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*** CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY ***
Ladies and gentlemen,

What do…

· the Father of Western Philosophy

· a Scottish kidnap victim who lived with his mother

· and a Polish novelist famous for writing in English

…have in common?

I’ll tell you.
It’s not a bad joke.
They all argue one thing:

Trade’s value goes far beyond money.

Aristotle was a student of Plato and one the great Classical philosophers.

It was he who came up with the concept of “Use Value” –

the idea that products can have different values to different people.

He distinguished between a price tag and real worth –

a concept he colourfully illustrated with the story of King Midas,

who turned everything he touched to gold – including his food.

Centuries later, in 1723, a three year old Adam Smith was kidnapped and ransomed.

Much later he would move back in with his mother at the age of 55 –

but in between, he wrote the seminal piece of economics “The Wealth Of Nations”.

It took Aristotle’s concept of “Use Value” and applied it to countries –

showing that a trade balance is nothing like a bank balance.

Finally, the Polish Joseph Conrad –

one of the greatest English language novelists.

He showed us what relationships between countries looked like when purely based on finance and power.

As he said in “Heart of Darkness”:

“They were conquerors, and for that you want only brute force.”

The cruelty and horror in his novels resonate to this day –

and they warn us about the consequences of relying on force.

These are lessons we should learn from –

and clearly they are not new.

They have persevered through centuries, millennia.

Trade is not about conquering.

It is about so much more.

It is about who we are and our relationships with other people.

It is about culture and mutual benefit.
It is about strategy and shaping the global economy.
This is what I want you to bear in mind during our discussions today.
PRIORITY ONE: WTO
EU trade policy has many objectives:

· continuing our ambitious negotiating agenda

· implementing and enforcing existing rules and agreements

· pursuing sustainability in trade

· levelling the playing field

· ensuring trade is in line with our values

But there is one that comes before others –

safeguarding rules-based trade on the global stage.

We need to save the World Trade Organisation.

This is the EU’s priority number one in the coming years.

No WTO would mean much more than tariff wars over specific products.

It would affect more than narrow sectoral interests.

It would be the end of predictability in international trade.

Businesses could no longer rely on exports as they once did –
trade would become chaotic, unstable.

Our trade policy, our economies and global value chains at large would reconfigure –

and not always in the most efficient or desirable ways.
This is why we have been working so hard on the immediate pressures to the system.

The WTO is critical to the functioning of global trade,

but it is also out of date.

We must update rules to tackle issues like illegal state subsidies.

This would bring fairness back to the heart of global trade.
We also must resolve the Appellate Body crisis.

The Appellate Body brings discussion of the rules out of capitals to neutral ground –

avoiding tit-for-tat tariffs and endless trade wars.

These are some of the more acute issues the WTO faces.
In parallel, we need to work to show the organisation can still deliver.

For example, in digital rulemaking.

We are pleased that after years of attempts, we are finally making progress.

The WTO negotiations on e-commerce were launched in Davos this year.

Proving the organisation can tackle 21st century issues helps demonstrate its value –

but as important as the content is, the style of negotiation itself is crucial.

We have gathered a smaller group of interested countries to move forward.

This process is still open to all, but stops discussions being held hostage by narrow interests.

We are creating an alternative way of working in the organisation.
The EU has presented proposals on these issues and more.

Other countries have too –

this is good, it shows appetite for change.

But we need broad buy in:

· from countries, 

· from business, 

· from all who have an interest in international trade.

Reforming the WTO is a big job.

One could compare the threat to the WTO to another great threat we face –

climate change.
Both are entirely manmade, whether through negligence or imperfect design.
Both were massive challenges approaching, but slowly.

Both have been acknowledged for years, but no action was taken.
Both affect disparate groups, making it hard to build political momentum around them.

And both have hit a critical point where we must act or risk losing everything.
More than anything, both require unprecedented cooperation in order to be solved –

from governments, from civil society and from business.
The WTO is not perfect, but it is not worth giving up on either

Yet, when coming up with solutions we cannot afford to be naïve –

we must recognise the geopolitical and economic realities of the 21st century.

CHINA ENGAGEMENT
The source of a lot of pressure on the system is China.
When China joined the WTO in 2001, it brought dynamism and growth.

We all gained from this –

not least China.

But the system was designed to regulate trade between open, liberal economies.

It was not equipped to deal with the challenges that China would bring:

· limited market access,

· economic diplomacy used as an incentive – and as a threat,

· indirect state subsidies,

· forced technology transfer,

· and more.

China promised reforms, but they never came.

Now we are all paying the price.

We are working across the board to address these issues –

at home and abroad.

At home, we have updated our trade defence methodologies to better capture state subsidies –

this helps tackle issues in overcapacity, particularly in steel.
Abroad we work closely with partners –

most notably the US and Japan –

in order to address these challenges.

It is vital to maintain a positive agenda with China however.
They are an important partner.
We engage directly with them on reform issues and others –

such as the China Investment Agreement.
Through this agreement we hope to:

· improve market access for EU business

· address key concerns of the regulatory environment – transparency, licencing and authorisation

· protect EU investors against discrimination and ensure a level-playing field

We also engage them in further negotiations at the WTO –

such as the Agreement on Government Procurement.

BRAVE NEW WORLD
Despite all this, we need to recognise that our relationship with China has changed.

The days of lights hidden under bushels are over.

They are not an emerging economy.

They are strategic and economic competitors of the major developed economies –

not to mention systemic competitors.

Understanding this is central to understanding US behaviour of late.

The global financial crisis and Great Recession disproportionately affected the EU and the US.

In this time, China caught up.
Now the US sees their economic rise as a threat –

and so they have begun to mix security and economics.

They see interconnectivity and interdependence as a threat.

They seek strategic autonomy in supply chains.
They want to ensure technological leadership.

The EU understands their goals, but disagrees with their methods.

Blocking trade.
Creating an uncertain global environment.

Closing up.

All this will stifle completion.

It will hamstring innovation.

In the long run, it will weaken them.

So the EU finds itself disagreeing with its closest ally.

Not just on the nature of trade –

but on globalisation and what global governance should look like.

This is okay – it is normal that friends disagree.

Honest and open debate are the foundations of any good relationship.

However, the illegal measures that the US have levied against us are unacceptable.

We cannot abide by tariffs on steel and aluminium –

especially when China is behind the current overcapacity.
Furthermore, to consider EU car and car parts imports a security threat is quite frankly offensive.

We cannot –

and for the good of rules-based trade, must not –

stand for such accusations.
The EU is responding firmly and fairly –

and in a way that respects the principles of the WTO and multilateralism.

None of these issues are easy to deal with.
We must strike a delicate balance.

No one will benefit from constant conflict and escalation.
This is one of the reasons that the WTO is so important.
It stands as a bulwark against reactionary protectionist measures,
and offers neutral ground to work out trade conflicts.
So to try to deescalate trade tensions we work to keep a positive agenda with the US –

and the US are receptive.
US RELATIONS
The Joint Statement after Presidents Juncker and Trump met last year laid out a plan.
Its objective was to deescalate trade tensions by setting out a positive agenda.
A comprehensive free trade agreement like TTIP is not on the table,

but a more limited deal is possible.

We have been making good progress since.
The EU is prepared to start negotiations on:

· the elimination of industrial tariffs

· regulatory and conformity assessment

These negotiations serve as an opportunity for economic gain,

as well as a trust building exercise.

We have made other moves to secure the trust too.
Imports of US soya beans by the EU increased by 114%.
The US is now Europe's main supplier.
And now that US soya beans meet the technical requirements to be used in biofuels in the EU, that stands to increase.
The importance of these negotiations is reflected in the speed the EU has moved.

For the implementation of parts of the agreement, the Commission needed specific mandates.
The Council gave us the green light in April.
The negotiations will create opportunities for business and improve relations.
But they go beyond that –

they are our opportunity to show the US that trade can still be a win-win.
No two regions in the world are as deeply integrated as the US and Europe.

Together, the EU and the US account for:

· about half of world GDP,
· nearly a third of world trade flows,

· more than 1.1 trillion EUR in 2018.

We are their number one export market.

We are their number two supplier of imports.

They do not need to fear the economic connections that have underpinned our relationship for decades.
This is not to say that some of their concerns are unfounded however.

The fact of the matter is that the world has changed.

We face a new global environment –

and we need to respond.

The EU stands at a crossroads –

and the decisions we make now will come to define the global economy for the next generation.
GEOECONOMIC WITH EUROPEAN CHARACTERISTICS
In Europe, we stand for multilateralism.
It is in our DNA.
So when we stand up for openness in the world,
we stand up for European values.
In trade, we do this in a number of ways.

For example, through implementation and enforcement.

The EU has had one of the busiest trade negotiation agendas in the world.

We just signed Vietnam –

the most ambitious agreement we have ever signed with a developing country.

We closed Japan, Canada and Mexico.

South Korea and Singapore –

just to name a few.

But in many ways, signing an agreement is just the first step.

We need to make sure that businesses can take advantage of them.

We have the tools to do so:
· our Trade Defence Instruments, 

· our market access work

· and our dispute settlement procedures 
Since last June of last year we have launched 5 disputes at the WTO.

We have also launched the first bilateral disputes –

against Korea and Ukraine.

We cannot fight these barriers if we do not know about them however.

This is why we have reinforced our joint Market Access work.

Together with Member States and business, we continue to identify and remove trade barriers – 

one by one. 
The impact of this is significant.

During this Commission alone, we have removed 123 barriers.

This has allowed for billions of euros in additional exports each year –

equivalent to the benefits of many of our trade agreements.
We live in a time of rising protectionist sentiment –

not to mention an increasingly turbulent environment for global trade.

As a result, this work becomes more and more necessary –

both for business in the EU and openness globally.

But we must be aware of the challenges that come with openness too.

Especially when it comes to security.

This is why we continue to move forward with a security-based approach to FDI screening.

We are open, but not at any cost.

POLICY COHERENCE
Indeed, there are other challenges that come with openness.

We need to recognise certain truths.

Globalisation brought many benefits,

but it did not come without concerns –

and sometimes even pain.

Economies changed.

Industries transformed.

Some people gained, others lost out in the short term.

In trade we tried to mitigate this by:

· opening up new opportunities

· trying to spread the benefits of globalisation more evenly
· making our policy more open and inclusive
We also maintained support for trade by embedding our values into agreements,

and mitigated distrust through transparency.
There is only so much that trade can do alone however.
We need social policy to cushion these effects in the short term,

and good planning to deal with them in the long term.

This is why policy coherence with other areas will be critical in future.
It is a good idea, but we should do so in a way that respects the power of the market.

This way we can be strategic –

but still drive innovation and competition.
The freedom to trade should remain a fundamental economic freedom.
One critical area of concern is technology.
From data flows to AI,

from automation to exponential growth in computing power –

these forces will transform:

· our economies, 
· our societies, 
· and the relationships we have with other countries.

But they are not uncontrollable forces –

it is up to us to shape them, to decide the nature of these changes.
GDPR has shown the EU’s power to do this.
We are the largest economy in the world.

When we speak, people listen.

We set standards worldwide by setting standards in the EU.

We should continue to take advantage of our market size to achieve our goals –

in particular, in the pursuit of our top priority:

saving the World Trade Organisation to secure the benefits of trade for the next generation.

CONCLUSION

In April, I was glad to see Business Europe’s new position paper published.

Input like this from business helps make sure trade policy works like its supposed to.

I was glad to see that we are broadly aligned in our thinking.

I look forward to continuing this dialogue in future –

especially in our work in WTO reform.

The 21st century is full of new challenges for EU trade.
As one of the biggest players in support of open global trade, multilateralism and integration, we have a responsibility to take up leadership.

Finding the balance between our strategic interests and our belief in freedom and openness will be difficult at times –

but it is a challenge I believe that we are up to.

Thank you.
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