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petitors. Most importantly among these figure the BRICS 
group of states, and in particular China.3

Following the rise of these countries (Brazil, Russia, India, 
China and South Africa), the old “Western” powers have 
seen their global market share decrease.4 With their greater 
economic power, the BRICS states have also increased their 
political and military clout. Once partners, they are increas-
ingly becoming competitors of the “West”, for example in 
international institutions such as the International Monetary 
Fund, the World Bank or the World Trade Organisation.

2. The dwindling importance of the WTO: Over the last two 
decades, the WTO more or less served to resolve interna-
tional trade issues. The organisation was “a system based 
on consensus and governed de facto by the US and the Euro-
pean Communities.”5 For the US and the ECs the WTO was 
a rule-setting instrument that imposed their trade interests 
in a legally binding manner on all other states. In particular, 
the WTO was to “open” the Chinese market. Yet, with the 
increasing power of emerging and developing nations, it was 
no longer possible to streamline the contradicting interests. 
Thus, the current trade negotiating round (Doha Develop-
ment Round) has come to a dead end. “The ‘club’ that had 
governed world trade and economy for 50 years […] is appar-
ently no longer able to impose its views on other parties.”6

Because EU and US interests could no longer be effec-
tively enforced via the WTO, the EU and the US began devel-
oping separate agreements with individual states or groups 
of states.

Without doubt, the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) between the US and the EU is a gigantic project. 
Whilst many point to the agreement’s risks and dangers, the competent institutions continue to drive the project on. This 
raises the question: Why do the EU and the US want TTIP at all? Put differently: Why do they willingly accept the agree-
ment’s potential risks? The estimated impact on economic growth and job creation is small. Rather, cooperation between 
the EU, EU member states and the US is designed to strengthen their relative position in the global competition – not only 
economically but also in terms of political power. This, however, means that as a cooperation agreement between com-
petitors, the project is also full of contradictions.1
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Since the summer of 2013, the EU Commission has been 
negotiating the TTIP agreement – a comprehensive set of 
measures to reduce impediments to trade – with the US 
government. Only to a lesser degree do these measures 
concern tariffs (basically non-existent in EU-US trade), and 
instead mainly deal with “non-tariff barriers to trade”. This 
also includes the harmonisation or mutual recognition of 
regional and/or national product norms, approval processes 
and standards. These are defined as trade barriers because 
such rules create compliance costs for companies, who 
have to adapt their products or services to pass additional 
approval processes or to comply with additional standards. 
Total standardisation would save companies a substantial 
amount of money. Furthermore, TTIP would create a gigan-
tic economic bloc. Together, EU member states and the US 
account for nearly 50 % of global GDP and 30 % of the global 
trade in goods (40 % for services). Even today, the EU and the 
US are both the other’s most important trade partner.

BACKGROUND
There have been many attempts towards renewing trans-
atlantic economic cooperation. So far, these have always 
failed. To understand the new dynamic and the sense of 
urgency to conclude TTIP we must look at the context that 
puts additional pressure on the EU and the US to bolster their 
cooperation.

1. The relative loss of power of the “West”2: For some years 
now, Europe and the US have been facing new, potent com-
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3. The crisis: Faced with the recent global financial and eco-
nomic crisis, the US and the EU announced their intention 
to now use the global market to a greater extent to further 
their own economic growth. In his 2010 state of the union 
address, Barack Obama announced he would double US 
exports over the next five years and cut the chronic foreign 
trade deficit. To this end, the US would have to “seek new 
markets aggressively, just as our competitors”.7

It is for this reason that the US pursues not only the free 
trade TTIP agreement with Europe, but also the Trans Pacific 
Partnership (TPP) with South American and Asian countries, 
albeit excluding China. The EU and in particular the nations 
of the Eurozone are also increasingly focusing on foreign 
trade. Due to austerity measures and salary cuts, inter-
nal demand cannot drive growth. To boost the economy, 
therefore, the only remaining option is to increase exports 
to promote growth and reduce the public debt burden. As 
part of its Europe 2020 strategy for growth, the EU aims to 
become the world’s most competitive economic area. This 
strategy has an explicitly power-political dimension, as chan-
cellor Merkel openly declared in a government statement on 
25 March 2012: “Only a competitive Europe can have weight 
in the world”.

TTIP AND TPP GOALS
In spite of the EU Commission attempting to legitimise TTIP 
by alleging the agreement’s positive impact on economic 
growth and job creation, the relevant studies – even those 
funded by the Commission – show figures in this field to be 
negligible8. In reality, the “West” pursues a varied set of goals 
with this trade agreement. First, we will look into the goals 
shared by both the EU and US government, and then look 
closer at where the two sides collide.

Redirection of trade: First, reducing trade barriers would 
directly cut costs for EU and US companies and create a 
single “internal market” for them. Competitiveness – their 
relative competitive position vis-à-vis companies outside 
areas covered by TTIP and TPP – would increase; they 
could therefore offer their products at a cheaper price. One 
expected outcome would be an increase in their global 
market share, plus a re-direction of global trade into the TTIP 
area. Gains for TTIP members would contrast with losses for 
those countries not part of the agreement. Yet even the pro-
tagonists in the negotiations admit that the extent of this re-
direction of trade will most likely be limited.

Setting global standards: The pull-effect created by TTIP will 
probably be far more important. The new bloc would be so 
large it would pull other countries in, i.e. force them to submit 
to its rules, thereby causing them additional costs. TTIP would 
enable the US and the EU to achieve what is no longer pos-
sible via the WTO with its consensus principle: to determine 
the rules of international competition based on their own 
interests. This they even openly admit: “TTIP is maybe the last 
chance to impose global standards,” Germany’s economy 
minister, Sigmar Gabriel, recently declared.9 Gabriel’s descrip-
tion makes an inherently offensive strategy sound defensive. 
Hans Peter Friedrich (CSU) made this clear when, during a 
German parliamentary debate, he promoted TTIP by saying: 
“The core of this free trade agreement lies in the opportunity 
for Europe and the US to set norms for future technologies 
[…]. Technical norms are passports for products and goods. 
We, the Europeans and the Americans, can become those 
who issue such passports and that is a huge advantage”.10

China – submission through exclusion: The “West’s” chief 
competitor is China. Economically, this competition mani-
fests itself in lost global market shares; in political and mili-
tary terms, the effects are only slowly becoming visible. 
Hence, it is no coincidence that China is neither part of TTIP 
nor of TPP. “Another way to describe it is EBC: Everyone But 
China,” says Timothy Garton Ash11. It is unlikely, though, 
that the purpose of the agreement is to exclude China. The 
country is economically too important and potentially too 
lucrative for Western companies. Both TTIP and TPP there-
fore probably aim to force China to submit to a set of rules 
codified by the US and the EU by threatening to exclude 
China from the free trade agreement should the Chinese 
government not comply. Until now, China has failed to fulfil 
many of the “West’s” demands to open the Chinese market. 
Frequent complaints concern the lack of protection of intel-
lectual property rights, which sees income to US and Euro-
pean companies forfeited12, the closing of Chinese markets 
to foreign competition and the compulsory cooperation 
between Western and Chinese companies and, more gener-
ally, the political favouring of Chinese companies over their 
Western competitors.

An important means of walling off the Chinese market and 
subsidies are the large Chinese State Owned Enterprises 
(SOEs). “It should therefore not be seen as a mere coinci-
dence that an important principle of TAFTA/TTIP is the ‘level 
playing field’ and the full transparency of state support and 
market intervention.” This would present a means to “limit 
the [Chinese] support to SOEs”13. Marjut Hannonen, who 
worked for the former EU Trade Commissioner Karel de 
Gucht, emphasizes that China is welcome to become part 
of TPP or a separate encompassing agreement with Europe, 
provided that China is willing to make the necessary conces-
sions first.14 Under TTIP or TPP, the rules of the “West” would 
be enforceable by supra-national arbitration courts. Even 
today such courts are a means to enforce the Global North’s 
interests and impose them on the Global South: Three quar-
ters of the 600 cases of arbitration to date were filed against 
developing and emerging nations.

Geopolitics – TTIP as an “economic NATO”: The goals of 
TTIP stretch far beyond the economic sphere. TTIP could 
function as a kind of “economic NATO”, a phrase coined by 
Hillary Clinton, the former US Secretary of State. This refer-
ence to the military alliance shows the far-reaching effects 
some politicians hope (or fear) TTIP could have. Its goal is 
nothing less than a (not only economic) renewal of the 
“West”15. “Geopolitics is the logic behind TTIP,” says security 
policy expert Peter van Ham. The former EU Trade Commis-
sioner Karel de Gucht also believes that TTIP is about “the 
weight of the Western, free world in world economic and 
political affairs”.16 Yet, how do the economic and the military 
aspects relate here?

First, a successful and sufficiently large economy gener-
ates the revenue required to maintain a powerful military. In 
this sense the “expected economic profits could revitalise 
the partners in the agreement”, to “create an alliance against 
China (TPP) or bolster Western cohesion against Russia 
(TTIP)”17. Secondly, TTIP could provide an umbrella under 
which those states sharing the same “values and interests” 
could gather18. In so doing, the trade agreement could act as 
a filter for NATO to decide which countries to cooperate with 
militarily. Moreover, “TTIP could re-install a hierarchy within 
NATO and create a core group of likeminded states”.19
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For some time already the US has put its geostrategic focus 
on the Pacific region so as to limit China’s militarily grounded 
claims in the region. With TPP, the US could create a network 
of partner nations as an alternative to the Chinese bloc. The 
EU, on the other hand, aims to use TTIP to re-orientate the 
US’s focus back to the union with Europe. This is because, to 
be a global player, the EU needs the US. This is evidenced in 
the case of Ukraine (see below).

THE PROJECT’S CONTRADICTIONS
What really characterises the free trade agreement is its 
contradictions. Not everybody will profit, and it is still not in 
the least clear who eventually will. If the liberal creed were 
right that free trade always benefits all, then negotiations and 
the frequently quoted “tough struggle” over the conditions 
of the agreement would not be necessary. Without doubt, 
there will be winners and losers: as much at the level of indi-
vidual companies and states as at the level of the two blocs – 
the EU and the US. It is not clear at all who will eventually 
gain in power. This question arises because the EU and the 
US, as well as the other partners, have, to a certain degree, 
diverging interests. They are competitors united by a greater 
goal: On their own, neither of the two is strong enough to 
achieve the set goal. This common interest, though, does 
not resolve their differences; it merely sets a framework for 
them. Through cooperation, both sides try to functionalise 
the other to achieve their own goal. This creates friction.

The US initiated TTIP to strengthen its hegemony through a 
strategy encompassing both the Atlantic and Pacific regions. 
Through TTIP and TPP, the US “probably intends to play the 
two trading blocs [Asia and Europe] against one another with 
a view of securing maximum concessions from both negoti-
ating parties”.20 This way, Washington creates separate “coa-
litions of the willing” and confronts the EU, China and the 
rest of the world with this agenda.

The EU, on the other hand, is trying to use the power of the 
US to expand its own power, because particularly in Asia, 
the EU cannot compete on an equal footing with either the 
US or China. The question for European politics is: Will the 
EU profit or is it simply a tool for US policy? “TTIP enthu-
siasts strongly believe that the deal would thus constitute 
an important step forward in renewing the West’s political 
vitality […]. The question here is whether one could replace 
the word ‘West’ with the US.” Roberto Bendini, an advisor to 
the European Parliament Committee on International Trade 
rightly asks. He believes there can be little doubt that TTIP 
will serve US strategic goals rather “than the more confused 
and restricted goals of the EU.”21 As a global player, the EU 
needs this agreement with the US; it is of “supreme impor-
tance for Europe’s capacity to act”.22 On the other hand, the 
Europeans have “no real interest in becoming the ‘junior 
partner’ in a future transatlantic partnership”.23

This contradiction arises out of the fundamental asymmetry 
of power between the two sides: “The US is still, by far and 
large, the greatest military power in the world. […] The EU is 
far from establishing a common defence regime, and cuts 
to Member State defence budgets are further widening the 
gap between the US and the EU in this regard.”24 Put more 
clearly: Economically, the EU is on an equal level with the US. 
Militarily, however, EU member states are no match for US 
capabilities and are also bound into the US-dominated NATO 
structure. To secure the global economic order, the EU there-
fore depends on the US. Alone, neither the EU as a whole 

nor its individual member states are in a position to militarily 
secure their global interests. This is what they have experi-
enced in a recent situation. “In this context [TAFTA/TTIP], the 
crisis in Ukraine gains a new dimension.”25

UKRAINE
It was the planned association agreement between Ukraine 
and the EU within the framework of the EU’s eastern 
enlargement that kicked off the internal Ukrainian conflict. 
The EU had hoped to (not only) economically bind Ukraine 
into the European economic sphere and enforce EU rules. 
At a certain point this project met with Russian government-
backed armed resistance. The US and the EU responded by 
imposing economic sanctions on Russia – as a substitute for 
or supplement to possible military action. Then, in July 2014, 
an international arbitration court ruled Russia’s breaking up 
of Yukos illegal and ordered Russia to pay a 50-billion USD 
fine. Both cases raised the question for the EU as to the 
extent to which it is capable of not only agreeing rules, but 
also enforcing the EU’s interpretation of these rules against 
powerful opponents. In other words: Should the Russian 
government decide not to bow to the arbitration court’s deci-
sion and not to pay the fine, would the EU be prepared to 
impound the state property of the world’s second largest 
nuclear power?

Ultimately, therefore, the EU remains dependant on US 
military capabilities, which the EU wants to and must rely 
upon in the conflict with Russia. The US, however, seems to 
be pursuing a different goal in the case of Ukraine: Whilst the 
EU – backed by the US – is clearly aiming to curtail Russian 
power even more, it nonetheless remains dependant on 
Russia being prepared to cooperate. The US, in contrast, and 
in line with Zbigniew Brzezinski’s dictum that losing Ukraine 
would relegate Russia to the position of a mere regional 
power, aims to subdue Moscow. This is the same as saying 
that whereas the EU continues to remind Moscow of the 
mutual benefit of economic ties26, the US seems to be willing 
to sacrifice these ties to achieve its goals.

Using economic ties and dependencies to move towards 
open conflict also characterises the TTIP project: “TTIP (and 
the US) may draw the EU into a strategic arena where it is 
not – at least not yet – comfortable.”27 Within this “strategic 
arena” the question for other states, and in particular for the 
BRICS nations, remains whether they wish to become part of 
this joint EU and US project or whether they prefer to create 
their own counter structures. The latter seems to be the case. 
By creating their own development bank and a separate 
monetary fund, the BRICS nations are creating an alternative 
structure to the World Bank and the IMF. To assist Russia in 
the conflict with the EU and the US (and by exploiting Rus-
sia’s distress to negotiate cheaper prices), Beijing agreed 
upon a 30-year gas supply deal worth 400 billion USD. More-
over, by means of a Ruble Renminbi swap agreement, China 
granted Russia access to financial liquidity.

All of this undermines the effectiveness of “Western” 
sanctions. Equally, though, the “West” has shown that it is 
willing to use the global economic and financial system as a 
weapon. This is definitely a threat, but also a risk: “At present 
there is the risk that the EU and the United States will end 
up with the worst of all worlds: sanctions that are not strong 
enough to change Moscow’s behavior or to deter China from 
further military assertiveness in its own neighborhood, yet 
just potent enough to push Russia into a closer relationship 



with China, and to persuade Beijing that it needs to immunize 
itself against exposure to the Western financial system.”28

Indeed, it is still unclear how China will react to Western 
actions against Russia and the planned free trade TTIP 
and TPP agreements. So far, Beijing has been pursuing its 
“Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership” with 
further Asian countries as a kind of counterweight. Further-
more, China is attempting to break the EU out of the TTIP 
block. During his visit to Europe in early April 2014, China’s 
president, Xi Jinping, advocated talks on a Sino-European 
free trade zone. “Washington is well aware that China has 
a strong interest in strengthening its strategic relations with 
the EU in order to counterbalance US hegemony.”29 There-
fore, the EU, for its part, must decide with whom it wishes to 
cooperate, not least because TTIP could threaten its fragile 
unity. “In a manner similar to how NATO has overshadowed 
the European Security and Defence Policy, the TTIP may well 
represent an alternative, rather than a complement, to the 
Single Market.“30

WHAT IS AT STAKE
This, then, is the greatest risk of such transatlantic trade 
projects and the stance taken towards Russia: By enhanc-
ing intra-Western cooperation, the “West” attempts to for-
cibly subject the rest of the world to its rules. This also gives 
momentum to the segmentation of the global market, under-
mines the universality of the existing global (trade) system 
and risks breaking this system altogether.

Currently, the EU and the US seem willing to accept this 
risk in exchange for the opportunity to strengthen, regain 
or expand their global power. Hence, power is the essential 
criterion in TTIP negotiations – not GDP or improvements in 
standard of living. Nonetheless, German President Gauck 
also promoted TTIP: “The aspired transatlantic trade and 
investment partnership could increase wealth on both sides 
of the Atlantic.” This additional “wealth”, though, is always 
only mentioned as a side-benefit of TTIP, rather than as its 

goal. If it were the goal, then it would be unclear why the EU 
and US elite are pursuing the agreement with such a sense 
of “urgency”31. Yet, as their own statements confirm, it offers 
them a “last chance” to increase their power and therefore 
also bears a great risk: “The problem is that if TTIP fails, it will 
fail publicly, exposing the transatlantic West as a vacuous 
myth.”32

Stephan Kaufmann is a Berlin-based journalist specialising in 

economics.
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