric energy 7 6.49 – 9.21 -
Iron and steel 16 5.71 – 8.12 5.2 – 11.3

Aluminium 12 9.6 – 11.57 3.9 – 8.5
Cement 12 2.01 – 3.14 6.2 – 13.5

Energy 26 increase by 1.45 – 0.06 2.2 – 4.8

Overall - 3.99 – 5.74 -

Source: own table based on AFC and LCE report (2023)
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Among ACP countries, Mozambique is expected to be one of the most se-
verely affected by the EU’s CBAM, given that approximately half of its alu-
minium exports are destined for the EU, potentially resulting in a 1.6% de-
cline in GDP. Zimbabwe, Cameroon, and South Africa are also projected to 
face significant economic repercussions. A major concern is the ability of 
ACP countries to comply with the new regulatory framework, as the techni-
cal expertise required for emissions calculation and the limited administra-
tive capacity in many developing nations pose substantial challenges. Con-
versely, CBAM may act as a catalyst for green technological advancement, 
supporting electrification efforts and job creation across the continent. Af-
rica currently contributes 4% of global greenhouse gas emissions, compared 
to 8% from the EU (Lopes, 2023). According to a joint report by the African 
Climate Foundation and the London School of Economics (2023), develop-
ing countries may contest the compatibility of CBAM with the MFN and Na-
tional Treatment principles, arguing that it discriminates based on the origin 
of goods.

Dispute Resolution 
Within the framework of the WTO, developing countries may request ex-

pedited process or legal assistance from the WTO Secretariat under the Dis-
pute Settlement Understanding. Although the EPA broadly reflect these pro-
visions, they are comparatively more restrictive and do not extend special 
treatment to developing countries. However, developing countries often lack 
the financial and legal resources to effectively engage in dispute resolution 
(Agbo-Ejeh, 2022). Notably, EPAs prioritize formal legal mechanisms over 
diplomatic avenues for resolving trade disputes.

EU Deforestation Regulation 
According to Nerning and Sotirova (2024), the EU ranks as the second-

largest importer of commodities associated with deforestation in tropical re-
gions, trailing only China. The EU is responsible for 10% of global forest loss, 
and its newly adopted regulation seeks to eliminate deforestation driven by 
agricultural cultivation and livestock production.

The EU Deforestation Regulation (EUDR) prohibits the placement on 
the EU market of products cultivated on deforested land. It applies to seven 
commodities: coffee, cocoa, palm oil, soy, wood, rubber, and cattle, as well as 
their derivative products, including chocolate, leather goods, and furniture. 
The regulation entered into force on 29 June 2023, with a transitional peri-
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od extending until the end of 2024 for large enterprises and until June 2025 
for small businesses. Under the EUDR, suppliers and importers are required 
to demonstrate that their products are deforestation-free; failure to comply 
may result in penalties of up to 4% of annual turnover (European Commis-
sion, 2024d).

The regulation requires compliance with the following three conditions:
	 •	 Crops must not originate from deforested land.
	 •	 Crops must be cultivated in compliance with national legislation, in-

cluding laws governing environmental protection, labour standards, hu-
man rights, taxation, trade, customs, anti-corruption, and other relevant 
regulatory frameworks. Additionally, full traceability must be ensured—
from the original plot of land through all stages of processing and distri-
bution.

	 •	 Importers are required to submit a due diligence declaration confirming 
that the conditions outlined in points 1 and 2 have been fully met.

In practice, the implementation of the EUDR presents several challenges 
(FEFAC, 2023):
	 •	Obtaining geolocation data from small suppliers within a limited time is 

particularly difficult for ACP countries. This requirement risks exclud-
ing these suppliers from EU supply chain.

	 •	 Accessing reliable land ownership information remains problematic, es-
pecially in African contexts where land tenure systems are complex and 
formal registries are often absent. In some cases, land ownership is po-
litically sensitive, and authorities may be unwilling to disclose relevant 
data. As a result, smallholder farmers may struggle to obtain credible 
certification of production origin and lack the financial resources to in-
vest in traceability systems, posing a serious threat to their continued ac-
cess to the EU market.

	 •	 Cocoa production in countries like Côte d’Ivoire is particularly vulner-
able. Small farmers typically sell to intermediaries, who face difficulties 
in verifying the origin of cocoa. Given that the bulk of cocoa exports are 
destined for the EU, identifying alternative buyers is challenging. Ap-
proximately 20–30% of cocoa beans are cultivated by one million small 
farmers in protected forest areas that have since been deforested. The 
government lacks the capacity to relocate these farmers and is report-
edly considering reclassifying such land as agricultural property for pri-
vate sale (Angel & Kurniawati, 2023).
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Raw Materials Initiative  
Launched in 2008, the European Commission’s Raw Materials Initiative 

(RMI) aims to secure equitable access to non-energy, non-agricultural raw 
materials from third countries. The initiative prohibits the imposition of ex-
port restrictions—including tariffs—on these materials, mandating the re-
moval of existing barriers and preventing the introduction of new ones. 
Provisions reflecting the RMI have been incorporated into Economic Part-
nership Agreements (EPAs), a move widely regarded as disadvantageous for 
developing countries (Czerminska, 2021).

Risks Arising from Trade Liberalization 
The EPA includes a standstill provision, which prohibits the introduction 

of new tariffs or the increase of existing tariffs once they have been liberal-
ized under the agreement (as exemplified in the CARIFORUM, SADC, and 
Pacific agreements). In other regional agreements, this provision applies to 
tariffs excluded from liberalization. ACP countries typically retain import 
tariffs on agricultural goods, fish products, raw materials, metals, and hides, 
while export controls often involve licensing and quota systems. Although 
the WTO does not directly prohibit the use of export taxes, Article XI:1 con-
tains a general prohibition on export restrictions (Agbo-Ejeh, 2022).

The elimination of tariffs may adversely affect domestic industries that 
struggle to compete with imported goods and can lead to a substantial de-
cline in government revenue. This loss of revenue may be mitigated through:
	 •	 Exempting products that generate the highest government revenue from 

liberalization.
	 •	 Introducing VAT; however, internal taxation remains a challenge for 

many developing countries due to limited infrastructure.
The agreement also includes a MNF clause, stipulating that if an ACP 

country enters into a preferential agreement with a major trading partner 
with a share of international trade above 1–1.5%, it must extend the prefer-
ences from that agreement to the EU. According to Czerminska (2021), this 
clause undermines the ability of more developed African countries to nego-
tiate significant trade agreements independently.
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2.3  The Samoa Agreement
Negotiations to establish a successor to the Cotonou Agreement spanned 
two years, followed by an additional two years leading to its formal signing. 
The resulting partnership, the Samoa Agreement, was signed by the EU in 
November 2023, alongside 79 member states of the Organisation of African, 
Caribbean, and Pacific States (OACPS), for a 20-year term commencing on 
1 January 2024. The agreement comprises three distinct regional protocols 
for Africa, the Caribbean, and the Pacific, and sets out six strategic priorities 
(European Council, 2023):
	 •	 democracy and human rights,
	 •	 sustainable economic growth and development,
	 •	 climate change,
	 •	 human and social development,
	 •	 peace and security,
	 •	migration and mobility.

The Samoa Agreement builds on the legacy of the Cotonou Agreement 
but introduces several key changes:
	 •	The partnership aims to establish a more equal relationship, with bene-

fits for both parties. For example, the agreement seeks to sustain the de-
velopment of not only OACPS countries but also the EU.

	 •	 Development aid will now be provided through the Neighbourhood, 
Development, and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI), re-
placing the previous exclusive tools for OACPS.

Strategic Challenges in EU–ACP Relations
The EU faces several challenges in the region (Pásztor & Plevák, 2024):

	 •	 In the first half of 2023, trade between Russia and African countries rose 
by 35%, suggesting a reluctance among these nations to align with anti-
Russian sanctions. OACPS member states are actively diversifying their 
trade partnerships, with growing commercial ties to Turkey, Saudi Ara-
bia, India, and China.

	 •	 Security instability remains a persistent challenge in regions such as the 
Sahel and the Horn of Africa.

	 •	 Anti-French sentiment is increasingly prevalent in former French colo-
nies, reflecting broader geopolitical shifts and domestic discontent.

	 •	Migration pressures continue to intensify, with 260,000 migrants and 
refugees arriving on Europe’s southern shores in 2023. The New Pact on 
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Migration and Asylum, along with bilateral agreements such as the EU–
Tunisia deal, have fallen short of expectations.

To support Africa’s development, the European Union has announced 
a 150 billion EUR Africa - Europe investment package, to be delivered by 
2027. This initiative, a part of the Global Gateway strategy and framed as 
an alternative to China’s Belt and Road Initiative, focuses on infrastructure, 
health, and education. Among its flagship projects is the Lobito Corridor, a 
strategic transport route designed to link the Democratic Republic of Congo 
and Zambia to the Atlantic Ocean via Angola (Schutte, 2024).

In the domains of peacekeeping, countering violence, terrorism, and ex-
tremism, the 2018 Memorandum of Understanding on Peace, Security, and 
Governance remains in force. Grounded in the principle of “African solu-
tions to African problems”, the EU provides support through training, equip-
ment, and capacity-building initiatives. Additionally, the EU has pledged 630 
million EUR to advance African integration (Africa-Europe Foundation, 
2024). In the realm of trade, EPAs will continue to govern EU–ACP relations.
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2.4  �Advancing EU–ACP Economic Relations 
through EPAs

This subchapter examines trade relations between the European Union and 
ACP countries both as the whole group and within the following individual 
EPA regional groupings: 
	 1.	Southern Africa (EPA SADC),
	 2.	Central Africa,
	 3.	West Africa (EPA ECOWAS),
	 4.	East Africa (EAC – East African Community),
	 5.	Eastern and Southern Africa,
	 6.	Caribbean (CARIFORUM),
	 7.	Pacific.

Until 2020, mutual trade remained relatively stable, with EU imports de-
clining until 2016. From 2016 onward—excluding 2020—a gradual upward 
trend in trade was observed. Figure 6 illustrates the increase in both imports 
and exports beginning in 2020. The year 2022 marked a record high in the 
observed period, with EU imports rising by 66.7% and exports by 28.7%. In 
contrast, 2023 saw a sharp decline in trade, falling by 128.4% to 101.6 billion 
EUR, while exports dropped by 9.8% to 91 billion EUR. Total trade amount-
ed to 192.8 billion EUR. The EU’s trade balance was negative in 2013 and 
2014, shifted to a surplus from 2015 to 2021, and returned to a deficit in 2022 
and 2023.

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Import 76914 77514 70010 56906 62289 72438 75402 59971 74741 124553 101623
Export 76611 76998 78409 69698 74033 77381 78545 67300 78540 101050 91129
Balance -304 -526 8399 12792 11744 4944 3143 7229 3799 -23503 -10494
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Figure 6  EU–ACP Trade in Goods (in million EUR, Years 2013–2023)
Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024l)
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Figure 7 illustrates the commodity composition of EU trade with ACP 
countries in 2023. Fuels dominated EU imports from ACP states, represent-
ing 48% (48 billion EUR)—a 21.9% decline compared to 2022. Food and live 
animals followed at 15% (16 billion EUR), marking a 6.9% increase. Manu-
factured goods, including items such as steel and pharmaceuticals, accounted 
for 11% (11 billion EUR), reflecting a 26.2% decrease. Raw material, exclud-
ing fuels, and machinery and equipment each comprised 9% of total imports.

Machinery and transport equipment accounted for the largest share of EU 
exports to ACP countries, comprising 35% (32 billion EUR), with a year-on-
year increase of 7.8%. Chemicals and food and live animals each represented 
13% (12 billion EUR), though both categories experienced declines of 14% 
and 1.2%, respectively. The commodity structure of EU imports from ACP 
countries was heavily concentrated in fuels, which comprised 48% (48 bil-
lion EUR), reflecting a 21.9% decline compared to 2022. Food and live ani-
mals accounted for 15% (16 billion EUR), marking a 6.9% increase. Man-
ufactured goods, including steel and pharmaceuticals—represented 11% 
(11 billion EUR), down by 26.2%. Raw materials excluding fuels and ma-
chinery and equipment each constituted 9% of total imports.
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Figure 7  �Commodity Profile of EU–ACP Foreign Trade (SITC, in %, 
Year 2023)

Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024l)

These statistics underscore the enduring dominance of fuels in the EU’s 
import structure from ACP countries, alongside the prominent role of ma-
chinery and transport equipment in the EU’s export profile to these regions.

Trade with ACP countries accounted for 4% of the European Union’s total 
trade in 2023. For ACP states, the EU was the leading trading partner, rep-
resenting 21% of their overall trade. It also served as the largest export des-
tination, receiving 24.4% of ACP exports, and ranked as the second-largest 
source of imports at 19.2%, just behind China at 20.5% (European Commis-
sion, 2024l). Within the ACP group, South Africa and Nigeria were the EU’s 
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most significant trading partners, with trade volumes of 49 billion EUR (1% 
of the EU’s total trade) and 34.9 billion EUR (0.7%), respectively (European 
Commission, 2024m; 2024n).

2.4.1  EU Trade Relations with SADC EPA Countries

The SADC EPA group comprises Botswana, Lesotho, Mozambique, Namib-
ia, South Africa, and Eswatini—all of which signed the Economic Partner-
ship Agreement (EPA) with the European Union on 10 June 2016. The inter-
im EPA entered into force in October 2016, with Mozambique implementing 
the agreement from February 2018. Covering trade in goods and incorpo-
rating a dedicated chapter on sustainable development, it remains the only 
regional EPA of its kind in Africa (European Commission, 2024). The eco-
nomic levels of the SADC EPA countries vary significantly. In 2022, Botswa-
na had the highest GDP per capita at USD 7,256, while Mozambique had the 
lowest at USD 618, placing it, along with Lesotho (USD 1,035), in the catego-
ry of least developed countries. South Africa is the second-largest economy 
in Africa and one of the most developed in the region (IMF, 2025). 

Intra-regional trade within SADC ranged from 21.1% for imports and to 
20.7% for exports between 2013 and 2020. Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, Es-
watini, and South Africa form the Southern African Customs Union (SACU), 
which operates under a unified external tariff regime (Carbone, 2021).

Under the SADC EPA, Botswana, Lesotho, Mozambique, Namibia, and 
Eswatini benefit from full duty-free and quota-free access to the EU market. 
South Africa enjoys similar access for 98.7% of its exports, with the remain-
ing 2.7% subject to preferential treatment. Conversely, the EU has secured 
duty-free access to 87% of SADC markets, while 12.9% of its exports are only 
partially liberalized. In Mozambique, 74% of EU imports are liberalized. The 
agreement also permits bilateral cumulation between the EU and SADC EPA 
states, as well as diagonal cumulation with other EPA countries. However, 
exclusions apply to materials classified under HS codes 1604–1605 originat-
ing from the Pacific, and to South African materials that do not qualify for 
duty-free access to the EU. Several other SADC countries are currently nego-
tiating EPAs within alternative regional configurations (European Commis-
sion, 2024). The initial phase of tariff liberalization by SADC EPA countries 
toward the European Union commenced in 2019, with the subsequent phase 
scheduled for implementation in 2025. Under the MFN clause, the EU is en-
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titled to any trade preferences that SADC EPA states extend to third coun-
tries accounting for more than 1% of global trade (Hulse, 2018).

Of the 16 SADC member states, the majority participate in a regional free 
trade zone, with the exceptions of Angola, the Democratic Republic of Con-
go (DRC), and Seychelles. Angola is currently advancing toward accession, 
while the DRC remains unprepared to join. Malawi and Zimbabwe have 
shown resistance to tariff liberalization, and Tanzania is pursuing negotia-
tions within the framework of the East African Community (EAC). Several 
other SADC countries are engaged in EPA negotiations under alternative re-
gional configurations.

Prior to the signing of the agreement, Spanish and Italian farmers voiced 
strong opposition to competition from citrus imports from South Africa, as 
citrus fruits are designated as sensitive products and are therefore shield-
ed from full liberalization due to their potential impact on domestic orange 
production in Spain, Italy, and Portugal. In response to market pressures, the 
European Union imposed safeguard measures of 35.3% in 2018, which re-
mained in effect until March 2022. Nevertheless, citrus imports into the EU 
have continued to rise. Meanwhile, disputes over the influx of low-cost poul-
try meat from the EU have diminished, largely due to escalating food prices. 
In this context, the availability of more affordable food is viewed as benefi-
cial, particularly given the socioeconomic conditions faced by many house-
holds in the region, although EU food exports are trending downward. 

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Import 15328 17312 18406 18872 20385 21896 23119 20155 26409 35125 28005
Export 23274 22156 24035 21928 23262 23115 24426 19114 24021 28300 27542
Balance 7946 4844 5629 3056 2878 1218 1307 -1040 -2388 -6825 -463
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Figure 8  �EU–SADC EPA Trade in Goods (in million EUR,  
Years 2013–2023)

Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024o)
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Figure 8 illustrates a steady expansion in mutual trade between the EU 
and SADC EPA countries. EU exports followed an upward trajectory, with 
declines observed only in 2016 and 2020, and a notable increase of 17.8% in 
2022. EU imports rose consistently throughout the period, surging by 31% in 
2021 and 33% in 2022. Since 2020, imports have outpaced exports, resulting 
in a negative trade balance for the EU, with a deficit of 6,825 million EUR in 
2022. Total mutual trade reached 63,424 million EUR that year. In 2023, EU 
imports declined by 20.5% to 28,005 million EUR, while exports registered 
a modest decrease of 2.2%, totalling 27,542 million EUR. The EU’s trade bal-
ance remained negative in 2023. These trends align with Cipollina’s (2022) 
findings, which highlight the potential for increased exports from SADC 
countries following the implementation of the FTA, particularly among the 
more economically advanced members, such as Botswana and South Africa.
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Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024o)

Figure 9 presents the commodity composition of mutual trade between 
the European Union and SADC EPA countries in 2023. The EU’s principal 
exports to the region were machinery and equipment, accounting for 48% 
(13.2 billion EUR), reflecting a 6.3% increase compared to 2022. Chemical 
products comprised 18% (5 billion EUR), marking an 8.2% decline, while 
manufactured goods represented 11.2% (3.1 billion EUR), down by 6.9%. 
Conversely, EU imports from SADC EPA countries were led by manufac-
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tured goods at 27% (7.6 billion EUR), a decrease of 28.6%. Machinery and 
transport equipment followed at 26.1% (7.3 billion EUR), with transport 
equipment driving an 18.3% increase. Raw materials accounted for 14.9% 
(4.2 billion EUR), down by 27.3%, and food and live animals made up 11.9% 
(3.3 billion EUR), showing a 15.8% rise (European Commission, 2024o).

In 2023, the SADC EPA bloc accounted for 1.1% of the European Un-
ion’s total foreign trade. Despite this modest share, the EU remained the 
bloc’s largest trading partner, representing 22.6% of its overall trade—sur-
passing China (16.8%) and the United States (8.1%). This ranking applies to 
both imports and exports. Within the region, South Africa stands out as the 
EU’s most significant trading partner, with a bilateral trade volume of 49 bil-
lion EUR, equivalent to 1% of the EU’s total trade (European Commission, 
2024m). South Africa also holds the distinction of being China’s top trading 
partner in the region and was the first African country to join the Belt and 
Road Initiative.

The data in Table 7 highlights steady growth in trade between the EU and 
South Africa, except for the pandemic year of 2020. The EU accounted for 
21.3% of South Africa’s total trade with the most pronounced growth oc-
curred in 2021 and 2022, when South African exports to the EU surged by 
46%. However, in 2023, EU imports from South Africa declined by 20.3%, 
while exports to South Africa fell by 1.5%. Despite these contractions, the EU 
retained a positive trade balance with South Africa in 2023, recording a sur-
plus of 2.7 billion EUR (European Commission, 2024m).

Simultaneously, trade between South Africa and China experienced sig-
nificant growth, particularly in 2021 and 2022, nearly doubling from 19.2 bil-
lion USD in 2016 to 33.6 billion USD in 2022. In 2023, China accounted for 
15.3% of South Africa’s foreign trade. The United States ranked third, with 
a trade volume of 16.8 billion USD (8.1%), followed by India at 11.9 billion 
USD (5.8%) (European Commission, 2024m). South Africa’s trade with the 
EU is comparatively diversified, with 89% of exports benefiting from pref-
erential terms under the EU–SADC EPA as of 2021 (Ioannides, Eiselle, Re-
icheneder, 2023).

Table 7 also shows the trade activity of individual SADC EPA coun-
tries with the EU. For Botswana, the EU is the third-largest trading partner 
(8.5%), behind South Africa (42.1%) and the United Arab Emirates (13.5%). 
Other notable partners include India, China, and Namibia. While China has 
not yet established a strong trade presence in Botswana, trade between the 
two nations is growing. In 2023, Botswana’s trade with the EU declined sig-
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nificantly, with EU imports from Botswana falling by 27.8% and exports to 
Botswana decreasing by 36.6%. The EU’s trade balance with Botswana has 
consistently remained in deficit (European Commission, 2024g).

Table 7  �EU–EPA SADC Member Countries Trade in Goods (in billion 
EUR,Years 2016–2023)

Year South Africa Botswana Mozambique Namibia Eswatini Lesotho

2016 36.7 2.3 2.3 1.3 0.1 0.3

2017 37.9 1.6 1.9 1.4 0.1 0.4

2018 38.9 1.5 2.1 1.7 0.1 0.3

2019 41.9 1.3 2.4 1.6 0.1 0.3

2020 34.1 1.4 1.9 1.5 0.0 0.2

2021 44.1 1.7 2.4 1.9 0.1 0.2

2022 55.5 1.8 3.8 1.9 0.1 0.3

2023 49.2 1.2 2.9 1.6 0.3 0.3

Source: own table based on European Commission (2024f, g, h, i, j, o)

The strongest year for EU–Mozambique trade was 2022, when total trade 
reached €3.8 billion. In 2023, however, EU imports from Mozambique de-
clined by 31%, while exports rose by 4.2%. Throughout the observed peri-
od, the EU has maintained a consistently negative trade balance with Mo-
zambique. During the same timeframe, Mozambique’s trade with China 
grew to 1.7 billion EUR. tripling its 2016 value and now accounts for 8.1% of 
the country’s total foreign trade. The EU ranks as Mozambique’s third-larg-
est trading partner (11.3%), behind South Africa (17.3%) and South Korea 
(15.8%) (European Commission, 2024f).

Since the signing of the trade agreement, EU–Namibia trade has grown 
from 1.1 billion EUR in 2016 to 1.6 billion EUR in 2023, despite the challeng-
es posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. In contrast, trade with China expand-
ed more rapidly over the same period, rising from 0.3 billion EUR to 2.6 bil-
lion EUR. The EU has consistently recorded a negative trade balance with 
Namibia throughout the observed timeframe. South Africa remains Namib-
ia’s largest trading partner, accounting for 30.6% of its foreign trade, followed 
by the EU (13.2%) and China (10.7%) (European Commission, 2024h).

EU–Eswatini trade remains relatively modest, historically averaging 
around €0.1 billion. In 2023, however, total trade rose to 0.3 billion EUR. 
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Throughout the observed period, the European Union has maintained a 
consistently negative trade balance with Eswatini. South Africa is Eswatini’s 
dominant trading partner, accounting for 66.8% of its foreign trade, followed 
by the EU (6.5%) and China (3.7%) (European Commission, 2024i).

EU trade with Lesotho fluctuates between 0.2 billion EUR and 0.4 bil-
lion EUR, with the EU’s trade balance persistently negative. South Africa is 
Lesotho’s largest trading partner (63.3%), and the EU is the second largest 
(16.5%) (European Commission, 2024j).

Trade relations within the SADC are asymmetrical. South Africa primar-
ily engages in trade with the EU, while other SADC states rely more heav-
ily on trade and investment from South Africa. The EPA has contributed to 
trade expansion among SADC EPA countries, with their collective trade bal-
ance turning positive since 2020 and both exports and imports have experi-
enced substantial growth. EU Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in the SADC 
EPA region amounted to 49 billion EUR, of which 87% was concentrated in 
South Africa. In contrast, inbound FDI from the region to the EU was high-
er, reaching 112 billion EUR. Since 2019, outbound FDI from SADC EPA 
countries to the EU has consistently exceeded inbound flows. EU service 
exports rose from 5.2 billion EUR in 2010 to 9.2 billion EUR in 2021, while 
service imports from SADC EPA countries remained relatively stable, fluc-
tuating between 3.8 billion EUR and 3.4 billion EUR, with the lowest level 
recorded in 2021 (Ioannides, Eiselle, Reicheneder, 2023).

Key Obstacles to EU–SADC EPA Trade
The European Parliamentary Research Service (EPRS) (2023) identified 

several factors negatively impacting trade relations between the EU and 
SADC EPA countries (Ioannides, Eiselle, Reicheneder, 2023):
	 a.	The COVID-19 pandemic triggered the most severe contraction in 

global trade since World War II, with EU imports from SADC EPA 
countries declining by 12.8% and exports falling by 21.8%.

	 b.	The war in Ukraine has exerted indirect pressure on global trade flows, 
including those between the European Union and SADC EPA coun-
tries (commodity prices, market volatility, disrupted supply chains).

	 c.	Brexit has had a notable impact on South Africa, which previously 
routed a significant portion of its exports to the EU through the UK.

	 d.	Mozambique’s debt crisis and macroeconomic risks in Lesotho and 
drought conditions in 2023–2024, particularly affecting agriculture, 
have also contributed to trade disruptions.
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	 e.	Weak market integration, particularly within the AfCFTA. 
	 f.	South Africa, a member of BRICS since 2010, has seen an increasing 

influence of BRICS countries in the region. China is the second-larg-
est trading partner of SADC EPA countries (16.2%), holding the sec-
ond-largest share in both export (11.7%) and import (20%). India is 
the third-largest import partner (8%) and fifth-largest export partner 
(6.2%) (European Commission, 2023a).

	 g.	Trade relations are also complicated by the existence of multiple agree-
ments, including bilateral agreements with South Africa, regional 
agreements with SADC EPA (which does not cover all SADC member 
states), and the multiregional Samoan Agreement with ACP countries. 
This fragmented approach risks undermining regional cohesion.

	 h.	Rules of origin and phytosanitary regulations and other non-tariff bar-
riers: South Africa has maintained a ban on poultry imports from 
the European Union since 2017. By 2021, this restriction had extend-
ed to include pork, effectively halting EU exports of both products. 
The resulting dispute was brought before the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO), which ultimately ruled in favour of the EU. Additional-
ly, South Africa has implemented safeguard measures on steel screws 
since 2018 and on bolts since 2020.

	 i.	Commodity export structure: Angola’s primary exporting oil qualifies 
for duty-free access to the EU market even in the absence of a prefer-
ential agreement. In contrast, Namibia and Botswana rely on beef and 
fish exports, which would have faced restricted access without signing 
the agreement. Zambia and Mozambique export aluminium and cop-
per, while South Africa exports processed goods that were already cov-
ered under the existing FTA with the EU. (Meissner, 2020).

Angola’s prospective accession to the SADC EPA, initiated in 2020, holds 
the potential to enhance future trade relations. As a LDC, Angola currently 
benefits from the Everything but Arms (EBA) preferential scheme.

2.4.2  EU Trade Relations with Central African Countries

The Central Africa region comprises Cameroon, the Central African Repub-
lic, Chad, Congo, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Equatorial Guinea, 
Gabon, and São Tomé and Príncipe. Among these, only Cameroon signed 
and ratified a regional EPA with the EU, which entered into force in 2014. 
Absent this agreement, Cameroon would have encountered significant bar-
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riers to exporting bananas and other key products to the EU market after 
2007 (Bilal, 2021). 

Central African countries proposed a 60% trade liberalization schedule 
over a 25-year period. However, the European Union rejected the propos-
al, arguing that such an arrangement would violate WTO rules (Agbo-Ejeh, 
2022). Cameroon is set to gradually eliminate tariffs on 80% of imports from 
the European Union by 2029. However, the remaining 20% of goods are des-
ignated as sensitive, enabling Cameroon to maintain protective measures on 
items such as milk, flour, meat products, wine and spirits, wood and wood 
products, used clothing, and textiles. The agreement encompasses provisions 
on trade in goods, including Aid for Trade, institutional frameworks, and 
a dispute resolution mechanism. The EPA also includes a special chapter on 
forest management and trade in wood and wood products. This chapter aims 
to promote sustainable forest management and prevent illegal trade in wood, 
in line with EU Regulation No. 995/2010 (Bilal, 2021).

Regarding the other countries in the Central Africa region:
	 •	The Central African Republic, Chad, the Democratic Republic of Congo, 

and São Tomé and Príncipe benefit from the EBA preferential system, 
which grants duty-free and quota-free access to the EU market for all 
products except arms and ammunition. Consequently, these countries 
have little incentive to sign an EPA.

	 •	The Republic of Congo benefits from the GSP, which offers tariff reduc-
tions on eligible products, though the scheme is less advantageous than 
the EBA initiative.

	 •	Gabon and Equatorial Guinea are classified as upper-middle-income 
countries and, therefore, do not qualify for any preferential trade sys-
tem. Their trade with the EU is governed by the MFN regime, which 
provides standard, non-preferential terms in accordance with WTO 
rules. (European Commission, 2024k).

Under the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA), the EU allows vari-
ous forms of cumulation to facilitate trade (European Commission, 2023c):
	 •	 bilateral cumulation,
	 •	 diagonal and full cumulation with overseas territories and ACP coun-

tries,
	 •	 cumulation with neighbouring developing countries

In 2022, total trade between the EU and the region amounted to 22.2 bil-
lion EUR. The EU imported goods valued at 16 billion EUR and exported 
6.2 billion EUR, resulting in a trade deficit of 9.8 billion EUR. Nevertheless, 
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overall trade with the region has followed an upward trajectory. As illus-
trated in Figure 10, both imports and exports declined until 2020, followed 
by a marked recovery in 2021. Imports surged by 110.9% in 2022, reaching 
15.8 billion EUR, before contracting by 30.4% to 11 billion EUR in 2023. Ex-
ports mirrored this upward trajectory, albeit less dramatically, rising by 6.7% 
in 2023 to 6.6 billion EUR. Throughout the period under review, the Euro-
pean Union’s trade balance remained consistently negative.

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Import 8527 7541 7660 5951 6207 6567 5712 5388 7494 15803 10996
Export 6600 6566 5426 5052 4472 4736 4643 4373 4702 6176 6591
Balance -1926 -975 -1234 -899 -1735 -1831 -1069 -1015 -2792 -9625 -4405
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Figure 10  �EU–Central Africa Trade in Goods (in million EUR,  
Years 2013–2023)

Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024r)

China, accounting for 28.3% of total foreign trade, is the leading trading 
partner of Central African countries, followed by the European Union, which 
represents 20.5% of their trade activity (European Commission, 2023r).
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in %, Year 2023)

Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024r)

Figure 11 illustrates the commodity structure of EU imports and exports 
from Central African countries. 

The EU’s principal exports to the region comprise machinery and trans-
port equipment (30%, 1.974 billion EUR), primarily non-electronic machin-
ery; food and live animals (24%, 1.587 billion EUR), with fish representing 
28% of this category; and chemicals (14.4%, 950 million EUR). The most 
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significant growth was recorded in fuel exports, which increased by 60.6%. 
On the import side, the EU predominantly sources fuels (62%, 6.852 billion 
EUR), although this category experienced a 33% decline in 2023. Addition-
al imports include raw materials (7.7%, 848 million EUR) and food and live 
animals (7.6%, 840 million EUR).

Within the region, attention is centred on Cameroon, the only country 
implementing the (EPA. Cameroon initiated trade liberalization in 2016, tar-
geting imports of industrial machinery, electrical equipment, and selected 
chemical products. Nonetheless, the country has preserved protective meas-
ures for agricultural goods and textiles (Stender, 2021).

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Import 1956 2257 1965 1656 1694 1869 1746 2108 1551 1758 4241 2820
Export 1549 1669 1573 1527 1513 1418 1519 1380 1445 1598 1893 1901
Balance -407 -588 -392 -129 -182 -451 -227 -728 -106 -161 -2348 -919
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Figure 12  �EU–Cameroon Trade in Goods (in million EUR,  
Years 2013–2023)

Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024p)

Figure 12 illustrates the trade relationship between the European Un-
ion and Cameroon. Since 2016, EU imports from Cameroon have shown 
consistent growth, except for a decline in 2020. In 2022, imports peaked at 
4.241 billion EUR (an increase of 141.2% compared to the previous year), 
driven largely by a 329% surge in fuel imports and a 33% rise in raw materi-
als. However, in 2023, total imports declined by 30.7%, falling to 2.820 billion 
EUR. EU exports to Cameroon have steadily increased since 2016, reaching 
1.893 billion EUR in 2022 (an 18.5% rise compared to the previous year) and 
growing marginally by 0.9% in 2023 to 1.901 billion EUR. Despite this up-
ward trend, the EU’s trade balance with Cameroon has remained consistent-
ly negative throughout the period.

For Cameroon, the European Union is its most significant trading part-
ner, representing 31% of the country’s total foreign trade. China and India 
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follow, accounting for 16.5% and 7.9%, respectively. The EU also serves as 
Cameroon’s largest export destination, absorbing 43% of its exports, and 
stands as the primary source of imports, contributing 24.7% to Cameroon’s 
total import volume (European Commission, 2024p).
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The EU primarily exports machinery and transport equipment (25%, 477 
million EUR), food and live animals (23%, 435 million EUR), and chemicals 
(7%, 314 million EUR) to Cameroon. Imports from Cameroon consist main-
ly of fuels (59%, 1.668 billion EUR), food and live animals (27%, 741 million 
EUR), and raw materials (10%, 286 million EUR).

2.4.3  �EU Trade Relations with West African Countries

In West Africa, the EU initiated negotiations with two regional organiza-
tions:
	 •	ECOWAS (Economic Community of West African States. Established in 

1975, ECOWAS comprises 16 member countries: Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, 
Guinea, Mali, Senegal, Burkina Faso, Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, Niger, Si-
erra Leone, Cape Verde, Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria, and Togo (ECOWAS, 
2024). Apart from Ghana and Cape Verde, the remaining countries ex-
hibit low Human Development Index (HDI) and rank among the poor-
est globally, with approximately 50% of the population living below the 
poverty line (Agbo-Ejeh, 2022). As beneficiaries of the EBA, these coun-
tries have limited motivation to enter into an EPA.

	 •	WAEMU (West African Economic and Monetary Union). Founded in 
1994, WAEMU includes eight ECOWAS member states: Benin, Burkina 
Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea-Bissau, Mali, Niger, Senegal, and Togo (UE-
MOA, 2024).

The regional EPA remains unratified due to Nigeria’s refusal to sign. Ni-
geria, along with Ghana, sought inclusion under the GSP+; however, the Eu-
ropean Union rejected the request, citing non-compliance with GSP+ eli-
gibility criteria. This decision was made even though ECOWAS member 
states have signed at least one of the international conventions required for 
GSP+ accession (Agbo-Ejeh, 2022). In 2016, the EPAs with Ghana and Côte 
d’Ivoire entered into force, encompassing provisions on trade in goods and 
development assistance (European Commission, 2023d):
	 •	The countries have a 20-year transition period to gradually remove tar-

iffs.
	 •	 25% of goods are exempt from liberalization.
	 •	The EPA allows simple cumulation for selected sectors, such as textiles.
	 •	The EPA permits bilateral cumulation, diagonal and full cumulation 

with overseas territories and ACP (African, Caribbean, and Pacific) 
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countries under certain conditions, as well as cumulation with neigh-
bouring developing countries.

Côte d’Ivoire signed a temporary EPA to avoid losing preferential access 
for bananas, pineapples, and cocoa paste. Since 2008, Côte d’Ivoire has en-
joyed duty-free access to the European Union market for its exports. In 2019, 
the country initiated a phased liberalization of imports from the EU, set to 
cover 80% of goods over a 14-year period. The EU stands as Côte d’Ivoire’s 
most significant trading partner. Ivorian exports to the EU are predominant-
ly agricultural, including cocoa beans, cocoa-derived products, and banan-
as, while imports from the EU largely consist of machinery and equipment, 
foodstuffs, and chemical products (Stender, 2021).

Ghana similarly signed a temporary EPA, under pressure from exporters 
of pineapples, cocoa products (with the EU as the largest buyer), shea but-
ter, and other agricultural products. This decision drew criticism from op-
ponents who argued that the EPA would negatively affect local producers 
of pasta, wires, medicines, plastics, and other goods. Under the EPA, Ghana 
is committed to liberalizing 80% of imports by 2029. Ghana’s exports to the 
EU include cocoa beans and products (which have increased in value by 50% 
since 2014), fuels, fruits, and nuts, while imports from the EU consist of ma-
chinery, chemicals, fuels, and food (Stender, 2021). The EPA also requires 
Ghana to implement development policies, including Article 26, which com-
mits both parties to improving public health in Ghana, however, the agree-
ment does not specify the type of assistance that will be provided to Ghana to 
be provided to meet these obligations (Agbo-Ejeh, 2022). Although discus-
sions on import liberalization are ongoing, EU exports to Ghana have risen 
significantly, particularly in poultry meat (up 192%) and dairy products (up 
44%), prompting concern among Ghanaian farmers (Stender et al., 2020).

Nigeria, which conducts nearly 40% of its foreign trade with the EU (Ag-
bo-Ejeh, 2022), has refused to sign the Economic Partnership Agreement 
(EPA) citing several critical concerns (Igechi, 2021):
	 •	Protecting small businesses: Nigeria aims to safeguard its small business-

es, which are not yet ready to face competition from EU imports.
	 •	Revenue concerns: The elimination of import duties required by the EPA 

raises fears of substantial fiscal losses. According to Agbo-Ejeh (2022), 
this could amount to 17.3%–18.7% of Nigeria’s total revenue. The agree-
ment lacks provisions for compensating these losses or mitigating po-
tential declines in investment and employment.
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	 •	Compliance challenges: Nigerian producers may face difficulties in meet-
ing the EU’s stringent technical, sanitary, and phytosanitary standards, 
thereby limiting their ability to access European markets.

	 •	Limited gains from oil exports: As oil already enjoys duty-free access to 
the EU, the EPA offers minimal additional benefit for Nigeria’s principal 
export commodity

	 •	Preference for UK trade relations: With approximately 80% of Nige-
ria’s non-oil exports destined for the United Kingdom, the country has 
shown greater interest in strengthening bilateral ties with the UK rather 
than pursuing deeper engagement with the EU (Agbo-Ejeh, 2022).

	 •	 Insufficient financial assistance: The EU’s offer of 6.5 billion EUR in finan-
cial assistance is considered inadequate by Nigeria (Agbo-Ejeh, 2022).

Nigeria is the dominant economy in the region, with a GDP larger than 
the combined GDP of the other ECOWAS countries. Several neighbouring 
states depend on trade with Nigeria.

ECOWAS member states have expressed shared concerns regarding the 
EPA. Key among these is the fear that an influx of competitively priced EU 
goods, such as poultry and other agricultural products, could undermine lo-
cal industries, particularly in the food, textile, and clothing sectors, with ad-
verse implications for employment. Moreover, the proposed liberalization of 
80% of goods is viewed as insufficiently responsive to the economic asym-
metry between West Africa and the EU. To safeguard food security, the Net-
work of Farmers’ and Agricultural Producers’ Organizations of West Africa 
(ROPPA) has recommended limiting import liberalization to no more than 
50%. However, the EU argues that liberalization below 80% would violate 
Article XXIV of the GATT/WTO rules. Although a tentative agreement on 
75% goods liberalization over 20 years and 6.5 billion EUR in support was 
reached, the deal was not signed, as it was widely perceived to disproportion-
ately favour the EU. West African countries are also keen to move away from 
being mere exporters of raw materials and low-value-added goods. Their ob-
jective is to prioritize domestic processing of these goods in order to gener-
ate employment and enhance the value-added component of exports (Ag-
bo‑Ejeh, 2022).

Figure 14 illustrates the evolution of EU trade with West African coun-
tries. EU imports declined between 2013 and 2017, followed by a 21.6% in-
crease and continued growth until the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic 
in 2020. Imports rebounded in 2021 and surged by 40.9% in 2022, reach-
ing a record 37.952 billion EUR, before contracting by 11.3% in 2023. EU 
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exports mirrored this trajectory, rising by 40.1% in 2022 to 42.767 billion 
EUR, then falling by 18.9% in 2023. Despite these fluctuations, the EU has 
sustained a positive trade balance with West Africa over the past four years.

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Import 34071 33564 26007 18740 22784 29689 31524 22094 26931 37952 33648
Export 27110 28152 26739 22749 25572 28362 28828 25927 30531 42767 34693
Balance -6961 -5412 732 4009 2788 -1327 -2695 3834 3600 4815 1045
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Figure 14  � EU–West Africa Trade in Goods (in million EUR,  
Years 2013–2023)

Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024r)

For the EU, trade with West African countries constitutes 1.3% of its over-
all trade volume. In contrast, the EU is West Africa’s largest trading partner, 
accounting for 25.7% of the region’s foreign trade, valued at 57.706 billion 
EUR. The EU holds the leading position for both imports and exports. China 
ranks as the second most significant partner, representing 16.5% (37.071 bil-
lion EUR) of West Africa’s trade, followed by India at 7.6% (16.960 billion 
EUR). (European Commission, 2024r).

Trade between the EU and ECOWAS countries accounts for 40% of the 
EU’s total trade with the ACP group, underscoring West Africa’s commercial 
importance to the EU. However, this trade is largely concentrated in three 
countries: Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, and Nigeria, with Nigeria alone contribut-
ing 65% of ECOWAS exports to the EU, primarily through oil and raw mate-
rial shipments (Agbo-Ejeh, C.I., 2022).

Figure 15 illustrates the commodity structure of EU exports and imports 
with West African countries. highlighting the predominance of fuels in both 
exports and imports. Fuels constitute 36.1% (12.521 billion EUR) of EU ex-
ports, marking a 34.7% decline compared to 2022.  The second-largest ex-
port category is machinery and transport equipment, accounting for 23.1% 
(8.018 billion EUR), with a modest year-on-year increase of 2.5%. Food and 
live animals rank third, comprising 16.5% (5.707 billion EUR). On the im-
port side, fuels dominate with a 69.3% share (23.307 billion EUR), despite 
a 12.2% decrease from the previous year. Imports of food and live animals 
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represent 21% (7.232 billion EUR), reflecting a 12.5% annual increase, while 
raw materials account for 5.8% (1.942 billion EUR), having declined by ap-
proximately one-third.
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Figure 15  �Commodity Profile of EU–West Africa Foreign Trade (SITC, in %, 
Year 2023)

Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024r) 
The figure contains data for EU trade with 18 West African countries.
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2.4.4  �EU Trade Relations with East African Countries (East African 
Community ‒ EAC)

The East African Community (EAC), comprising Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, 
Tanzania, Uganda, and since 2016, South Sudan, concluded negotiations on 
the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) in 2014. Although both Kenya 
and Rwanda signed the agreement, only Kenya proceeded with ratification in 
2016, preventing the regional accord from entering into force. Consequently, 
bilateral negotiations with Kenya resumed, culminating in the ratification of 
the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) in 2023, with implementation 
set to commence in July 2024 (European Commission, 2024a).

Several factors contribute to the reluctance of other EAC countries to rat-
ify the agreement:
	 •	 All EAC countries, except for Kenya, are classified as LDCs, and they 

already benefit from duty-free access to the EU market under the EBA 
scheme.

	 •	 Concerns persist overexposing African markets to competition from the 
EU, as the EPA mandates a phased trade liberalization over a 25-year pe-
riod.

Figure 16 illustrates the trade relationship between the EU and the EAC 
countries. EU import growth stalled in 2018 and 2019, but in 2020, imports 
increased by 12.5%. Since then, EU imports have continued to rise, with 
a significant 35.8% increase in 2022, reaching €2.949 billion. In 2023, im-
ports reached their highest value in the observed period at €3.142 billion. 
Throughout the period, EU exports to the EAC have consistently exceed-
ed imports. Export growth remained steady, except in 2023, when exports 
fell by 13.6% to €3.775 billion. Despite this decline, the EU has maintained 
a positive trade balance throughout the period.
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2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Import 1766 1902 2182 2011 2002 1927 1914 2145 2172 2949 3142
Export 2747 2844 3316 3300 3031 3156 3208 3634 3925 4369 3775
Balance 981 942 1133 1289 1029 1229 1295 1489 1753 1420 633
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Fig 16  EU–EAC Trade in Goods (in million EUR, Years 2013–2023)
Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024t)

Figure 16 shows the evolution of trade between the EU and the EAC from 
2013 to 2023. The EAC accounts for just 0.1% of the EU’s total foreign trade 
indicating that its economic significance to the EU is relatively limited. Con-
versely, the EU represents 10.5% of the EAC’s foreign trade, positioning it as 
the fourth-largest trading partner after China (16.8%, 10.369 billion EUR), 
the United Arab Emirates (14.1%, 8.742 EUR billion), and India (10.9%, 
6.756 billion EUR) (European Commission, 2024t).
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Fig 17  �Commodity Profile of EU–EAC Foreign Trade (SITC, in %, Year 2023)
Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024t)

According to Figure 17, the EU’s exports to the EAC in 2023 were pre-
dominantly composed of machinery and transport equipment, which ac-
counted for 31.9% (1.213 billion), with non-electrical machinery as the lead-
ing subcategory. Chemicals represented 24.8% (937 million EUR), followed 
by food and live animals at 11.6% (437 million EUR), and fuels at 10.8% 
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(409 million EUR). In 2023, there was a noticeable decline across nearly all 
product groups, with the most significant drops seen in chemicals (-26.9%), 
food and live animals (-16.7%), and raw materials (-13%).  Total trade be-
tween the EU and the EAC reached €6.917 billion in 2023, with Kenya con-
tributing 2.989 billion EUR, or 43% of the overall volume. Kenya opted to 
sign the EPA to preserve its trade preferences, thereby securing duty-free ac-
cess to the EU market for 80% of its exports, including key commodities such 
as coffee and tea. In return, Kenya will gradually liberalize its market over a 
15–25-year period, a process expected to result in the loss of approximately 
one-fifth of its government revenue previously derived from import duties.

Table 8 underscores a sustained upward trend in EU imports from Kenya, 
with the only exceptions being a 7% decline in 2016 and a marginal 0.5% de-
crease in 2018. Imports rose by 16.9% in 2022 and edged up by 0.1% in 2023, 
reaching a record high of 1.262 billion EUR. EU exports to Kenya similarly 
exhibited a generally positive trajectory, with minor declines in 2014 (-0.3%), 
2016 (-11.9%), and 2019 (-2.3%). The most pronounced decline occurred in 
2023, when exports fell by 14% to 1.727 billion EUR. Despite these fluctua-
tions, the EU consistently maintained a positive trade balance throughout 
the period.

Table 8  EU–Kenya Trade in Goods (in million EUR, Years 2013–2023)

Year EU Imports EU Exports Balance

2013 785 1,349 563

2014 850 1,345 495

2015 964 1,721 757

2016 894 1,515 622

2017 930 1,528 598

2018 925 1,659 734

2019 988 1,621 633

2020 992 1,874 882

2021 1,078 1,896 818

2022 1,260 2,009 749

2023 1,262 1,727 465

Source: own table based on European Commission (2024u)
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For Kenya, the EU was the third-largest trading partner in 2023 (9.6%, 
2,378 million EUR), after China (13.6%, 3,359 million EUR) and the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates (11.9%, 2,926 million EUR). The EU is Kenya’s largest ex-
port market, receiving 13.6% of its exports, and the fourth-largest importer 
(8.1%)

Food and live 
animals

10%

Beverages and 
tabacco

2%

Raw materials 
exc. Fuels

2%

Fuels
22%

Chemicals
24%

Manufactured goods
8%

Machinery and 
transport 

equipment
25%

Various 
manufactured goods

6% Others
1%

EU export to Kenya

Food and live 
animals

44%

Beverages and 
tabacco

1%

Raw materials exc. 
Fuels
45%

Fats
3%

Chemicals
1%

Manufactured 
goods

2%

Machinery and 
transport 

equipment
1% Various manufactured 

goods
3%

EU import from Kenya

Figure 18  �Commodity Profile of EU–Kenya Foreign Trade (SITC, in %, 
Year 2023)

Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024u)



85

2.4  Advancing EU–ACP Economic Relations through EPAs

Figure 18 highlights the composition of European Union exports and 
imports. EU exports are primarily concentrated in machinery and equip-
ment (25.5%, 440 million EUR), chemicals (23.9%, 413 million EUR), with 
pharmaceuticals accounting for one-third of this category and fuels (22.1%, 
381 million EUR). On the import side, the most prominent categories are 
raw materials excluding fuels (44.9%, 567 million EUR) and food and live 
animals (44.1%, 556 million EUR). Based on the Harmonized System (HS) 
classification, vegetables constitute the dominant import item, valued at 
967 million EUR (European Commission, 2024u).

2.4.5  �EU Trade Relations with the Countries of Eastern 
and Southern Africa (ESA)

The EPA in ESA has been signed by Comoros, Madagascar, Mauritius, Sey-
chelles, and Zimbabwe, and is currently in force. As part of the liberalization 
process, these countries have committed to progressively opening their mar-
kets to EU exports over a 10-year period. (European Commission, 2023f):
	 •	Madagascar for 81% of goods from the EU,
	 •	Mauritius for 96%,
	 •	 Seychelles for 98%,
	 •	 Zimbabwe for 80% of goods.

The extent of liberalization varies based on the economic levels of each 
country. Seychelles and Mauritius are classified as upper-middle-income 
countries, Madagascar is a low-income country, while the remaining states 
fall into the lower-middle-income category. Zambia and Comoros, which 
fall under the EBA scheme, have different trade preferences (Stender, 2021).

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Import 1282 1346 1620 1411 1421 1358 1463 1256 1460 2247 1788
Export 2819 2696 3321 3520 4073 3295 3791 3166 2715 3232 2615
Balance 1537 1349 1702 2110 2652 1937 2328 1910 1254 984 827
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Figure 19  EU–ESA Trade in Goods (in million EUR, Years 2013–2023)
Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024y)
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Trade in goods between the EU and the ESA region accounts for 0.1% of 
the EU’s total foreign trade. In 2023, bilateral trade declined by nearly 20%, 
amounting to 4.402 billion EUR, compared to the previous year. Figure 19 
illustrates the development of the EU’s foreign trade with ESA countries. 
EU imports showed gradual growth over the years, with exceptions in 2016, 
2018, and 2020 The highest growth rate—53.9%—and peak import value 
of €2.247 billion were recorded in 2022. However, imports fell by 20.5% in 
2023, dropping to €1.788 billion. EU exports to ESA have generally trended 
downward since 2018, aside from a temporary 19% increase in 2019, which 
brought exports to 3.232 billion EUR. In 2023, exports declined again by 
19.1%, reaching 2.615 billion EUR. Despite these fluctuations, the EU main-
tained a positive trade balance throughout the period, registering a surplus 
of €827 million in 2023.

China is the region’s largest trading partner, accounting for 17.1% of its 
total foreign trade, followed by the United Arab Emirates at 10.7%. The EU 
ranks third, contributing 8.3% to the region’s trade volume (European Com-
mission, 2024y). Within the EU’s trade relations, Mauritius serves as the 
most significant import market, primarily sourcing cereals and milk powder, 
while Madagascar is responsible for half of the region’s agricultural exports 
to the EU (Stender, 2021).
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In 2023, the commodity structure of European Union exports to the ESA 
region was dominated by machinery and transport equipment, which ac-
counted for 45.1% (1,180 million EUR), reflecting a 5.3% increase compared 
to 2022. Chemicals followed at 23.9% (625 million EUR), while beverag-
es and tobacco comprised 11.5% (301 million EUR). On the import side, 
mineral fuels and related products represented the largest share at 21.9% 
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(392 million EUR), followed by food items, primarily sugar and coffee, and 
live animals at 21.3% (381 million EUR). Beverages and tobacco made up 
16% (282 million EUR), and raw materials, notably copper, accounted for 
19.6% (354 million EUR). A more detailed breakdown of import categories 
is presented in Figure 20.

2.4.6  �EU Trade Relations with Caribbean Countries (CARIFORUM)

The first formal regional EPA with 14 CARIFORUM countries (Dominican 
Republic, Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Dominica, Gre-
nada, Guyana, Jamaica, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Suri-
name, Trinidad and Tobago, and Saint Kitts and Nevis) was signed in 2008. 
Although Haiti also signed the agreement, it has yet to ratify it. The EPA ex-
tends beyond trade in goods to encompass services, investment, competition 
policy, public procurement, intellectual property rights, sustainable develop-
ment, and other trade-related areas. The agreement was signed and ratified 
relatively quickly, as CARIFORUM leveraged its experience from negotiat-
ing a FTA with the USA and recognized the opportunity to sign a compre-
hensive EPA, particularly in light of the region’s expanding services sector. 
Additionally, CARIFORUM sought preferential access to the EU market for 
key exports such as bananas, rum, and sugar.

Under the EPA:
	 •	 CARIFORUM countries will gradually liberalize tariffs on 87% of trade 

volume over 15–25 years, while 17% of sensitive products remain ex-
empt; the EU, by contrast, liberalizes its trade in goods immediately.

	 •	 Special provisions apply for the import of powdered milk into the Do-
minican Republic, including the application of import quotas and pref-
erential tariffs.

	 •	 In trade in services, the EU liberalizes 90% of its trade, while CARIFO-
RUM commit to liberalizing between 65% and 75% (European Com-
mission, 2023e).
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2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Import 4533 3805 3922 3145 3512 3767 4580 3395 4360 12025 10555
Export 5544 5284 6719 6370 6607 6958 7050 5429 6226 7810 7677
Balance 1011 1478 2797 3225 3094 3191 2469 2034 1867 -4215 -2878
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Figure 21  �EU–CARIFORUM Trade in Goods (in million EUR,  
Years 2013–2023)

Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024z)

Following the signing of the EPA in 2008, EU imports declined marked-
ly and had only partially recovered by 2016. EU exports also experienced a 
downturn. The ten-year implementation period (2010–2020) yielded limit-
ed outcomes, with tangible benefits largely confined to the EU and the Do-
minican Republic. Overall, mutual trade remained structurally unchanged, 
as CARIFORUM exports to the EU rose by a mere 2%, while EU exports in-
creased by 4%. Notably, the EU’s role as a trading partner diminished, with 
its share of CARIFORUM imports falling from 18% in 2007 to 12% in 2008 
(Caribbean Council, 2019).

Figure 21 shows the evolution of foreign trade between the EU and 
Caribbean countries. EU imports remained relatively stable from 2013 to 
2021, with only minor fluctuations. In 2022, however, imports surged by 
175.8%, reaching a record 12.025 billion EUR, before declining by 12.2% to 
10.555 billion EUR in 2023. EU exports showed limited variation until 2020, 
when the COVID-19 pandemic triggered a sharp 23% drop to 5.429 billion 
EUR. A recovery followed in 2021, culminating in a 25.4% increase in 2022, 
and a modest 1.7% decrease in 2023, bringing exports to 7.677 billion EUR. 
The EU recorded a negative trade balance in both 2022 and 2023.

The Caribbean region accounts for just 0.4% (18.232 billion EUR) of the 
European Union’s total foreign trade. For CARIFORUM, however, the EU is 
a key economic partner, ranking second in overall trade with a 14.6% share 
(18.995 billion EUR), behind the United States (29.2%, 37.848 billion) and 
ahead of China (9.8%, 12.746 billion EUR). The EU is also CARIFORUM’s 
second-largest export destination, receiving 21.2% (11.610 billion EUR) of 
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its exports, following the United States at 23% (12.582 billion EUR). In terms 
of imports, the EU ranks third (9.8%), trailing the United States (33.6%, 
25.266 billion EUR) and China (8%, 11.145 billion EUR) (European Com-
mission, 2024z).
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Figure 22 presents the commodity composition of EU trade with the CA
RIFORUM group in 2023. EU exports were primarily concentrated in ma-
chinery and transport equipment, which accounted for 33.3% (2.553 billion 
EUR), reflecting a 14.6% year-on-year increase driven by transport equip-
ment and non-electrical machinery. Food and live animals represented 18% 
(1.382 billion EUR), rising by 8.3% compared to the previous year, followed 
by manufactured goods at 13.8% (1.062 billion EUR). On the import side, 
EU purchases from CARIFORUM were dominated by fuels (mainly lique-
fied natural gas and methane) comprising 68.3% (7.206 billion EUR) of total 
imports, and chemicals at 10.1% (1.068 billion EUR). The EU also imported 
a range of agricultural products, notably bananas, sugar, and rum.

2.4.7  �EU Trade Relations with Pacific Countries

Among the countries in the region (Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Marshall Is-
lands, Micronesia, Nauru, Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon 
Islands, Timor-Leste, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu), the EPA was signed with 
Papua New Guinea, Fiji, Solomon Islands, and Samoa. The EP) entered into 
force with Papua New Guinea in 2011 and has been applied by Fiji since 
2014. Samoa and the Solomon Islands joined in 2020. Tonga, Timor-Leste, 
and Tuvalu have formally expressed their intention to accede to the agree-
ment. (European Commission, 2023g).

Under the EPA:
	 •	 Signatory countries gain free access to EU markets.
	 •	Papua New Guinea liberalized 88% of its imports from the EU upon en-

try into force of the agreement.
	 •	Fiji is committed to liberalizing 87% of imports over a 15-year period,
	 •	 Samoa 80% of imports over 20 years.
	 •	 Solomon Islands will liberalize 83% of imports from the EU over 15 years.
	 •	 Sensitive products are excluded from liberalization to safeguard domes-

tic industries.
	 •	The EPA allows countries to apply simplified rules of origin for fish 

products based on global sourcing provisions, aimed at boosting secto-
ral development and employment.

For determining rules of origin, the following cumulation applies:
	 •	 bilateral cumulation between the EU and Caribbean countries,
	 •	 full cumulation within the EU, Caribbean EPA, ACP EPA, and EU over-

seas territories,
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	 •	fiagonal cumulation according to the specifics of the agreement,
	 •	 cumulation with neighbouring countries under specified conditions (Eu-

ropean Commission, 2023g).
Figure 23 illustrates the trajectory of EU trade with the region. EU im-

ports showed consistent growth, rising by 45.9% in 2021 (1.910 billion EUR) 
and a further 18.3% in 2022, reaching a record 2.259 billion EUR. However, 
imports contracted sharply in 2023, declining by 30.5% to 1.569 billion EUR. 
EU exports, by contrast, exhibited a more volatile pattern, with notable de-
clines in 2017, 2019, and 2022. A strong rebound occurred in 2023, as ex-
ports surged by 26.5% to 2.260 billion EUR. Throughout the period, the EU 
maintained a positive trade balance, apart from the year 2022.

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Import 788 978 1120 814 1294 1202 1264 1309 1910 2259 1569
Export 1103 1551 1759 1971 1401 2655 1534 1734 1854 1786 2260
Balance 315 572 639 1157 106 1452 270 425 -65 -472 691
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Figure 23:  �EU–Pacific Countries Trade in Goods (in million EUR,  
Years 2013–2023)

Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024v)

Pacific countries account for just 0.1% of the EU’s total foreign trade. The 
EU ranks as the fifth-largest trading partner for the Pacific region, represent-
ing 5% (1.163 billion EUR) of its overall trade. The region’s principal trading 
partners are geographically proximate economies, notably Australia (19.5%, 
4.577 billion EUR), China (19.2%, 4.517 billion EUR), and Singapore (11.7%, 
2.748 billion EUR).  As an import partner, the EU constitutes only 2.7% of 
Pacific countries’ imports, ranking 10th. However, the EU is a more promi-
nent destination for Pacific exports, receiving 7.1% of the region’s outbound 
trade and ranking as the fourth-largest export market (European Commis-
sion, 2024y).
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Figure 24 illustrates the commodity structure of the EU’s exports and 
imports with Pacific countries. EU exports are concentrated in machinery 
and equipment segment, particularly transportation equipment, comprising 
87.7% (1.982 billion EUR). Fuels represent a modest share at 5.2% (117 mil-
lion EUR), while other categories contribute minimally. EU imports from 
Pacific countries are more diversified. Machinery and equipment constitute 
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the largest segment at 32.3% (506 million EUR), followed by food products 
primarily coffee, coconut, and fish representing 29.7% (465 million EUR), 
vegetable and animal fats, mainly palm oil, account for 26.1% (409 million 
EUR) of EU imports.
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2.5  Discussion 
The historical relationship between European countries and African nations 
traces back to the era of colonial conquest and resource exploitation, fol-
lowed by the emergence of independent African states and their gradual as-
sociation with the European Economic Community (EEC). As early as 1957, 
several African overseas territories were granted preferential access to the 
European market, establishing a reciprocal arrangement that giving EEC 
countries access to African markets, resources, and labour.

Beginning in 1963, newly independent African states were associated 
through the Yaoundé Conventions, which upheld free trade between the 
EEC and individual African countries but did little to foster intra-African 
trade or regional integration. The conventions also marked a shift in trade 
dynamics, reducing France’s dominant role in African commerce as other 
EEC member states expanded their presence. On average, 68% of African 
imports originated from the EEC. Although the conventions facilitated Afri-
can participation in international trade, this engagement was largely limited 
to the export of raw materials and low-value-added goods.

The United Kingdom’s accession to the EEC in 1973 necessitated the inclu-
sion of countries within its sphere of influence, notably those in the Caribbe-
an and Pacific regions. Beginning in 1975, ACP countries negotiated collec-
tively with the EEC as a unified bloc, culminating in their incorporation into 
the Lomé Conventions. These agreements established a non-reciprocal trade 
regime, granting ACP countries duty-free access to the EEC market while al-
lowing them to maintain protective tariffs and non-tariff measures on EEC 
imports. The objective was to foster the economic development of ACP states 
and facilitate their integration into the global trading system.

During Lomé II, the European Economic Community introduced sup-
port mechanisms such as STABEX, designed to stabilize export revenues, 
and SYSMIN, which provided financial assistance for the mining of selected 
minerals. Additional protocols were established for key commodities includ-
ing sugar, rum, bananas, and beef. However, despite these support schemes, 
the non-reciprocal regime failed to enhance the ACP countries’ participa-
tion in global trade. Their share of global exports declined from 3.2% in 1975 
to just 1.3% by 2000, with no significant improvement in GDP per capita. 
Moreover, the non-reciprocal nature of the arrangement was increasingly at 
odds with World Trade Organization (WTO) rules.
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In 2000, the Lomé Conventions were replaced by the Cotonou Agree-
ment, which reintroduced the principle of reciprocity and incorporated con-
ditionality clauses, enabling the suspension of cooperation in cases of serious 
human rights violations. The trade dimension of the agreement was intended 
to be implemented through regional EPAs; however, not all ACP countries 
have signed these accords.

As a result, the EU trades with ACP countries under various regimes: 
EPAs, EBA scheme LDCs, the GSP, and the MFN framework. As noted by 
Meissner (2020) and Cotula (2023), these differing trade regimes under-
mines the coherence of the EU’s trade approach toward the ACP bloc.

The EPAs aim to foster reciprocity, support regional development, intra-
regional trade, and a tailored approach to countries based on their level of 
development. Despite these objectives, EPAs have not delivered the antici-
pated economic growth for participating countries, nor have they substan-
tially increased regional trade, which rose only modestly from 12.94% in 
2000 to 17.87%. In contrast, the AfCFTA, which entered into force in 2021, is 
expected to play a more pivotal role in advancing intra-African trade. How-
ever, its full impact remains to be evaluated given the early stage of its im-
plementation.

A model assessing the impact of ACP exports to the European Union on 
economic development—specifically GDP per capita—did not confirm a di-
rect positive relationship. Panel data analysis indicates that exports to the 
EU do not significantly contribute to GDP per capita growth in ACP coun-
tries, aligning with the findings of Laaksonen, Mäki-Fränt, and Virolainen 
(2020). This outcome is likely attributable to the predominance of low-val-
ue-added goods in ACP export portfolios. Similarly, Shao, Guo, Jiang, and 
Zhou (2024) observed that while Sub-Saharan Africa’s export volumes have 
increased, this expansion has not translated into higher income levels. Ayeni 
and Akeju (2023) emphasized the importance of human capital quality, not-
ing that although their study did not confirm a direct positive effect of hu-
man capital on economic growth, it did highlight the role of human capital 
in enhancing the capacity to benefit from imported capital goods. Our find-
ings suggest that a 1% increase in school enrolment may lead to a 0.36% rise 
in GDP per capita.

One of the key challenges within the EPAs is the MFN clause, which oblig-
es ACP countries to extend any trade liberalization measures granted to oth-
er developed nations to the EU. This provision limits their flexibility in ne-
gotiating preferential trade agreements with major partners outside the EU. 
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Additionally, the national treatment clause may disadvantage domestic pro-
ducers, who often struggle to compete with higher-quality and more com-
petitively priced EU imports. Furthermore, the elimination of export du-
ties hinders the development of the processing industry, thereby reinforcing 
ACP countries’ dependence on the export of raw materials and agricultural 
commodities. 

New EU initiatives, such as the Raw Materials Initiative (RMI), carbon tar-
iffs (CBAM), and the EU Deforestation Regulation (EUDR), are likely to in-
crease export costs or limit access to the European market. Many ACP coun-
tries may lack the technical capacity to measure carbon emissions or verify 
that crops agricultural commodities are not sourced from land. We concur 
with Fitawek and Kalabala (2019), Rumber and Gilder (2023), and Czermin-
ska (2021) that these initiatives could pose significant challenges for develop-
ing countries and might further restrict their access to the EU market.

Entering into provisional application in 2024, the Samoa Agreement 
builds upon the foundation laid by the Cotonou Agreement, with six priori-
ties aimed at creating an equitable partnership. Development assistance un-
der this new framework is provided through the Neighbourhood, Develop-
ment, and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI).

Trade between the EU and ACP countries accounts for only 4% of the 
EU’s total foreign trade. However, in 2023, the EU remained the most impor-
tant trading partner for ACP countries, comprising 21% of their total trade. 
It was the leading destination for ACP exports (24.4%) and the second-larg-
est source of imports (19.2%). From 2013 to 2021, trade flows between the 
EU and ACP countries remained relatively stable, with a slight decline in EU 
imports during this period and  recovery in 2022.
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2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
SADC 38602 39468 42441 40799 43647 45011 47545 39268 50434 63393 55547
Central Africa 15127 14107 14086 11004 10679 11303 10354 9761 12195 21981 17588
West  Africa 61181 61716 52746 41489 48356 58052 60352 48021 57463 80718 68340
East  Africa 4513 4746 5498 5310 5034 5082 5122 5779 6098 7319 6917
East and south Africa 4102 4042 4941 4931 5494 4653 5254 4423 4175 5479 4402
Caribic 10087 9089 10642 9515 10119 10724 11630 8824 10586 19835 18232
Pacific 1892 2529 2879 2784 2695 3857 2798 3043 3756 4045 3829
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Figure 25  �EU–ACP Regions Trade in Goods (in million EUR,  
Years 2013–2023)

Source: own figure based on European Commission (2024o, r, s ,t, v, y ,z)

Figure 25 shows that trade exchange between the EU and ACP regions 
increased after 2020, with volumes peaking in 2022 and declining in 2023. 

The highest trade flows were recorded with West Africa (68.340 billion 
EUR) and the SADC (55.547 billion EUR). The EPA had a trade-creating ef-
fect for SADC countries, positively influencing both exports and imports. In 
contrast, trade volumes with other regions, particularly East Africa, ESA and 
the Pacific, remained comparatively modest.

Available statistical data reveals limited evidence of a positive impact of 
EPAs on trade growth, as trade volumes remained largely stagnant through-
out the observation period. These findings align with the assessments of 
Stender et al. (2021), Kovářová (2022), and Mutangu, Tagwiho, and Chipfu-
pu (2023), who contend that EPAs have failed to introduce a transformative 
shift in trade dynamics. While the EU maintained a positive trade balance 
with ACP countries from 2015 onward, this trend reversed in 2022, when 
imports began to outpace exports, resulting in a negative trade balance.

South Africa (49 billion EUR) and Nigeria (34.9 billion EUR) were the 
EU’s most significant trading partners, with West Africa and the SADC re-
gions clearly dominating trade volumes, far exceeding those of other re-
gional blocs. In contrast, trade with Eastern and Southern Africa, and par-
ticularly with the Pacific, remains minimal. The commodity structure of EU 
imports from ACP countries is largely concentrated in raw materials, fuels, 
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food products, and other low-value-added goods. Conversely, EU exports 
are predominantly composed of high-value-added products, including ma-
chinery, industrial equipment, and chemicals.

Given the persistent challenges in integrating ACP countries into the 
global division of labour through trade with the EU, the following strategic 
measures are recommended to enhance inclusivity and economic impact:
	 •	Reassess non-tariff barriers by simplifying rules of origin across multiple 

sectors to facilitate easier market access for ACP countries.
	 •	Encourage higher-value-added exports by removing restrictions on pro-

cessed agricultural goods from ACP countries to enable diversification 
beyond raw materials.

	 •	Extend transition period for new initiatives such as the Raw Materials In-
itiative (RMI), CBAM and EUDR. These measures increase export costs 
and limit access to the EU market. ACP countries would benefit from 
increased financial and technical assistance to implement these initia-
tives gradually.

	 •	 Reevaluate the application of the MFN clause in EPAs. This provision 
constrains ACP countries from negotiating preferential trade agree-
ments with other major partners, as equivalent concessions must be ex-
tended to the EU.

	 •	Tailor Approaches to Regional Needs by prioritizing differentiated strate-
gies that reflect the specific economic and institutional contexts of ACP 
subregions. This includes targeted development aid, capacity-building 
programs, and technical assistance to support effective EPA implemen-
tation.

	 •	 Increase Aid for Trade (AfT) support to strengthen infrastructure, en-
hance product competitiveness, foster a conducive business environ-
ment, and build trade-related institutional capacities.

	 •	Expand the list of sensitive products excluded from liberalization, to al-
low ACP countries to safeguard strategic sectors and stimulate domestic 
industrial growth. 
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AS A CONCEPT AND ITS POSITION 

IN THE EU’S FOREIGN TRADE POLICY

The Indo-Pacific region can be simply defined as the territory comprising 
countries located within the Indian and Pacific Ocean areas. This re-emerg-
ing geographic concept has gradually become widely recognised especially 
in the 21st century. Not only have several countries from the region adopted 
it, but major actors operating in or holding interests in the region have also 
embraced or are in the process of embracing it as a new symbol of their en-
gagement in Asia. They are implementing corresponding measures and poli-
cies within their strategic documents to realise their interests in political, 
economic, trade, and security domains. The Indo-Pacific is gradually becom-
ing an ideal region for them, grounded in their values (Haruko, 2020).

The Indo-Pacific region consists of large number of countries (depending 
on the geographical perspective of different actors); however, it lacks pre-
cise geographical boundaries. It is a highly heterogeneous region in terms of 
economic development (including not only economically advanced, rapidly 
developing, but also developing and least developed countries), as well as in 
terms of the political levels of individual countries. Despite this, the Indo-Pa-
cific region is increasingly attributed with economic importance, especially 
due to the dynamic growth of India, China, the Republic of Korea, Indone-
sia, and Japan. According to a report by PwC, China and India will be among 
the world’s largest economies by 2050 in terms of GDP in purchasing pow-
er parity, followed by the USA and Indonesia (in fourth place). Japan, also 
part of the Indo-Pacific region, will remain in the top ten, although its share 
will decline. In contrast, the EU’s share is expected to decrease in light of this 
forecast (PwC, 2017).

The concept of the Indo-Pacific region evolved from the original Asia-Pa-
cific format, which had been the preferred concept, especially since the late 
1980s. One of the drivers behind the development of the Indo-Pacific was the 
inclusion of India in the region, complementing the region’s economic and 
geopolitical significance with security concerns, particularly the strengthen-
ing of maritime security. Regional integration partnerships, aimed at pro-
moting and facilitating trade, as well as security partnerships, play a crucial 
role in the region’s economic and political development and geopolitical im-
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portance. Security partnerships, in particular, are being built primarily to 
counterbalance China’s dominance in the region, notably under the leader-
ship of the United States, which plays a key role as a partner in their vision 
of a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific.” Under their leadership, the Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue (QUAD)1 was revived, and the AUKUS2 agreement was 
signed, primarily to coordinate the policies of the participating countries, 
support trade relations, build infrastructure, and uphold international order 
in the region.

	 1	 QUAD represents a dialogue between the USA, Japan, India, and Australia. It was origi-
nally established in 2007 and revived in 2017, focusing primarily on global security issues.

	 2	 AUKUS is a trilateral security pact between Australia, the United Kingdom, and the USA. 
It was formed in 2021 with the aim of enhancing security in the Indo-Pacific (serving as a 
counterbalance to China’s ambitions). The pact allows partners to share advanced defence 
technologies.
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3.1 The Indo-Pacific Region as a Concept
In recent times, roughly since the beginning of the 21st century, a new con-
cept has gained prominence in geopolitics, politics, security, as well as in the 
economy and trade policy – the concept of the Indo-Pacific. However, the 
idea of the Indo-Pacific, or the Indo-Pacific region as a conceptual frame-
work, is not new. It has been used in various forms when placed in the con-
text of different thematic narratives (Mishra, 2014). According to some au-
thors (e.g., Li, 2022; Mishra, 2014; Pulipaka & Musadi, 2021), the origin of 
the Indo-Pacific concept can be traced back to the works of Karl Haushofer, 
a German geopolitician and diplomat, who coined the term “Indopazifischen 
Raum” (Indo-Pacific space) and explained it in a geopolitical context in the 
1920s (Prabhakar, 2014). He referred to it as an interconnected space of ge-
ostrategic importance due to its vibrant economy, transportation networks, 
maritime connectivity, and the potential of its hinterland (Mishra, 2014). 
The most significant work related to the Indo-Pacific concept by K. Hausho
fer is his book “Geopolitik des Pazifischen Ozeans” (Geopolitics of the Pa-
cific Ocean) published in 1924 (Weigert, 1942). Haushofer’s aim was to cre-
ate an anti-colonial vision for the British, American, and Western European 
colonies in South, East, and Southeast Asia, gradually weakening Germany’s 
interwar Western rivals (Li, 2022). According to Khurana (2019), Haushofer 
predicted the resurgence of Asia, focusing on the development of mankind 
and the culture of Chinese and Indian civilisational entities and their roles in 
future power relations in the region.

Indian historian Kalidas Nag mentioned this term in his 1941 publication 
India and the Pacific World as the “Indo-Pacific Domain,” referring to Brit-
ish anthropologist A. H. Keane and his work “Man – Past and Present,” pub-
lished in 1920. He noted that, from the perspective of British scientists, the 
Indo-Pacific area was understood as Australasia, while continental scientists 
referred to it as Oceania, a term also preferred by Nag (Nag, 1941). Medcalf 
(2018) even mentions an earlier period from the late 19th and early 20th cen-
turies when the term started being used in the field of geopolitics. American 
naval officer and historian Alfred Thayer Mahan and British political geog-
rapher Sir Halford John Mackinder3 viewed Asia as a unified region, though 
with contrasting views on geography and strategy (Dobell, 2018). This ap-

	 3	 Mackinder is best known for his Heartland Theory, which he developed in the first half of 
the 20th century.
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proach gained further prominence thanks to K. Haushofer, and the term In-
do-Pacific began to be used in the fields of ethnography and marine science.

Li (2022) in his article argues that the theoretical interpretation of the 
Indo-Pacific concept is insufficient, drawing from Haushofer’s theory, who 
was “the first to use the term Indo-Pacific” (p. 831). He concludes that “it is 
a historically grounded and theoretically innovative politico-oceanographic 
vision” (p. 830). Li points out that certain questions are missing from con-
temporary theoretical discourse, specifically concerning the Indo-Pacific’s 
current role as a venue for great-power diplomacy. According to Mishra 
(2014), Haushofer’s approach is based on a comparative analysis of the In-
do-Pacific region relative to another geopolitical space, the Indo-Atlantic 
area, advocating for an alliance consisting of India, Japan, Russia, and China, 
which would challenge other colonial powers and the United States (Mishra, 
2014).

A brief history of the Indo-Pacific region is covered in Medcalf ’s (2018) 
article, where he notes that this term of geographical understanding of Asia 
is connected to a lineage of predecessors stretching back to the pre-colonial 
period.4 A notable example of Eastern-led cooperation is Chinese admiral 
and diplomat Zheng He, whom the Chinese empire sent on a mission to the 
“western oceans” in the early 15th century to help expand China’s maritime 
and trade influence in regions bordering the Indian Ocean (Lo, 2024; Med-
calf, 2018). Subsequently, from the late 15th century, the activities of Euro-
pean adventurers, explorers, and mercantilist trading companies, including 
traders, diplomats, and soldiers, gradually exploited the enormous oppor-
tunities in the countries and territories surrounding the Indian Ocean, ex-
tending east and north of it. These trade activities, however, were not limited 
to the concept of Asia from the 20th century (particularly during the Cold 
War); for example, British activities included connections not only with In-
dia but also through Singapore to China and Australia, and westward to-
wards the African coast. As Medcalf (2018) points out, during the colonial 
period, the geographical significance of Asia also encompassed the Indo-Pa-
cific arc from the edges of the Indian Ocean through Southeast Asia to Chi-
na, Korea, and Japan.

	 4	 As evidence of a millennium of mutual economic and cultural cooperation, Medcalf 
(2018) cites the spread of Buddhism from India to East Asia.
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López-Aranguren (2021) states that the Indo-Pacific concept evolved 
from the original concept of Asia (a geopolitical term centred on China), 
which later developed into the Asia-Pacific concept in the 1980s, gaining 
its economic dimension with the establishment of APEC (Asia-Pacific Eco-
nomic Cooperation5) in 1989. By the early 21st century, this concept expand-
ed into the geographically broader concept of the Indo-Pacific.

3.1.1  The Rise of the Indo-Pacific Concept in the 21st Century

It was only in the 21st century that this term gained popularity in political 
and academic circles (Denisov et al., 2021), particularly in Japan, the USA, 
India, Australia, and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN6) 
within discussions on the prospects of the Indo-Pacific region. Its modern 
usage emerged in August 2007 when then-Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe, in his speech before the Indian Parliament, mentioned the connection 
or “confluence of the two seas”, referring to the oceans, with the aim of creat-
ing the so-called “Broader Asia”. He was referencing the title of a work writ-
ten in 1655 by the Mughal prince Dara Shikoh.7 According to King (2024), 
Shinzo Abe can be seen as a visionary of the Indo-Pacific concept, which he 
envisioned as a system of two oceans, geographically bounded by the Indian 
and Pacific Oceans. He highlighted the friendship between India and Japan, 
aiming to extend the geographic understanding of the region westward to 
include India. He stated that the Indian and Pacific Oceans form a “dynamic 

	 5	 APEC is a regional economic forum established to leverage the growing interdependence 
between Asia and the Pacific. The forum comprises 21 member countries with the aim of 
increasing prosperity for the region’s inhabitants by promoting balanced, inclusive, sus-
tainable, innovative, and secure growth and accelerating regional economic integration 
(Apec.org, 2023).

	 6	 The Association of Southeast Asian Nations was established as an international organisa-
tion in 1967 in Thailand through the signing of the Bangkok Declaration, with the primary 
aim of accelerating economic growth, social progress, and cultural development, as well as 
promoting peace and security in Southeast Asia. From its original five member countries – 
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Singapore – the membership gradually 
expanded to ten, with the inclusion of Brunei, Vietnam, Laos, Myanmar, and Cambodia. 
ASEAN plays a significant role not only in maintaining peace but also in fostering trade 
development within the region.

	 7	 Dara Shikoh, an Indian philosopher, artist, architect, poet, and advocate for religious un-
derstanding, discusses in his book (originally titled Majma-ul-Bahrain, translated into 
English as “The Mingling of the Two Oceans”) the connection between the Arabian Sea 
and the Indian Ocean, or rather the quest for harmony between Hinduism and Islam, 
highlighting the similarities in their fundamental values (indianculture.gov.in, n. d.).
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coupling as seas of freedom and prosperity” (Mofa, 2007). According to Mar-
shall (2022), Shinzo Abe sought to integrate India into a new reality of like-
minded partners to prevent the spread of Chinese dominance in the region. 
Abe’s speech was highly relevant at a time when a shift of power was occur-
ring from the West to the East (Pulipaka – Musaddi, 2021), as subsequently 
confirmed by former US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger in 2009 during 
his lecture on transatlantic relations, where he noted that “the centre of in-
ternational affairs is shifting significantly from the Atlantic to the Pacific and 
Indian Oceans” (Atlantic Council, 2009).

From 2010, the Indo-Pacific concept gained traction in geopolitical and 
strategic discussions (Khurana, 2019), and many countries adopted the term 
Indo-Pacific as a new geographical concept of Asian regionalism (Denisov et 
al., 2021). The term Indo-Pacific became a new or revived geopolitical con-
cept in response to the changing balance of power in Asia and China’s in-
creasingly assertive role in the region. According to Mohan (2019), the Indo-
Pacific region will be where the most significant geopolitical contest of the 
21st century will take place.

In 2011, this term was used by then US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
in her article America’s Pacific Century, published in Foreign Policy maga-
zine, where she addressed strengthening the USA’s position in the region, 
particularly in terms of partnerships with Australia, “from a Pacific partner-
ship to an Indo-Pacific and truly global partnership” (Denisov et al., 2021; 
He, 2018; Clinton, 2011).

In 2012, the term Indo-Pacific was officially mentioned for the first time 
in Australia, in the document Australia in the Asian Century. The new geo-
graphic and geopolitical concept was introduced both in the context of Asia’s 
economic rise and the position of the Indian Ocean as the world’s most stra-
tegically significant trade corridor, as well as in relation to India’s growing 
economic and strategic role (Australian Government, 2012). The term was 
also mentioned in the 2013 and 2016 white papers on defence (De – Kumar-
asamy, 2020). In the 2017 White Paper on Foreign Policy, chapter 3 discuss-
es the importance of strengthening economic ties and other shared interests 
with the USA, China, Japan, Indonesia, India, the Republic of Korea, and 
ASEAN, as well as enhancing defence engagement and promoting regional 
trade and investment agreements (Australian Government, 2017).

In 2016, Japan was one of the first countries to officially use the phrase 
Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) as the foundation for Japan’s foreign pol-
icy doctrine. It was subsequently incorporated into a special section of the 
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USA’s National Security Strategy in 2017 (Marshall, 2022), in light of the fact 
that then-President Donald Trump8 withdrew from the Trans-Pacific Part-
nership (TPP) integration agreement and viewed the Indo-Pacific region as 
important for supporting diplomatic relations (Weaver, 2018).9 Additionally, 
this recognised the region’s economic size and its key role in global security. 
From the perspective of the USA, this marks a shift in focus within the Asian 
continent, as in the past, their attention was mainly drawn to the West Asian 
region and its resources (Pulipaka, Musaddi, 2021).

In 2018, India, through Prime Minister Narendra Modi, articulated its vi-
sion or policy towards the Indo-Pacific region during the Shangri-La Dia-
logue10 (Pulipaka – Musaddi, 2021). Among seven key principles, he also 
mentioned the vision of a free, open, and inclusive Indo-Pacific, the preser-
vation of ASEAN’s centrality in the region, and the importance of connectiv-
ity within the region (Mea.gov.in, 2018). According to Mohan (2019), how-
ever, the Indo-Pacific concept is not new in India – it was mentioned as early 
as 2004 in India’s naval doctrine. Denisov et al. (2021) also note that India’s 
vision of the Indo-Pacific was introduced in 2007 in the context of India’s co-
operation with Japan in establishing secure maritime routes.

In an effort to deepen cooperation among Indo-Pacific countries, N. 
Modi proposed in November 2019 in Bangkok, during the East Asia Summit 
(EAS)11, to translate India’s concept into practical, implementable, and co-
operative measures in the maritime domain through the Indo-Pacific Ocean 
Initiative (IPOI). The IPOI focuses on seven interconnected pillars: mari-
time security; maritime ecology; maritime resources; capacity building and 
resource sharing; disaster risk reduction and management; science, technol-
ogy, and academic cooperation; and trade, connectivity, and maritime trans-

	 8	 A new policy for Asia, centred around the concept of “Free and Open Indo-Pacific,” was 
introduced by President Donald Trump at the APEC summit in Vietnam in November 
2017 (Luong, 2017).

	 9	 The document states that the USA’s interest in a free and open Indo-Pacific has persisted 
since the founding of the United States (Executive Office of the President of the United 
States, 2017).

	 10	 The Shangri-La Dialogue serves as a platform for discussing emerging security challenges 
in Asia. It has been held in Singapore since 2002.

	 11	 The East Asia Summit is one of the key regular diplomatic meetings of regional leaders 
under the auspices of ASEAN, focused on strategic dialogue and cooperation. It addresses 
critical security, economic, and political challenges facing the East Asian region. The first 
summit was held in 2005 in Malaysia, originally involving 16 countries (the 10 ASEAN 
member states, Australia, China, India, Japan, New Zealand, and the Republic of Korea), 
with the USA and the Russian Federation joining in 2011 (EastAsiaSummit, 2021).
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port. This initiative covers the full spectrum of maritime challenges and aims 
to position India as a partner in comprehensive security and sustainable de-
velopment (De – Kumarasamy, 2020; Sarangi, 2020).

In 2019, ASEAN also introduced its ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific 
(AOIP). The document states that ASEAN advocates for taking the lead in 
shaping a vision for closer cooperation in the region and continues to seek 
a central role in the evolving regional architecture in Southeast Asia and its 
surrounding regions. Its goal is to strengthen the ASEAN community-build-
ing process, giving new momentum to existing mechanisms to better har-
ness the opportunities presented by the regional and global environment. 
The centrality of ASEAN will be the key principle for promoting regional 
cooperation, based on ASEAN-led cooperation platforms (such as the EAS 
or the ASEAN Regional Forum – ARF12). In implementing the key elements 
of this perspective, ASEAN will develop cooperation in a wide range of ar-
eas, including connectivity, maritime, and economic cooperation (ASEAN.
org, 2019).

Table 9 further documents the timeline through which the Indo-Pacific 
concept was established in strategic documents, marking a shift from the 
Asia-Pacific to the Indo-Pacific region. The Indo-Pacific concept has grad-
ually gained traction not only in Asia and North America but also in Eu-
rope. Within the EU, France was the first country to adopt a strategy towards 
the Indo-Pacific region. According to De and Kumarasamy (2020), the idea 
of the Indo-Pacific reached the European Union and its member countries 
from East Asian countries. In 2020, Germany and the Netherlands followed 
France with their strategic documents.

	 12	 The ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) was established in 1994 as a consultative forum to 
promote dialogue on political and security cooperation in the region, addressing current 
security issues and developing joint measures to strengthen peace and security. It com-
prises 27 members: the 10 ASEAN member states, Australia, Canada, China, the EU, India, 
Japan, New Zealand, the Republic of Korea, Russia, the USA, Bangladesh, the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea, Mongolia, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Papua New Guinea, and Timor-
Leste (Australian Government, n.d.).
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Table 9  �Timeline of the Adoption of the Indo-Pacific Concept in Strategic 
Documents of Various Countries

Year Country

2012 Australia – The term Indo-Pacific was officially mentioned for the first time in 
the adopted document Australia in the Asian Century. In subsequent years, it was 
referenced in relation to Australia’s defence policy.

2016 Japan – Shinzo Abe declares the Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy (FOIP).

2017 USA – The term Indo-Pacific is mentioned in the USA’s National Security Strategy.

2018 France – Published its strategy towards the Indo-Pacific region.
India – In June, at the Shangri-La Dialogue, Prime Minister N. Modi outlined In-
dia’s concept for the Indo-Pacific region.
Japan – Adopts a shift in FOIP, from strategy to the Free and Open Indo-Pacific 
Vision (FOIP Vision).

2019 ASEAN – In June, ASEAN presented the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific 
(AOIP). 
India – In November, the Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative (IPOI) was adopted at the 
proposal of Prime Minister N. Modi.

2020 Germany – In September, the government adopted the Guidelines for the Indo-
Pacific.
Netherlands – In November, the government published its strategic document fo-
cusing on the Indo-Pacific: Guidelines for Strengthening Cooperation between the 
Netherlands, the EU, and Partners in Asia.

2021 United Kingdom – In March, a foreign policy document was published, with a 
chapter dedicated to the Indo-Pacific region. 
EU – In April, the EU Council approved conclusions on the EU Strategy for Coop-
eration in the Indo-Pacific presented by the European Commission, calling on the 
European Commission and the High Representative to draft a strategic document 
by September 2021.
EU – In September, the European Commission and the High Representative of the 
Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy published a communication to the 
European Parliament outlining the EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific.

2022 Czech Republic – In September, the government approved the Czech Republic’s 
Strategy for Cooperation with the Indo-Pacific; Closer Than We Think. 
Canada – In November, Canada’s Indo-Pacific Strategy was announced.

2023 Lithuania – In July, the government approved Lithuania’s Indo-Pacific Strategy for 
a secure, resilient, and prosperous future.
Ireland – In October 2023, the updated strategy Global Ireland: Renewing Our 
Commitment to the Asia-Pacific Region by 2025 was presented.

Source: own processing based on sources cited in the relevant text for the table.
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As for the United Kingdom, a former EU member state, in March 2021 
it introduced a comprehensive document outlining the government’s vision 
for the UK’s role in the world over the next decade and actions up to 2025 
(Global Britain in a Competitive Age: The Integrated Review of Security, De-
fence, Development and Foreign Policy). A significant part of the document 
is dedicated to the Indo-Pacific region, with the aim of becoming the Euro-
pean partner with the most extensive and integrated presence in the region 
(Kironska et al., 2023; HM Government, 2021).

In 2022, Canada’s Indo-Pacific Strategy was announced, stating that the 
Indo-Pacific region will play a crucial role in shaping Canada’s future and 
opportunities over the next half-century, as Canada is also a Pacific na-
tion. From Canada’s perspective, the region encompasses 40 economies, is 
the fastest-growing region in the world, and includes some of Canada’s larg-
est trading partners (Government of Canada, 2024a). The strategy provides 
a 10-year framework for managing Canada’s relationships with partners in 
the region, acting as a platform for maintaining key relationships – in the 
northern Pacific, with ASEAN, as well as with India and China. In the first 
year, Canada made significant progress in implementing key initiatives and 
strengthening relationships with partners across the region (Government of 
Canada, 2024b).

3.1.2  �Towards an EU Strategy for the Indo-Pacific – Foundations 
for EU Strategy from the Perspectives of France, Germany, 
and the Netherlands

France emerged as a pioneer within the EU by formulating and implement-
ing its own Indo-Pacific strategy in 2018. This initiative was primarily driven 
by France’s overseas territories and regions situated within the Indo-Pacific 
region. 

In total, 13 Overseas Countries and Territories (OCTs)13,14 are associat-
ed with the European Union. Four of these, which have constitutional ties 
to France, are situated in the Indo-Pacific: the French Southern and Ant-

	 13	 These islands are located in areas of the Atlantic Ocean, Antarctica, the Arctic, as well as 
the Caribbean, Indian, and Pacific Oceans. They are not sovereign countries, but they are 
autonomous in various areas (economic affairs, labour market, public health, internal af-
fairs, customs). However, they are to varying degrees dependent on the member states with 
which they maintain special ties, namely Denmark, France, and the Netherlands, which 
also hold competencies in defence and foreign policy for their OCTs (OCTA, n.d.).

	 14	 The French Southern and Antarctic Lands (“Terres australes et antarctiques françaises” – 
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arctic Territories, New Caledonia, Wallis and Futuna, and French Polynesia. 
Although their residents are considered EU citizens, OCTs are not part of 
the EU territory, single market, or customs area. However, due to their as-
sociation with the EU, they have a special political, cooperative, and trade 
partnership with the EU (duty-free and quota-free access to the EU mar-
ket15). These territories hold significant geopolitical importance for the EU as 
a whole, especially because they function as strategic EU bases in geographic 
areas (European Commission, n.d.a).

In addition to the OCTs, there are also the so-called Outermost Regions 
(OMRs) of the EU, whose status is governed by Articles 349 and 355 of the 
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU). Since 2014, 
the EU has had nine Outermost Regions (Gouardères, 2024). Two of these 
French departments, Mayotte and Réunion, are located in the Indo-Pacific 
region. Unlike the OCTs, these territories are part of EU territory and are 
therefore subject to EU regulations.

In the Indo-Pacific region, France possesses 93% (10.2 million km²) of its 
exclusive economic zones (EEZs)16, which are formed by numerous overseas 
departments and territories. Approximately 1.65 million French citizens live 
in these EEZs in the Indo-Pacific region (Diplomatie.gouv.fr, 2023a).17 The 
French government has trade and security partnerships with key countries 
in the Indo-Pacific region, and from France’s perspective, the region is cru-
cial due to its maritime routes (Pajon, 2021).

Compared to other EU member states, France has the largest naval pres-
ence (military personnel) in the region (Nováky, 2022). Therefore, it is logi-
cal that France’s strategy originally focused primarily on security challenges, 

TAAF) is the only OCT without a permanent population, being inhabited by approxi-
mately 40 to 100 scientists annually (OCTA, n.d.).

	 15	 These are unilateral trade preferences granted by the EU for all products originating from 
OCTs, with the aim of supporting their economic and social development, as well as foster-
ing close mutual economic relations (European Commission, n.d.b).

	 16	 The Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) is a concept established by the United Nations Con-
vention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in 1982 (in force since 16 November 1994). It 
refers to a sea area where a sovereign state has exclusive rights regarding the exploration 
and exploitation of marine resources, including the production of energy from water and 
wind. It extends up to 370 km from the baseline of a state’s coastline.

	 17	 The total area of France’s EEZs is 11.7 million km², which constitutes 8% of the world’s 
total EEZ area, making it the largest exclusive economic zone in the world. This is sig-
nificantly larger than the area of France itself, which makes up only 0.45% of the world’s 
land area. In terms of total EEZ size, France is followed by the USA and Australia (Migiro, 
2018).
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though the issue of nuclear weapons was not significantly addressed (Toro-
pchin, 2022). For this reason, France can be regarded as the EU’s Indo-Pacif-
ic power – defending its sovereign interests in the region while also engaging 
in monitoring and managing its vast exclusive economic zone in response to 
growing threats (Pajon, 2021).

France’s approach to the Indo-Pacific is based on its position and interests 
in the region – as the only EU member state with territories in the region 
(home to French citizens), military personnel stationed there, and, in addi-
tion, France is a permanent member of the UN Security Council and a nu-
clear power. Thus, it can rightly be considered the EU’s resident power in the 
region. Unlike the Asia-Pacific concept, the Indo-Pacific concept better cov-
ers French interests and corresponds to a much broader geographical defini-
tion of the region (Wacker, 2021).

The strategies of Germany and the Netherlands, adopted in 2020, have a 
broader scope – given their significant trade and investment interests in the 
region, and unlike France, they do not have a permanent military presence 
there (Cunningham, 2023).

In September 2020, the German government adopted its Guidelines for 
the Indo-Pacific to provide a strategic framework for governmental actions 
and establish options for cooperation with partners in the region. The guide-
lines were also intended to serve as a basis for a future EU strategy. From 
a geographical perspective, the Indo-Pacific region in the document is de-
fined as the territory shaped by the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Through this, 
Germany expressed its interest in participating in Asia’s dynamic growth, 
engaging in the shaping of the Indo-Pacific region, and maintaining global 
norms within regional structures. The guidelines emphasise seven areas, fo-
cusing on strengthening multilateralism, addressing climate change and en-
vironmental protection, enhancing peace, security, and stability, promoting 
human rights and the rule of law, supporting fair and sustainable free trade 
based on rules, digital transformation of regions and markets, as well as co-
operation in culture, education, and science. A significant emphasis is placed 
on diversifying and strengthening partnerships in the region. For Germany, 
the region is highly important in terms of trade and investment ties, and it 
will seek to open markets, promote rule-based free trade through free trade 
agreements, while also supporting efforts to strengthen the multilateral trad-
ing system (Bundesregierung, 2020a, b). Germany’s approach, therefore, pri-
marily reflects the region’s importance in terms of trade and investments, 
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given Germany’s economic ties with the region, as well as the security of 
trade routes.

In November 2020, the Netherlands became the third EU member state to 
publish its strategic document focused on the Indo-Pacific – Guidelines for 
Strengthening Dutch and EU Cooperation with Partners in Asia. The aim of 
this document is to develop a specific vision for both the Netherlands and 
the EU in the Indo-Pacific region. The document notes that both the Neth-
erlands and the EU need to intensify their efforts in the region to adequately 
promote their economic and political interests. The Netherlands views the 
Indo-Pacific region geographically as extending “from Pakistan to the Pa-
cific Islands,” which is a comparable approach to the German definition of 
the region (Wacker, 2021). As the title of the guidelines suggests, they are not 
only tied to the role or interests of the Netherlands but also to those of the 
entire EU.

According to Okano-Heijmans (2021a), the Dutch guidelines can be seen 
as advocating for a more comprehensive and assertive indirect policy to-
wards China18, seeking to balance and mitigate China’s growing role and in-
fluence in the region, as well as on the multilateral stage. Okano-Heijmans 
(2021b) further notes that the aim of the Dutch guidelines is to help regional 
partners cope with growing geopolitical tensions, particularly through coop-
eration in maritime security and digital connectivity. The Netherlands sup-
ports free trade, the preservation of a rules-based international order, and 
the protection of human rights.

According to Wacker (2021), both commonalities and differences can be 
identified in these three documents. All three documents agree on the evalu-
ation of trends occurring in the region and highlight its growing importance 
for the EU and Europe as a whole, with the shared main objective being to 
strengthen the EU’s position and profile while preventing military conflicts 
in the region. The shared interests and principles of these three strategies, 
which became the foundation for formulating the EU’s strategy, according to 
Wacker (2021), include:
	 •	 Advocating for an inclusive approach to the region, which includes Chi-

na as an important partner in climate and security (non-proliferation) 
issues.

	 18	 In 2019, the Netherlands was a pioneer in developing an updated and improved policy 
towards China (Okano-Heijmans, 2021b).
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	 •	Maintaining and promoting a rules-based order, where countries do not 
have to choose sides, and unipolar or bipolar regional solutions are not 
in the EU’s interest.

	 •	 ASEAN is assigned a primary role as the EU’s partner in the region.
	 •	 Strengthening partnerships with countries in and outside the region 

(but not excluding China).
	 •	 Contributing to security and stability in the region concerning the pro-

tection of economic and political-strategic interests.
On the other hand, while these three strategic approaches agree on the 

economic and strategic importance of the Indo-Pacific region for Europe 
and share common fundamental interests and goals, there are also differ-
ences between them. One of the main differences lies in the importance of 
the Indo-Pacific region for France on one side and Germany and the Neth-
erlands on the other. France’s approach stems from its position as a signifi-
cant player in the region – therefore, its strategy mainly focuses on security, 
and both of its strategic documents were prepared by the Ministry of De-
fence. Germany and the Netherlands, unlike France, have two main argu-
ments: strengthening their engagement in the region – due to the extent of 
their trade ties with the region, reliance on open and secure maritime routes, 
and free access to markets; the second is their interest in maintaining a rules-
based order at both the global and regional levels (Wacker, 2021).

3.1.3  �Further Strategies of Member States Introduced After 
the Adoption of the EU Strategy

Although France was the first to promote a strategic approach to the region, 
it was after the publication of the German and later the Dutch strategies that 
an additional impetus was created within the EU for member states to sup-
port a strategic approach at the EU level (Grare – Reuter, 2021). Based on the 
conclusions of the Council in March 2021, the European Commission devel-
oped and presented the EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific in 
September 2021.19

The Czech Republic was the first member state to respond to the EU strat-
egy in September 2022 when its government approved the Czech Republic’s 
Strategy for Cooperation with the Indo-Pacific, with the subtitle “Closer than 
we think”, developed by the Czech Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which is also 
responsible for its implementation. The Czech strategy is based on and fol-
	 19	 The EU strategy is further discussed in chapter 3.3.2.
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lows the EU strategy. From the Czech perspective, the region is loosely geo-
graphically defined as the area surrounded by the Indian and Pacific Oceans, 
specifying 40 countries and territories. The Czech strategy highlights the re-
gion’s economic importance and states that there are many opportunities for 
trade and investment by Czech companies, although the potential of mutual 
economic cooperation has not yet been fully realised. It also stresses the im-
portance of raw material diplomacy in the region to strengthen the Czech 
Republic’s raw material security. The document expresses support for a free 
and open Indo-Pacific, the development of EU relations with ASEAN, and 
emphasises the need to strengthen the resilience of supply and value chains 
against unfair trade practices. The Czech strategy proposes cooperation 
with the Visegrad Group (in the V4+ format) as one of the potential tools 
for strengthening partnerships with countries in the region (Mzv.gov.cz, 
2022a, b). The Czech Republic is the only Central European country to pre-
sent its strategic goals in the Indo-Pacific region in detail. Based on its strat-
egy, it can be stated that the Indo-Pacific concept is viewed in Central Europe 
mainly from an economic perspective, focusing on trade and investment co-
operation and supply chain diversification (Kironska et al., 2023).

After the Czech Republic, Lithuania also contributed to the discourse in 
July 2023 by introducing its Indo-Pacific Strategy – For a Secure, Resilient, 
and Prosperous Future, which is a response to global geopolitical chang-
es that have directly affected not only Lithuania but also the EU (Urm.lt, 
2023b). Lithuania’s strategy was developed by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of the Republic of Lithuania to implement the government’s aim of strength-
ening Lithuania’s international position, its political and diplomatic relations 
with partners in the region, ensuring the security and prosperity of its citi-
zens, and opening up new opportunities for Lithuanian exporters. A key at-
tribute of Lithuania’s engagement in the region is also the preservation and 
strengthening of the rules-based international order. The Indo-Pacific region 
is defined in the strategy as covering 41 countries (Urm.lt, 2023a). The docu-
ment also aims to contribute to the implementation of the EU strategy and 
ensure EU unity in relation to China, as well as in cooperation with partners 
in the region. Lithuania’s strategy is based on three pillars: increasing secu-
rity and supporting political dialogue with countries in the region, develop-
ing economic cooperation to achieve strategic diversification, and building 
networks through people-to-people contacts, thereby utilising so-called soft 
power in the region (Urm.lt, 2023b).
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What sets Lithuania’s strategy apart from those of other EU countries is its 
sharp language regarding China, even though Lithuania adheres to the one-
China policy20 (Garrick, Andrijauskas, 2023). Despite advocating for cooper-
ation and an inclusive approach, the strategy is very critical of China (Kiron-
ska et al., 2023). This approach towards China is linked to Lithuania’s conflict 
with China and the previous deterioration of economic relations, as well as 
China’s economic pressure on Lithuania21 (Andrijauskas, 2022).

In October 2023, Ireland published an updated strategy for the Asia-Pa-
cific region, building on its 2020 strategy: Global Ireland:22 Renewing our 
Commitment to Delivering in the Asia-Pacific Region to 2025. Although the 
document does not use the term “Indo-Pacific” (but rather Asia-Pacific), it 
refers to the EU strategy, which forms the framework for Ireland’s contribu-
tion and added value to the EU’s role in the region, and according to Kiron-
ska et al. (2023), it can therefore be considered an example of an EU member 
state strategy for the Indo-Pacific23 (Ireland.ie, 2023). The previous strategy 
was updated in light of progress made and global challenges (pandemic, con-
flict in Ukraine) to ensure that Ireland’s commitment continues to be guided 
by its core principles, interests, and values. Ireland aims to further deepen its 
ties in the region, setting a new, updated set of actions and goals for the gov-
ernment to implement (Ireland.ie, 2023).

	 20	 Maintaining diplomatic relations with mainland China means severing official ties with 
Taiwan.

	 21	 In 2021, Lithuania became the first country to officially withdraw from China’s coopera-
tion initiative with Central and Eastern European countries, the so-called 16/17+1. In 
response, China imposed market access restrictions on Lithuanian exporters. That same 
year, a Taiwanese representative office was opened in Lithuania’s capital, Vilnius, which 
was perceived by China as a dangerous and provocative move, leading to China condemn-
ing Lithuania’s actions (Andrijauskas, 2022).

	 22	 This strategic document is also part of Ireland’s Global Ireland strategic initiative launched 
in 2018. The initiative aims to double Ireland’s global influence by 2025, build new partner-
ships, and strengthen trade ties. Strategically, it is positioning Ireland to become a strong 
player in global business, trade, culture, diplomacy, peacebuilding, and development (Gov.
ie, 2023).

	 23	 In addition, the document aims to contribute to the implementation of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) strategy towards the Indo-Pacific 
region. In 2023, the OECD published the OECD Strategic Framework for the Indo-Pacific, 
with the main objective of providing a foundation for increasingly strong engagement in 
Southeast Asia and across the Indo-Pacific, which is crucial for the future of multilateral-
ism and, therefore, for the OECD. Another key goal is to admit more countries from the 
region into the OECD (OECD, 2023).
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The term Indo-Pacific has thus made its way into various official docu-
ments in the fields of foreign and defence policy, maritime security strate-
gies, and others, in which countries have recognised the strategic importance 
of the region and expressed their own perspectives and positions (De, Ku-
marasamy, 2020). Interestingly, a keyword search in media headlines from 
1988 to 2017 revealed that the term “Indo-Pacific” was much more popu-
lar in regional powers (Australia, Japan, India, China, USA), while it was 
mentioned much less frequently in other countries in the region (Singapore, 
Indonesia, and Vietnam), although its popularity increased following the 
adoption of the US National Security Strategy in December 2017 (He, 2018).
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3.2  �Economic Characteristics and Strategic Importance 
of the Indo-Pacific Region

The concept of the Indo-Pacific has gained popularity and has become more 
preferred than the term “Asia-Pacific” or “Asia-Pacific region,” partly due to 
the inclusion of countries around the Indian Ocean in the economic pro-
cesses occurring in East Asia (Denisov et al., 2021; Pant – Basu, 2021). It can 
also be seen as a modern, broader term for the Asia-Pacific region. From an 
academic perspective, the Indo-Pacific concept can be viewed both in terms 
of regional security and transport connectivity, while other authors high-
light the region’s economic significance, focusing on three areas: trade, in-
vestment, and infrastructure (Denisov et al., 2021).

In the post-World War II period (after the collapse of the colonial system), 
the development of the Asian continent was influenced by various reforms 
and changes. Southeast Asia, in particular, witnessed several economic “mir-
acles”. Japan’s economic development in the 1960s served as a motivation 
for the so-called Asian Tigers and later for the second-tier Asian Tigers. The 
rapid economic growth of the 1980s was marked by the expansion of region-
al production networks and the inflow of foreign direct investments (FDI) 
from Japan and other Asian countries into the newly industrialised coun-
tries, primarily due to significantly lower production costs. However, the 
promising economic development was negatively impacted by the Asian fi-
nancial crisis in the late 1990s. Despite this, the region’s quick recovery from 
the crisis contributed to its overall resilience and strength. The global finan-
cial and economic crisis at the end of the first decade of the 21st century, un-
like in European countries or the USA, accelerated the economic growth of 
China, India, and Southeast Asian countries. Thus, East and Southeast Asian 
countries experienced significant economic development supported by in-
dustrial exports and liberalisation policies.

The Asian region has also gradually advanced in terms of international 
economic integration. While Asian countries lagged behind in economic in-
tegration processes in the second half of the 20th century, ASEAN remained 
the only significant integration entity until the 1980s. The situation began to 
change markedly in the late 1990s. In the context of expanding regional value 
chains and implementing trade facilitation measures, regional and bilateral 
agreements between Asian countries, primarily in the form of Free Trade 
Agreements (FTAs), steadily increased. At the beginning of the 21st century, 
the number of FTAs concluded in the Asia-Pacific region grew rapidly, most-
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ly on a bilateral basis (Zubaľová – Drieniková – Puškárová, 2022). It should 
be noted that during this period, the EU also began to develop the concept 
of bilateral FTAs with ASEAN countries to a greater extent (Drieniková – 
Zubaľová, 2013). The so-called new generation of FTAs, or modern FTAs, 
came to the forefront, addressing not only traditional trade issues, such as 
trade barriers, but also 21st-century trade challenges, such as e-commerce, 
competition policy, trade facilitation, etc. (Lu, 2019). In the second decade 
of the 21st century, the global trade environment was characterised by so-
called mega-regional trade agreements (“mega-regionals”) – large agree-
ments not only in terms of GDP and trade volume but also in geographic 
scope. Among the most significant mega-regional agreements in Asia are 
the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), the Compre-
hensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), 
and the EU-Japan FTA, which accounts for roughly one-third of the world’s 
GDP. The CPTPP emerged after the USA withdrew from the TPP and in-
cludes 11 member countries.24 It represents a significant step towards closer 
trade and investment ties in the region and sets new and higher standards for 
regional trade. The RCEP was concluded under the auspices of ASEAN with 
five regional countries – Australia, China, India, Japan, the Republic of Ko-
rea, and New Zealand – with the aim of consolidating their bilateral agree-
ments with ASEAN into one integrated regional economic framework, thus 
creating the world’s largest FTA in terms of share of global GDP and popula-
tion (Zubaľová – Drieniková – Puškárová, 2022).

Many authors identify the Indo-Pacific region as the economic hub of the 
21st century, particularly in relation to its importance for international trade, 
global value chains, and global foreign direct investment flows.

However, geographically, there is no consensus among actors in the region 
on a precise definition of the Indo-Pacific. Kironska et al. (2023) also point 
out the varying definitions of the Indo-Pacific region in different strategies. 
Regarding the shift of the economic centre from the West to the East, the 
catchy definition “from Hollywood to Bollywood” has been used, although 
this is a very narrow view. A broader view includes the eastern coast of Africa 
to the western coast of the USA (Marshall, 2022). In the USA’s 2017 National 
Security Strategy, the region is defined as the area “from the western coast of 

	 24	 Another member country will be the United Kingdom, which in 2023, after completing ac-
cession negotiations, signed the protocol of accession to the agreement (HM Government, 
2024).
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India to the western coast of the United States” (Executive Office of the Presi-
dent of the United States, 2017).

The number of countries included in these definitions ranges from 31 to 
more than 40. The EU database, which we reference, lists 31 countries in the 
region. However, member states such as the Czech Republic and Lithuania 
view it as encompassing up to 41 countries, while Canada sees the region as 
consisting of 40 countries. López-Aranguren (2022) states that the region 
comprises 38 countries, while De and Kumarasamy (2020) refer to as many 
as 43 countries in Southeast Asia, South Asia, Africa, the Pacific, the Mid-
dle East, Latin America, North America, and two European countries. Thus, 
there is no consensus even within the EU on the geographical scope of the 
region or what the term means. The differing definitions suggest different in-
terests and potentially varying levels of involvement in the development of 
an EU strategy. The diverse views of the region are shaped by the specific in-
terests of individual states (Grare – Reuter, 2021).

The common denominator of the various approaches to the Indo-Pacific, 
from a strategic and geographical perspective, is that both the Indian and Pa-
cific Oceans are seen as one continuous area (Heiduk – Wacker, 2020).

The region is home to three-fifths of the world’s population (more than 
4 billion people, or 60% of the world’s population), making it a huge consum-
er market. It is estimated that by 2040, the middle class in the region will ac-
count for 90% of the total 2.4 billion people in the global middle class (EEAS, 
2021), and by 2030, it will be home to two-thirds of the middle class, which, 
thanks to economic growth, will lift millions of people out of poverty. The re-
gion’s economic dynamism and population growth increase demand for edu-
cation, healthcare services, food, agriculture and fisheries, natural resources, 
key minerals, energy, financial services, advanced manufacturing, and green 
infrastructure. The untapped market thus creates and will continue to cre-
ate opportunities for foreign entrepreneurs (Government of Canada, 2024a).

The Indo-Pacific region also accounts for 60% of global GDP and con-
tributes two-thirds to global economic growth (Wizarat, 2022). Economic 
growth in the Asia-Pacific region reached 5% in 2023, and a slight slowdown 
to 4.5% is expected in 2024, with 4.3% in 2025, still the highest growth rate 
compared to other regions of the world during this period (IMF, 2024a, b). 
The region is home to three of the four largest economies – China, India, and 
Japan (Government of Canada, 2024a).

The region is also of crucial importance for global trade. Since the major-
ity – up to 60% – of global maritime trade passes through its territorial wa-
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ters, the issue of stability and freedom of navigation becomes particularly 
important. Some of the strategically important points in the region include 
the mouth of the Red Sea (leading to the Suez Canal), the Strait of Hormuz, 
the Indian Ocean, the Strait of Malacca, the South China Sea, the Luzon 
Strait (between Taiwan and the Philippines), the Pacific Islands, and Hawaii 
(Marshall, 2022).

The Strait of Malacca is one of the world’s most significant maritime 
routes, serving as the shortest shipping channel between the Indian and Pa-
cific Oceans, connecting the economies from the Middle East with China, 
Japan, and the Republic of Korea. Approximately one-third of global goods 
trade passes through it, including about 80% of the oil bound for Northeast 
Asia (Qu – Meng, 2012). From China’s perspective, the strait is essential, as 
up to 85% of the oil imported into China passes through it (Wizarat, 2022). 
Japan and Australia, which imports refined oil from Japan, also rely on the 
strait for energy imports, further strengthening their cooperation with closer 
military ties (Marshall, 2022).

The Indian Ocean region is rich in mineral resources, holding 35% of the 
world’s natural gas reserves, 67% of the world’s oil reserves, 40% of the world’s 
gold reserves, 60% of the world’s uranium reserves, and 80% of the world’s 
diamond reserves (Wizarat, 2022).

The South China Sea is also significant in terms of global trade (about 80% 
of global trade passes through it), oil trade, fishing, and it is vulnerable due 
to multiple territorial disputes over sovereignty claims by several countries. 
One major conflict concerns the Spratly Islands, which escalated in the sec-
ond decade of the 21st century. The islands are disputed between China, the 
Philippines, Vietnam, and Japan. They are located along key maritime trade 
routes to Northeast Asia, are rich in oil and natural gas, and are important 
for fishing (Cohn, 2024).

The strategic importance of the Indo-Pacific region is also underscored 
by the fact that it is home to seven of the world’s ten largest armies, as well 
as six nuclear powers in the broader geographical context25 (Wizarat, 2022; 
López-Aranguren, 2022). In addition to these data, it is also important to 
note that the region is characterised by natural disasters such as earthquakes, 
typhoons, volcanic eruptions, and tsunamis.26

	 25	 Russia, the USA, China, France, India, Pakistan, and North Korea.
	 26	 For example, the highest number of active volcanoes in the world is located in Indonesia. 

In terms of natural disasters, the most tragic event can be considered the devastating tsu-
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3.3  The Role of the Indo-Pacific Region in EU Trade Policy
In shaping the position of the European Union in the global economy, world 
trade, and as an actor in international relations, its common trade policy 
plays a significant role. This is due to the fact that it is the EU’s only exclusive 
external competence, as outlined in Article 3(1)(e) of the Treaty on the Func-
tioning of the European Union (TFEU).27

In light of new and ongoing challenges in the global economic environ-
ment, EU trade policy faces numerous new obstacles and disputes, for which 
it must find appropriate solutions and responses. Major challenges contin-
ue to include maintaining the functioning of the multilateral trading sys-
tem represented by the WTO, rising protectionist measures, and the grow-
ing importance of China and its global ambitions (Weiß – Furculita, 2020). 
Since 2019, EU trade policy has been under significant pressure due to vari-
ous factors, such as the negotiations surrounding the United Kingdom’s exit 
from the EU, the new US trade policy under President Donald Trump, the 
Covid-19 pandemic, the escalation of the conflict in Ukraine, and the overall 
rise in geopolitical tensions. These events have presented new challenges for 
trade policy (Tröster, 2024). The pandemic sparked discussions about relo-
cating or reshoring industries back to the EU. As service providers and goods 
producers increasingly separate, there is also a visible fragmentation pro-
cess within global supply chains (European Parliament, 2024). Supply chain 
disruptions and transportation issues during the pandemic raised concerns 
about the reliability of international production networks, and the conflict 
in Ukraine, along with geo-economic uncertainty, has become increasingly 
central to public attention (Baur – Flach, 2023). The rapidly changing global 
environment is becoming far more complex and even threatening for the EU, 
with trade increasingly seen as a tool serving higher geopolitical purposes 
(Schmitz – Seidl, 2023), and trade policy being used as a geopolitical instru-
ment to protect national interests (Tröster, 2024).

The European Union is a key trade partner for many Asian countries, with 
its member states also being among the most significant investors in Asia. 

nami of 26 December 2004, which impacted the Indian Ocean region and directly affected 
up to 14 countries (TASR, 2016).

	 27	 Article 207(1) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) confirms 
that the EU’s common trade policy “shall be conducted in the context of the principles 
and objectives of the Union’s external action,” and all aspects of foreign trade (including 
services, commercial aspects of intellectual property, and foreign direct investments) fall 
under the exclusive competence of the EU.
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Alongside its significant economic position, the EU also has ambitions to 
play a larger role in political cooperation (Drieniková – Zubaľová, 2013). The 
economic importance of the Asian region is underscored by its rapidly grow-
ing economies, making the region a major driver of EU economic growth. 
Moreover, the existence of geopolitical tensions presents significant geopo-
litical interests for the EU (Chen – Gao, 2020).

3.3.1  �Development of Cooperation Between the EU and Asia 
in Terms of EU Trade Strategies and Asia Strategies

Relations with the rapidly growing Asian region are one of the greatest chal-
lenges for the EU and its trade policy. The mutual relationship between 
Europe and Asia has evolved gradually. Historically, it was not primarily 
a collaboration between regions but rather between states, through trade en-
terprises, missions, or individuals engaged in imperial and colonial activities, 
driven by European powers’ trade expansion and conquest (Balme – Bridges, 
2008). However, in the post-colonial period, the trade and economic rela-
tions between Europe and Asia from the colonial era diminished in signifi-
cance until the mid-1990s (Godement, 2008).

The history of EU-Asia relations dates back to the 1960s and 1970s when 
financial aid was first provided to developing countries in Asia, and informal 
cooperation began to emerge, gradually gaining importance and leading to 
bilateral agreements in the 1980s and 1990s. Beyond providing development 
assistance, the main goal of these agreements was to deepen trade and eco-
nomic cooperation (Cihelková, 2003).

Significant changes occurred in the 1990s. The collapse of the bipolar sys-
tem at the turn of the 1980s and 1990s, progress in European integration 
through the addition of new member states, and the rise of the EU as a major 
economic power in global affairs coincided with the rapid economic growth 
of Asian countries, an increase in their share of global trade, and growing 
regional integration in Asia. These developments provided a new basis and 
opportunities for stronger relations between the EU and Asia. Recognizing 
Asia’s growing importance, both economically and politically, the EU sought 
to formalize closer ties with the region in the early 1990s. The first effort 
to coordinate policies and strengthen economic relations with Asia was the 
1994 EU strategy entitled “Towards a New Asia Strategy” (Lai et al., 2019).

This strategy set the direction and defined the goals for the EU’s policy to-
wards Asia, with general aims to strengthen the EU’s presence in Asia, con-
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tribute to development and stability, and promote democracy and the rule 
of law in the region. Economic cooperation was a key priority, and political 
dialogues were to be strengthened on both bilateral and multilateral levels 
(Commission of the European Communities, 1994). This strategy gave im-
petus to the formation of a partnership between EU and Asia, including the 
establishment of the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) in 1996, a key forum for 
open discussions on various issues of mutual interest.

In the 1990s, the EU identified the Asia-Pacific region as a strategic prior-
ity due to the shifting balance of power and the global economic and politi-
cal centre of gravity moving towards Asia (Carteny – Tosti Di Stefano, 2023). 

At the start of the 21st century, in 2001, the European Commission in-
troduced a new strategy, “Europe and Asia: A Strategic Framework for En-
hanced Partnerships”, updating the previous one to create a comprehensive 
strategic framework for mutual relations between the two regions (European 
Commission, 2001). This was an updated version of the previous strategy, 
with the goal of creating a comprehensive strategic framework for the mu-
tual relations between the two regions. The EU aimed to increase its engage-
ment not only in the economic sphere but also in the political and security 
domains, with a particular focus on strengthening the EU’s political and eco-
nomic presence in the region, in line with its growing global role, which was 
being shaped by the then 15 member states (European Commission, 2001).

The importance of Asia in the EU’s external trade policy grew significant-
ly from 2006 when the European Commission announced its trade strategy 
Global Europe: Competing in the World. A Contribution to the EU’s Growth 
and Jobs Strategy (European Commission, 2006). This groundbreaking strat-
egy for EU trade policy identified the developing Asian region as one of the 
priorities for strengthening trade and integration through a new generation 
of free trade agreements (FTAs).28 Based on assessments of market potential 
and market protection levels, the Republic of Korea and the ASEAN were 
identified as priority partners from Asia. Similarly, India was considered an 
interesting partner from these perspectives (Drieniková – Zubaľová, 2013; 
DG Trade, 2007). The shift in EU trade strategy towards bilateral agreements 
with key trade partners and a more assertive trade policy towards countries 

	 28	 New or modern free trade agreements, oriented towards competitiveness strategy, are 
ambitious and comprehensive in content, “aiming at the highest possible degree of trade 
liberalisation including far-reaching liberalisation of services and investment” (DG Trade, 
2007).
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protecting their goods and services – primarily through non-tariff meas-
ures – was a result of the failed multilateral negotiations for further trade 
liberalisation at the WTO in the early 21st century29 (Leblond – Viju-Milju-
sevic, 2019).

In the first decade of the 21st century, the trade interdependence between 
the EU and Asia increased significantly. Gavin and Sindzingre (2008) even 
referred to their trade flows during this period as a kind of “third link” in the 
global economy, corresponding to their global trade weight.

In the following trade strategy adopted in 2010, titled Trade, Growth and 
World Affairs: Trade Policy as a Core Component of the EU’s 2020 Strategy, the 
European Commission highlighted the need to continue negotiations and 
conclude bilateral trade agreements with Asian partners, particularly ASE-
AN member states (Chen – Gao, 2020), notably Singapore and Vietnam, and 
stressed the need to strengthen relations with China, India, and Japan (Euro-
pean Commission, 2010).

Due to the impact of the global financial and economic crisis and the stag-
nating growth in European countries, the nature of relations between the EU 
and the Asian region changed. Khandekar (2012) emphasised the need for 
the EU to enhance its visibility and political engagement in Asia, aligning 
with its status as a significant trade and investment partner. He described the 
EU as a “latecomer” in recognising Asia’s dynamic growth, focusing more on 
addressing its neighbourhood relations, with the US or the Russian Federa-
tion. He pointed to the EU’s weakened position in the region, competition 
from the US with its renewed focus on Asia (particularly the Asia-Pacific re-
gion), and the need for the EU to shift its approach towards Asia. Similarly, 
Korteweg (2014) noted that with the increasing trade links between Europe 
and Asia, interest in stability in the region also grew, highlighting the need 
for a strategic approach towards Asia, particularly from a security perspec-
tive. This strategy should respond not only to the shift in US foreign policy 
(“Pivot to Asia”) but also to changes in the balance of power and increasing 
tensions in the region, especially due to China’s rising influence.

In 2015, the European Commission introduced a new trade strategy titled 
Trade for All: Towards a More Responsible Trade and Investment Policy, which 

	 29	 This refers to the Doha round of negotiations, officially launched at the fourth WTO Min-
isterial Conference in November 2001. Its objective is to achieve fundamental reform of 
the international trading system through the reduction of trade barriers and the revision 
of trade rules (WTO, n.d.).
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highlighted the EU’s economic interests in the Asian region. With this strat-
egy, the European Commission adjusted its approach to trade policy, aiming 
to open markets while declaring that it would not compromise on core val-
ues such as human rights, sustainable development, high regulatory stand-
ards on safety, environmental protection, and public services within the EU. 
To make trade policy effective, it was designed to align with the EU’s devel-
opment and broader foreign policy, as well as the external goals of the EU’s 
internal policies (European Commission, 2015). Thus, trade policy became a 
tool for foreign policy, promoting EU values and norms (Chen – Gao, 2020). 
Regarding bilateral relations with third countries, the strategy covers all re-
gions, with a particular focus on the Asia-Pacific region, defining these trade 
relationships as strategic. Since the adoption of this strategy, the EU succeed-
ed in reaching a trade agreement with Japan (in force since February 2019) 
and concluded investment agreement negotiations with China.30 Additional-
ly, strengthening relations with Australia and New Zealand was identified as 
a priority, which led to the opening of negotiations for free trade agreements. 
The agreement with New Zealand entered into force in May 2024 (European 
Commission, 2024n). The Commission further proposed continuing bilater-
al negotiations between the EU and ASEAN members following the success 
of agreements with Singapore and Vietnam. As Chen and Gao (2020) state, 
by seeking to conclude trade agreements, the EU aims to strengthen the con-
nection between trade and foreign policy, particularly regarding its geopo-
litical and security interests.

In September 2018, the European Commission and the High Representa-
tive of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy presented the com-
munication Connecting Europe and Asia: Building Blocks for an EU Strat-
egy, considered the third strategic document governing EU-Asia relations. 
The EU, in response to the deepening global interdependence between the 
two regions, stressed the need to enhance connectivity between them in ar-
eas such as transport, energy, digitalisation, and people-to-people relations. 
The strategy also called for strengthening partnerships with third countries, 
regions, and international organisations (especially ASEM and ASEAN) and 
cooperation in education, research, innovation, culture, sports, and tourism. 
It highlighted the high level of interdependence between the two regions 
with the prospect of further deepening this relationship (European Com-

	 30	 Negotiations were concluded by the end of 2020; however, since 2021, the ratification pro-
cess of the agreement has been suspended, mainly due to differing views on many pressing 
political issues.



127

3.3  The Role of the Indo-Pacific Region in EU Trade Policy

mission – EEAS, 2018). According to Chen and Gao (2020), this ambitious 
strategy towards Asia can be seen as a continuation of the EU’s “mini pivot to 
Asia,” significantly increasing engagement with Asian countries beyond the 
traditional focus on trade cooperation. It signals the growing connection be-
tween the EU’s economic relations with Asia and its geopolitical considera-
tions, and could even be seen as part of the EU’s economic diplomacy in Asia 
(European Commission, 2018; Chen – Gao, 2020).

The Connecting Europe and Asia strategy is also regarded as the EU’s re-
sponse to China’s 2013 Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which raised concerns 
within the EU regarding the inconsistent approach of member states to the 
initiative. Criticism has focused on the strong political influence that China 
could exert within the EU and its ability to influence European policies, as 
well as concerns about transparency, project financing, sustainability, and 
potential risks to high social, environmental, and governance standards (Eu-
ropean Parliament, 2021; Chen – Gao, 2020).

The Connecting Europe and Asia strategy was expanded through the 
Global Gateway strategy, adopted in 2021. This strategy is aimed at mobilis-
ing investments to improve smart, clean, and secure connections in the digi-
tal, energy, and transport sectors, as well as enhancing global health, educa-
tion, and improving research and innovation. In addition to the Asia-Pacific 
region, the strategy also targets other regions worldwide, including Africa, 
Latin America, and the Caribbean (Kasikci, 2023).

In February 2021, the European Commission introduced a new EU trade 
strategy titled Trade Policy Review – An Open, Sustainable and Assertive 
Trade Policy, with the aim of providing a strategic framework for the Union’s 
trade policy for 2021–2026 (Keane – Mendez-Parra – te Velde, 2021). This 
replaced the previous Trade for All strategy and, according to the European 
Parliament, it is intended to set the direction for EU trade policy until 2030 
(European Parliament, 2024). The cornerstone of this strategy is the concept 
of Open Strategic Autonomy: “Open strategic autonomy emphasises the EU’s 
ability to make its own choices and shape the world around it through lead-
ership and engagement, reflecting its strategic interests and values” (Europe-
an Commission, 2021, p. 4).

This document is essentially a response to economic, political, social, 
technological, and environmental changes that have occurred in the glob-
al economy in recent times. The European Commission took these trends 
into account when formulating the main challenges for its trade policy in the 
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coming period. Global uncertainty and growing unilateralism are among the 
most significant challenges caused by various factors, including technologi-
cal development, China’s rise and global ambitions, climate change, and digi-
tal transformation. The Commission outlined three main objectives for the 
medium term in its strategy (European Commission, 2021):
	 •	 Supporting the recovery and fundamental transformation of the EU 

economy in line with its green and digital goals.
	 •	 Shaping global rules for a more sustainable and fairer globalisation.
	 •	 Strengthening the EU’s ability to assert its interests and rights, even au-

tonomously if necessary.
These objectives are further represented by six key areas defined by the 

Commission as crucial for achieving the main goals. Among them, the EU 
prioritises bilateral approaches to neighbouring countries, countries in-
volved in the enlargement process, and Africa, with the aim of strengthen-
ing mutual partnerships (European Commission, 2021). This marks a sig-
nificant shift compared to the previous trade strategy, which highlighted the 
Asia-Pacific region. According to Blockmans (2021), this shift may come as 
a surprise given the economic weight that has shifted to the Asian, or rath-
er, the Asia-Pacific region. However, the European Commission, he argues, 
set its goals based on its own interests, rather than reacting to the policies of 
other countries.

A notable focus of the strategy, directly referencing EU partners in the 
Asian region, is the need to strengthen the implementation and enforcement 
of trade agreements in the Asia-Pacific region, particularly with New Zea-
land31 and Australia. Regarding Asian partners, the document states that the 
trade and investment relationship with China is important but also challeng-
ing. The strategy identifies China and India as key partners for the EU in the 
region for dialogue and the formation of alliances to support effective mul-
tilateralism based on rules (European Commission, 2021). It is important to 
note that the Indo-Pacific region was not yet included as a main priority for 
the EU at the time of this trade strategy’s development (Grgić, 2023).

Shortly after the presentation of this trade strategy, the European Exter-
nal Action Service (EEAS) announced in March 2021 the need to develop a 
strategic approach for the EU towards the Indo-Pacific (López-Aranguren, 
2022), a new geopolitical concept gaining popularity not only in Asia but 
	 31	 The EU’s objective in this area was successfully fulfilled with the entry into force of the 

agreement with New Zealand in May 2024. 
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also in the US. This need arose from the strengthening and diversification 
of the EU’s trade relations in the Asian region and balancing its approach 
towards China (Borrell, 2021). In April 2021, the EU Council called for the 
submission of a strategic document, a move that Grare and Reuter (2021) 
deemed a success, as the term “Indo-Pacific” had not previously been used in 
official EU documents, except in national strategies towards the Indo-Pacific. 
As Iyer (2022) added, this was due to the close economic ties many EU mem-
ber states had with China. In this context, it is worth noting that the Indo-
Pacific region was not mentioned in the trade strategy presented in February 
2021, while the Asia-Pacific region, along with Latin America and the Car-
ibbean, was grouped together with limited ambitions (Cunningham, 2023).

In September 2021, the European Commission and the High Represent-
ative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy published a joint 
communication on the EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific, 
setting out the strategy and justifying its adoption.32 This also paved the way 
for the EU to join other proponents of the Indo-Pacific strategy (Lin, 2021). 
The Commission essentially responded to the steps taken by France, Ger-
many, and the Netherlands – countries with significant economic and dip-
lomatic influence in the region  – which were the first EU member states to 
respond to the growing geopolitical, economic, demographic, and security 
significance of the region by adopting their own strategies based on their 
national strategic interests within the new Indo-Pacific concept. Despite the 
fact that several member states showed little foreign policy interest in the 
new geopolitical concept, the European Union could not afford to remain si-
lent on the significant geopolitical and geo-economic changes taking place 
in the Indo-Pacific (Lin, 2021). The strategy builds on the previous strategic 
document on the Asian region – Connecting Europe and Asia Strategy – and 
can thus be seen as the next strategic document focusing on the Asian re-
gion.

3.3.2  The EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific 

The European Union seeks to establish its influence in the Indo-Pacific re-
gion primarily through its economic strength (Grgić, 2023). The EU’s strat-

	 32	 On 16 April 2021, the EU Council discussed and subsequently approved the conclusions 
on the strategy presented by the European Commission, calling on the European Commis-
sion and the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy to 
prepare a strategic document by September 2021 (EU Council, 2021).
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egy is a response to the increasing strategic importance of the region as an 
economic and political space. The introduction of the document highlights 
how the Indo-Pacific region is becoming increasingly important for the EU 
and that the Union intends to strengthen its engagement by building partner-
ships that reinforce the rules-based international order, address global chal-
lenges, and serve as a foundation for economic recovery (European Com-
mission and the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy, 2021). Economic engagement is the highest priority of the 
EU’s strategy, focusing mainly on supporting free trade negotiations in the 
region, setting standards for responsible business conduct, building resilient 
supply chains, and linking economic prosperity with green growth. These are 
areas where the EU possesses exceptional capabilities (Grgić, 2023). For this 
reason, the authors emphasize the very title of the EU’s strategy, highlighting 
“cooperation” and underlining the EU’s role as a partner (Håkansson, 2022; 
Kliem, 2022).

From the perspective of the EU strategy, the Indo-Pacific region is per-
ceived as a vast area “from the east coast of Africa to the Pacific Island States,” 
with growing strategic importance for the EU and Europe as a whole (Euro-
pean Commission and the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Af-
fairs and Security Policy, 2021).

The EU’s main vision is a collaboration based on principles outlined in the 
EU’s strategy. Its implementation is divided into seven priority areas, which 
are detailed in Figure 26. These priorities align with some of the areas of 
interest identified in the national approaches of France, Germany, and the 
Netherlands towards the Indo-Pacific (Lin, 2021), as the EU strategy largely 
builds on these three national strategies (van Willigen – Blarel, 2024).
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Figure 26  �Schematic representation of the priority areas of the EU Strategy 
for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific 

Source: own processing according to “European Commission and the High Representative of 
the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy (2021)”.

Within these seven priority areas, the EU aims to achieve the related goals. 
From the perspective of the EU’s trade policy, the 1st and 4th areas are par-
ticularly noteworthy. The area of sustainable and inclusive prosperity re-
sponds to the need for economic recovery after the pandemic. It refers to 
two sub-areas. The first is the need to strengthen value chains through coop-
eration with partners in the region to enhance and diversify trade relations, 
implement trade agreements, and complete ongoing negotiations, as well as 
through developing collaboration in strategic sectors. In this regard, the doc-
ument highlights the need to address strategic dependencies, with strength-
ened cooperation between the EU and Japan, the Republic of Korea, and 
Taiwan in the semiconductor sector as a good example. An equally impor-
tant aspect is the sustainability and responsibility of value chains, ensuring 
compliance with basic labour rights and decent work conditions (European 
Commission and the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy, 2021). The EU felt the impact of high economic depend-
ence on supplies of important products from the Indo-Pacific region during 
the pandemic, including not only medical supplies and medicines but also 
semiconductors. Strengthening the resilience of value chains also involves 
transportation as a significant factor, as much of the EU’s foreign trade is 
transported through the South China Sea. Therefore, maintaining maritime 
security and freedom of navigation has become increasingly important to 
avoid disruptions to trade flows (Kironska et al., 2023).
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The EU seeks to establish new norms and standards in the economic and 
digital sectors through cooperation with regional partners (Kironska et al., 
2023). The second sub-area focuses on the framework of bilateral trade rela-
tions – the implementation of comprehensive trade agreements that the EU 
has concluded with partners in the Indo-Pacific region (such as the Repub-
lic of Korea, Japan, Singapore, Vietnam, and New Zealand), economic part-
nership agreements with Pacific countries, and investment protection agree-
ments. Additionally, the EU aims to complete ongoing trade negotiations 
or initiate new ones (e.g., with ASEAN member countries) and strengthen 
trade and investment cooperation with countries in the region with which it 
does not have a trade agreement in place (e.g., Taiwan). From a multilateral 
perspective, there is a need for cooperation with regional partners in mod-
ernizing the WTO, while from a unilateral perspective, the EU emphasizes 
the use of customs preferences under the Generalised System of Preferences 
(GSP) (European Commission and the High Representative of the Union for 
Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, 2021).

The fourth priority area of the EU’s strategy is digital cooperation. It fo-
cuses on the EU’s efforts to work with partners to set standards in this field 
and to strengthen or create new international digital partnerships. These 
partnerships aim to facilitate digital trade through technical, political, and 
research cooperation in infrastructure, digital transformation of businesses 
and public services, and skills development. These partnerships may also be 
formalized through digital partnership agreements (European Commission 
and the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy, 2021).

Other important objectives from the remaining five areas include focus-
ing on challenges related to climate change and developing cooperation with 
regional partners to mitigate its effects (2nd area); supporting efforts to com-
bat illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing in line with international law 
(3rd area); enhancing connectivity with regional partners based on a sustain-
able, comprehensive, and rules-based approach (5th area); supporting the 
EU’s maritime presence in the region and promoting an open regional se-
curity architecture based on rules (6th area); and improving healthcare and 
disaster risk reduction efforts in the Indo-Pacific region (7th area) (European 
Commission and the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy, 2021).

The cooperation in security and defence as outlined in the 6th area of the 
EU strategy can be seen as an area where the EU may assert its goals through 
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“hard power.” Combined with trade and economic relations, this becomes a 
significant means for the EU to face growing competition in the region, espe-
cially in light of China’s military expansion (van Willigen and Blarel, 2024). 
Given the region’s key maritime routes, the EU also seeks to strengthen its 
naval presence (Håkansson, 2022). The security aspect was not previously 
a priority for the EU, but rising tensions between the U.S. and China, and 
China’s growing aggression in the South China Sea, have led to a shift in the 
EU’s approach to respond to new security challenges (Iyer, 2022). In the area 
of connectivity, the EU’s proactive approach in this strategy goes beyond the 
2018 “Connecting Europe and Asia” strategy to counterbalance China (Hå-
kansson, 2022).

The strategy enables the EU to collaborate with like-minded partners in 
the region to address challenges, set standards, and promote good regulato-
ry practices, while also fostering mutual trust. Emphasis is placed not only 
on building partnerships but also on strengthening cooperation at the mul-
tilateral level (Lin, 2021). In each priority area, the EU identifies specific re-
gional partners that align with its policies and are suitable for further devel-
opment or continued cooperation (Cunningham, 2023). Examples include 
connectivity partnerships with Japan, India, and ASEAN, as well as efforts 
to strengthen cooperation with other regional partners such as Australia and 
the Republic of Korea.

Overall, while the strategy covers a broad range of areas, a major obsta-
cle to achieving the EU’s objectives may be the lack of unity among member 
states in implementing the steps and finding solutions to the outlined chal-
lenges (Iyer, 2022). According to Cunningham (2023), one reason the EU 
delayed introducing its Indo-Pacific strategy was the US’s strong anti-China 
stance under President Donald Trump. The EU did not want to be drawn 
into a conflict that was not in its interest. Many authors argue that the EU’s 
strategy is not directed against China. The EU’s shift towards seizing oppor-
tunities in the Indo-Pacific region, in collaboration with like-minded part-
ners, was influenced by the election of Joe Biden as US President in 2020 and 
the subsequent positive expectations for transatlantic relations (Cunning-
ham, 2023). López-Aranguren (2022) highlights three main drivers behind 
the EU’s Indo-Pacific strategy: security (due to the presence of nuclear pow-
ers in the region), demographics (as the region is home to 65% of the world’s 
population), and the economy (with the region accounting for 62% of the 
global economy).
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3.3.3  �Trade Relations between the EU and the Indo-Pacific Region

The Indo-Pacific region holds a significant position in international trade, 
primarily due to its key role in the global economy, stemming from the size 
of its market and the trading capacity of countries within the region. China, 
Japan, and India, in particular, play an essential role in the foreign trade of 
the EU, ranking among its most important trading and investment partners. 
Their location along critical maritime trade routes is also a significant factor 
in the EU’s strategic and security concerns. Consequently, the Indo-Pacific 
region has gained considerable geopolitical and geo-economic importance 
for the EU.

Figure 27 illustrates the development of trade between the EU and the In-
do-Pacific region during the period from 2013 to 2023. The evolution of both 
imports and exports has shown slight fluctuations over the period. However, 
the total value of foreign trade between the EU and the region grew substan-
tially in 2021, with a significant increase in 2022, when both export and im-
port values reached their highest levels. The total value of trade amounted to 
1.7 trillion euros. Over the ten-year period from 2013 to 2022, the total trade 
value between the EU and the Indo-Pacific region nearly doubled. However, 
in 2023, there was a decline in trade, with both exports and imports decreas-
ing, resulting in a total trade value of 1.6 trillion euros.

During the observed period, export values from the EU showed steady 
growth until 2020, when they dropped by 7%. The decline in import values 
in 2020 was not as sharp, showing only a 1% decrease. In 2021, import values 
rose by 21%, while export values increased by almost 14%. In 2022, the val-
ue of imports surged by 33%. The trade recovery by 2022 was marked, with 
imports increasing by 61% and exports by 26% compared to 2020 (Eurostat, 
2024a). However, in 2023, import values fell by 13%, and there was a slight 
decrease in export values, down by 1.9% compared to 2022.
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Figure 27  �Development of EU Trade with the Indo-Pacific Region (in million 
EUR, 2013–2023)

Source: own processing according to Eurostat data (2024b).

During the period under review, the value of EU exports to Indo-Pacific 
countries increased by 47%, while the value of imports more than doubled 
(203%). Based on this data, it is evident that the significance of the Indo-
Pacific region as a trading partner for the EU is growing. However, despite 
the substantial growth in mutual trade, the EU has consistently maintained 
a negative trade balance with the region, which increased during the moni-
tored period, except for the year 2023. In that year, its value decreased com-
pared to 2022, when it reached a record level (nearly 0.5 trillion euros), due 
to a greater drop in imports than in exports. From this perspective, the chal-
lenge for the EU is to focus more actively on the region, gradually opening 
markets, and intensifying the process of mutual trade liberalisation.

As for the overall share of the Indo-Pacific region in the EU’s foreign trade, 
it increased by approximately 5 to 6 percentage points since 2013 – from 26% 
to 31% in 2023. The highest share during the monitored period was record-
ed in the years 2020 and 2021 – 32%. Regarding the share in imports, it in-
creased from 29% to 40% in 2020, 39% in 2021, and accounted for 38% of 
total EU imports in 2023. The share of the Indo-Pacific region in EU exports 
is lower, ranging between 23% and 24%. Therefore, the Indo-Pacific region 
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holds a significant share in the EU’s trade relations in terms of both imports 
and exports. Detailed data is shown in Figure 28.

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
share in EU imports 29 31 34 36 35 35 36 40 39 37 38
share in EU exports 23 24 24 24 25 25 25 25 26 24 24
share in EU turnover 26 27 29 30 30 30 30 32 32 31 31
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Figure 28  �Development of the Indo-Pacific region’s share in EU foreign trade 
(in %, 2013–2023).

Source: own processing according to Eurostat data (2024; database DS-018995).

Out of the 31 countries that make up the EU’s data for the region, the 
largest trading partners of the EU include China, which accounts for 47% of 
trade with the Indo-Pacific region, Japan with a share of 8.6%, the Republic 
of Korea (8.3%), and India (7.2%). Together, these four countries account 
for more than 70% of the EU’s trade with the entire region. Conversely, the 
smallest share of the EU’s total trade with the region is held by Brunei, Dji-
bouti, Fiji, Comoros, Laos, Maldives, Micronesia, Papua New Guinea, Sa-
moa, and Seychelles, each of which contributes less than 0.1%.

The EU’s foreign trade turnover with the Indo-Pacific region recorded a 
year-on-year decline of 159 billion euros in 2023, a 9% decrease. In absolute 
terms, trade with China saw the most significant drop – by 118 billion euros 
(or 14%). From a percentage perspective, the largest decline in trade in 2023 
compared to the previous year was seen with Brunei and Bangladesh (by as 
much as 30% and 20%, respectively). On the other hand, the highest growth 
(over 30%) was recorded in the EU’s trade with the Pacific Island states – Fiji, 
Comoros, and Samoa. Detailed data is shown in Table 10.
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Table 10  �EU Foreign Trade with Indo-Pacific (I-P) Partners (in million euros, 
in 2023)

Partner Import Export Total Trade Balance

Share 
in Trade 
with I-P 

(v %)
Australia 13 622.31 38 447.69 52 070.00 24 825.38 3.31

Bangladesh 18 910.37 3 019.05 21 929.42 -15 891.32 1.39

Brunei 3.18 132.45 135.63 129.27 0.01

Cambodia 4 800.31 997.30 5 797.61 -3 803.01 0.37

China 516 223.06 223 494.23 739 717.29 -292 728.83 47.05

Comoros 9.18 69.47 78.65 60.29 0.01

Djibouti 7.14 305.39 312.53 298.25 0.02

Fiji 65.17 71.73 136.90 6.56 0.01

India 65 088.73 48 364.08 113 452.80 -16 724.65 7.22

Indonesia 18 345.92 11 316.54 29 662.46 -7 029.38 1.89

Japan 70 476.95 63 949.10 134 426.05 -6 527.85 8.55

Kenya 1 261.84 1 727.27 2 989.12 465.43 0.19

Laos 404.24 147.44 551.68 -256.80 0.04

Madagascar 1 068.21 750.62 1 818.83 -317.59 0.12

Malaysia 29 074.77 15 567.45 44 642.22 -13 507.32 2.84

Maldives 42.48 239.49 281.97 197.01 0.02

Mauricius 667.83 1 177.76 1 845.59 509.93 0.12

Micronesia 0.62 2.45 3.07 1.83 0.00

New Zealand 2 551.73 5 521.89 8 073.62 2 970.16 0.51

Oman 2 113.36 3 143.75 5 257.10 1 030.39 0.33

Papua New Guinea 887.24 96.92 984.16 -790.32 0.06

Philippines 8 803.37 7 341.41 16 144.79 -1 461.96 1.03

Republic of Korea 73 052.51 57 796.59 130 849.10 -15 255.92 8.32

Samoa 0.78 10.34 11.12 9.56 0.00

Seychelles 274.77 254.41 529.18 -20.35 0.03

Singapore 20 447.02 32 138.64 52 585.66 11 691.62 3.34

South Africa 23 248.35 25 925.30 49 173.65 2 676.96 3.13
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Partner Import Export Total Trade Balance

Share 
in Trade 
with I-P 

(v %)
Sri Lanka 2 611.24 1 101.70 3 712.93 -1 509.54 0.24

Thailand 25 199.36 14 987.18 40 186.53 -10 212.18 2.56
United Arab 
Emirates 17 109.90 38 813.00 55 922.90 21 703.09 3.56

Vietnam 47 616.86 11 448.46 59 065.32 -36 168.40 3.76

I-P TOTAL 963 988.80 608 359.09 1 572 347.90 -355 629.71 100

Source: own processing according to Eurostat data (2024; database DS-018995).

China, Japan, the Republic of Korea, and India rank among the top ten 
trading partners of the EU in total goods trade – detailed data can be found 
in Table 11. In 2023, the EU recorded a negative trade balance with all four, 
although in previous periods, trade with Japan had shown a positive balance 
(European Commission, 2024d).

China holds a dominant position among these countries, accounting for 
more than 14% of the EU’s total trade, making it the EU’s second-largest 
trading partner after the USA. In terms of imports, however, China ranks 
first with a share of more than 20% in 2023. Since 2002, when China’s share 
of EU imports was just under 8%, this figure has nearly tripled (Eurostat, 
2024c). In terms of exports, China ranks third after the USA and the United 
Kingdom, with a share of nearly 9%. China is a particularly important trad-
ing partner in industrial goods, which account for more than 98% of imports 
from China (almost 506 billion euros) in 2023. The most significant import 
categories include electrical machinery, appliances, chemical industry prod-
ucts, textiles, transport equipment, and metals. The export structure to Chi-
na is very similar (European Commission, 2024c). Japan, the Republic of 
Korea, and India are also important partners in industrial products. This in-
dicates potential for further deepening trade activities with the Indo-Pacific 
region.



139

3.3  The Role of the Indo-Pacific Region in EU Trade Policy

Table 11 Top Ten Partners in EU Foreign Trade in Goods for 2023

Partner Total Trade 
in billion euros

Share in Total 
trade v %

Share in 
Exports 

v %

Share in 
Imports 

v %
1. USA 849 16.7 19.6 13.8
2. China 739 14.6 8.7 20.5 
3. United Kingdom 515 10.1 13.1 7.1
4. Switzerland 327 6.4 7.4 5.5
5. Turkey 207 4.1 4.4 3.8
6. Norway 181 3.6 2.4 4.7
7. Japan 134 2.6 2.5 2.8
8. South Korea 131 2.6 2.3 2.9
9. India 113 2.2 1.9 2.6

10. Russia 89 1.8 1.5 2.0

Source: own processing based on data from the European Commission (2024c, k).

Within the Indo-Pacific region, not only does the EU have its largest trad-
ing partners, but from the perspective of several countries in the region, the 
EU is also a significant trading partner. For seven countries in the region, the 
EU is even their largest trading partner. Among them, the Seychelles stands 
out, with the EU accounting for more than 56% of its foreign trade in 2023. 
In terms of foreign trade share, the EU was also the top partner in 2023 for 
Mauritius (26%), Bangladesh (21%), South Africa (21%), Madagascar (20%), 
Djibouti (18%), and India, with a narrow 12% share ahead of the USA and 
China (European Commission, 2024e, f, g, h, i, j, k).

In addition to trade in goods, trade in services plays a significant role for 
the EU, with Indo-Pacific countries also ranking among the EU’s most im-
portant partners in this sector. This is further illustrated in Table 12, which 
presents the top partners in EU exports and imports of services, with a focus 
on Indo-Pacific partners. China is the fourth most important destination for 
EU service exports and is also the fourth-largest market in terms of service 
imports to the EU, accounting for more than 4%. The total trade turnover 
reaches 113 billion euros. Unlike trade in goods, the EU maintains a positive 
trade balance in services. Other key partners within the top eleven include 
Singapore, Japan, Hong Kong, India, and Australia in EU service exports. 
Trade in services is playing an increasingly important role, contributing not 
only to economic growth and industrial efficiency but also becoming crucial 
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in expanding digitalisation and supporting digital transformation (Eurostat, 
2024e).

Table 12  �Top Eleven EU Partners in Trade in Services (in billion EUR, 
in 2022).

Export Import

 
Partner

Value in 
billion 
euros

Share 
in %   Partner

Value in 
billion 
euros

Share 
in %

1. USA 299.2 22.0 1. USA 396.2 34.3

2. United Kingdom 256.6 18.8 2. United Kingdom 210.6 18.2

3. Switzerland 145.0 10.7 3. Switzerland 81.3 7.0

4. China 64.7 4.8 4. China 48.3 4.2

5. Japan 37.2 2.7 5. Singapore 41.1 3.6

6. Singapore 36.4 2.7 6. India 26.9 2.3

7. Norway 31.9 2.3 7. Canada 19.1 1.7

8. Canada 26.4 1.9 8. Norway 19.0 1.6

9. Hong Kong 25.9 1.9 9. Turkey 17.9 1.5
10. Australia 25.4 1.9 10. Japan 17.0 1.5
11. India 23.9 1.8 11. Hong Kong 15.5 1.3

Source: own processing based on data from Eurostat (2024d).

The EU and the Indo-Pacific region are highly interconnected and mutu-
ally dependent. The EU ranks among the largest traders in the region, is the 
largest investor in the region, and is also the main provider of development 
assistance (Cunningham, 2023). As much as 40% of the EU’s trade passes 
through the South China Sea, further increasing the region’s importance 
from a maritime security perspective (Diplomatie.gouv.fr, 2023b).

The high interdependence of both regions is also reflected in the statistics 
– together, they account for up to 70% of global trade in goods and services 
and represent 60% of global foreign direct investment flows (European Com-
mission, 2021a). The EU has five strategic partners in the region – China, In-
dia, the Republic of Korea, Japan, and ASEAN (since 2020), whose partner-
ship with the EU has been elevated to a strategic level. A strategic partnership 
signifies a special status, with the EU building and maintaining long-term 
relationships with key partners to ensure the preservation of EU values and 
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interests on a global scale, not only in trade and economic areas but also in 
other strategic sectors.

3.3.4  �EU Foreign Trade Policy Towards the Indo-Pacific Region

The EU maintains a significant position in global trade – in 2022, it was the 
second-largest importer globally, with a 15% share, and the second-larg-
est exporter, with a 13% share of world exports. In services trade, the EU is 
a dominant player, holding a 24% share of global services exports and 23% 
of imports (WTO, 2023). Given this, the EU solidifies its role as a key ac-
tor in trade liberalisation through the removal of trade barriers, conclusion 
of trade agreements, and provision of preferential rates for third countries 
within its trade policy. Recently, the EU has increasingly used its trade policy 
to promote its standards and values, which is also a primary objective of its 
foreign policy (Chen & Gao, 2020).

In its trade policy towards the Indo-Pacific, the EU seeks to create and 
apply a fair system of various trade policy instruments. These include trade 
agreements (free trade agreements, economic partnership agreements), po-
litical agreements (partnership and cooperation agreements), investment 
agreements, as well as partnerships with selected countries that bring sig-
nificant contributions to long-term cooperation for the EU. Deepening co-
operation and trade negotiations that lead to the signing of trade agreements 
contribute to the growth of foreign trade and the inflow of investments (Eu-
ropean Commission, 2021a).

EU trade policy plays a crucial role in the development of relations, mu-
tual cooperation, and the promotion of trade growth with Indo-Pacific coun-
tries. The key tool in liberalising trade relations is the conclusion of trade 
agreements with third countries, which reduce and eliminate trade barri-
ers – tariffs as well as non-tariff barriers, while also protecting traditional EU 
food products. Agreements can also address investment issues, dispute reso-
lution mechanisms, and create new trade opportunities for European com-
panies, which will contribute to more job creation and a broader selection of 
goods and services at lower prices for consumers. Through its trade policy, 
the EU can also promote European principles and values – democracy, hu-
man rights, environmental protection, and social rights (Consilium, 2024). 
Trade agreements are a pillar for deepening mutual cooperation, bringing 
benefits in the form of market openings and simplified market access. The 
EU’s approach to trade agreements is based on adherence to the rules stem-
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ming from the agreements. Completing trade negotiations and signing these 
agreements is also one of the goals of the EU’s strategy.

In the Indo-Pacific region, the EU has signed preferential free trade agree-
ments that allow reciprocal market openings (providing preferential access) 
with developed and emerging economies, as well as preferential Economic 
Partnership Agreements (EPAs) that include a developmental aspect (Con-
silium, 2019). Some partners benefit from preferential treatment under the 
GSP, while with others, FTA negotiations are ongoing (or the FTA has not yet 
entered into force). Detailed data is shown in Table 13.

Table 13  �Overview of EU Agreements with Indo-Pacific Countries 
as of 31 July 2024

Partner Trade Agreement Preferences Other
Australia FTA negotiations --
Bangladesh -- EBA
Brunei None --

Cambodia -- EBA (partially 
suspended)

China None -- CAI ratification 
suspended

Comoros

Provisional EPA 
in preliminary 

application since 
2019

EBA

Djibouti -- EBA

Fiji

Provisional EPA 
in preliminary 

application since 
2014

--

India FTA negotiations Standard GSP

Investment protec-
tion and geographical 
indications agree-
ment negotiations

Indonesia FTA negotiations Standard GSP
Japan FTA in force -- Digital partnership

Kenya
EPA agreement in 
force since 1 July 

2024
Standard GSP

Laos -- EBA

Madagascar

Provisional EPA 
in preliminary 

application since 
2012

EBA
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Partner Trade Agreement Preferences Other

Malaysia FTA negotiations 
suspended --

Maldives None --

Mauritius

Provisional EPA 
in preliminary 

application since 
2012

--

Micronesia -- Standard GSP
New Zealand FTA in force --
Oman None --

Papua New Guinea

Provisional EPA 
in preliminary 

application since 
2013

--

Philippines FTA negotiations GSP+

Republic of Korea FTA in force --

•	 Digital partnership.
•	 Digital trade agree-

ment negotiations 
since 2023.

Samoa

Provisional EPA 
in preliminary 

application since 
2018

--

Seychelles

Provisional EPA 
in preliminary 

application since 
2012

--

Singapore FTA in force --

•	 Digital partnership.
•	 Digital trade agree-

ment negotiations 
since 2023. 

•	 IPA agreement 
pending 
ratification.

South Africa
EPA in preliminary 

application since 
2016

--

Sri Lanka -- GSP+

Thailand FTA negotiations 
since 2023 --

UAE None --

Vietnam FTA in force -- IPA agreement 
pending ratification

Source: own processing based on data from the European Commission (n.d.c, d, n), Europe-
an Commission (2023c), and other data mentioned in the relevant text.
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Five countries in the Indo-Pacific region have no trade agreement with the 
EU (European Commission, n.d.d). Negotiations began in 1990 with Oman 
and the United Arab Emirates on a FTA between the EU and the Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC), but they were suspended by the GCC in 2008 (EEAS, 
2022). Additionally, Brunei33, the Maldives34, and China have no agreements.

Regarding China, negotiations between the EU and China on the Com-
prehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI) began in 2013 and were con-
cluded on December 30, 2020. However, no further progress was made due 
to the gradual deterioration of EU–China relations, initially over human 
rights35 concerns in 2021 and later related to China’s stance on the conflict in 
Ukraine. Promising investment opportunities for the EU in China have been 
replaced by policies aimed at strengthening global supply chain resilience, 
reducing risk, and diversifying production networks, also known as “de-risk-
ing” in relation to China36 (Mercurio, 2024).

Nine countries in the region have signed Economic Partnership Agree-
ments at various stages. From July 1, 2024, the EPA with Kenya will come into 
effect (European Commission, 2024l). Other EPA agreements with countries 
in the region are provisionally applied. These include South Africa,37 which 
is part of the comprehensive EPA between the EU and the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC), as well as the Pacific Island states of Fiji, 
Papua New Guinea, and Samoa. The EPA agreement between the EU and 
	 33	 Relations between the EU and Brunei are governed by the 1980 agreement between the 

European Economic Community and ASEAN. According to Khandekar (2014), a decision 
was made in 2012 to begin negotiations on a Partnership and Cooperation Agreement 
(PCA), but further information on the development is unavailable. Since January 2014, 
Brunei, as a high-income country, ceased to be a beneficiary of preferences under the EU’s 
reformed Generalised Scheme of Preferences (GSP) (Drieniková & Zubaľová, 2013).

	 34	 The Maldives were beneficiaries of the Everything But Arms (EBA) preferences until the 
end of 2013, when they graduated from the Least Developed Countries (LDCs) list, and 
their transitional period ended.

	 35	 The EU imposed sanctions on four Chinese officials and one entity following extensive hu-
man rights violations in Xinjiang. China responded with its own sanctions, some of which 
targeted members of the European Parliament who were set to ratify the Comprehensive 
Agreement on Investment (CAI). This led to the suspension of the ratification process, ef-
fectively marking the beginning of a “new reality” in bilateral relations (Brinza et al., 2024).

	 36	 The “de-risking” policy in relation to China was announced by European Commission 
President Ursula von der Leyen in March 2023, highlighting that China is becoming more 
repressive domestically and assertive abroad (European Commission, 2023a).

	 37	 In June 2016, South Africa signed the Economic Partnership Agreement between the EU 
and the Southern African Development Community (SADC), along with five other south-
ern African states. The EPA replaced the trade agreement between the EU and South Af-
rica, which had been in effect since May 1, 2004.
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Eastern and Southern Africa (ESA) was signed in 2009 and has been provi-
sionally implemented since 2012 for the Comoros, Mauritius, Madagascar, 
and Seychelles. Negotiations on an EPA with Djibouti have been suspended 
since 2011.

Five other countries have an active FTA with the EU, while negotiations 
on FTAs with five more countries are ongoing.

The first FTA between the EU and an Asian country was signed with the 
Republic of Korea. It also marked a milestone as the first “new generation” 
modern FTA,38 including a legally binding chapter on trade and sustainable 
development. The agreement was provisionally applied from 2011 and fully 
entered into force in 2015. Through the FTA, most trade barriers in industri-
al and agricultural products were progressively removed, which contributed 
to a more than 70% increase in bilateral trade between 2011 and 2021. The 
agreement also eliminated non-tariff barriers, particularly in the automo-
tive, pharmaceutical, medical, and electronics sectors, and created new op-
portunities for market access in services and investments (European Com-
mission, n.d.f).

Despite the benefits of enhanced trade cooperation, some obstacles re-
main. In 2024, restrictions on beef exports to the Republic of Korea were 
lifted for two additional EU countries – France and Ireland. The Netherlands 
and Denmark have been allowed to export beef since 2019. These restric-
tions stemmed from a ban imposed in 2001 due to the outbreak of BSE (mad 
cow disease) (European Commission, 2024o). Another issue relates to la-
bour standards. In 2021, the Republic of Korea was called upon to amend 
its labour laws and practices and to advance the ratification process of four 
fundamental International Labour Organization (ILO) conventions to com-
ply with the FTA’s chapter on trade and sustainable development (European 
Commission, 2021b).

The motivation for concluding an FTA with Japan was not only to liber-
alise trade but also to respond to geopolitical developments, such as China’s 
growing influence and the USA’s withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partner-
ship (TPP). The Economic Partnership Agreement between the EU and Ja-
pan has been in force since February 2019, representing the largest FTA both 
sides have reached in terms of market size. For the EU, the agreement is sig-
nificant as it liberalises tariff and non-tariff barriers to the export of goods 
from the automotive and food industries (e.g., meat, wine, cheese) to the 
	 38	 The agreement also includes provisions on competition policy, government procurement, 

intellectual property rights, regulatory transparency, and sustainable development.
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Japanese market. The agreement also allows participation in public procure-
ment, including in Japan’s railway infrastructure sector, under the same con-
ditions as Japanese partners.

The agreement also contains a chapter on trade and sustainable develop-
ment (e.g., labour, safety, environmental protection, and consumer protec-
tion standards, as well as climate change commitments) and provides mutual 
protection of agricultural products through geographical indications (Euro-
pean Commission, 2019). Additionally, the agreement includes a cross-bor-
der data flow agreement, which came into force in July 2024. Its provisions 
will facilitate business operations for companies in sectors such as financial 
services, transport, machinery, and e-commerce, enabling more efficient 
data management (European Commission, 2024p).

The most recent FTA to enter into force was the one between the EU and 
New Zealand in May 2024. This agreement is considered the EU’s most pro-
gressive in terms of sustainability and trade provisions, being much more 
comprehensive than older agreements. It is also the first EU trade agreement 
to include a specific chapter on cooperation with indigenous peoples, refer-
encing declarations and conventions concerning indigenous rights. Another 
first is the inclusion of an article on gender equality (Blot & Li, 2023).

With approval from the Council, the European Commission began nego-
tiations on a multilateral interregional FTA with ASEAN in July 2007. Af-
ter seven rounds, the joint commission decided to suspend negotiations in 
March 2009. In December 2009, EU member states (Council) agreed that the 
Commission would continue negotiations, but on a bilateral basis. Howev-
er, the strategic goal of achieving an interregional FTA between the EU and 
ASEAN remained (Drieniková & Zubaľová, 2013). Bilateral FTA negotia-
tions began between the EU and Singapore in 2010. In 2019, the FTA came 
into force. Vietnam became the second ASEAN country with a valid FTA 
in 2020 and a signed Investment Protection Agreement (IPA), an agreement 
aimed at ensuring the protection of EU investment in both countries, which 
has yet to be ratified by all EU members. The FTA gradually removes almost 
all tariffs on imports and exports, promoting trade growth, especially in ma-
chinery, automotive, and food products (Kuźnar & Menkes, 2020; European 
Commission, 2024a).

EU negotiations with Thailand were opened in 2013 but were suspend-
ed the following year, resuming only in 2023. Similarly, negotiations with 
the Philippines began in 2015, with only two rounds conducted before they 
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were revived in 2024 (European Commission, 2024a). The resumption of ne-
gotiations reaffirms the importance of the Indo-Pacific region for the EU’s 
trade agenda, aligning with the objectives of the EU strategy. FTA negotia-
tions also began with Malaysia in 2010 but were suspended after two years.

FTA negotiations with Indonesia have been ongoing since 2016, though 
they have been negatively impacted, particularly by sustainability concerns. 
On one side are EU measures concerning imports of palm oil-based fuels, 
which Indonesia views as discriminatory and harmful to its agricultural sec-
tor. On the other side are Indonesia’s measures, such as the ban on unpro-
cessed nickel exports, which have negatively affected the EU’s steel industry 
(stainless steel production) (Segara, 2022). Other contentious issues in bilat-
eral relations include the EU’s deforestation regulation, which is set to be im-
plemented in December 2024. Its aim is to limit imports of products linked 
to deforestation, which will negatively affect Indonesia as a palm oil exporter. 
These steps by the EU can be seen as part of its broader strategy to strength-
en its strategic autonomy in trade policy. From Indonesia’s perspective, how-
ever, they are viewed as obstacles to its economic development (Ueda, 2024).

Cooperation with ASEAN remains a priority. As a bloc, ASEAN39 was 
the EU’s third-largest trading partner in 2023, with a 5% share. Similarly, 
the EU was ASEAN’s third-largest partner, following China and the USA, 
with a 10% share in 2023 (European Commission, 2024b). The importance 
of ASEAN in the Indo-Pacific region is underscored by its mention 31 times 
in the EU strategy. The EU regards ASEAN as the centre of regional architec-
ture. A key foundation of their strategic partnership is shared values regard-
ing effective and sustainable multilateralism, a rules-based international or-
der, and free and fair trade (Lin, 2022).

India plays a counterbalancing role to China within the Indo-Pacific re-
gion, given its strategic location and geopolitical significance. After Korea, 
India was also one of the first countries with which the EU opened FTA ne-
gotiations in 2007 under the Global Europe trade strategy. The negotiations 
covered both trade and investment agreements, aiming to deepen and lib-
eralise trade relations, including sustainable development, public procure-
ment, and intellectual property rights. However, disagreements emerged 

	 39	 Myanmar is the only ASEAN member country not included in the Eurostat database from 
which this analysis is drawn. Regarding its type of agreement with the EU, after two years 
of negotiations on an Investment Protection Agreement (IPA) between the EU and Myan-
mar, talks were suspended in 2017 (European Commission, 2024a).
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during the talks, leading to their suspension in 2013. The negotiations were 
revived in 2022, covering the FTA, investment protection, and geographi-
cal indications. Nonetheless, disagreements remain over the liberalisation of 
trade in agricultural commodities, a sensitive issue for both the EU and In-
dia due to the high protection of domestic producers, as well as in the area of 
sustainable development, where the EU has stricter labour and environmen-
tal standards (Hilpert et al., 2023; European Commission, 2024a).

FTA negotiations with Australia began in 2018, and their completion re-
mains one of the objectives of the EU’s strategy. The agreement would rep-
resent a strategic step towards strengthening mutual cooperation within the 
region. For Australia, it would be an opportunity to reduce its trade depend-
ence on China, its main trading partner, which accounts for 31.5% of its for-
eign trade (European Commission, 2024m). However, in 2023, the talks, 
which were expected to lead to a final agreement, were interrupted due to 
new demands from the Australian government for more favourable access to 
the EU market for their farmers, particularly in beef and sheep meat. Anoth-
er contentious point was the protection of geographical indications for origi-
nal EU products. Unlike the EU, Australia does not have established rules in 
this area (Liboreiro, 2023; European Commission, 2024a). Despite viewing 
each other as like-minded partners, the two countries do not agree on every-
thing and pursue their own interests. An example is the diplomatic conflict 
in 2021, when Australia cancelled a major contract for conventionally pow-
ered French submarines in favour of building nuclear-powered submarines 
equipped with technologies from allies under the AUKUS agreement with 
the UK and the USA. However, after two years, the two countries were able 
to overcome their diplomatic differences and agreed to collaborate on access 
to naval bases in the Pacific Ocean, primarily to prevent destabilisation in the 
South China Sea (Trend, 2021; The Maritime Executive, 2023).

In addition to bilateral trade policy, through trade agreements with Indo-
Pacific countries, the EU also applies unilateral preferences under the GSP 
system. As of January 1, 2023, 12 countries from the region were on the list of 
beneficiary countries. India, Indonesia, Micronesia, and Kenya benefit from 
the standard GSP regime. The Philippines and Sri Lanka enjoy preferences 
under the enhanced GSP+ regime. Under the EBA regime, six countries ben-
efit from duty-free imports of all goods except arms and ammunition. How-
ever, due to serious and systematic concerns over human rights violations, 
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preferential treatment for about one-fifth of Cambodia’s exports was partially 
suspended as of August 12, 2020 (European Commission, 2020).

In 2023, the European Commission received a mandate from the Council 
to begin negotiations on Digital Trade Agreements (DTAs) with Singapore 
and the Republic of Korea. While their FTAs with the EU contain essential 
commitments regarding trade in goods and services, they do not include 
comprehensive rules on digital trade. This step aligns with the EU’s strate-
gy to deepen mutual cooperation in digital trade. This is further supported 
by the EU’s digital partnerships with Korea (signed in November 2022) and 
Singapore (signed in February 2023) and mutual agreements on non-bind-
ing digital trade principles. These modern agreements aim to create new op-
portunities for businesses and consumers while strengthening EU consumer 
trust in the online environment, facilitating electronic transactions, promot-
ing the creation of a secure online environment, and improving access to 
e‑commerce. Since the EU is the largest exporter and importer of services – 
and over half (55%) of total trade consists of digitally delivered services – it 
has a strong interest in facilitating and establishing digital trade rules. The 
DTA negotiations with Singapore were concluded in July 2024. Upon ap-
proval and formal signing, this will be the EU’s first agreement of its kind, 
complementing the FTA with Singapore (European Commission, 2023b, n; 
n.d.e).

The EU is not involved in either of the two mega-regional trade agree-
ments concluded in recent years, the RCEP and the CPTPP. However, ac-
cording to Cecilia Malmström, the former EU Trade Commissioner, the EU 
should consider joining the CPTPP. This would allow the EU to align with 
countries in the region, strengthen its trade agenda, and become a stronger 
geopolitical actor. Cooperation on developing common standards for future 
trade in green products and removing trade barriers would also have strate-
gic and geopolitical significance (Malmström, 2022).
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3.4  Discussion
In the 21st century, the concept of the Indo-Pacific has gradually taken hold 
in geopolitics, with roots going back to the early 20th century. The impetus 
for its application in various areas – ranging from politics to defence, securi-
ty, and economic and trade policy – was the inclusion of countries in the In-
dian Ocean region within a broader context of the Asia-Pacific region, which 
had been the prevailing focus since the late 1980s. This concept has gained 
importance not only in some countries of the region (such as Japan, India, 
Australia, and ASEAN) but also within the policies of major actors in the re-
gion (notably the USA, and later European countries). Through its policy of 
a “free and open Indo-Pacific,” the USA aims to counterbalance China’s in-
fluence in the region while supporting the position of other significant ac-
tors, particularly India. From the EU’s perspective, which lagged behind the 
USA and Asian countries in formulating its stance on this new geopolitical 
concept, its policy towards the Indo-Pacific is not intended to position itself 
against China. Lithuania is the only EU country that has adopted a relatively 
strong stance against China within its Indo-Pacific strategy. The adoption of 
the EU’s strategy was driven by a desire to strengthen the EU’s influence in 
the Indo-Pacific region due to security concerns (especially related to criti-
cal maritime routes). Another key driver was the need to build partnerships 
with like-minded countries in the region and to conclude additional regional 
trade agreements.

The EU’s trade policy toward Asia, or the Asia-Pacific region, has under-
gone a specific evolution. The EU’s attention to the region intensified in the 
mid-1990s, which some authors have referred to as “belated.” Since then, 
however, the EU has sought to formulate its position and policy more asser-
tively. In 2006, the EU began prioritizing Asian countries in its trade poli-
cy by deciding to negotiate new, ambitious, comprehensive free trade agree-
ments. The first of these agreements was the FTA with the Republic of Korea, 
which became a milestone in concluding modern EU FTAs in the Asian re-
gion. The agreement with Korea was followed by Japan, a developed country 
with which negotiations were relatively swift. The partnership and coopera-
tion agreement represents the EU’s largest FTA in terms of market size. In 
contrast, the ambitious 2006 idea of negotiating an interregional agreement 
between the EU and ASEAN quickly faded due to significant differences be-
tween the EU and ASEAN member countries, which are highly heterogene-
ous, particularly in terms of economic development. As a result, the decision 
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was made to pursue bilateral negotiations with individual ASEAN members. 
These agreements could serve as “building blocks” for the original idea of an 
interregional agreement. ASEAN is viewed by the EU as a central and pri-
ority regional partner for cooperation in the Indo-Pacific. The EU has so far 
concluded agreements with Singapore, the most developed country in the 
group, and Vietnam, which have since entered into force. Negotiations re-
main open with Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand. However, as seen 
in the case of Indonesia, negotiations are not easy, often influenced by politi-
cal situations, disagreements over key issues, and differing ambitions among 
partner countries. This applies not only to ASEAN countries but also to In-
dia, which has been negotiating an FTA with the EU for the longest time, 
with interruptions. In 2018, negotiations were also opened with geographi-
cally distant countries for the EU, such as Australia and New Zealand. The 
agreement with New Zealand is the latest valid FTA for the EU, while nego-
tiations with Australia were suspended in 2023 due to disagreements over 
market access for agricultural products.

The EU also has problematic relations with China, the largest trading 
partner from the Indo-Pacific region. Bilateral relations have been compli-
cated primarily for political reasons, despite the conclusion of an investment 
agreement, the ratification of which was halted due to contentious political 
issues. The EU is also interested in reducing its high dependence on China, 
diversifying supply chains connected to China, and responding to China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The EU is working to develop an “alternative” 
in the form of a connectivity strategy – building infrastructure between the 
EU and Asian partners – and a related Global Gateway strategy supporting 
infrastructure investments, sustainable development, and economic growth 
in the Asia-Pacific region.

From the perspective of analysing EU trade relations with the Indo-Pacif-
ic region as a whole, the trade trajectory has been positive, with the region’s 
share of the EU’s total trade rising to 31%. The value of mutual trade reached 
1.6 trillion euros in 2023. Trade with China, Japan, India, and the Republic of 
Korea – among the EU’s top ten trading partners – played a significant role in 
this increase. However, the high value of industrial imports from these coun-
tries has led to an overall trade deficit for the EU in goods trade. Together, 
the EU and the Indo-Pacific region account for up to 70% of global trade in 
goods and services. Unlike goods trade, the EU and its exporters have been 
able to succeed in the services sector, achieving a trade surplus with the In-
do-Pacific region. Other Indo-Pacific partners, while not among the most 
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significant trading partners by volume, remain important. The EU applies 
its liberalization activities through Economic Partnership Agreements and 
the preferential GSP system. Critical steps for the EU’s trade policy and the 
fulfilment of its Indo-Pacific strategy goals will be the conclusion of negotia-
tions with Indonesia and Australia. As with the FTAs with Singapore and Vi-
etnam, an FTA with Indonesia would represent another strategic step toward 
the EU’s vision of an interregional agreement with ASEAN. Although nego-
tiations have been hindered by disputes over EU palm oil regulations and In-
donesia’s ban on nickel exports, efforts to close the negotiations by finding 
compromises on contentious issues would strengthen the EU’s position in 
the region. In this context, attention should also be given to the political and 
trade priorities of the new European Commission leadership following the 
2024 European Parliament elections.

We recommend that the Indo-Pacific concept and the trade objectives set 
forth in the EU Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific be considered in 
discussions on what is likely to be a new EU trade strategy, or at least within 
the priorities for the new trade commissioner. In this regard, it would be ad-
visable to unify the EU’s approach to the geographical understanding of the 
region, which, as noted, is inconsistent and could also create difficulties in 
analysing trade agreements, as Wróbel (2023) has pointed out. The priori-
ties set by the EU in the Indo-Pacific region will not always reflect the inter-
ests of every member state, given the diverse trade positions and economic 
interests within the region. We believe that leveraging the strengths of cer-
tain member states – such as France in defence and security, and Germany 
and the Netherlands in trade cooperation – could serve as a “springboard” 
for other countries and act as “building blocks” for creating a strong EU po-
sition as a whole. Additionally, we recommend continuing to focus on key 
trading partners that have the most significant share of trade relations with 
the region, particularly China, despite the deterioration of bilateral relations 
in recent times. China’s significant position in the region cannot be denied. 
We support He’s (2018) view that cooperation, through inclusive institution-
alization, offers a better option for regional stability. As mentioned, while the 
EU has certain tools to assert its interests through hard power, its role is more 
suited to soft power, where its position is truly exceptional, as Grgić (2023) 
note – namely, by promoting its values and norms through trade, trade ne-
gotiations, and incorporating these into trade agreements. In this, we see a 
strengthening of the EU’s “strategic autonomy” in the Indo-Pacific region.
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This monograph explores the European Union’s foreign trade relations with 
the preferential regions of the African, Caribbean, and Pacific countries, as 
well as the Indo-Pacific. It offers a comprehensive analysis of the evolution 
of these partnerships, focusing on trade flows, institutional frameworks, and 
the persistent challenges that shape their economic engagement with the EU.

An analysis of trade patterns within the ACP regions indicates that the 
implementation of EPAs has not led to a substantial increase in exports to 
the EU. Furthermore, these exports have not translated into measurable im-
provements in GDP per capita across ACP countries. While international 
trade remains a multifaceted and influential driver of economic develop-
ment, our model did not establish a statistically significant relationship be-
tween ACP exports to the EU and per capita income growth. This outcome 
may be attributed to the composition of ACP exports, which are predomi-
nantly low-value-added goods, limiting their developmental impact. Beyond 
tariff structures, a range of factors, including non-tariff barriers, regulatory 
standards, and policy directives, significantly influence the efficiency and de-
velopmental impact of international trade for ACP countries. Accordingly, 
policymakers must account for the intricate interplay of economic, institu-
tional, and regulatory contexts when formulating trade strategies. Moreover, 
targeted efforts to strengthen education systems, enhance legal and institu-
tional frameworks, and implement measures to reduce unemployment are 
essential, as our findings underscore their critical role in fostering sustain-
able economic development.

The monograph also addressed the Indo-Pacific region and its position 
in the EU’s trade policy. It directly followed the previous section on the ACP 
countries, as the two regions overlap due to the Indo-Pacific islands and cer-
tain African countries, which are considered a geographical part of the Indo-
Pacific concept. Although the Indo-Pacific is still a relatively new geopoliti-
cal concept, the literature has primarily examined it from strategic, security, 
and defence perspectives. There are also contributions exploring the trade 
policy issues of the EU’s involvement in the region, though these are often of 
a political nature. In this regard, the thesis provides an overview of the de-
velopment of the Indo-Pacific concept and its incorporation into the strate-
gic documents of key actors with interests in the region. Among these are 
several EU member states, with France, Germany, and the Netherlands lay-
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ing the foundation for the development and presentation of the EU Strategy 
for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific, which is analysed in detail in this work.

The thesis also reviews the evolution of the EU’s relations with the Asian 
region, focusing on strategic EU documents concerning Asia and the devel-
opment of EU trade policies and strategies. Although the EU strategy was in-
troduced relatively soon after the latest trade strategy, the term “Indo-Pacific 
region” was not mentioned in the trade strategy and was officially adopted 
within the EU only after the release of the Indo-Pacific strategy. The fact 
that the EU had not previously paid sufficient attention to this new geopo-
litical and geostrategic concept does not mean it overlooked trade and in-
vestment relations with countries in the region. In fact, trade development 
is evidenced by the fact that four countries in the region are among the EU’s 
largest trading partners, and since 2006, the Asian region has been a priority 
in terms of liberalizing relations through free trade agreements.

The EU’s first FTA in the region was concluded with the Republic of 
Korea, followed by Japan, Singapore, and Vietnam from the ASEAN bloc. 
The latest FTA, with New Zealand, completes the five FTAs in the region. 
These agreements are characterized by comprehensive trade liberalization in 
goods, services, and investments, the inclusion of sustainable development, 
a focus on human rights, and cooperation in other areas related to trade, re-
flecting the EU’s efforts to promote its core values. The EU is also working to 
conclude FTA negotiations with Australia, India, Indonesia, the Philippines, 
and Thailand. Despite the complex negotiations, often marked by differing 
views on market liberalization, disagreements on discussed topics, geopo-
litical challenges, or differing approaches to labour law standards and geo-
graphical indications, the EU aims to finalize agreements and strengthen its 
economic, trade, political, and security influence in the region. These agree-
ments may not only be strategic steps towards the EU’s vision of an interre-
gional agreement with ASEAN but will also fulfil the objectives of the EU’s 
trade strategy and its broader Indo-Pacific strategy.
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