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Introduction

The European Union (EU) holds a significant and influential role in global trade, marked by its
status as one of the largest players in the international market. The EU accounts for approximately
14% of the world's trade in goods, making it one of the largest global players in international trade  .
With a GDP per head of €25,000 for its 440 million consumers, the EU stands as the largest economy
and the world's largest trading bloc  . It serves as the biggest export market for around 80 countries    .

The EU is one of the key players in the World Trade Organization (WTO). Its trade policy is centred
on increasing trading opportunities for European companies by removing barriers like tariffs and
quotas, and ensuring fair competition. These policies are vital for the European economy, affecting
growth and employment, with more than 36 million jobs in the EU dependent on exports outside
the European Union  . The EU actively engages with countries and regional groupings to negotiate
trade agreements, providing mutually beneficial market access and enabling EU companies to grow
their businesses and export products more easily  .

Since the UK's departure from the EU, there has been a reshaping of trade relationships both within
the EU and with external partners. The full implications of this change are still unfolding and are an
important aspect of the EU's current trade dynamics. Trade dynamics have also shifted, with China
overtaking the USA as the EU’s main trading partner in goods by 2021.

A substantial portion of the EU’s GDP is driven by its active participation in international trade. In
2021, the EU was the second-largest exporter and importer of goods globally, with extra-EU trade
accounting for a significant portion of global exports and imports. This position was shaped by the
EU’s strategic position in global trade, proactive trade policies aimed at economic growth and
employment, and its open single market.

The value of goods exported outside the EU since 2008, has risen more rapidly than the value of
goods imported into the EU. This shift led to significant changes in the EU’s trade balance, from a
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deficit in 2008 to a surplus in subsequent years. However, in 2020, both imports and exports fell
sharply due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and in 2022, a large growth in imports turned the trade
surplus into a deficit . In spite of the resilience observed, the dependency on exports for economic
growth can be vulnerable to external shocks and global market fluctuations, as seen during the
financial crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic .

The objective of this paper is to give an overview of the EU’s growing dependence on exports to
drive economic growth and the vulnerability of it. It has been argued that the EU needs to go further
in connecting economic and foreign policy in light of the Russian-Ukraine war and the Covid-19
effects. Looking at insights shared, there may arise a situation that an EU member state seeks
external help when facing a crisis in the future. Given that the EU member states are becoming more
dependent on exports for growth, the non-EU states are more likely to have more leverage over EU
member states, and this will affect the EU integration progress and strategies. Thus, one needs to
understand the changing structure of the EU’s exports and the vulnerability that comes with it.

The European Union dependencies on exports is a bit complex given that the EU is one of the largest
economic blocs in the world. Its export sector is highly diversified and spans a wide range of
industries. The Covid-19 pandemic did test the EU’s economy and despite the disruptions the
economy showed remarkable resilience. In spite of the resilience observed, there is vulnerability
and there came a need to get a better grip on where Europe’s current and possible future strategic
dependencies lie.

The amount of exports has been increasing among the EU member states from 1999. Notably,
Poland and Czechia have seen their export sectors boom since joining the EU in 2004, with Poland
overtaking Spain to become the fifth largest exporter in late 2021. Along with Hungary, these
'eastern enlargement' countries have been successful in attracting investment from Western
European companies, who seek to 'near-shore' their manufacturing to Central & Eastern Europe to
take advantage of the relatively low wages, skilled populations, and lack of export/import barriers
compared with 'off-shoring' production to regions such as South-East Asia(link to a visual
presentation of the total monthly exports from Austria, Czechia, Hungary, Spain, and Poland to other
European Union member states from 1999 to 2023).

From the third quarter of 2022, the EU has been experiencing a decline in its exports. In the third
quarter of 2023, the EU exports decreased by 1.2% compared to the previous quarter. However,
despite this decline there is a long-term significant growth of exports within the European single
market (quarterly visualization of the decline in exports).

Intra-EU trade in goods, refers to the transactions occurring within the EU. The amount of exports
by EU member states to their fellow member countries had taken a sharp dive due to Covid-19
pandemic but it started rising again from April 2020. Between January 2002 and December 2022
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exports of goods increased from €120 billion to €363 billion, which was well above the
pre-pandemic level.

There is a wide variation in the value of exports by member states to partners within the EU.
Germany is taking the lead, with a mark up of €863 billion, in the amount of exports towards other
European member states while Cyprus has just over €1 billion. There were seven Member States
(Germany, Netherlands, Belgium, Italy, France, Poland and Spain) whose exports of goods to
partners in the EU were more than €200 billion in 2020, accounting for 73 % of the total value of
intra-EU exports of goods. Between 2002 and 2022, the value of exports of goods to partners in the
EU increased more than 10 % annually on average in four countries: Latvia (11.9 %), Lithuania
(11.5 %), Bulgaria (11.3 %) and Poland (10.8 %). In 13 of the remaining 23 Member States annual
average growth was between 5 % and 10 % and in 10 below 5%. Member States in Eastern Europe
tended to have higher growth rates.

and
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Extra-EU trade in goods, refers to transactions with all countries outside of the EU, that is, except
the European Union member states.

From the figure above, one can observe that the extra-EU trade is dominated by a few member
countries, Germany being on the forefront. Germany together with Italy, France and Netherlands
make up more than half of the EU exports. Other countries that make significant contributions are
Belgium, Spain, Ireland, and Sweden. Looking at the post-communist countries who have been a
part of the EU since 2004, Poland and Czechia have been increasing their share of contribution in
the extra-EU export.
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Exports by product category

The share of services in global trade has been rapidly growing, placing the US and China on the
forefront. The EU has been one of the leading exporters of services and it’s well positioned in
respect to this trend. The largest share of these exports for each year came from the 'ICT, media,
computers, business and financial services' category. This was affected by COvid-19 pandemic, for
there was a decrease in the demand for services; it rebounded in 2021, growing to 880 million euro,
while still being below the pre-crisis trend.

However, it has been observed that the EU may not be able to take full advantage of these trends if it
lags behind other major powers in terms of digital technology. In order to maintain its
competitiveness in the future, the EU has to draft a successful trade policy considering other
structural elements as well, such as the role of digital infrastructure, technology standards, and
digital currencies.
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The EU has been facing a decline in the export of goods since 2002, from around 19 percent to less
than 15 percent in the early 2020s. This decline has been attributed to the large drop in the share of
exports in machinery and transport equipment, as well as in other manufactured goods.

Overview of the exports effect

Employment

In terms of employment the increase in the number of jobs has been directly or indirectly been
supported by the European Union’s exports. Looking at the 1995 to 2011 time period, the number
of jobs supported by extra-EU exports increased by 67% (read: EU exports to the world: overview of
effects on employment and income). In which this increase tended to be for high-skilled jobs and
were on average better paid. Since 2000 to 2019, the number of jobs supported has increased by
75% (read: EU Exports to the World: Effects on Employment).
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From the table below, one can be able to observe that this increase in the number of jobs is across
all member states. Germany has been leading in the share of exports and is also leading here in the
number of jobs supported by the state's exports. Over the 1995-2011 period the strongest increases
in the contribution to EU export-supported employment were in Luxembourg (750%), Ireland
(265%), Malta (148%), Greece (142%), Austria (131%) and Spain (121%).
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Conceptual literature and research review

EU Export Dependencies and Vulnerabilities

Overview:

The international trade of the European Union with countries outside of the EU is defined by the
EU’s common external trade policy, which is a result of the trade agreements the EU negotiates with
partner countries on behalf of its member states. The EU is a major player in world trade, being an
important partner of global economic powers such as China, the U.S., and Japan, as well as having
strong trade relationships with the non-EU members in Europe (the UK, Norway, Switzerland) and
other countries in the region. The EU's balance of trade follows a distinctive pattern, with the EU
member states have a large export surplus in areas such as machinery and transport goods, as well
as chemicals and related products.

Main countries dependent on EU exports:

● Switzerland: According to Reskiyah (2023) the European Union is Switzerland’s largest
trading partner followed by the USA, China, India, Hongkong, and Japan. Swiss’ main imports
from the EU include machinery and appliances, paramedical products, transport equipment,
and precious metals.
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● The UK: According to the House of Commons Library research briefing the European Union
is the UK’s one of the largest trading partners. Main imports from the EU include vehicles,
medical and pharmaceutical products, electrical machinery and appliances, general
industrial machinery, and equipment.

Sources on EU export dependency:

● Article by Reskiyah (2023) on EU export dependency in Switzerland

According to the author, due to high volumes of EU exports to Switzerland in a range of
products, the level of economic interdependence between the EU and Switzerland is quite
large, in terms of trade in goods and services. The author discusses several issues related to
this high trade dependence, namely how external influences such as Brexit or the weakening
of the global economy may harm the bilateral relations between the EU and Switzerland and
how it can negatively impact the internal economy of Switzerland.

● Policy brief by Peterson Institute for International Economics

This policy brief analyses the EU export of medical products and how EU export dependency
in this sector was impacted negatively during the COVID-19 pandemic. It illustrates how the
internal policy of the EU, in this case, the imposed export authorization restriction on five
separate medical products at the beginning of the Pandemic put countries dependent on EU
exports in the medical products sector at risk (for example, Switzerland and Norway).

● Report by The London School of Economics and Political Science
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This report analyses the UK’s trade dependency on the EU with a focus on the food and
beverage sector. The report shows that consumers in the UK are highly dependent on
products originating in the EU where 40 % of all consumption of food products in the UK
comes from EU countries, suggesting that UK consumers are highly exposed to changes in
the future trading relationship. At the same time, it discusses how this trade dependency
may harm the EU (farmers, importers, and logistic companies) as these are usually put at
risk managing with mitigation measures. At the same time, the long-term effects of changes
on the trading relationship between the EU and the UK may substantially alter trade flows
and supply chains.

● Report by European Centre for International Political Economy

This policy brief analyses export vulnerabilities with a focus on the degree to which exports
may be negatively impacted if other countries engage in reducing their import
dependencies. It argues that export vulnerabilities are closely interlinked with import
dependencies. If countries reduce their import dependencies, they also increase their export
vulnerabilities. The EU27 has by far the most to lose in this regard. For the EU27, the largest
exporter of medicines globally (more than 63% of all medicines exported globally come
from the EU27), and the largest vaccine exporter globally, import-reducing measures from
trade partners will hurt these exports directly. Hence, in particular, the EU should look at its
export vulnerability towards the countries where it exports large volumes of medicine
products or transport equipment and vehicles.

● Report by European Commission, DG for Agriculture and Rural Development

A report by the EU (DG AGRI) shows that the EU had a high level of trade diversification with
a focus on the agri-food sector. Trading key commodities, such as food, with various partners
minimizes supply chain risks and vulnerabilities. In the case of agrifood products, it
strengthens resilience by ensuring a steady flow of exports. The analysis shows that the EU’s
total agri-food trade is well diversified, with numerous trade partners, while some
dependency remains on certain commodities. Overall, the EU’s position as the world’s top
exporter of agri-food products allows for balanced and favourable trade relations with third
countries.

● Report by AmCham EU and LE Europe

A report by AmCham EU and LE Europe extensively discusses EU exports from the
perspective of the EU regions. It discusses and analyses how the EU’s economic prosperity is
dependent on EU exports. For example, their analysis shows that one in seven jobs in the EU

https://www.globari.org/ | Global Arena Research Institute (GARI) | info@globari.org 11

https://www.efpia.eu/media/602699/production-import-dependencies-and-export-vulnerabilities-of-pharmaceuticals-for-the-eu27-final.pdf?fbclid=IwAR1vMINpoxfVPCWRUhULUN4NA1uvx8RtREDzMeWDteDWBXSYEm7Nr-UNHR8
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/news/competitive-eu-agri-food-sector-achieves-high-level-diversification-trade-2023-10-06_en?fbclid=IwAR1IidFGBUnfF1dVxXZFeRY05RDKnU3surC4UQxtFqsDSaW5DVh5wNkXe1c
https://www.amchameu.eu/sites/default/files/publications/files/exporting_to_the_world_eu_regions_and_trade_study.pdf
https://www.globari.org/
mailto:info@globari.org


is supported by exporting activities. Overall, the study concluded that across all regions
covered in the report:

1. Exports add regional jobs: every percentage point of growth in national exports led
to an average increase of 0.9% in both regional output and regional employment.

2. Every region benefits from an increase in exports: the regional impact of an increase
in national exports varied markedly across and within Member States. However, all
regions benefitted from the growth in exports over the past decade, regardless of
whether their GDP per capita was above or below the EU-27 average.

As a result, the report shows that economic development specifically employment in the
regions is dependent on EU exports.

● Article by European Commission
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An article by the European Commission shows that more than 30 million jobs in the EU
owing to extra-EU exports. In 2021 employment was supported by exports to non-EU
countries, a slight increase from 29.9 million in 2020 (+1.7%).

Germany was the EU country with the highest absolute level of employment supported by
EU exports. In 2021, the employment of 6.9 million people in Germany was supported by
exports from the EU, including from Germany itself. France and Italy (both 3.4 million
people) had the following highest levels of export-supported employment.

Nevertheless, the highest share of employment supported by exports to non-EU countries
was recorded in Ireland (27%), followed by Luxembourg (25%) and Bulgaria (23%).
Moreover, Croatia (10%), along with France and Greece (both 12%), recorded the lowest
share of employment supported by EU exports in 2021.

Hence, jobs related to extra-EU exports play a vital role in the European Union's economic
landscape. They contribute to trade, economic growth, and employment opportunities,
fostering connections with other regions and countries worldwide. These figures often
highlight the interconnectedness of global economies and the importance of international
trade for job creation within the EU.
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EU export vulnerability:

● Political and Geopolitical Factors:
Political tensions, conflicts, or policy changes in partner countries or regions can
significantly impact the EU's exports. For instance, sanctions or trade disputes can disrupt
established trade routes and affect the EU's export capabilities.

● Financial Dependencies:
Dependency on foreign investment and financial markets can also affect the EU's export
capabilities. Fluctuations in global financial markets can impact the competitiveness of EU
exports.

Addressing these dependencies and vulnerabilities often involves diversification of supply
chains, investment in domestic production capacities, fostering innovation, and engaging in
diplomatic efforts to secure stable trade relationships. These vulnerabilities highlight the
importance for the EU to strategically manage its dependencies and seek to diversify its
sources to ensure greater stability and resilience in its export-oriented industries.

This paper was produced by the conceptual research team of the Global Arena
Research Institute (GARI) as part of the preparatory work for utilizing GARI's
signature digital twin of the globalized environment. Supported by the International
Visegrad Fund and the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, GARI is at the forefront of
integrating leading-edge computing technologies with socio-economic and political
analysis. These internal conceptual working papers lay the foundation for our digital
twin's application, offering critical insights and frameworks that enhance our
understanding and foresight into global and local processes across various domains,
including economy, trade, politics, defense, society, energy, and the environment.

https://www.globari.org/ | Global Arena Research Institute (GARI) | info@globari.org 14

https://www.globari.org/
mailto:info@globari.org

