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What is the problem?  
 

Many new standards have been introduced by the EU, governments and private industry. At the same 

time, standards that have existed for a long time, like in the field of Food Safety (Sanitary and 

Phytosanitary Measures) are applied more rigorously in trade with third countries.
1
 This can profoundly 

impact on trade flows with developing countries. In the case of beef and pork exports from Brazil to 

Europe the certification of Brazilian slaughter houses was withdrawn. When limits to aflatoxin residues in 

nuts, cereals and dried fruit were lowered, the exports from the Sahel Region to Europe were heavily 

impacted.  

 

Product and process standards are getting more and more dominant in domestic and international food 

trade. To define and set standards is a matter of political and economic power. In international relations it 

is clear that the developed countries are the standard setters, and the developing countries must adapt. 

Most of the time, standards are warranted by ethical values, like quality assurance, food safety, 

transparency, animal welfare, environmental protection and social fairness. It seems difficult to question 

them, since they protect common values and – if they are accompanied by certification - try to give a 

market value through transparency to the consumers.  

 

However, the way they are defined, how they come about and who is using them in whose interest is very 

often highly discriminating against poor and less well organised countries and producers; it excludes 

smallholder participation from markets and acts as a technical barrier to trade. In addition, even if 

standards can be considered to promote ethical values, they can undermine fairness if the standard-setters 

provide subsidies to their own producers to comply, while the standard takers are left without similar 

support capacity to their producers.   

 

On the other hand, standards might also provide opportunities for smallholders to serve market niches 

domestically and globally, as is the case with certified organic food or with the NGO-initiated FairTrade 

label. But especially with quality and safety standards, the danger of exclusion is higher than the 

opportunities of inclusion. 

                                                 
1
 See European Commission (2008) Green Paper on Agricultural Quality 

5 Standard setting  
 
This paper forms part of a series of six briefings on the reform process of the Common 
Agricultural Policy of the EU looking at (1) International responsibility of CAP, (2) Trade 
Defence Measures, (3) Preventing dumping, (4) EU imports of animal feed, (5) Standards 
and (6) Indexation of direct payments. It aims to address issues of concern that to date have 
not received sufficient attention in the CAP debates and the decision-making fora. It is 
intended to influence the policy and position of the EU on CAP towards 2020 and to inform 
the public debate on the external impact of the CAP and on what is at stake for developing 
countries. 
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Current situation 
 
The high direct payments of the CAP to European farmers are partly justified by law

2
, by governments 

and farmers´ unions because of the high extra costs European farmers face from the higher domestic 

production standards compared to their foreign competitors, concerning food safety, quality assurance, 

environmental regulations, social security and animal welfare.  

 

The argument is not convincing, since the real absolute standard compliance cost - minus the cost that our 

main competitors have for their standards - has never been calculated by the EU or never made public. 

The volume of the direct payments is not based in any way on a figure of scientifically proven real cost.  

Otherwise, how can it be that they differ so much in different EU Member States, ranging from 70 €/ha in 

Latvia to more than 400 €/ha in The Netherlands. The non-scientific nature of the claim is also the reason 

why the logic will never be upheld in international trade talks.  

 

Independent studies of Jongeneel and others
3
  have come to the conclusion that the real costs of the 

standards compliance by farmers are much less than the direct payments to farmers: “In sum, these in-

depth studies do not support claims that EU farmers face significant disadvantages as a result of strict EU 

standards. They could only justify targeted payments approximately in line with actual extra costs, not the 

Single Farm Payment, which provides income support across the board.“ 
4
 

 

The nexus “public payments - production standards” has a highly trade distorting feature. High European 

standards have to be seen as location specific disadvantages of Europe in international agricultural trade, 

since they are part and parcel of a very densely populated continent and of the specific preferences in 

European society and a highly intensive agriculture. If the argument were thought through in the 

dominating trade debate, the location specific advantages of European agriculture would also have to be 

taken into account in the equation. Indeed, the advantages are also considerable, as are other factors like 

low agricultural interest rates, perfect infrastructure and means of communication and free vocational 

training of farmers. There is little logical and legal ground to support the logic of trying to offset trade 

advantages and disadvantages in external relations, because it would bring us to the brink of a trade war. 

 

That does not rule out the possibility that it could be justified for the EU to set producer standards and 

provide EU support schemes of financial and technical assistance. However, if the same standards are to 

be applied to imported products, they have to be based on an international agreement; or alternatively the 

foreign producers have to be treated equally by receiving similar assistance to the European producers. 

This would cost CAP money. 

 
Impact of standards on developing countries 

 
The assumed “high” European standards are both public and private. In fact private standards imposed by 

the food industry and retailers may require the same or even more costly measures. It is unclear what 

share of compliance costs should be attributed to legal standards, and what share to private standards. 

Imports from developing countries have to comply with both, especially the quality and SPS-standards. 

As standard takers, producers of developing countries have no decision making power.  Often, these 

                                                 
2
 EC Regulation for Direct Payments EC (29/09/ 2003) Preamble, point no. 24/25, No.1782/2003 

3
See: Jongeneel, R., F.M. Brouwer, M. Farmer, R. Müssner, de K. Roest, X. Poux, G. Fox, A. Meister, Z. Karaczun, 

J. Winsten, and C. Ortega (2007) Compliance with mandatory standards in agriculture: A comparative approach of 

the EU vis-à-vis the United States, Canada and New Zealand.   

Jongeneel, R.A., I. Bezlepkina, F.M. Brouwer, L.H. Aramyan, K. Dillen, and M. Farmer (2008) Facilitating the 

CAP reform: Compliance and competitiveness of European agriculture 

Bezlepkina, V., R. Jongeneel, F. Brouwer, K. Dillen, A. Meister, J. Winsten, K. De Roest, and M. Demont (2008) 

Costs of compliance with EU regulations and competitiveness of the EU dairy sector: Paper presented at the EAAE 

International Congress, August 26-29, 2008, Ghent. 

De Roest, Kees, Roel Jongeneel, Koen Dillen, and Jonathan Winsten (2008) Cross compliance and competitiveness 

of the European beef and pig sector. 
4
 Jongeneel (2007), zitiert in: http://www.reformthecap.eu/blog/costs-of-compliance-with-standards 
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standards are discriminating, unnecessary, and can be considered euro-centric. They impose an unfair 

burden on developing countries’ smallholders and act - de facto - as barriers to trade.  

 

More and more standards are private and are part of value chains in the food economy. Many of them are 

“buyer-driven”, because they are linked to supermarkets. European supermarkets export their standards - 

through international investments and procurement policies - to domestic markets in developing 

countries. This causes parts of the most dynamic domestic food markets in developing countries to 

resemble export markets. There is a danger that standards, which might have been appropriate in domestic 

European marketing, become serious barriers to the entry of smallholders in their domestic developing 

country markets. This leads to a weakening of the potential connection between agriculture and poverty 

alleviation.  

 

The increasingly powerful global nexus “value chains - distribution logistics - vertical integration - 

standards” induced by the globalisation of the European food economy is fuelled by EU direct payments. 

These payments are helping European farmers to adapt to the system, while foreign producers are forced 

into business models and market pressures that threaten to exclude them if they fail to meet the high cost 

of quality and food safety, of certification, traceability and preservation of the identity of their products. 

 

How does it relate to CAP reform 2013? 
 

The only reason given in the EC Communication on CAP 2013 to defend the area payments is the 

compensation to farmers for their service to provide high quality food under conditions of high 

requirements for environment, water, animal health, animal welfare, plant health and public health.  

 

At the same time CAP 2013 is geared towards achieving international competitiveness of EU food 

economy by strengthening those linkages. In the future, the direct payments might be more targeted to 

specific standard fulfilment. However, as part of the new business model the standards as such, and 

especially the public financial support for compliance by European producers, can very easily act as a 

means to close EU markets to competitors and to prevent competitive smallholder participation in 

domestic markets in third countries. Smallholders in Europe and in developing countries especially can be 

excluded since the economics of scale are significant to ensure certification, auditing, documentation, 

uniformity and the high level of private sector procedures and regulations, due deliveries and information 

technologies. Agricultural economists in Europe even advocate for a massive transformation of the 

existing farm subsidies towards support of value chains and agro-business-led vertical integration.  

 

Our proposal  
 

1. The European Commission has to publish independent scientific proof that its area payments are 

linked in volume and composition to the real cost of standard compliance. If the figures do not justify 

the claim, that part of the direct payments has to be adjusted or the claim changed for instance, to a 

purely socially oriented CAP. 

 

2. For private food standards that are part of retailer driven food chains, no direct or indirect support 

shall be given by CAP 2013 to their implementation and compliance. 

 

3. The extent to which private and public standard regulations accurately reflect consumers´ demands 

and concerns has to be revisited. 

 

4. Private standards and certification programmes need to be subject to a legal framework to protect 

smallholders from discriminatory practices and to ensure a more balanced distribution of potential 

benefits. 

 

5. These regulations should include exceptions for smallholders, for example, on how to provide 

necessary levels of assurance without overly complex or expensive auditing and verification 
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procedures. The EU can learn much from the regulation on imported organic food. Group 

certification and internal control mechanisms are most appropriate. 

 

6. This legal framework should become a part of the Corporate Social Responsibility for EU companies 

and their business practices abroad, in particular when investing in procurement chains in developing 

countries. 

 

7. Public standard setting that impacts on international trade should as far as possible be negotiated at 

multilateral level and its relevant international standard setting agencies (e.g. Codex Alimentarius, 

OIE, ICPP, HACCP, ISO, FAO Codices, Biosafety Protocol, CBD), ensuring special concern for 

developing countries’ ability to participate and to comply. 

 

8. The legal obligations of WTO (GATT, SPS, TBT) and the Special and Differential Treatment of 

developing countries as stipulated in the SPS-Agreement (including mutual recognition of equivalent 

standards serving the same level of protection) need to become part of the EU Food Safety 

requirements and trade policy and need to be supported by CAP 2013. 

 

9. Funding of capacity building for smallholders for adaptation to standards, the mitigation of 

discriminatory standards for producers from developing countries and their empowerment to 

participate in international standard setting procedures need to become part of the CAP 2013 reform 

budget. A specific budget item for this purpose should be based on a fixed percentage of the overall 

budget allocation for EU stakeholders adaptation to domestic standards.  

 

10. CAP 2013 should facilitate the further evolution of GLOBALGAP in a way that ensures that 

developing countries´ producers are sufficiently consulted, that standards take due account of local 

conditions and special constraints of smallholders.  

 

11. Any changes to EU food regulations have to be assessed on their impact on developing countries and 

on effects on export possibilities to access EU markets, prior to their formal adoption.  

 

12. The EU shall not continue to exercise political pressure on developing countries to accept food 

standards set by industrialised countries in bilateral trade agreements, by multilateral agencies or by 

way of unilateral legal procedures. 
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