
Forests constitute an integral part
of our lives. Not only are they the
source of the oxygen we breathe,
but they serve several other social,
economic and environmental
functions. Forests provide jobs,
income and raw materials for
industry, protect settlements and
infrastructure and play a key role
in preserving landscapes and soil
fertility. They regulate freshwater
supplies and are among the most
biologically diverse terrestrial
ecosystems. 

Furthermore, forests play a key
role in regulating Earth’s climate
and are an essential link in the
global water and carbon cycles.
Their capacity to remove CO2
from the atmosphere and to store
it in their biomass and soil makes
forests an invaluable natural car-
bon sink. 

According to the Green Paper
on Forest Protection (European
Commission 2010), EU forests
remove approximately one-tenth
of the overall greenhouse gas emis-
sions (GHGs) produced by the
EU 27. Moreover, forests in areas
such as the Congo and the
Amazon represent some of the
world’s largest terrestrial carbon
stores. With the concentration of
GHG in the atmosphere already
having reached dangerous levels,
this ecosystem service provided by
forests is crucial.

However, evidence shows that

we are losing our Earth’s greatest
biological treasures, rainforests,
which once covered 14% of the
Earth’s land surface, but now cover
a mere 6%. Deforestation repre-
sents the world’s third largest
source of GHG emissions,
accounting for 20% of global
greenhouse gas emissions - larger
than the entire global transporta-
tion sector. Due to deforestation,
Brazil and Indonesia are the third
and fourth largest greenhouse gas
emitters respectively. 

It is therefore evident that plac-
ing and trading illegally logged
timber and related products have a
dual devastating effect. On one
hand, they undermine fair compe-
tition, thus adversely effecting
legitimate players in the industry,
including approximately 2 million
European small forest owners.
Secondly, they undermine climate
change mitigation and directly
contribute to global deforestation
and forest degradation. To make
matters worse, EU consumers
unwittingly subsidize worldwide
deforestation, at a time when the
financial crisis has rendered their
governments reluctant to commit
the necessary funds to tackle cli-
mate change.

It is in this context that the
European Parliament is currently
debating and will soon be advanc-
ing its position on the Regulation
on the obligations of timber oper-

ators. The prohibition on illegally
logged timber should be an impor-
tant element of the regulation,
working in conjunction with due
diligence on the part of timber
suppliers, effective public oversight
of the market, and relative dissua-
sive penalties for infringement. A
clear message needs to be given:
EU member states should commit
to putting a stop to this shameful
trade, which let us not forget, is
often linked  to some of the blood-
iest armed conflicts on the planet.

The Regulation should also
build on the significant work
undertaken by the EU and mem-
ber states on Forest Law
Enforcement, Governance and
Trade (FLEGT) which not only
ensures the legality of timber but
also takes into account a broad
range of social, environmental and
wider development issues. In light
of the urgency of the climate
change debate and the deadlock in
negotiations, policy coherence
between the EU’s trade, environ-
ment, development and climate
change policies will be an impor-
tant factor in achieving crucial pol-
icy objectives in a cost-effective
manner.
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Many European leaders like Brown,
Sarkozy, Merkel and recently
Commissioner Piebalgs have pub-

licly recognized the value of a Financial Transactions Tax
(FTT).  Public opinion across Europe supports the intro-
duction of this tax to raise revenue for development and
curb speculation. However, this week’s EU Action Plan in
support of the Millenium Development Goals has failed to
take advantage of these developments by making a case for
the EU-wide adoption of an FTT.

In a recent internal discussion paper the European
Commission argues that a FTT would be costly for busi-
ness and government alike and would not be effective in
fighting speculation. But the European Commission uses
outdated arguments and fails to take recent developments
into consideration. If it is serious about its stated objective
of achieving the MDGs it needs to put pressure on EU
member states to implement the FTT, which is expected to
generate about Eur 100 billion per year in Europe alone,
calculated on the application of a minimal tax rate of 0,01%.
This money could well be used to invest in the global effort
to reach the Millennium Development Goals and deal with
the impacts of climate change, in support of the people who
need it most.

The paper expresses the concern that a FTT would be
evaded by large-scale evasion and migration to other mar-
kets, yet another argument that doesn’t hold. The London
Stock Exchange collects a unilateral stamp duty at a rate of
0,5% on shares. Yet its financial market remains one of the
largest in the world.  

The feasibility of collecting a tax  unilaterally on trading
in a given currency, no matter where in the world such trad-

ing occurs, has been demonstrated. Any trade in a currency
has to be finally settled by the issuing authority, the Central
Bank. Moreover, in recent years, financial markets have
become more computerized and automated, making avoid-
ance difficult. Efforts are underway to make sure that more
complex derivatives are also covered by electronic, automat-
ed systems. In its paper, the Commission also considers the
implementation of a stability levy, a charge on the annual
balance sheet of banks. Although such a levy does not dis-
miss the case for adopting FTTs, the inconsistency of the
Commission’s critique of the stability levy as compared to
that of the FTT is quite telling. The paper only fleetingly
treats the so called ‘moral hazard’, which is a fundamental
concern about this mechanism. A stability levy would not
prevent financial institutions from taking risks of a scope
similar to what caused the financial crisis in the first place.
Despite Commission claims that competition would pre-
vent it, there is also no guarantee that banks would not
transfer the burden of a stability levy on their customers
(read: the citizens). We are five years from the 2015 MDG
deadline and five years after the G8 committed in
Gleneagles to scale up aid and reduce sovereign debt that
was preventing countries from investing in poverty eradica-
tion. We are in the midst of difficult negotiations to find the
means to limit climate change and adapt to its impacts. We
urgently need more money for development. If the
Commission is serious about reaching the MDGS, it
quickly needs to get its facts straight on the FTT and push
its member states to implement it.
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Desperately seeking an EU
policy towards Venezuela

Every year, the EU debates about its
Common Position on Cuba, a small
island with hardly any strategic impor-
tance for Europe. In contrast, Brussels
has not yet developed any policy
towards the world’s seventh oil produc-
er and the third Latin American econ-
omy, Venezuela. Development coopera-
tion is insignificant, there is no political
dialogue, the country has not been

included in the upcoming EU association agreements with
other Andean countries, and economic relations concentrate
on energy interests. The absence of an EU policy towards
Venezuela is more the result of neglect than a response to
the country’s increasing authoritarianism. 
Hugo Chavez’s view of centralised democracy is far from
European standards of rule of law and respect for human
rights. Since his coming to power in 1999, Venezuela has
experienced a gradual transition to a highly personalised
regime, where elections are the main link between democ-
racy and dictatorship. Today, virtually all institutions are
controlled by the government and opposition members are
threatened, imprisoned or simply disqualified. Economic
chaos, weak institutions and widespread violence give evi-
dence of a failed state with an uncertain future.
Why does the EU turn a blind eye to Venezuela but intent-
ly looks towards Cuba? The main reason is Spain. To help
Venezuela reverse its drift into authoritarianism, a more sys-
tematic “Europeanised” engagement is overdue. 
While Spain’s relations with its last colony Cuba are highly
emotional and are part of its domestic debate, energy-inter-
ests are the centrepiece of its close relations with the
Chavez government. Currently, there are 117 Spanish com-
panies operating in Venezuela, including major energy firms
such as Iberdrola and Repsol. The latter’s recent gas discov-
eries in the Andean country have the potential to meet
Spanish energy demands for the next seven years. 
The protection of Spanish investments in Venezuela is the
main objective of a foreign policy guided by the principle of
non-interference in internal affairs. The pro-government
approach is in line with Spain’s bilateral alliance with
Venezuela and their membership in the Ibero-American
Community, based in Madrid. Also, the historic debt of
colonialism weighs heavy. Chavez does not miss any occa-
sion to use oil interests as a weapon and to blame Spain for
its colonial past. He has recently announced a new era of
independence and “socialism” that will end with his power
projection until 2030.
Spain’s pro-government approach contrasts with
Washington’s “honeymoon” with the opposition. Both are
part of the problem and not the solution. Critical voices
from Europe are rare and often too silent. The EU plays the
Spanish game, but is it really a common European interest
to be identified with national agendas? Spain’s relations
with Venezuela highlight certain issues that need to be
addressed: the dominance of member states’ interests in the
EU’s “common” foreign policy (or, in this case, the absence
of ), the power relationship between government and the
private sector, and the trade-off between interests and val-
ues in countries with a negative democracy and human
rights record. 
A blind eye towards Venezuela and strong attention to
Cuba do not help to up-grade the EU’s image in the world,
but underlines its low credibility as a democracy promoter
and its limited influence beyond its immediate neighbour-
hood. Castro and Chavez follow the same “fatherland,
socialism or death” slogan, yet the EU responds differently
in each case. Such double standards are against the Lisbon
Treaty’s commitment to develop a coherent Common
Security and Foreign policy. The bicentenary, the upcoming
EU-LAC summit in May in Madrid and parliamentary
elections in Venezuela offer a new opportunity for a values-
oriented European policy towards Chavez, who self-serv-
ingly manipulates Venezuela’s external relations and history. 
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