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The EU and Mercosur have 

health and sustainability 

standards that are still quite 

distant. 

 
To date, the agreement could 

have a negative impact on 

climate change, consumer 

health and competition 

between companies. 

 
Here is some useful 

information to frame the 

situation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The EU depends on 

Mercosur for food 

imports. What are 

the risks of a trade 

agreement? 
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Abstract 

 
• The current geo-political framework, and the consequent socio-economic effects, have 

once again brought the trade agreement between the European Union (EU) and the 

Mercado Común del Sur (Mercosur) to the centre of the political debate. The parties in 

question have a highly asymmetrical business relationship, where the EU sells 

industrial goods with a high technological and innovative content, such as electrical 

machinery or chemical-pharmaceutical products, and purchases agri-food products 

and raw materials. 

 
• The benefits of the future agreement are clear, especially for the South American 

agriculture and European chemistry lobbies. However, the aim of this paper is to focus 

on the positions of those who, especially in the Old Continent, have expressed 

concerns regarding the possible expansion of import quotas and the further lowering of 

incoming standards. 

 
• The paper contains a series of studies, analyses and evaluations that show how, given 

the gap between European standards and Mercosur standards, the agreement would 

harm the health of European consumers. In fact, in the Mercosur countries, the use of 

many pesticides is allowed, largely prohibited in throughout the EU territory. 

 
• Finally, the work focuses attention on the potential impacts that the agreement would 

have both on the Mercosur area, increasing the risk of compression of the rights of 

workers, including indigenous peoples, often losing in conflicts regarding their land; as 

well as on the rest of the world, negatively affecting the fight against climate change, 

concentrating pollution in areas fundamental to the future of the planet, such as the 

Amazon forest and the other green lungs of the subtropical part of the globe. 
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1. An agreement that 

does not convince 

consumers, farmers 

and governments 
 

 

Negotiations for the signing of the trade 

pact between the European Union (EU) 

and the Mercado Común del Sur 

(Mercosur) (a) officially began in 2000 

and, only in 2019, a political agreement 

was reached in principle, which should 

have generated a decisive acceleration 

of the work in progress. This was not 

the case however, due to multiple and 

significant critical issues that emerged 

on both sides of the negotiation. 

Several European governments have 

expressed concerns and, in some 

cases, strong opposition to the 

conclusion of the agreement. Ireland, 

France and Austria have taken the 

clearest positions, but scepticism is 

widespread throughout the European 

policy network and in large parts of 

society [1,2]. The European Parliament 

itself has expressed strong concerns in 

this regard, stressing, in particular, the 

risk that the agreement may further 

widen divergences from international 

climate commitments and the European 

strategy for the New Green Deal. 

Critical positions can be found 

on the South American side as well, in 

particular the Bolsonaro Presidency 

and the Argentine Government, which 

consider the agreement unbalanced in 

favour of European production. 

The agreement reached between the 

two blocs at the G20 summit in Osaka 

in 2019 

(b) was celebrated by Jean-Claude 

Juncker, then President-in-Office of the 

EU, as a historic moment. 

And in fact, the creation of a vast 

market in envisaged, involving roughly 

800 million consumers, through the 

reduction of circa 4 billion euros of 

duties and the expansion of the quotas 

of many products exchanged between 

the two sides. 

In particular, the main beneficiaries 

would be the automobile, machinery 

and chemical industry in Europe, which 

today bears duties ranging from 

18 to 35% of the value, and the agri-

food sector of the Mercosur countries, 

which would benefit from the reduction 

of most of the duties that today regulate 

European imports. 
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This last front is the aspect that has 

raised the most concern within the EU. 

In summary, the criticism is that, given 

the gap between European standards 

and Mercosur standards, the 

agreement would be penalizing on 

three levels: 

 
• in the EU, it could affect the quality 

and healthiness of products. As a 

result, consumers would see an 

increase in the volume of imports 

from countries that adopt lower 

food safety standards and with less 

efficient control systems; 

• in the Mercosur area, there would be 

an increase in the risk of 

compression of workers' rights, in 

particular within the agricultural 

sector; 

• finally, globally, it would negatively 

affect the fight against climate 

change, encouraging the 

concentration of pollution in areas 

crucial for the future of the planet, 

such as the Amazon forest and the 

other green lungs of the subtropical 

belt of the globe. 
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2. Commercial 

relations and 

safeguards 

 
The commercial relationship between 

the EU and Mercosur is highly 

asymmetrical: the EU sells industrial 

goods with a high technological and 

innovative content, such as electrical 

machinery or chemical-pharmaceutical 

products, and purchases agri-food 

products and raw materials. 

In 2021 alone, the EU purchased 

roughly a quarter of its total food 

imports by volume from Mercosur. 

In 2021, food products and agricultural 

raw materials accounted for 41% of the 

volume of goods imported from 

Mercosur (+10 percentage points 

compared to 2011). 

45% of the goods purchased fall into 

the macro-category of fruit and 

vegetables (equal to € 9 billion), 42% in 

that of the "products of the food, 

beverages and tobacco industry" (for 

an expenditure of € 8.3 billion), 11% 

consists of meat and other products of 

animal origin (over € 2.2 billion) and 2% 

from the product group ‘vegetable or 

animal oils and fats’ (just under € 400 

million) (Fig. 2.1) (c). 
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Brazil is the main protagonist regarding 

relations with the EU. Circa 67% of the 

goods imported from the Mercosur area 

comes from there, for a value of about 

13.4 billion euros. Argentina follows at 

a distance, from which 29% of agri-food 

imports arrive 

in the EU from Mercosur (or 5.7 billion 

euros); Uruguay and Paraguay, which 

in terms of economic weight represent 

respectively 2.5% and 1.8% of 

European imports, is much lower. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Fig.2.1- Composition of EU27 AGRIFOOD imports from Mercosur 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Source: Divulga analysis of Eurostat – Trade data (Comext) 

Quantity (tonnes) 

 
Value (min eur} 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 

Box.2.1 - (L)imiting excellence 
 

The protection of geographical indications (GIs) and the fight against imitative 

trademarks has always been a central issue for Europe. The reasons lie in the 

extraordinary economic strength represented by appellations of origin that in 

Europe are worth over 70 billion euros, of which roughly a fifth are attributable to 

Italian products [3]. The most recent data shows that the economic value of this 

system is particularly relevant in our country where, with 16.5 billion euros of 

production and 9.5 billion euros in export, the GI sector is worth roughly one fifth 

of the value of national agri-food [4]. The draft trade agreement between the EU 

and Mercosur devotes, of course, a chapter to the subject. As in other 

negotiations, in the face of political narratives that underline the greater 

guarantees obtained to prevent the imitation of traditional food products from the 

Old Continent, the narrative of reality is less exciting and unconvincing. Firstly, 

because it is too easy to say that the level of trade protection guarantees will be 

raised where they do not exist; it is necessary to understand where this level is 

placed and in what context, in order to appreciate its scope. Let's start from the 

context: they are markets that are not yet mature, but in which there has been 

strong growth over the last twenty years. The substitution effect - in economic 

jargon is defined as the progressive replacement of commodities with higher 

value-added products, which follows increases in income, is already at a very 

advanced stage for our GIs. A phase in which consumption habits are traced and 

purchasing methods are selected, which are then difficult to subvert. In this 

context the agreement, while formally recognising a higher level of protection for 

GIs, in fact enables these guarantees to be circumvented, allowing trademarks 

which, before the entry into force of the agreement recall the use of European 

GIs, to continue to do so. Thus authorizing the use of names such as 

"Parmesão", "Parmesano" and "Reggianito", to mention some of the most 

popular in the South American market. In addition to this, the draft agreement 

provides for several exceptions to the protection of a name against a similar 

trademark and there is also no explicit time limit (d) to acquire the quality of 

"priority users", which leaves ample room to incite a race, over the next few years 

towards imitations aimed at expanding the phenomenon of European and Italian 

sounding products. 
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3. The agreement 

on the future of 

agri-food trade 

In September 2019, the European 

Council gave the Commission a 

negotiating mandate to reach an 

agreement for the progressive opening 

of trade regarding the main goods and 

services exchanged between the EU 

and Mercosur countries. 

With regard to the agricultural goods 

market alone, the agreement proposes 

the gradual elimination of duties on 

93% of tariff lines imposed on 

agricultural products from the EU. The 

Union, in turn, would undertake to do 

the same for 82% of agricultural goods 

imported from Mercosur (fig.3.1). 
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Fig. 3.1 - Deletion times for tariff lines provided for in the draft EU-

Mercosur agreement 
 
 
 

 
 

(*) For some in 12 years, if the price is lower than € 8; (**) if the price is higher than € 

8; (** *) tomato preserves and tomato juices excluding concentrates, while mozzarella 

is excluded from dairy products; (****) Excluding bulk wine. 
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A series of specific products considered 

sensitive will be subject to a tariff quota 

system, therefore, facilitated access to 

the market of the Old Continent would 

be guaranteed up to a given quantity of 

product, a threshold to be reached in 

six annual stages in most cases (fig. 

3.2). 

Among the products listed as sensitive 

we find beef, which is the subject of 

many concerns. Greater openness of 

the European market can promote the 

development of one of the main 

products of the Mercorsur countries, 

but also increase the concerns of 

European consumers and farmers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Fig.3.2 – Tariff quotas for sensitive goods provided for in the draft EU-Mercosur 

agreement 
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The Union's concerns are expressed in 

the hormonal treatment of farmed 

animals, which is widespread outside 

the EU. These aspects have been at 

the basis of the creation of the current 

dual tariff quota mechanism: if on the 

one hand the "Hilton Quota" (e) 

provides for a duty equal to 20% for at 

least 45,800 tons of fresh meat from 

Mercosur, on the other the duty-free 

access to the "Hormone-Free" quota 

has already been reduced by the EU to 

just 10,000 tons by 2026 for meat from 

third countries. The new agreement 

would review this mechanism by 

significantly improving the possibilities 

of access to the European meat market 

coming from Mercosur. In particular, it 

only provides for the elimination of 

duties for the Hilton Quota and the 

addition of a new tariff quota of 7.5% 

for 

99,000 tonnes of meat, of which 

54,450 tonnes of fresh meat and 

44,550 tonnes of frozen meat. The 

entry into force of the new regulations 

would allow   the trade in Europe of 

over 50% more fresh beef compared to 

current volumes. On the other hand, as 

regards the  concerns  of farmers, in 

this case European livestock 

farmers, the presence of a significant 

gap between the standards provided for 

in EU legislation and those of the 

Mercosur countries, constitutes for 

them a considerable cost in terms of 

competitiveness, which risks becoming 

prohibitive. The    available estimates

 indicate that European meat 

producers bear a higher production 

cost of about € 2.4 per kilo, compared 

to their Mercosur colleagues [5]. The 

impact of the range  of standards 

affects both the competitiveness of 

meat producers and that of other 

agriculture sectors, which are subject to 

obligations and constraints that are not 

common to South American agriculture. 



20 

 

 

4. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



21 

 

 

4. The risk hazard-

divide, the real knot of 

the agreements 

 
4.1 Prohibited pesticides in 

exchange for pollution and 

risks to consumers? 

 
One of the most important aspects for 

the future sustainability of agriculture is 

the use of pesticides, which has an 

impact on biodiversity, on the health of 

agricultural workers and on that of 

consumers. 

In fact, the use of many pesticides is 

allowed throughout the Mercosur 

countries, whereas it is largely 

prohibited in the EU territory. 

Suffice it to say that from 2016 to 2021 

the Brazilian government approved 

over 1,200 new pesticides, of which 

200 containing active ingredients 

banned in the European territory. In 

the first half of 2021 alone, there were 

at least 24 authorisations of pesticides 

containing ingredients banned by the 

EU. The situation is no better in the 

rest of South America where the use of 

substances that have been banned for 

many years in the EU - mainly 

paraquat, cyanamide, picoxystrobin, 

propargite - is very widespread and the 

residue limits in agricultural products 

are even 200 times higher than those 

set by the EU. The latter has a 

legislative framework in place  to 

regulate the marketing and use of

pesticides, as well as the presence of residues in 

food and feed for animals. Under the latter aspect, 

the EU defines the maximum residue levels (MRL) 

admissible, on the basis of the risks that their 

presence may entail for the health of consumers and 

animals. 

Despite very strict control procedures, foods with 

residues beyond the limits continue to reach the 

tables of European citizens. In 2021, the European 

(Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed - Rasff) 

worked on 237 notifications concerning products 

from Mercosur, of which 20 cases concerned 

pesticide contamination (1.8% of the total) (f). 

Fortunately, roughly 84% of the total notifications 

were made during customs controls, thus ensuring 

that the goods were blocked before being placed on 

the market, also because in 66% of cases it was a 

high level risk to human health. 
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Three quarters of the notifications 

concerned Brazilian products, which 

represent half of the notifications 

relating to pesticides, as well as 70% of 

those classified with a serious level of 

risk to health. The most reported 

products are spices and aromatic herbs 

(48%), fruits and vegetables (20%), oily 

seeds and nuts (11%) and finally meat 

products (8%). 

The 2019 European Food Safety 

Authority (EFSA) report on pesticide 

residues in food stated that on average 

only 1.3% of the analysed samples of 

food of European origin are found to 

contain pesticide levels above the MRL, 

while for those from, for example, 

Argentina the percentage rises to 7.1%, 

6% for Brazil and above 3% for 

Uruguay. 

During the checks carried out in the 

years 2019 - 2020, 61 

different pesticides were found beyond 

the minimum permitted limits, of which 

more than 20 banned in the EU 

(Table4.1). 

The concerns of a large part of the 

public are therefore understandable, as 

they consider the approach taken in the 

chapter of the draft agreement on 

Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures 

(SMS) to be too lenient. In it, there is no 

reference to the principle of precaution 

provided for by EU law, which allows 

the adoption of risk management 

measures, to protect humans, animals 

and  

environment, even in case of scientific 

uncertainty (g). This, in practice,  

would make it impossible for both sides 

to adopt trade restrictive measures in 

the event of a suspected health hazard, 

in the absence of clear and indisputable 

scientific evidence. 
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Table 4.1 – Prohibited pesticides notified with checks at the customs of the 

Member States by country of origin of the products detected during the sample 

checks carried out by the Member States in the two-year period 2019 and 

2020 on behalf o f EFSA 
 
 
 
 

Source: Elaboration Centro Studi Divulga on Eurostat data 
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4.2 The paradox of the 

pesticide trade 

 
 
As a consequence, it is almost 

inevitable that the South American 

agriculture and European chemistry 

lobbies will be among the main 

supporters of the agreement. One side 

can sell more products to Europe, while 

the other side can increase the export 

abroad of chemicals banned in Europe. 

European herbicide companies are 

among the main beneficiaries of the 

current trade agreement: exports from 

the chemical industry would benefit 

from zero duties, which currently cover 

up to 18% of the value of the product. 

According to Public Eye and Unearthed 

estimates, between 2018 and 2019 

more than 107 thousand tons and 335 

thousand hectoliters of pesticides 

banned in Europe were exported from 

the EU, of which "on average" 17% 

arrive in Mercosur and almost 

exclusively in Brazil [6]. The same 

estimates tell us that Italy, the 

Netherlands, Germany, France, 

Belgium, Spain and the United Kingdom, 

 
are the production bases of more than 

90% of these exports. However, the 

consequences can have a significant 

impact on human health. Some 

estimates go so far as to quantify over 

56 thousand people who, between 2010 

and 2019 in Brazil, were poisoned by 

pesticides used in agriculture, with lethal 

consequences for over 1,800 [7]. 

Without a clearer initiative than the 

current one, aimed at making certain 

environmental and health obligations 

reciprocal, the perception is that Europe 

is exposed to the risk of seeing the 

system of guarantees for the health of 

citizens and the sustainable 

development of its territories set back. If 

the efforts that Europe has in mind to 

achieve the objectives of the Green Deal 

will not have an impact on trade 

agreements, the feeling of many 

authoritative researchers and analysts is 

that the it will be a lose-lose game [8-

12]. More pollution and less rights on the 

Mercosur side, less farmers and more 

chemical residues 
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on the European side. The unofficial 

materials that the Commission is 

circulating in preparation for the new 

pesticides regulation do not seem to 

deny these concerns. In fact, reference 

is made, in a passage of the impact 

assessment document, to the prospect 

of a setback in European production 

and an increase in agri-food imports 

from countries with environmental and 

health standards lower than those in 

Europe. Among these, imports from 

Mercosur countries will dominate in the 

event of ratification of the agreement. 

The sectors in which South American 

farmers would gain compared to 

European farmers are, in particular, the 

beef and poultry sector, the fruit and 

vegetable sector and the animal feed 

sector. In these areas, European 

production would fall back, while South 

American production would grow [13]. 
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5. Risks for forestry 

heritage and beyond 

 
The impact assessment of the future 

EU-Mercosur agreement, carried out by 

the London School of Economics (LSE) 

on a commission from the EU, shows 

that the Mercosur countries are among 

the ten countries in the world with the 

highest rate of deforestation in recent 

years [14]. Among the sectors that 

contribute most to this phenomenon are 

those commercially protected by the 

agreement: beef, soy, tropical fruit and 

palm oil [15]. 

The case of soy is truly emblematic: 

according to a study published in the 

journal Science, large Brazilian farms 

are responsible for 62% of the potential 

illegal deforestation, 20% of which is 

attributable to the cultivation of 

soybeans for export [16]. 

An analysis carried out by the 

University of São Paulo on a 

commission from the European 

Parliament, showed that the agricultural 

area used for 

 
 
 
 

 
cultivating soybeans in Brazil (roughly 

55.7 million hectares) has increased by 

6 times in 45 years, an area equal to 

almost twice the entire Italian territory. 

Between 2010 and 2019, this area 

increased by 53.9% and in the same 

period the use of pesticides increased 

by 71.5% [7]. 

The expansion of agricultural areas 

with industrial crops to the detriment of 

forestry also has social consequences. 

The weaknesses of the systems that 

regulate property rights, common to 

many emerging realities, are generating 

numerous conflicts, which see 

indigenous peoples as the weakest and 

often the losing part of conflicts over 

land. 

The Commissão Pastoral da Terra 

(Cpt) denounced that in 2019 there 

were the highest number of complaints 

of land conflicts recorded by the Cpt 

since 1985 [17]. 
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6. Conclusions 
 
 
 
 

 

Less European food, more food 

imported from Mercosur equals less 

European agriculture and less 

protection for the environment and 

human health: this is the equation that 

took shape by looking in depth at the 

evaluation of the terms of the 2019 

agreement and which is also confirmed 

in the outcomes of the many impact 

assessments that are being made 

regarding the European Green Deal. 

Many analyses, including Paper No.1 of 

this series, argue that widening the gap 

between standards would amplify the 

risk of producing an effect contrary to 

that hoped for [18]. The combination of 

raising European standards and almost 

total liberalisation of agricultural trade 

with Mercosur could be disruptive to the 

maintenance of European agricultural 

production. And the current war cannot 

justify the demands of some 

governments and some European 

associations, representing farmers, 

to extend  

import quotas and further lower 

incoming standards [19]. First of all, 

because it would be paradoxical to 

defend European farmers by exposing 

them to tighter and more unfair 

competition. 

Secondly, because that would mean 

being more dependent abroad in the 

coming years. 

Finally, because it would break the pact 

between agriculture and the consumer 

that has led Europe to be the most 

efficient agri-food system in the world 

and the safest place to consume food. 

The pressure exerted by the new 

variables that came into play with the 

start of the conflict in Ukraine and the 

growing uncertainty regarding its 

duration and its results, cannot make 

us forget that in addition to today's 

emergency there are also those of the 

immediate future and among these the 

continuity of the system of guarantees 

up to now guaranteed to consumers in 

terms of sustainability and healthiness 

of food. 
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Notes 

 
a. Mercosur is a regional organization 

established through the Asunción 

treaty of 26 March 1991 signed by 

Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and 

Uruguay, in the wake of the 

globalizing season of free trade 

agreements inaugurated with the 

negotiating rounds of the 1980s 

and which led to the creation of the 

WTO in 1994. 

 
b. On 1 July 2019, a report of the 

agreement  

in principles was published by the 

European Commission, within 

which all the highlighted aspects of 

the treaty are regulated. This 

document presents the guiding 

principles of trade agreements by 

section and are divided, albeit 

temporarily, into chapters, titles 

and articles. The purpose of the 

document published by the 

Commission is informative and has 

no legal validity. 

 
c. At the methodological level, the 

classification by SITC product 

group was used: Agricultural 

Products (Food & Raw Materials). 

In particular, the following sections 

and related codes were used in the 

Harmonized System: Section IV 

(Foodstuffs, beverages, tobacco) 

which includes 
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the HS customs codes 16 to 24, 

Section II (Vegetable products) 

which includes HS customs codes 

06 to 14, Section I (Live animals; 

animal products) which includes 

HS customs codes 01 to 05, 

Section III (Animal or vegetable 

fats and oils) which includes the 

HS-15 customs code. 

 
d. Condition provided for in the draft 

agreement of the provisional article 

X.35 entitled as "Scope of 

protection of geographical 

indications", paragraph 3. 

 
e. Regulated by EU Regulations 

no.760 and no.761 of 2020, and 

EU Regulations no.1987 and 

no.1988 of 2020, the Hilton Quota 

is the informal name of the tariff 

quotas for high-quality beef, fresh, 

chilled or frozen and frozen buffalo 

meat. The suppliers are Argentina, 

Brazil, Uruguay, Paraguay, United 

States, Canada, Australia and New 

Zealand. Hilton beef enjoys a 

preference over the  

EU's most favoured nation import 

regime. 

 
f. The data refers to notifications 

submitted by EU member states 

from 1 January to 31 December 

2021. The last consultation took 

place in data-screen in April 2022. 
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g. The principle of precaution states 

that if, in specific circumstances 

following an assessment of the 

available information, the 

possibility of harmful effects is 

identified for health but a situation 

of scientific uncertainty remains, 

the necessary interim risk 

management measures can be 

adopted to ensure the high level of 

health protection that the Union 

pursues, pending further scientific 

information for a more exhaustive 

evaluation of the risk. EC 

Regulation No 178/2022, Article 7. 
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