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The EU has risen to the challenge 
with a very ambitious trade agenda, 
engaging key partners in trade negoti-
ations, pushing for progress on the 
multilateral level  and vigorously 
enforcing existing trade rules.

The commercial and political ties between the 
European Union (EU) and our partners have 
existed for centuries and have grown into what 
is today the single most important exchange of 
goods, services and investments in the world, 
as the EU is now not only the biggest economy, 
but also the biggest importer and exporter, and 
the biggest investor and recipient of foreign 
direct investments.

opening new markets makes economies grow 
on both ends. This is why the EU promotes 
open trade at home and abroad. Even in times 
of economic turmoil we have not resorted to 
protectionist measures.

The EU has risen to the challenge with a very 
ambitious trade agenda, engaging key partners 
in trade negotiations, pushing for progress on 
the multilateral level and vigorously enforcing 
existing trade rules. only by creating a level 
and fair playing field can we ensure that 

everyone benefits from trade 
and the jobs and growth it can 
bring.

This is particularly valuable 
at a time when global value 
chains make borders disappear 
and help create jobs, with 
input added at various stages 
and different geographical 
locations.

MESSAGE FROM THE EU TRADE 
COMMISSIONER



We therefore have to rise to these new global 
challenges. our ambitious negotiation agenda 
includes agreements now being discussed 
with major players such as the United states 
and Japan, but also with emerging economies 
across Asia, Latin America and Africa.

I hope that this booklet will serve as a useful 
source of information for businesses and other 
stakeholders to strengthen further the already 
strong relationship between the EU and the 
rest of the world.

Karel De Gucht
EU Trade Commissioner
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The EU is the world’s largest economy, 
representing over 20 % of world GDP

The EU and its economic prosperity matter 
immensely to the rest of the world. The EU 
remains the world’s largest economy with over 
20 % of the world’s gross domestic product 
(GDp) and more than 500 million inhabitants, 
making it the world’s most lucrative consumer 
market.

It is also the world’s largest trading block, 
accounting for 15 % of global trade in goods 
and 22.5 % of global trade in services in 2012. 
The EU is the world’s second-largest investor, 
after the UsA: in 2012, global foreign direct 
investments (FDIs) from the EU amounted to 
around EUR 170.6 billion.

In the top 10 trading countries, four belong to 
the EU (Germany, the netherlands, France, and 
Italy). The EU’s trading partners benefit greatly 
from such a large market, in which a single 
tariff and a single set of trade rules apply at 
the border and a single set of harmonised 
rules apply within all Member states, making 
it easier for companies to do business with EU 
partners.

The EU’s strength is further substantiated by 
the findings of the World Economic Forum’s 
‘Global competitiveness report’ (2012–13), 
showing that five of the 10 most competitive 
countries in the world are EU Member states.

1. The EU as a global player

Source: World Economic Forum,
‘Global competitiveness report’ (2012–13).

Country

Global
 Competitiveness 

Index (GCI) 
2011–12  rank

GCI  
2011–12

switzerland 1 5.72

singapore 2 5.67

Finland 3 5.55

Sweden 4 5.53

Netherlands 5 5.50

Germany 6 5.48

United states 7 5.47

United Kingdom 8 5.45

Hong Kong 9 5.41

Japan 10 5.40
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European companies are global 
players

European companies are global players: out 
of the world’s top-20 non-financial multi-
national corporations (MnCs) ranked by foreign 
assets, 14 are from the EU. There are 135 EU 
companies in the Fortune 500, more than 
from the United states (132), China (75) and 
Japan (62).

The fact that EU companies are the world’s most 
active investors overseas is not due to a lack of 
opportunities for growth in their home market: 
on the contrary, the EU remains the world’s 
number one location for FDIs. In 2011, the EU 
was the biggest source of foreign investment 
stock, totaling almost EUR 5.0 trillion, corre-
sponding to almost 32.4 % of the world’s total 
outward FDI stocks. This is impressive, especially 
against the backdrop of the recent global crisis.

The EU promotes open trade for the 
benefit of all

International trade and investment matter to 
the EU. Trade is an engine for global growth as 
it contributes to long-term jobs in the EU and 
around the world, and has a real impact on 
the day-to-day lives of people and businesses 
in Europe and in its partner countries. The 
challenge in a constantly changing world is for 
the EU to maintain and improve its position, 
and to leverage the benefits of trade to 
facilitate economic growth.

The EU will tackle this challenge by completing 
the trade deals that are currently on the table 
and engaging more closely with its strategic 
partners. For instance, the EU has recently 
launched negotiations with the United states 

on the Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
partnership and with Japan for a free trade 
agreement. our ambitious negotiation agenda 
includes agreements now being discussed not 
only with major players, but also with emerging 
economies across Asia, Latin America and 
Africa. Trade liberalisation creates additional 
opportunities for innovation and stronger 
productivity growth, thus reinforcing the 
positive effect on the EU economy.

The EU promotes globalisation to the benefit of 
all, in developed and developing countries alike. 
Globalisation must continue to develop through 
commonly agreed rules and principles, ensuring 
benefits to the population as a whole. Trade 
openness can be an important lever to lift 
developing countries out of poverty and enable 
them to reap the benefits of globalisation — 

Balance of payments, Euro-indicators for the EU-27,

2011–2012
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provided that the right conditions are met in 
terms of the phasing-in of market opening, and 
technical assistance.

Moreover, a rules-based trading system is a 
necessity for globalisation to work effectively. 
Enforcement  of  these ru les  is  equal ly 
important, and institutions must be built and 
strengthened to ensure the proper enforcement 
of these rules.

Open trade contributes to growth

Global trade has grown rapidly in the last 
10 years. Between 1999 and 2008 — an 
important period in terms of trade growth — 
the value of world trade in goods grew by 
73 %. It has been estimated that about a 
quarter of that growth is due to trade policy 
choices: traditional tariff cuts as well as other 
measures that reduce non-tariff barriers. 
The other three quarters are due to overall 
economic growth (and increased demand), 
technology, efficiency gains in transport, etc.

The benefits of globalisation and 
open trade far outweigh the risks

openness to trade can produce significant 
benefits for Europe and its partners.

•	 First, trade liberalisation generates economic 
growth. If the EU completes its free trade 
negotiations, more than half of EU trade will 
fall under the rules of its bilateral and multi-
lateral free trade agreements (FTAs), adding 
more than 0.5 % to EU GDp.

•	 second, increased trade can also bring lower 
prices, better quality and greater choice for 
consumers.

•	 Third, by generating economic growth, 
increased trade provides more and better 
jobs in the EU and its partner countries. Inter-
national trade directly provides employment 
for around 18 % of the EU labour force and 
generates a 7 % wage premium for European 
workers. In partner countries, jobs in export-
oriented manufacturing sectors have pay 
rates three to nine times higher than those 

in closed economies, and many of those are 
linked to trade with Europe.

Protectionism? No thank you!

Two thirds of EU imports are raw materials 
and components necessary for production 
processes. Raising the cost of imports would 
make EU producers less competitive both on 
the domestic EU market and for exports, leading 
directly to a loss of European production and 
jobs. Moreover, products (such as smartphones) 
are nowadays rarely made in one single country. 
Rising EU protectionism would exclude European 
companies from international supply chains; the 
end result would be that we would pay more for 
items such as mobile phones and tablets, and 
less value would be produced in Europe.

All this demonstrates that, more and more, 
countries need to import in order to be able to 
export, underscoring the vital importance of 
integration into the world trading system for 
sustained growth.

Moreover, a rise in EU protectionism would lead 
to tit-for-tat action elsewhere. The EU would 
be the first to suffer from a protectionist war, 
both because it is a top world exporter and 
because many of its partners have liberalised 
autonomously and apply duties that fall below 
their legal obligations, which means that they 
can raise them again. During the financial crisis 
in 2008–09, while border measures alone 
affected only around 1 % of world trade, they 
affected double that of EU exports.

With a trade war, the EU would also find it more 
difficult to pay for its increasing deficit in energy 
products (EUR 458 billion in 2012), due largely 
to its lack of natural resources. The EU has also 
taken major steps at home to reduce protec-
tionism. In agriculture, one sign of this is reduced 
support for farmers in the EU. The opening up of 
EU agricultural markets has also improved EU 
performance in a number of global indicators for 
reduced domestic support, measured by inter-
national institutions such as the organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (oECD).
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Trade for development

The EU as a whole remains the world’s largest 
donor of official development assistance, 
collectively providing for EUR 55.2 billion in 
2012. In addition to development assistance, 
the EU grants trade preferences to developing 
count r ies .  Th i s  sys tem,  known as  the 
generalised scheme of preferences (Gsp), 
was set up in 1971 and is the most widely 
used system of preferences of any developed 
country. The Gsp grants additional pref-
erences to countries that engage in respecting 
labour, environmental and good governance 
standards (Gsp+), as well as total access to EU 

markets (except for arms and ammunition) for 
least developed countries (LDCs) through EBA 
(‘Everything but arms’).

The EU Gsp has recently undergone a review 
which aims to strengthen the effectiveness of 
trade preferences towards the countries that 
need it most, especially LDCs, and that are not 
part of any other preferential arrangement. LDCs 
will still be able to access the EU market at zero 
tariffs. Meanwhile, the new system increases 
transparency and predictability, and continues 
to emphasise labour rights, environmental 
and good governance standards. The new Gsp 
system came into effect on 1 January 2014.

EU-27 Imports from least leveloped countries by product group, 2008–2012
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Trade in goods by main world traders, 2012
Share of national exports in world exports %

Trade in goods by main world traders, 2012
Share of national imports in world imports %

EU trade in goods performance

The EU is the largest trading block in the world, 
covering more than 15 % of world trade in 
goods totalling almost EUR 3.5 trillion in 
2012. With the exception of the 2009 downturn 
linked to the financial crisis, EU trade in goods 
grew constantly throughout the last decade.

In 2012, the EU had a deficit in trade in goods 
reaching EUR 105 billion.

In 2012, the EU was the world’s largest 
exporter of goods with 14.7 % of total exports 
(EUR 1 686.8 billion), ahead of China with 
13.9 % and the United states with 10.5 %. 
Japan followed in fourth place with around 
5.4 % of total world exports.

The EU was also the world’s second biggest 
importer of goods with 15.4 % of total imports 
valued at EUR 1 791.7 billion, after the United 
states (15.6 %) but ahead of China with 12.2 %. 
Japan followed in fourth position with 5.9 % of 
total world imports.

2. Trade in goods

In 2012, the EU was the 
world’s largest exporter of goods 
with 14.7 % of total exports 
(EUR 1 686.8 billion).
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World trade in commercial services
Leading exporters in 2012

World trade in commercial services
Leading importers in 2012

EU services trade performance

The service sectors account for some three 
quarters of GDp for the EU and over three 
quarters of EU jobs are in the services sector.

In 2012, the EU was the world’s largest market 
in terms of trade in commercial services, with 
a trade value of EUR 1 153.3 billion, equivalent 
to 22.5 % of total trade. In the same year, the 
EU had a trade surplus in commercial services 
of EUR 139.7 billion.

The EU was the world’s largest global 
exporter of commercial services, with 24.8 % 
of total trade valued at EUR 646.5 billion, 
ahead of the United states with 18.6 %, 
China with 5.7 % and Japan with 4.3 % of 
commercial services.

The EU was also the world’s largest global 
importer of commercial services, with 20.1 % 
of total trade valued at EUR 506.8 billion, 
ahead of the United states with 12.7 %, China 
with 8.7 % and Japan with 5.4 % of imported 
commercial services. The EU was the world’s 

largest global exporter of 
commercial services, with 
24.8 % of total trade valued at 
EUR 646.5 billion.

3. Trade in services
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EU investment performance

The EU is the top recipient of world FDIs with a 
total of EUR 3 806.80 billion in 2011, equivalent 
to 25.4 % of global inward stocks, substantially 
ahead of the United states with a 16.8 % share 
of global trade valued at EUR 2 521.1 billion.

The EU also had the dominant market 
position in terms of FDI outward stocks with 
a 32.4 % market share valued at a total of 
EUR 4 983.5 billion, ahead of the United states 
which had a 21 % market share valued at 
EUR 3 232.7 billion.

4. Foreign direct investments

overall, the EU also consistently tops the 
tables as the largest source and destination for 
FDI flows in the global economy. In 2011, FDI 
inflows stood at around EUR 242 billion and FDI 
outflows at EUR 365 billion.

Overall, the EU also consist-
ently tops the tables as the largest 
source and destination for FDI 
flows in the global economy.

EU-27 FDI
EUR billion
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•	 The euro area’s GDp is EUR 9 396 billion, 
almost twice as high as the GDp of China 
with its EUR 5 258 billion (2011).

•	 EU GDp grew by 26 % over 1995–2008 
and reduced by approximately 1.1 % over 
2008–12. over the last 17 years, this 
represents an average annual growth of 
1.6 % (United states = 2.5 %).

•	 In 2012, the EU had a government debt (87 % 
of GDp) on a par with the United states (86 % 
of GDp) but far lower than Japan (238 % of 
GDp).

•	 In 2012, inflation in the EU (2.6 %) and the 
euro area (2.5 %) were among the lowest in 
the world.

•	 Energy consumption per capita in the EU is 
the lowest among the industrialised countries 
of the G20.

•	 EU carbon dioxide emissions (7.2 tonnes per 
capita) are less than half of the emissions 
per capita in the United states (17.3 tonnes 
per capita), Australia (18.3 tonnes per capita) 
and Canada (15.2 tonnes per capita).

With 504 million inhabitants, the EU has the 
world’s third largest population after China and 
India. The EU’s 2012 GDp of EUR 12.9 trillion 
is now the biggest in the world. With just 7 % 
of the world’s population, the EU accounts for 
20.3 % of world GDp, and its trade with the 
rest of the world accounts for around 15 % of 
global exports and imports (excluding intra-EU 
trade). Around two thirds of EU Member states’ 
total trade is done with other EU Member 
states. China was the EU’s largest trading 
partner in 2012, followed by the United states.

Did you know?

•	 The EU, with its half a billion inhabitants, 
accounts for 7 % of the world population, the 
third largest member of the G20 in terms of 
population.

•	 Europeans live 10 years longer (80.2 years) 
than the average citizen in the world (69.9 
years).

•	 GDp per capita (in euros) in the EU is 
E U R  2 5  0 8 8  a n d  i n  t h e  e u r o  a r e a 
EUR 28 223, which places Europe among 
the five best-performing economies.
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•	 Around 70 % of the EU’s agricultural imports 
originate in developing countries.

•	 The EU imports more agricultural products 
from developing countries than Australia, 
Canada, Japan, new Zealand and the United 
states put together.

•	 The EU and its Member states account for 
more than half of the development aid in the 
world.

With just 7 % of the world’s 
population, the EU accounts for 
20.3 % of world GDP, and its 
trade with the rest of the world 
accounts for around 15 % of 
global exports and imports 
(excluding intra-EU trade).



Find out more about trade: http://ec.europa.eu/trade.

EU trade newsletter: http://trade.ec.europa.eu/eutn.

Market access database: http://madb.europa.eu.

Export helpdesk: http://exporthelp.europa.eu

Contact Details
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