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MERCOSUR-EUROPEAN UNION AGREEMENT:  
WHO BENEFITS?
After two decades of negotiation, impasses between advancing free trade and protecting the envi-
ronment and human rights are yet to be overcome. States and productive sectors focus on increasing 
commercial exchanges while civil society, traditional communities and labour unions stress the need 
for transparency in negotiations and protection of socio-environmental rights.

Provisional draft since 2019

In this first year of the Lula administration, 

expectations were high for their resump-

tion of policies and actions that stopped or 

were distorted in the previous government, 

including initiatives in the area of foreign re-

lations. Different segments of society, each 

with its own interests, waited for Brazil’s 

return as a leader in negotiations regarding 

the Mercosur-EU trade agreement.

This treaty has been discussed and de-

signed for more than 20 years. In 2019, the 

two blocs finally signed a provisional draft. 

At the time, the Brazilian government ex-

pected to sign the agreement in the follow-

ing year at the latest, due to the cooperative 

stance of Germany, which would take over 

the rotating presidency of the Council of the 

European Union. Germany has an interest in 

the agreement because mineral resources 

imported from Mercosur supply its chemi-

cal, automobile, machinery and equipment 

industries,1 which goods would be exported 

to Mercosur as well. 

Expanding commercial exchanges by low-

ering taxes on products from both blocs 

increases production demand for the coun-

tries involved. Within a maximum period of 

15 years, the treaty would zero out import 

tariffs on 91% of trade.2 For Brazil, Argen-

tina, Paraguay and Uruguay, increasing pro-

duction of commodities such as ores and 

farming products poses risks to the pres-

ervation of their natural resources, environ-

mental protection areas, as well as workers’ 

and traditional peoples’ rights, including in-

digenous, quilombola and riverine commu-

nities.

Amazon destruction and slave labour

In the last four years, Amazon destruction 

rates have reached record levels in Bra-

zil. An area the size of Belgium has been 

swallowed up by illegal deforestation3 and 

mining, leaving a trail of environmental de-

struction and death for indigenous people 

who still perish from hunger, disease and 

persecution by loggers, miners and farmers 

who invade their territories to exploit them. 

In addition, slave labour rates in the Amazon 

remain appalling. Almost half of the workers 

enslaved between 1995 and 2021 were em-

ployed in farming activities in the Amazon – 

a total of 27.913 exploited people. This type 

of labour is used in deforestation and mining, 

but also in plantations and livestock. Euro-

pean and South American civil society, with 

support from parliamentarians from several 

countries, have denounced this alarming 

situation. As a consequence, massive pro-

tests took place in Europe and they help to 

prevent the signature of the agreement. 

Faced with the catastrophe of Brazilian 

environmental policy under Bolsonaro, the 

ratification process was suspended. Coun-
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tries such as Austria, France and the Neth-

erlands opposed an agreement that did 

not guarantee conditions for protecting the 

environment, more specifically the Amazon. 

The European Parliament must endorse the 

treaty, but all states that make up both blocs 

must also approve it unanimously.

Civil society entities considered the provi-

sional version of the agreement obsolete 

for not including binding elements and not 

meeting their demands. In recent years, 

civil society organizations, labour unions 

and traditional communities have protested 

the lack of inclusion and dialogue during 

negotiations and point out the absence of 

transparency by States, which violates Con-

vention 169 of the International Labour Or-

ganization. That Convention is binding on its 

signatories and provides for consulting tra-

ditional peoples, entitled to autonomy and 

preservation of their cultural identities, reli-

gions, languages and ways of life. Therefore, 

they must be heard when they will suffer im-

pacts, as is the case of the agreement.

Trade unions undergoing  
reorganization

In the case of Brazil, the Lula administra-

tion is trying to get closer to civil society, 

unions and communities again. On his trip 

to Europe in February 2023, the Brazilian 

president visited union actors in Portugal 

and Spain, signalling his willingness to es-

tablish dialogue and focus on labour rights. 

Dialogue with these societal sectors was 

completely blocked and destroyed during 

Bolsonaro’s government, and now the ad-

ministration struggles to open communica-

tion channels and reconcile conflicting inter-

ests. Now, labour unions in Brazil are trying 

to reorganize themselves and their agenda 

after years of dismantling of their structures. 

The Brazilian unions intend to joint efforts 

for the common interests of workers in the 

Mercosur countries and prepare to debate 

the agreement since they were apart from 

the discussions since 2019. At that time, la-

bour federations made a statement against 

the agreement because they considered 

it asymmetrical4. For them, the demand 

for products from Mercosur would have a 

negative impact on the forms of production, 

availability of natural resources, and work-

ers’ rights.

If the agreement between the blocks is ap-

proved, it will boost the sales of four large 

Brazilian companies in the animal protein 

sector – BRF, JBS, Marfrig and Minerva – the 

world’s largest meat processors. Ninety-two 

percent of what JBS, Marfrig and Minerva 

produce is already exported to the EU.5 Ac-

cording to NGO Repórter Brasil, “In addition 

to the current quota of 200,000 tonnes of 

beef, the treaty provides for an extra 99,000 

tonnes to be imported from Mercosur, and 

Brazil should provide at least 40% of this 

additional volume. It will also take up most 

of the new quota of 180,000 tonnes of poul-

try, completely exempt from tariffs.”6

Agribusiness support base of 
current government

The support base of the current government 

in Congress includes lawmakers linked to 

the agribusiness caucus, strongly repre-

sented in the Chamber of Deputies and the 

Senate, but also inside the government. The 

correlation of forces was already an issue to 

be faced in Lula’s previous administrations, 

and since most of Brazil’s revenues come 

from exporting commodities, clashing with 

the agribusiness industry is not a good idea 

for the government. Then, Lula’s administra-

tion has to settle the agribusiness interests 

in their economic policies and, at the same 

time, tries to reconstruct the environmental 
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legislation that was destroyed by Bolsona-

ro’s government in order to protect Amazo-

nia and other biomes.

At the end of May, Brazilian Congress had 

tried to withdraw attributions and powers 

from the Ministry of the Environment and 

the Ministry of Indigenous Peoples. Al-

though the proposal still needs approval, 

this demonstrates the fragility of the so-

cio-environmental area in the government. 

“It will be a great loss, even for very sensitive 

processes that are being negotiated, es-

pecially the European Union and Mercosur 

agreement”, said Marina Silva, Minister of 

Environment. It seems that the environmen-

tal area will face setbacks and advances 

throughout this government. A week later, 

Mariana and Lula launched the Action Plan 

for the Prevention and Control of Deforest-

ation in the Legal Amazon. Among several 

measures, the plan aims at zero deforesta-

tion in the Amazon by 2030.

EU side letter

In view of the criticism of the agreement 

as damaging to the climate and socially in-

compatible, the EU decided to draw up an 

additional instrument – a side letter to be 

included in the agreement – but demanded 

that Mercosur treated the document as con-

fidential. This confirms exclusion of civil so-

ciety, labour unions, traditional communities 

and the scientific community, but the doc-

ument was leaked to a civil society organ-

ization.

Brazil’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mauro 

Vieira, declared that there are unilateral 

measures on the part of the EU, which would 

unbalance the negotiations. In Brazil’s Na-

tional Congress, the minister said that the 

document was “extremely tough and diffi-

cult” and shows a protectionist approach 

referring to the goals for environmental pro-

tection mentioned in the document. Mean-

while, Brussels arguments that this is just 

a proposal to Mercosur. According to the 

minister, the proposal may create a series 

of barriers, possibilities for retaliation and 

sanctions based on extremely strict Euro-

pean environmental legislation. Therefore, 

Mercosur is now considering presenting a 

side letter as a counterproposal.7

The minister’s statement was considered 

awkward by the Brazilian civil society organ-

izations, because although the additional in-
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strument suggests the reduction of the de-

forestation rates on Mercosur countries, it 

does not include new binding mechanisms 

and sanctions. In fact, they consider it a 

weak document because it just brings inten-

tions and general considerations regarding 

the commitment of the countries. According 

to some Brazilian organizations, the minis-

ter’s reaction to the side letter is a way to 

criticize the general terms of the agreement 

which were negotiated by the Bolsonaro’s 

government as well as the European De-

forestation Regulation. 

Real concern:  
EU-Deforestation Regulation

Brazilian civil society organizations highlight 

that the real concern for the Brazilian in-

dustry and government is the EU`s new De-

forestation Regulation. They consider it pro-

tectionist, since some of its clauses would 

prevent free imports of their products by Eu-

rope. Under this legislation, exporters of soy, 

corn, coffee, beef, pork, poultry and lamb, 

timber, cacao, rubber and paper would have 

to submit reports on their supply chains to 

prove that they are free of socio-environ-

mental violations. The Brazilian agribusiness 

industry claims that this would affect mainly 

small landowners, who would not be able to 

deal with all the red tape. However, the truth 

is that large producers are aware of issues 

in their chains of suppliers and buyers, and 

that they will have to find ways to adapt to 

the new EU-regulation. It is true that Euro-

pean producers today must meet a series 

of socio-environmental standards, which 

would make their products less competi-

tive than those that supposedly do not obey 

these rules.  

However, not only the Amazon is under 

threat; other important biomes such as Bra-

zil’s Cerrado and Paraguay’s Chaco are also 

being destroyed by the expansion of agri-

cultural and livestock farms. But the EU-de-

forestation regulation does not cover them. 

Therefore, there is a risk that agribusiness 

will only divert its exports from the rainforest 

area to other third countries (e.g. China) to 

meet the EU-requirements. Many civil soci-

ety organizations see this as a major short-

coming of the EU-regulation and demand 

their expansion.   

 

Despite wishes and intentions to close 

the agreement in 2023, there seems to be 

a long period of negotiations ahead. But 

whatever the terms of the document are, it 

seems impossible to reconcile all interests, 

since many are divergent and conflicting. 

We hope that the most vulnerable sectors of 

society do not pay the price again.

Natália Suzuki, journalist and political scientist  
working as project coordinator  

at NGO Reporter Brasil.
natalia@reporterbrasil.org.br

1 https://valor.globo.com/brasil/noticia/2020/08/22/analise-alemanha-pode-deixar-acordo-ue- -mercosul-para-presidencia-portugue-
sa-do-bloco.ghtml

2 https://www.cnnbrasil.com.br/economia/mercosul-ve-proposta-da-ue-para-avancar-em-acordo-como-dura-e-desequilibrada/
3 https://www.dw.com/pt-br/amaz%C3%B4nia-perdeu-31-mil-km-sob-bolsonaro-aponta-inpe/a-62794898
4 https://www.cut.org.br/noticias/nota-da-coordenadoria-de-centrais-sindicais-do-cone-sul-sobre-acordo-mercosul-ue-6824
5 Trase: https://trase.earth/
6 https://reporterbrasil.org.br/2021/03/acordo-ue-mercosul-pode-turbinar-a-industria-da-carne-e-impactar-meio-ambiente/?utm_cam-

paign=shareaholic&utm_medium=whatsapp&utm_source=im
7 https://www.cnnbrasil.com.br/economia/mercosul-ve-proposta-da-ue-para-avancar-em-acordo-como-dura-e-desequilibrada/
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EditoriAl 

Seit nunmehr vier Monaten begleiten uns die hässlichen Bilder über das 
unfassbare Leid, das Wladimir Putins Armee über die ukrainische Be-
völkerung bringt. Die Welt ist seither eine andere geworden und ein Ende 

des Krieges ist derzeit nicht absehbar. Sichtbar geworden sind allerdings 

massive Verwerfungen in der Weltwirtschaft, die der Krieg mit sich bringt, 

und denen sich zwei Beiträge in dieser Ausgabe widmen.

An den Beginn dieses Infobriefs stellen wir allerdings die Analyse des lange 

erwarteten Vorschlags der EU-Kommission zu einem Lieferkettengesetz, das 

von Gewerkschaften und zivilgesellschaftlichen Organisationen jahrelang 

gefordert worden war. Auch in dieser Ausgabe thematisieren zwei Beiträge 

unterschiedliche EU-Vorhaben zur Bewältigung der Klimakatastrophe: diese 

sind einerseits der geplante EU-Klimazoll (CO2-Grenzausgleichsmechanis-

mus) und andererseits ein neues Paket zur Förderung der Kreislaufwirtschaft. 

Darüber hinaus erfahren Sie, was die EU-Kommission Österreich im Rah-

men der wirtschaftspolitischen Steuerung empfiehlt. Im Mittelpunkt eines 

weiteren Beitrags steht der Wahlmarathon in Europa, der die politische 

Landschaft auf EU-Ebene wesentlich beeinflusst. Zwei Buchbesprechun-

gen runden diesen Infobrief ab: während die erste die Hintergründe des wirt-

schaftlichen Aufstiegs Chinas nachzeichnet, beschäftigt sich die zweite mit 

der umkämpften EU-Arbeitspolitik in der Eurokrise. 

Wir wünschen eine inspirierende Lektüre!
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schreiben sie uns ihre meinung, Wünsche, Anregungen und Kritik an eu@akwien.at 
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