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HI S T O RY 

To put things into perspective, let us first take a look at the history of the economic and political 
relationship between the European Union and the ACP-group. The current framework for EU-ACP 
relations is the Cotonou agreement; it entered into force in 2000 and is only the latest addition to 
the development partnership between the two regions. The initial idea behind the partnership, 
which dates back to the early 1960’s, when newly independent African countries - most of whom 
former French, Belgian and Dutch Colonies - and the European Economic Community (EEC), agreed 
on the Yaoundé convention, was to provide development aid to those regions. In 1975, at the time 
the Yaoundé convention was succeeded by the Lomé convention, European aid was extended to 
former British colonies and to the unilateral abolition of all tariffs by the EEC. During the same year, 
the ACP group of 77 African, Caribbean and Pacific states was created, granting its member states 
an institutional framework within the development cooperation with the EU. Although the Lomé 
convention has since been renewed several times, the WTO ruled in 1995 that the agreement 
would not comply to its rules and relevant actors decided to negotiate a new deal.  

In 2000, the EU and the ACP group signed the Cotonou agreement, bringing substantial change to 
the relationship. Broader, more political goals were formulated, and the Cotonou aimed at 
incremental reciprocity in trade relations. To achieve that reciprocity, WTO-conform Economic 
Partnership Agreements (EPAs) within the Cotonou framework were foreseen – agreements with 
regional economic entities, such as ECOWAS in West Africa, aiming at zero tariffs on both sides – 
but also the possibility to retain a certain percentage of tariffs to protect infant or sensitive 
industries in the ACP countries. Due to disagreements on the scale of those exemptions from the 

Abstract 

With negotiations on a new political agreement with the ACP-group (Sub-Saharan Africa, 
Caribbean and Pacific) already being under way, the European Union needs to set out a strategy 
that tackles both climate change and green industrial development. While targets such as 
ensuring energy access for everyone, mitigating poverty and fostering economic growth in some 
of the world’s least developed countries remain as urgent as ever, achieving them must not harm 
the climate. In order to do so, ACP-countries will need to leapfrog directly towards renewable 
energy sources. With regard to both its historic responsibility towards ACP countries, as well as 
its own massive contributions to global emission levels in the past, the EU should pursue an 
ambitious approach to support their African partners in the process of transition towards low-
emission economies. In this Flash Paper, we want to stress the urgency to act and propose a 
number of measures to attain the Paris climate goals. First, the history of EU-ACP relations and 
the current state of affairs will be discussed. In the second part of the paper, six measures to 
tackle emissions in the new political agreement will be proposed. 
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zero-tariff obligation, only few of the Economic Partnership Agreements – like the EU-Cariforum EPA 
with Caribbean states - are in place so far. 

Figure 1: Countries of the ACP group 

Source: Republic of South Africa: http://www.dirco.gov.za/eumaltilateral/acpcountrymaps.html 

W H E R E  W E  A RE  N O W  

For the current Cotonou agreement is set to 
expire in 2020, a new political framework 
agreement needs to be finalized by then; the 
negotiations on the new Post-Cotonou accord 
started in September 2018. Within the current 
framework, climate change is being covered 
superficial and non-binding. A revision in 2010 
embraced the issue but failed to deliver by 
only including vague commitments on 
cooperation on climate-related issues. Before 
2010, climate change has not been mentioned 
at all in the Cotonou text. 

The Post-Cotonou agreement will need to 
move beyond those broad and non-
enforceable provision and provide a clear 
action-oriented and legally binding framework. 
In the next sections, some recommendation 
on how to succeed in doing this will be 
presented. 

W H Y  T HE  EU  N E E D S  T O  P RE V E N T  
C A R B O N-B A S E D  G RO W T H  O N  T HE  
AF R I C A N  C O N T I N E N T  

A new partnership agreement with the ACP-
group might be the last chance to lay the 
urgently needed foundation for a green future 
in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific. 

What we know so far 

At the end of September 2018, the European 
Commission released its negotiation directives 
for the new EU-ACP partnership, aiming at 
peace and stability, management of migration 
and the fostering of economic development. 
While the old Cotonou agreement included 
only relatively poor climate protection 
standards, this time, the EU stressed the 
importance of addressing climate change in 
new and more ambitious ways. Furthermore, 
the Commission proposed a new institutional 
framework, including, on the one hand, a 
common foundation agreement between the 
EU and the whole of the ACP group, setting 
common values, principles and broad 
objectives, and on the other hand, three new 
regional partnerships with Africa, the 
Caribbean and the pacific region, respectively. 
These three agreements shall, accordingly, be 
designed as region-specific and action-oriented 
protocols.  

However, it is far from definite that an 
agreement between the parties will be reached 
by 2020; differing views on migration, the role 
of tariffs and the whole institutional framework 
of the agreement are expected to form major 
stumbling blocks during the negotiations. 
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With many businesses emerging and households gaining energy access, two contrasting 
development paths are possible: one that is based on renewable energy provision and job creation 
in sustainable economic sectors, and one based on high emissions and low standards, a path 
followed by emerging China and India. Europe needs to help African countries to follow the former 
– its ability to do so as well as its own interest at stake could not be larger.  

Take West Africa, for example: According to figures from the European Commission, the EU 
accounts for 24.5% of West Africa’s exports and 28.5% of West Africa’s imports. That makes the 
region the EU’s largest trading partner in Sub-Saharan Africa, while the EU is West Africa’s biggest 
trading partner in the world, ahead of India, China and the US. Similar things can be said about the 
Southern Africa Development community (SADC), a regional bloc consisting of Namibia, Lesotho, 
Mozambique, Botswana, Swaziland and South Africa, where the European Union is by far the 
largest trading partner. Altogether, the European Union ranks first as destination for ACP 
agricultural and transformed goods and overall trade between the two blocs has risen by 58% 
during the last 10 years1. The EU has, therefore, tremendous power to shape those trade relations; 
not power in an old-fashioned, colonial way, but a different kind of power, defined by the ability to 
nudge trade and development towards more sustainability and to export European standards. 

Figure 2: EU-ACP trade (2016) 

 
Source: European Commission (2016): Economic partnership agreements (EPAs) between the EU and African, Caribbean and 
Pacific (ACP) countries. http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2017/october/tradoc_156340.pdf 

However, not only its economic, but also its geographic proximity is why it is only in Europe’s best 
interest to fight climate change, one of the root causes of migration and poverty. The EU might 
otherwise bear a large share of the cost induced by growing numbers of natural disasters and, 
hence, climate refugees. Furthermore, the EU must not hand over Africa and other ACP regions to 
China’s investment plans, like the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), for the European Commission itself 
has stated that those plans fall short of human rights, social and ecological standards and genuine 
interest in sustainable development on the African continent.  

                                                
1
 The decrease in trade volume starting in 2012 (see Figure 2) can be explained by the collapse of world prices 

on minerals and oil, major Sub-Saharan African export goods. 
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Lastly, the EU member countries and other major past carbon dioxide (Co2) emitters explicitly 
committed to strengthen the ability of LDCs (least developed countries) to fight against climate 
change in the context of the Paris Climate Agreement, both via fostering resilience and supporting 
low-emission development. Within the context of their colonial legacy as well as its role as main 
carbon dioxide emitters in the past, European countries must acknowledge their special 
responsibility towards the ACP region. 

Without a radical shift in EU policies, the Paris goals defined in 2015 will be far out of reach. Africa 
and its population of 1.2 billion cannot afford to follow a low-road carbon-based growth path such 
as China or India, and action needs to be taken immediately. 

HO W  T HE  EU  M I G HT  S U C C E E D  –  S I X  RE C O M M E N D A T I O N S  

If the European Union wants to live up to the commitments made at 2015’s COP21 in Paris, 
ambitious goals need to be set. The following recommendations are inspired by existing economic 
and trade agreements, such as the EU-Singapore free trade agreement, as well as proposals from 
various experts in the field of climate change economics. They are interdependent, that is, the 
success of one measure depends on the implementation of all the other measures. 

1. Green Trade and Investment 

Despite the Cotonou agreement having evolved from an economic and trade agreement into a 
political agreement, the guidelines set had to be to be translated into bilateral Economic partnership 
agreements (EPAs) between the EU and ACP countries. As already mentioned above, most of those 
agreements are – although foreseen for 2007 – still not in place anyway, and those who are offer 
poor climate change coverage. Even though the negotiations on all Economic Partnership 
Agreements have been concluded years ago, today, many African nations refuse to sign them after 
fear sparked over the opening of their domestic markets towards EU-exports – a key requirement 
of the WTO-conform EPAs – and are unlikely to do so in the near future. But the criticism by those 
countries is only partly justified: While they have to gradually open their markets, ACP-nations will 
still be able to charge tariffs on “sensitive products”, which account to 20-35% of African tariff 
lines. At the same time, the EU will open its markets unilaterally. Furthermore, safeguard measures 
have been included – providing ACP-nations the right to regulate in case EU exports cause serious 
injuries to domestic markets. As the dispute over the EPAs goes on, various countries, such as 
Nigeria, had to switch to the EU’s GSP (general system of preferences) in 2007, a preferential 
framework that, however, does not grant the same access to European markets than a finalized 
EPA would have done. This is utterly unnecessary and harms economies on both sides. Re-opening 
markets for non-sensitive products via trade agreements would not only foster economic growth 
but could also be the base for setting clear rules and incentives for the “greening” of that growth.  

Nevertheless, it is often political rather than economic decisions that shape trade relations and the 
EU needs to take that into account. Some stakeholders also pointed out that the European Union 
seems to have imposed rather than negotiated the EPAs with their ACP-counterparts, with some 
Brussels diplomats calling the whole process a diplomatic disaster.  

That brings us to recommendation 1: As a result of the EPA-failure, the post-Cotonou agreement 
needs to promote green trade and investment. With regard to the latter, investment in low 
emission industries needs to be incentivized and potential stumbling blocks be removed. Concerning 
trade, no tariffs should be in the way for the transfer of the necessary technology to emerging 
economies. In order to attain that goal, the agreement will need to address this problem by moving 
beyond the EPA framework, for it is not sure that EPAs will be signed in the near or even the far 
future. That could be possible through a separate WTO-compatible EU-ACP agreement cutting all 
tariffs on renewable energy sources and other environmental-friendly goods. Such an agreement 
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has already been planned on a multilateral level, including actors such as the US and China, but 
failed to be finalized in 2016. 

However, non-tariff barriers – that is, 
regulations on product and packaging 
design – pose the bigger challenge. 
The EU should, hence, become a 
driving force for harmonization of 
relevant standards and requirements 
for renewables and other environment-
friendly goods. Concrete ideas for 
provisions in the new agreement may, 
inter alia, be drawn from the recently 
signed trade agreement between 
Singapore and the European Union, 
where an own chapter on non-tariff 
barriers to trade and investment in 
renewable energy generation has been 
created. The chapter includes, inter 
alia, provisions to refrain from local 
content requirements, use 
international standards, transparency, 
common energy standards and 
labelling schemes. Only within 
harmonized systems, green trade can 
be truly fruitful. 

2. Tackle subsidies on fossil fuels in EU and ACP countries 

During the past decades, European endeavor with regard to climate protection has risen 
significantly and the EU is one of the main global drivers behind climate action. However, the EU’s 
own activities do not always live up to its self-defined goals. Recommendation 2 addresses one 
of those shortcomings: Subsidies. European countries spend billions every year on fossil fuel 
subsidies. Although it is true that the transformation towards renewable energy supply can only be 
gradual, the EU and its member countries need to phase out these subsidies to incentivize 
renewable energy – especially if they really want to be taken serious by their partners, such as 
Nigeria, Angola or Zambia, where fossil fuels are being subsidized by billions of Euros. 

In that sense, the Post-Cotonou agreement should include commitments by both parties to phase 
out subsidies for fossil fuels until 2025. If managed with care, this measure is far from radical and 
would be coherent with many NDCs (Nationally determined contributions), the intended national 
climate policy measures defined by the parties to the Paris climate agreement. However, phasing 
out those subsidies will only be efficient and successful if supply for renewables increases and 
prices decrease, which is the case for solar energy, for instance. Without proper technology transfer 
and climate finance, as proposed within the other recommendations, phasing out fossil fuels might 
rather harm than benefit EU and ACP countries. 

3. Finance beyond UNFCCC green climate fund 

Although it will be vital to cut tariffs, subsidies and other barriers to ensure that markets for 
renewable energy flourish, the urgency of the climate crisis also demands for direct financial aid for 
the greening of economic processes. Whilst resilience towards the effects of climate change, such 
as desertification or floods, should be an essential part of such aid, another main focus needs to be 

Trade and Emissions 

What is the relationship between free trade and 
emissions? Can trade be “green” at all? 

Most trade economists agree on the following: Increased 
trade affects the climate in three ways, namely, the scale 
effect, the composition effect and the technique effect. 
The scale effect refers to the increment in emissions 
from production and transport and is normally the 
biggest of the three. The composition effect is, 
unsurprisingly, linked to the composition of the free 
trade relation and can be described as shift of emissions 
from one country to another during the process of trade 
opening, being neutral on a global level. Last but not 
least, the technique effect describes the enhanced 
efficiency of production, made possible by an increased 
transfer of more efficient and sustainable techniques, 
such as solar panels or windmills.  

The proposed greening of trade would, therefore, aim at 
strengthening the technique effect relative to the scale 
effect. 
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laid on energy. A green energy strategy for ACP countries will not only lower CO2 emissions, but 
also grant energy access to more than 600 million people – a major step towards higher living 
conditions and more efficient economic activities. 

Consequently, recommendation 3 for the Post-Cotonou agreement is enhanced Climate Finance. 
In 2010, the 154 parties of the UNFCCC (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change) agreed on the creation of a Green Climate Fund, with the main goal of supporting 
developing countries in their efforts to fight climate change. Today all major economies are 
contributing to that fund. However, as the United States are set to withdraw from the Paris 
agreement, the Green Climate Fund’s second biggest contributor is expected to lower or even stop 
the transfer of money. Hence, to secure funding of green development aid, the EU should both 
increase its contributions towards the fund and raise spending on Climate Finance in its multiannual 
financial framework within the context of the Post-Cotonou agreement in order to make up for the 
expected loss of US contributions. The EU also needs to make sure to continue cooperation on that 
matter with post-Brexit Britain. Only the provision of sufficient financial funds will ensure that 
foundations for sustainable development are being built and the other proposed measures can be 
realized efficiently. 

Securing financial flows into Africa is vital, but what is more, the destination of these flows need to 
be set out in a clear way. A balanced distribution between funding ACP-governments’ infrastructure 
projects, support and finance for private companies and NGOs and the fostering of regional and 
cross-country projects and initiatives could prove to be most sensible. In providing direct financial 
aid and technical assistance to ACP governments, the European Union can reward climate friendly 
projects and therefore directly incentivize sustainable development. However, when designing such 
financial aid, special emphasis needs to be laid on Europe’s colonial past and avoiding punitive 
conditionality. Furthermore, those infrastructure projects need to be efficient and transparent, for 
many developing nations still have massive problems with regard to corruption.  

By supporting private companies and NGOs, climate finance could promote smaller projects, such 
as, for instance, the provision of mini-grid solar energy systems in rural areas. While government 
infrastructure projects may have more of a large-scale impact, non-governmental projects might – 
in many cases – be more sustainable and efficient, accommodating better for the specific needs of 
smaller entities which, in the case of energy, might fall short of government support when, for 
example, on-grid energy provision is too costly. Furthermore, inclusion of civil society could prove 
easier for decentralized processes. All in all, a healthy combination of centralized and decentralized 
projects will be key to success. 

Finally, the EU should aim at strengthening existing institutional processes in ACP-countries, as they 
are probably the most efficient way to ensure green transformation. That includes, inter alia, the 
Africa Renewable Energy Initiative (ANEI), an effort that is being led by the African Union’s 
commission, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and other international agencies. 
The goal of ANEI is the installation of large-scale renewable energy capacity on the African 
continent by deploying the necessary technology and funding projects directly - although the ANEI 
itself has more of a coordinating function. By supporting ANEI, the EU also stands on firm ground 
when confronted with accusations of view-imposing. 

4. Set rules that make sense 

In order to ensure technology transfer, high environmental standards and, as a result, 
transformation to low-emission economies, a clear legal framework needs to be established, our 
recommendation 4.  

With regard to trade and investment, this includes two necessary provisions: the first one is 
granting governments a right to regulate trade and investment in case it harms its environment or 
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climate goals. The second is a derogation prohibition, a provision that forbids countries to lower 
their respective environmental standards in order to attract foreign direct investment (FDI). 
Especially the latter will be vital with respect to ACP countries, as enhanced economic activity 
between the EU those nations might otherwise lead to carbon leakage (see recommendation 5).  

Another important issue is Intellectual Property Rights (IPR). Although unlikely to materialize, a 
post-Cotonou agreement should try to set clear rules that ensure both the protection of IPRs and 
the establishment of specific exemptions for low-emission technology patents. If no new overall 
rules can be agreed upon, efforts should be undertaken to cooperate with European companies in 
order to make them both use green technology with regard to investment in ACP countries as well 
as to relax some of the relevant patent protections in less developed countries. Only if the transfer 
of the technology needed is possible, a new agreement can truly succeed in battling climate 
change.  

Furthermore, the European Union and ACP countries should strive to agree on some common 
minimum environmental standards. This may include the recognition of past multilateral 
environmental agreements as well as efforts to apply some existing European standards on, for 
example, the extraction of resources or production and packaging methods. However, such an 
approach needs to be designed in a realistic way and implementation could be foreseen on a 
gradual and long-term base.  

What is more, what all new rules should have in common is the enforceability of the rules and 
norms defined in the accord. That also means the need for the installation of a dispute settlement 
mechanism to safeguard the climate protection goals defined within the agreement. 

5. Smart emission pricing 

In order to attain the Paris goals, the European Union will have to lay out ambitious propositions; 
that may also include altering the European Union’s own climate policy, a factor interdependent 
with green development in ACP-countries. 

One important issue is carbon pricing, recommendation 5 – a measure that could be included in 
the Post-Cotonou agreement in various ways. While the EUs own Emissions Trading System (ETS) 
is in place, it has become inefficient during the last years – that is mostly because of the low prices 
for emission allowances. But the state of the ETS-scheme also has an effect on ACP countries; the 
Kyoto Protocol’s Clean Development Mechanism (CDM), a mechanism that incentivizes developing 
countries to lower their emissions in order to sell their emission allowances to high-emission 
countries has suffered from the low prices as a result of excess supply of allowances – leading to 
lower demand for certificates from CDM projects. In 2018, however, it seems that after reforms and 
the introduction of the so-called Market Stability Reserve (MSR), the ETS scheme, now able to 
regulate supply, is on its way to become productive again. Consequently, ACP climate protection 
efforts might increase again. However, to reach the Paris goals, Carbon allowance supply needs to 
be capped in a more ambitious way than currently foreseen by the EU, an issue Europe itself should 
work on. With regard to the Post-Cotonou agreement, provisions may include commitments on 
common coordination of emissions trading and/or a gradual integration of ACP-countries into the 
scheme. 

Beyond the CDM, the European Union needs to prevent carbon leakage, the process during which 
carbon-intense production moves to a country with lower environmental and climate standards. The 
danger of carbon leakage is already present, for European countries have comparably high 
environmental standards; it could be further increased if EU put a carbon tax into place. One way to 
address that problem may be Border Carbon Adjustments (BCAs), a pricing of imported goods with 
regard to carbon content in their production. This could stop the leakage and incentivize third 
countries to produce in a climate friendly way. Implementation of such a measure, however, needs 
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to consider the vulnerability of infant export industries in ACP countries and might also be best 
installed in a gradual way.  

Nonetheless, such efforts depend on the fruitful implementation of all other proposed measures, for 
preventing carbon leakage will not succeed in promoting green industrial development if no proper 
attention is paid to technology transfer, climate finance and other issues. 

6. Promote multilateralism 

Apart from unilateral and bilateral measures, the EU and the ACP-group should promote 
multilateralism, recommendation 6. Even though it seems that we are living in a time where 
multilateralism is in retreat, it is always helpful to send a clear signal on the commitment and 
willingness to find global solutions for global problems, such as the Paris agreement. 

That includes joint commitments to save the Environmental Goods Agreement (EGA), an agreement 
between the world’s major economic powers, which foresaw the abolition of tariffs on 
environmentally friendly goods. Unfortunately, negotiations have stalled since 2016 due to 
disagreements on the scope of products. Common efforts should also be undertaken to provide the 
utmost possible harmonization of global technical standards for renewables as well as climate-
friendly reform of the WTO’s GATS (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade) and TRIPS 
(Agreement on Trade-related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights) agreements, which cover free 
trade and intellectual property, respectively.  

With regard to carbon pricing, the EU and the ACP-group should try to promote a global emissions 
trading system, albeit success seems highly unlikely amidst the United States’ exit from the Paris 
agreement. 

C O N C L U S I O N 

In order to attain the goals defined in the Paris Climate Agreement, the EU must pursue an 
ambitious climate policy. That has to include European trade and development policy towards the 
ACP group, a union of African, Caribbean and Pacific states, many of whom are being regarded as 
least developed countries (LDCs). 

For the current regulatory framework, the Cotonou agreement, will expire in 2020, the European 
Union has the opportunity to design the economic and political relationship with ACP countries in a 
climate friendly way, eventually being able to nudge them towards the transition to low-emission 
economies. 

In the course of this Flash Paper, six ambitious recommendations on how to make the future 
relationship between the European Union and ACP-countries a success have been proposed. Those 
measures include the greening of trade and investment, green subsidy reform, enhanced climate 
finance, climate friendly rules and norms, intelligent carbon pricing and the strengthening of 
multilateralism. Those recommendations are interdependent, and only a holistic and ambitious 
approach with regard to both the post-Cotonou agreement and the EU’s own climate policy will help 
to curb carbon dioxide emissions and keep the increase in global average temperature below 2 
degrees Celsius. 
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