
Interview 

Ambitious but thorny 

Negotiating the transatlantic trade deal 

Thijs Roes 

Ambitions are high when it comes to a free trade agreement between the United States 
and Europe, but both sides are tempted to walk straight into a murky swamp of indecision 
and protectionism. The European Parliament has already passed a resolution making sure 
that the cultural sector is sheltered from any American encroachment, while labor unions 
in the United States rush to state that a deal should not endanger the federal ‘Buy 
American’ program, which makes sure that major infrastructure projects in the United 
States are first and foremost granted to American companies. So before Transatlantic 
Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) becomes a historic integration of the world's 
biggest economic blocs, it could well lay bare old wounds on both sides of the Atlantic. 
Here is an edited conversation with Marietje Schaake, a Dutch member of the European 
Parliament for right-of-center D66 and Ben Beachy, research director for Global Trade 
Watch, a division of consumer advocacy group Public Citizen. They were interviewed at 
different times. 

Negotiations haven’t started yet, but both sides are already digging themselves in. How do 
you look at TTIP’s potential? 

SCHAAKE: This can be a real win-win situation. There is a unique opportunity right now to 
have a positive influence on the economies on both sides of the Atlantic without any 
government investment, just by taking away barriers. Free trade isn’t just about taking away 
tariffs, but also about harmonizing standards and working together to catch hidden 
obstructions to trade. Sometimes costs are added to goods that are completely unnecessary, 
and we’re trying to get rid of these barriers ‘behind the border’, so to speak.  

Can you give an example? 

Well, when visiting Europe, most Americans aren’t afraid to step into a European taxi or to 
rent a car. They fully trust the safety of a vehicle that’s made here and that’s being driven 
here. However, if they would want to buy that car and take it back home, that vehicle 
suddenly has to be checked all over again, from scratch! A little strange, because we could 
also say: ‘let’s just trusts each other’s safety standards or harmonize them and meet each 
other in the middle’. It gets even more interesting if we could do this for markets and 
technologies that haven’t been so institutionalized yet, think of electric cars or IT standards. 
We wouldn’t only streamline our own regulations, we would even create a worldwide 
standard on the fly. 

And for the simple consumer: if I’d like to buy three iPads and five Google glasses in San 
Francisco and bring them home, I wouldn’t have to pay any import fees? 

That’s the idea, yes. If we are successful.  



Mr Beachy, are you just as optimistic? 

BEACHY: Regulatory convergence or harmonization are nice sounding words. But at Public 
Citizen we question if differences in regulations between the United States and Europe 
should necessarily be converged at all. Consumers have different priorities in different 
countries. Some of these regulations are critical consumer safeguards. 

What is your biggest fear about TTIP then? 

A lot of things pass for integration that are actually deregulation. We don’t necessarily have 
anything against the integration of economies. What we do have a problem with is 
deregulation of really important consumer and environmental safeguards. And mind you: we 
don’t worry about this from some hypothetical standpoint, but it is based on what American 
and European corporations have already said they hope to see in this deal. Deregulation is 
what they have in mind, not just integration. 

You’re talking about the comments that were filed over the last few months by citizens and 
private institutions. Do you oppose even the vision about us connecting more? The one that 
Marietje Schaake puts forward?  

BEACHY: The idea of more connections is of course not an outright bad thing, it actually 
sounds like a really good thing. If this was meant as the ‘transatlantic paperwork reduction 
act’, then there wouldn’t be so much criticism. But I don’t think that’s the ambition. I think it 
will look more like an agreement doing away with environmental regulations so we come 
down to whatever lowest standard exists. And we don’t want to sign up on that. I don’t think 
that either side should bring their standards down because of what happens on the other 
side of the Atlantic.  

So you’re afraid of the idea of a ‘race to the bottom’, where both sides pick the lowest 
regulatory standard, thereby bringing down standards on both sides. Is that indeed what’s 
going to happen? 

SCHAAKE: My response to that is as follows. In the past, most trade agreements that the U.S. 
made were with countries with a much lower regulatory standard. In this case, Public Citizen 
should be happy that the United States is talking to us, Europe! We have very high standards 
here when it comes to the environment, consumer protection, human and labor rights. The 
European Parliament, which has to approve the deal eventually, has already said that we’re 
not going to lessen our standards. I’ve talked to Americans who actually say: ‘This deal is 
completely different from all the others, because Europe has much higher standards than 
the U.S.’ It could even break open the American debate because we are going to be pointing 
at flaws in their system.  

Still, does Europe trust American rules? The European Union is often mocked as 
overregulating, but the United States are notorious for rampant deregulation.  

SCHAAKE: Well, there’s a cultural difference. The attitude in the United States is: ‘Just keep 
trying until you fail and we’ll make a law’. And in Europe there’s the approach: ‘Let’s find out 
every possible way in which this could fail, and create laws to prevent any of those’. We 



need to find very tight agreements on this. The European Union will not compromise its 
health or safety standards. 

So what are your concerns when it comes to process? 

BEACHY: We’re afraid this will look like the trans-Pacific negotiations that are also taking 
place right now. They’re the least transparent, most exclusive trade negotiations to date. So 
if the trans-Atlantic talks looks anything like them, then it will all be behind closed doors. All 
we will know is through leaks. That’s not a democratic process. 

SCHAAKE: I don’t think we’re going to hear much formal comments during the negotiations, 
indeed. There might be some leaks, but that’s it. 

Isn’t that a problem? 

SCHAAKE: We constantly tell the European Commission how important transparency is, and 
how people and organizations need to have a say in this. But at the same time I do 
understand why they do it this way. A football coach also doesn’t give away his tactics right 
before a big game. The Commission’s negotiating position could be compromised. Besides, 
stock markets could be influenced just by suggestions and ideas, not by anything that will 
actually be part of the final deal. 

So how would you make this process transparent then? Our other option would be to just 
wait and see what the European Trade Commissioner (Karel de Gucht) and the United States 
Trade Representative (Ron Kirk) come up with. Is that the way to go? 

SCHAAKE: The European Parliament should have the opportunity to judge the results of each 
round. The Commission knows it needs our vote if it ever wants to succeed, so we will need 
some sort of framework for input, there’s no other way. We need to streamline and 
institutionalize public responses. 

BEACHY: We’re just very afraid that this will be a deal full of special interests. I’ve looked at 
the list of members that are in the trade advisory system, and the vast, vast majority of 
people there are representing the largest corporations in the United States. 

And they have access to the negotiations you say? 

BEACHY: Besides the actual negotiators, they are the only ones to have access to the texts, 
and they have unparalleled access to the negotiators themselves. They are regularly 
consulted by them with the question: what would you like to see in this deal? The Obama 
administration has always maintained it was going to be the most transparent 
administration in history, but in these past deals, they have been very disappointing. 

So what frightens you is the way corporations state their support for deregulation. Like the 
recent comments of Airlines 4 America for example. They wrote:  

“The EU Emissions Trading Scheme violates international law and is bad policy, as it 
siphons away funds the airlines need to continue and invest in innovations that bring 
real environmental benefit”.  



They also say that this shouldn’t be regarded as ‘a disregard for the environment’. They 
simply think the European Emissions law is not the right way. 

BEACHY: It’s all diplomatically stated, but it comes down to the fact that they want to get rid 
of the existing regulations. Just like the National Corn Growers Association in their 
comments about genetically modified food (GMOs). 

Europe is very skeptical about GMOs, but American companies would love to export them to 
the European Union. 

BEACHY: The National Corn Growers Association stated on multiple occasions that 
“measures taken under the guise of precautionary principle, absent relative scientific 
evidence, are unjustified”. We know the EU is being cautious about genetically modified 
food. American GMO-companies think they can just change such a fundamental thing with 
the stroke of a pen. 

SCHAAKE: The EU has high standards when it comes to protecting health and the 
environment against the (potential) negative impact of GMOs. Where Americans are in favor 
of exporting modified products, the EU invokes the precautionary principle. It is not a black 
and white issue, the EU also authorizes GMOs while preserving standards and principles. In 
that, the EU will not trade away core values through TTIP. 

Will the deal include anything that resembles ACTA or SOPA, the digital rights laws that were 
highly controversial? 

SCHAAKE: No. ACTA was supposedly about a very narrow issue: literal counterfeit goods like 
bags and auto parts. Suddenly lines were inserted about digital rights and pharmaceuticals. 
We voted against it the first time, and the commission has sworn us that it won’t reattempt 
to insert those lines again. We’ll keep a close eye on it. 

When it comes to controversial issues… How is it the other way around? What are 
Americans actually afraid of coming from Europe?  

BEACHY: There are some concerns we have when it comes to financial regulations. Some 
European companies have opined that they would like to get rid of some sections of the 
Volcker rule, which is part of the Dodd-Frank Act, which needs to prevent another crisis as 
happened in 2008. It prohibits certain risky investments by banks. It prevents a bank of 
trading on its own account for its own profit for a certain type of securities. Europe has 
asked the American government for a change to this law fairly openly. 

Another American law Europe would love to see taken off the books is the rule to ‘Buy 
American’. Which basically states that any infrastructure project in the United States has to 
be done by an American company with American workers. Only in some cases there is room 
for an exception. Making an offer on a public procurement in Europe is open to any business 
that would like to participate. How will the request to get rid of ‘Buy American’ go down in 
the U.S.? 

BEACHY: ‘Buy American’ is highly popular here. About 90 percent of Americans support it. 
It’s one of those few things Republicans and Democrats agree on. As you know, they hardly 



agree on anything here, but they all agree on ‘Buy American’. If U.S. tax dollars are being 
used to build a bridge or a highway, then taxpayers want to see American jobs being made. 
We think it would be democratically unfair to take away that wish because of European 
ambitions and I know it’s going to rub many Americans in the wrong way. I don’t think the 
EU is going to slip that one in there very easily. 

SCHAAKE: Well, our market in Europe is extremely open and we think ‘Buy American’ is an 
unfair situation. We’d like to have a level playing field. If you are an American company and 
you want to build a bridge in Spain, then it’s possible. You can always make an offer. The 
other way around is completely different, and I don’t think that’s fair. We should be able to 
get those jobs as well. So we’d like to get rid of ‘Buy American’. 

And there’s another one: the so-called Jones Act. It basically states that all maritime traffic 
within the United States needs to be American. That means the ship must be ‘made in 
America’, by American workers, use American resources, and every person on a ship has to 
be an American citizen or permanent resident. It’s very annoying. Europe builds ships and 
works with cargo a lot, and we can’t compete on that market.  

Any other examples of touchy subjects? 

SCHAAKE: Besides agriculture, there’s of course the protection of localized names in regional 
products. 

Like ‘champagne’ or ‘Gorgonzola’ cheese.  

Yes. When I talk about it to Americans, they simply just don’t have a clue why we have that 
law. They would love to make ‘sparkling champagne wine with whatever’, but it’s just 
completely impossible for them.  

So it looks like TTIP has many mountains to climb before it will ever come to a vote. Still, the 
European Parliament’s basic mandate for TTIP says that the ‘audiovisual’ sector will not be 
part of the deal. Trying to protect everything from French movies to Latvian blogs. How is it 
possible that Europe is already protecting its own sectors while demanding that America 
opens up? 

SCHAAKE: I don’t agree with it either. I don’t think it’s wise to define ‘nonnegotiable topics’ 
even before any real negotiations have started yet! What the European Parliament has 
done, mostly supported by France, is just not smart. It has opened the door to the 
Americans to also start excluding touchy subjects from the agenda, even before we started 
this whole process. They should have put it on the agenda, not in the final text of the 
resolution.  

BEACHY: To me it just looks like a great example of why this thing will fall apart pretty 
quickly. They’re already cautious now, wait until people start seeing what will actually be in 
this deal. 

It seems like there are plenty of thorny issues. 



SCHAAKE: Yes. But we’re on top of them. There is so much I’m learning every day. It’s so 
broad. Chemicals, cars, beer, pharmaceuticals, insurance standards, accounting practices, 
investments, agriculture, intellectual property, there is so much. And the devil is always in 
the details. But that’s why we’re doing this. 

Wouldn’t it be much easier for you to piecemeal this then? Taking each sector step-by-step? 
There’s a chance you’re going to fly to close to the sun… 

SCHAAKE: Yes, we have an enormous mountain to climb but I don’t know yet. I think at first, 
we’ll come to a set of basic agreements, and we’ll work our way from there. I can’t give you 
a specific timeline or an end date for these negotiations. The Americans are talking about 
only 1.5 years. But that’s unrealistic, I think. Easing car regulations can be done in no-time, 
but discussions about fracking and shale gas are much more complex.  

So how do you look at the future? 

BEACHY: The devil is in the details indeed. These trade deals usually become 900+ page 
documents. Vast swaths of domestic policies that are redefined by this trade agreement, and 
what remains at the end of the day is a brick of texts. And you think that the U.S. Congress 
will actually carefully read through it and say ‘let me change that one little line there’? That’s 
really hard to do. I think it’s much wiser to take this step by step, sector by sector to see 
what we can improve and what we should leave alone.  

SCHAAKE: A win-win is what I’m going for. So that the impact of this will be felt by actual 
people, and not something that’s only being seen as a success by shareholders, boardrooms 
and politicians. The result has to be tangible, so I can show people: this is how many jobs it 
creates in your region, this is how much paperwork you’re relieved from, this is how we 
make product X a little bit cheaper. Of course it’s going to be really hard, but I think nobody 
is going for an exchange of negatives with a hollow deal as a result. This needs to be a deal of 
the people and by the people. 

Thijs Roes is a freelance journalist working in the United States and the Netherlands.  

Would you like to react?  
Mail the editor: redactie@atlcom.nl.   

 


