
Viewpoint: Protectionist food trade policies — ‘EU’s obsessively unilateral embrace
of organic farming is intransigent, impractical, and inconsiderate of other nations’

s the World Trade Organization is meeting in Geneva… Biden administration officials have
taken aim at Europe’s protectionist trade policies.A

The US Ambassador to the WTO, Maria Pagán, laid out ‘persistent barriers’ that American goods and
services face to enter the European market. High on the agenda were EU food and wine standards, which
disproportionately put American producers at a disadvantage.

The EU’s ‘Farm to Fork’ strategy – a roadmap to fundamentally reform agricultural policies in the bloc –
will only extend those existing transatlantic disputes. The core issue is not just that Brussels is already 
subsidising its farmers to an even larger extent than the US, but that it now increasingly requires trade
partners to adopt its own policies.
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A good example is the application of chemical crop protection: last year, the EU announced that it would
demand importers refuse any food products treated with neonicotinoid insecticides, despite the fact that
EU member countries still have emergency derogations for these chemicals. American farmers use these
chemicals to prevent major crop losses through crop-eating insects.
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As Pagán rightly noted in Geneva, the EU’s insistence on exporting its production standards to trade
partners are ‘not appropriate, effective, or efficient in other parts of the world’, and will reduce the
sustainability of food systems for non-European producers. The correct application of crop protection
ensures sustainability because it guarantees high yields and thus reduces inputs, which is why the
American food model is not merely more productive, but also more sustainable than the European one.
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Intriguingly, the EU’s experiment with farm policy is now being called into question in its own parliament.
Indeed, the largest grouping in the European Parliament recently withdrew its support of a law that would
cut pesticide use in half by 2030, citing concerns over rising food costs, as well as the effects of the policy
on farmers. As Europe faces the repercussions of the war in Ukraine, the political goals of a policy dreamt
up a decade prior seems like far less of a priority.

From the standpoint of trade policy, the EU is backing itself into a corner. During Donald Trump’s
presidency, the US was widely seen as both protectionist and disorganised, with the administration
treating the WTO more like a trading floor than a serious international organisation. However, there’s been
little sign of a return to ‘normal’ since Joe Biden’s arrival in the White House – although that is not down to
the US alone.

For in recent years the EU’s obsessively unilateral approach to agricultural reforms has been exposed as
both impractical and inconsiderate of other nations’ food policies. It’s a stance that tells the rest of the
world: no new breeding technologies, no conventional farming, no high-yield farming, no ostensible
competition with European producers. To give a particularly absurd example, Brussels even restricts the
words ‘tawny’, ‘ruby’, ‘reserve’, ‘classic’, and ‘chateau’ on imported bottles of American wine, just in case
anyone mistakes them for the more ‘authentic’ European versions.

It is consumers on both sides of the Atlantic who pay the price for the EU’s intransigence and pettiness,
with less product choice and higher prices. That’s why it’s encouraging to see the US Trade
Representative and other officials holding the line when it comes to their farmers’ interests – and pushing
back against Brussels’ protectionists, hyper-cautious, anti-consumer approach to agricultural policy.
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