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INTRODUCTION 

 

GSK is a science-led global healthcare company with a special purpose: to help people do more, feel 
better, live longer. We have three global businesses that research, develop and manufacture 
innovative pharmaceutical medicines, vaccines and consumer healthcare products. Our scale and 
strong R&D and manufacturing footprint in the EU give us a unique opportunity to make a positive impact 
on the lives of people in the region.  

GSK presence is firmly rooted in the EU territory where we directly employ over 25.000 people in our 
4 R&D and 14 manufacturing sites, where we produce a wide range of medicines, from antibiotics to 
vaccines. For instance, in Europe, GSK produces the vast majority of its vaccines distributed worldwide, 
with Belgium hosting its Vaccines Global Headquarters.  

GSK has a strong innovation footprint in the EU and is a leading exporter of innovation. Innovation 
is a key contributor to Europe’s long-term industrial success and global competitiveness, and it will be 
crucial for the EU’s economic recovery from the COVID-19 crisis. Therefore, it is important to continue to 
preserve and protect, as part of its trade policy, this strategic asset and maintain EU’s strong position as 
a leading exporter of pharmaceutical innovation.  

Global competition to attract investment in innovative sectors such as pharmaceuticals is increasing. To 
achieve its industrial ambitions, the EU must assume a leadership position in driving innovation, 
including maintaining its strong framework of IP rights.  

In this new context, the renewed EU trade policy should pave the way for European pharmaceutical 
industry to access third markets faster and compete globally on an equal level playing-field. It is 
paramount that the EU continues to stand tall in protecting innovation and to be a global setter for high IP, 
regulatory and quality standards.  

Remaining firm on these ambitions will ensure European pharmaceutical industry continues to be 
an innovator and global leader, strengthening the EU’s strategic resilience in healthcare. 
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Question 1: How can trade policy help to improve the EU’s resilience and build a model of open 
strategic autonomy? 

GSK is committed to driving scientific innovation to deliver the next generation of transformational 
medicines and vaccines for patients and bring them to those that need them in order do more, feel better, 
live longer. As an innovative healthcare company and global manufacturer, GSK operates within a global, 
diverse supply chain to meet the needs of patients and consumers. We recognise our responsibility to 
address supply issues within our control and are ready to work with governments, industry and other key 
stakeholders to strengthen the resilience of supply chains.  

GSK understands the recent calls to build open strategic autonomy in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic. However, the problem needs to be contextualized and we would like to call for a fact-based 
analysis of supply chain issues.  

The innovative pharmaceutical industry has carefully built robust supply chains to ensure patients have 
continuous access to the medicines they need. Our supply chains are global in nature and geographic 
diversification permits us to adjust production and supply medicines where these are needed. The EU 
needs a renewed trade policy that discourages protectionist policies that can compromise supply 
chain integrity; a trade policy that promotes open trade and will therefore increase the resilience of 
pharmaceutical supply chains by avoiding short-term supply management issues and mitigate the risk of 
shortages. The reduction and elimination of trade barriers is ultimately for the benefit of patients, who 
should have greater access to lifesaving and life-enhancing new medicines.   

Any policy discussion around increasing resilience of pharmaceutical industry should recognise 
that the EU is, and has been for long time, an exporter of medical innovation, including APIs for 
innovative medicines, finished products and vaccines1.  

Innovation is a key contributor to Europe’s long-term industrial success and global competitiveness, and it 
will be crucial for the EU’s economic recovery from the COVID-19 crisis. Global competition to attract 
investment in innovative sectors such as pharmaceuticals, however, is increasing. To achieve its industrial 
ambitions, the EU must assume a leadership position in driving innovation including maintaining its strong 
framework of Intellectual Property (IP) rights. As part of its trade policy, the EU should also promote high 
IP standards in order to protect innovators operating and investing in EU territory and consequently 
maintain the EU’s strong position as an exporter of pharmaceutical innovation.  

We therefore encourage the EU Commission, in its new trade policy, to continue removing barriers and 
maintaining open markets as well as to leverage effectively its large network of existing FTAs to 
create new opportunities for business and increased access to medicines for patients worldwide (see 
answer to Q.4 for more details on fundamental principles for FTAs).  

Question 2: What initiatives should the EU take – alone or with other trading partners - to support 
businesses, including SMEs, to assess risks as well as solidifying and diversifying supply chains? 

GSK believes that an effective EU policy must support global, diverse supply chains to meet the needs of 
patients, consumers and discourage protectionist policies that can compromise supply chain integrity.  

Global supply chains have shown great resilience during the COVID-19 crisis and GSK, along with 
industry, worked hard to handle the high demand of medicines during the first wave of the pandemic. This 
was possible because the flow of medicines could continue in many cases without interruption, so that we 
could adjust production and supply based on actual needs.  

Supply tensions experienced during the peak of the first wave of pandemic were caused more from the 
sudden increase of the demand of specific products, from export restrictions and full export bans in some 
cases, rather than due to the lack of manufacturing presence in Europe. Learnings from the first wave are 
proving to be helpful in order to tackle similar situations as we unfortunately face a second wave of 
infections across Europe. 

 
1 ECIPE (2020) “Key Trade Data Points on the EU27 Pharmaceutical Supply Chain”, July 2020. 
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GSK hears the calls for reshoring certain segments of the supply chains to Europe in order to increase 
autonomy. However, GSK, along with EFPIA, doubts this would be effective and may lead to tensions and 
countermeasures from other regions. Europe already has a strong R&D footprint, and its innovative 
pharmaceutical industry is a global exporter. Consequently, Europe’s priority should be to 
preserve and protect this asset while providing the right incentives to continue to increase 
competitiveness of the European industry at global level.  

EU bilateral dialogues as well as proper enforcement of existing trade agreements can play an important 
role in the solidification and diversification of supply chains. In this context, we believe that the creation of 
a Chief Trade Executive Officer represents an important step in the right direction. 

Question 3: How should the multilateral trade framework (WTO) be strengthened to ensure 
stability, predictability and a rules-based environment for fair and sustainable trade and 
investment?  

GSK believes in a transparent and reliable multilateral system and supports the Commission’s efforts on 
modernisation and reform of the WTO and the resumption of its dispute settlement system. Collaboration, 
flexible innovative approaches and open communication between manufacturers, competent authorities 
and governments are central to addressing global supply challenges. 

EU actions in multilateral platforms should aim to remove barriers and ensure that medicines can 
circulate freely, as outlined in plurilateral initiative on trade in health announced earlier in June2. 
Particularly, the EU should aim for tariff liberalisation for all products produced by the life science industry, 
including those classified as prescription medicine or consumer health products across the following 
categories: 

• Finished form pharmaceuticals,  

• APIs, intermediates and starting material  

• Research products that are used in the early stages of the R&D chain (phases I and II of the drug 
development process, and exceptions that currently apply to phase III). 

This can make a difference to support patient access at global level and GSK would like to encourage 
the EU to lead efforts to eliminate tariffs on all medicines through an upgrade of the WTO 
Pharmaceutical Tariff Elimination Agreement which should cover: 

• An update of the list of products in the zero-to-zero agreement (last one done in 2010),  

• Where possible, an expansion of the scope to include intermediate chemical products, active 
pharmaceutical ingredients (APIs), inputs for pharmaceutical and bio-pharmaceutical production 
and R&D material, 

• Encourage more country signatories to the Agreement. 

Question 4: How can we use our broad network of existing FTAs or new FTAs to improve market 
access for EU exporters and investors, and promote international regulatory cooperation – 
particularly in relation to digital and green technologies and standards in order to maximise their 
potential? 

GSK welcomes the continued focus of the EU on bilateral trade agreements and EU’s increased efforts to 

improve implementation of existing agreements. Improving trade conditions is important to support industry 

competitiveness but also key to support and expand patient access to innovative and potentially life-saving 

treatments. As the challenges and uncertainties posed by COVID-19 are affecting people and health 

systems across the globe, the need to keep trade flowing is more important than ever.  

GSK encourages the EU to continue promoting ambitious green standards, removing barriers and 

maintaining open markets by leveraging and expanding effectively the EU’s large network of existing 

FTAs and other bilateral agreements to create new opportunities for business and employment, as well as 

 
2 https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2020/june/tradoc_158776.pdf  

https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2020/june/tradoc_158776.pdf
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increased access to medicines for patients worldwide. With Europe being at the forefront of the green 

agenda, it will be important to leverage its trade weight and large FTA network in order to uphold high 

green standards in third markets and boost industry’s competitiveness.  

GSK supports the European Commission’s Green Deal and the EU’s efforts to guide companies toward a 

green transition and climate neutrality ambition. We must all play our part in protecting the planet, our 

people and in creating a more sustainable world. For this reason, GSK recently announced ambitious 

new environmental sustainability goals in both climate and nature, aiming to have a net zero impact 

on climate and a net positive impact on nature by 2030.  

Additionally, science and technology are rapidly presenting new opportunities in the development and use 

of medicines and it will be important for the EU to ensure proper adoption, execution and implementation 

of fundamental principles in its FTAs, including: 

– High IP standards covering patent enforcement, patentability criteria, regulatory data protection 

(RDP) and Patent Term Extensions in trade agreements to support EU innovative industry export; 

– Increased regulatory coherence and high-quality standards with key trade partners. 

Instruments such as Mutual Recognition Agreements on Good Manufacturing Practices (GMP) 

inspections have proved of high value to raise the bar of quality standards and reduce complexity; 

we call on the EU to continue promoting the use of such instruments, including in its future 

relationship with the UK;  

– Fair and non-discriminatory market access conditions (e.g. transparency of pricing and 

reimbursement procedures, non-discriminatory access to public procurement etc.), an equal level-

playing field for companies and effective protection against protectionist industrial policies that 

undermine the aim of the FTAs and other bilateral agreements; 

More broadly and given the EU’s leading position in health innovation, GSK encourages the EU to begin 

exploring with its trading partners new policies, processes and practices needed to incentivise, regulate 

and approve new pharmaceutical medicines and vaccines that will use (or will be developed 

through) new technologies and techniques not envisioned in the current regulatory and delivery 

pathways. While we recognise this will be a new area for discussion, we hope that new FTAs will not only 

look to address current trading needs, but also encourage cooperation to explore the future ecosystem of 

innovation. 

The recently ratified Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) with Singapore and Vietnam are important milestones 

of EU trade policy. Once these agreements are in place, they can provide the EU with more avenues to 

drive change for the better, through its provisions, including on market access. In this spirit, GSK 

encourages the EU to bring the trade negotiations that are already far advanced, such as those 

with Indonesia, Australia, New Zealand and Chile to a swift conclusion.  

GSK also supports the European Commission’s continuous efforts to ratify recently agreed FTAs such as 

with Mexico, MERCOSUR, and the investment chapter of CETA.  

Question 5: With which partners and regions should the EU prioritise its engagement? In particular, 
how can we strengthen our trade and investment relationship with neighbouring countries and 
Africa to our mutual benefit? 

GSK supports a fair and transparent, rules-based global trading system that allows our integrated supply 
chain to operate effectively and expands patient access to innovative and potentially lifesaving 
treatments. We continue to stress the importance of seeking regulatory alignment and cooperation with 
other countries, encouraging the EU to seek the right tools that will avoid duplication, reduce administration 
costs and facilitate market access for companies. We believe in the removal of barriers to public 
procurement to open markets and create new business opportunities, increased access to medicines for 
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patients, promoting fair market access and a level playing field for non-domestic innovators and protect 
against protectionist industrial policies.  

Relations with the United States 
GSK supports the EU’s continued engagement with the US and its work to promote a positive trade 
agenda. The EU and US already have a close relationship and we believe that even stronger links can be 
developed especially on: 

– continuing to build on existing cooperation between EU and US regulatory agencies and look into 

further opportunities to align regulatory procedures. For instance, the expansion of the Mutual 

Recognition Agreement (MRA) on Good Manufacturing Practice (GMP) inspections and batch 

testing (in force since 2017) to include vaccines would be a helpful and natural next step in this 

regard.  

– simplifying and non-duplicative regulatory mechanisms to allow faster access for patients to life-

saving medicines and also enable a faster reaction time and avoid delays in case of global 

pandemics. Together with the industry, GSK wants to highlight the importance of a collective effort 

to tackle global threats such as pandemics, and the need for a strong transatlantic partnership that 

has become even more obvious.  

– strengthening the EU and US cooperation to ensure a mutual and worldwide high level of protection 

and respect in the area of intellectual property, as well as join approaches to promote IP on a global 

level.  

We believe that the transatlantic dialogue needs to focus also on other areas where both parties could 

create gold standards for the global economy, areas such as industrial subsidies, developing country 

status within the WTO, eliminating barriers to digital trade including data localisation and forced technology 

transfers, and advanced trade facilitation measures which reduce the costs of doing business.  

Relations with the United Kingdom 
Considering the economic importance of trade relations with the UK and the strong integration of both 
economies it will be critical to ensure continuity in EU-UK relations.  

GSK remains hopeful that the EU and the UK will reach an ambitious and comprehensive trade agreement, 
including an MRA on GMP inspections and batch resting, and remain close trading partners after the end 
of the Transition Period. Close economic ties and engagement with the UK should remain high on the EU’s 
agenda, prioritising the health of citizens and the uninterrupted supply of medicines and vaccines. This is 
also in the EU’s interest economically because a comprehensive agreement will best support EU 
competitiveness globally.  

Relations with China 
China remains one of the EU’s most important trading partners and a key player in the pharmaceutical 
field. GSK encourages the EU to: 

– continue the ongoing technical work that supports China’s efforts towards better regulatory and IP 

regimes, aligned with global standards with further cooperation also in areas such as IP 

enforcement, cyber security, smoother administrative process related to human genetic resources, 

re-evaluation of ‘new drug definition’ and connected to that classification of registration procedures. 

– continue its cooperation in capacity-building to further promote its world-class regulatory system, 

which serves as a blueprint to many Chinese policy proposals.  

– conclude the negotiations towards a meaningful EU and China Investment Agreement.  

Relations with Japan 
Japan is one of the EU’s most important trading partners and should be included as a key region. Since 
2019, the EU-Japan Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) has been in force, as well as a Mutual 
Recognition Agreement on GMP inspections.  



GSK contribution to “A renewed trade policy for a stronger 
Europe” 

13.11.2020 

 6 

The EU should build on the existing EPA and MRA and continue to work with Japanese authorities to 
support faster access to medicines and vaccines and drive for harmonised frameworks, including for post-
approval changes. We would like to encourage industry consultation on key pharmaceutical access and 
regulatory reforms impacting the pharmaceutical industry.  

Relations with neighbouring countries 
The EU should continue its engagement with neighbouring countries and pursue close ties by building on 
mechanisms and dialogues already in place, especially with Russia and Turkey. We encourage the EU to 
consider widening its network of countries with which an MRA on GMP inspections and batch testing is in 
place and consider agreeing to such mechanism with countries in the immediate proximity of the EU. 

Question 6: How can trade policy support the European renewed industrial policy? 

The COVID-19 crisis has re-emphasised the strategic importance of the healthcare sector for Europe’s 

future. The current EU Industrial Strategy already acknowledges the strategic importance of 

pharmaceuticals. We hope that the renewed industrial policy will put more emphasis on recognising the 

value of innovation. The innovative pharmaceutical sector has grown to be an important contributor not 

only to improving health, but also to the European economy, with over €105 billion a year contributed to 

the balance of trade and employing over 765,000 people in Europe.3 At GSK alone, over 25,000 of our 

talented colleagues ensure that we develop, produce and distribute much-needed medicines and 

vaccines, through a network that spans 14 manufacturing sites and four R&D sites across the EU. 

Innovative pharmaceutical companies operate in a global environment, where competition to attract global 

life-science investment has never been more intense and other world economies are moving fast. More 

needs to be done for Europe to maintain and increase its competitiveness in global medical innovation:  

1. To be globally competitive for R&D and manufacturing Europe needs a long-term commitment 
to create a vibrant innovation ecosystem. Part of this ecosystem is having a world-class framework 
for innovation and keeping pace with technological and scientific developments (e.g. Artificial 
intelligence, machine learning and understanding the human genome). 

2. In our view, future initiatives should take into consideration the important R&D footprint Europe 
already has and seek to combine trade initiatives with a set of EU and national economic 
incentives to preserve and attract new investment so to continue expanding the EU’s R&D 
manufacturing presence. 

3. Europe already has a stable regulatory framework that gives certainty and predictability and 
a strong framework for Intellectual Property, without which innovative medicines would simply 
not exist. We are hopeful that these will be preserved in the future.  

The renewed EU Industrial Strategy and its closely linked pharmaceutical strategy offer an opportunity 
boost the competitiveness of European industry and to guide the economic recovery post-COVID. In this 
context, the EU trade policy should pave the way for European pharmaceutical industry to access 
third markets faster and compete globally on an equal level playing-field. It is therefore paramount 
that EU continues to stand tall in protecting innovation and to be a global setter for high IP, regulatory and 
quality standards.  

Remaining firm on these ambitions will ensure European pharmaceutical industry remains 
innovator and global leader and strengthen EU strategic resilience in healthcare. 

 
3 https://www.efpia.eu/media/412939/efpia-economic-societal-footprint-industry-final-report-250619.pdf  

https://www.efpia.eu/media/412939/efpia-economic-societal-footprint-industry-final-report-250619.pdf
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