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EU Risking Planet to Contain Chinese EVs

A batch of China’s electric vehicles wait to be exported at a terminal in Taicang Port, east China.
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The air quality issue throughout Eu-
rope is a mix of positive developments 
and persistent issues and challenges 
for a greener future. In recent years, 
there has been a noticeable decrease 
in pollution levels in numerous cities, 
thanks to the implementation of ef-
fective policies, local initiatives, and 
improved air quality management 
practices. Nevertheless, numerous 
urban areas continue to grapple with 
higher pollution levels that surpass 
the health recommendations set by 
the World Health Organization.
The ongoing problem of air pollution 
in EU urban areas has led to a concern-
ing number of premature deaths, esti-
mated to be around 400,000 each year. 
This highlights the urgent need for ef-
fective measures to improve air qual-
ity and protect public health. There 
are ongoing challenges in effectively 
communicating air quality issues, 
garnering public and political support 
for additional measures, and ensur-
ing policy coherence across different 
administrative levels. Although there 
have been some positive outcomes 
from local initiatives such as the pro-
motion of cycling and the introduction 
of low-emission zones, it is clear that 
further efforts are required to achieve 
consistent and comprehensive im-
provements in air quality throughout 
Europe.

Role of vehicles in Europe’s air 
pollution
Air pollution continues to be one of the 
significant concerns for both public 
health and the environment in Europe, 
particularly in urban areas, where 
transportation plays a major role as a 
contributor. Despite recent advance-
ments, pollution levels caused by ve-
hicles, such as cars, vans, and trucks, 
still surpass the recommendations 
set by the World Health Organization 
(WHO). This unfortunate reality results 
in approximately 330,000 premature 
deaths each year in the EU. The annual 
health costs attributed to road trans-
port pollution are estimated to be be-
tween €67–80 billion, with a signifi-
cant focus on diesel vehicles.
The EU’s Ambient Air Quality Direc-
tive (AAQD) and Euro standards have 
been subjected to criticism for their 
perceived inadequacy in addressing 
these issues. The latest Euro 7 stan-
dards, scheduled to take effect in 2028, 
are widely regarded as ineffective and 
unlikely to have a substantial impact 
on emissions reduction. Although 
there have been some advancements, 
such as the implementation of ze-
ro-emission and low-emission zones 
in urban areas, there are still areas that 
need improvements. Implementing 
effective solutions, such as enhancing 
fuel quality and adopting cleaner tech-
nologies, is of utmost importance in 
mitigating pollution and safeguarding 
public health.

EU’s environmental policy
The EU’s environmental policy is 
driven by a commitment to precau-
tion, prevention, rectifying pollution 
at its source, and holding polluters 
accountable. Its primary objective 
is to tackle pressing challenges such 
as climate change, biodiversity loss, 
and pollution. The policy is based on 
Articles 11 and 191–193 of the Trea-
ty on the Functioning of the European 

Union (TFEU) and covers a range of en-
vironmental issues including air and 
water pollution, waste management, 
and climate change. In this respect, 
the notable advancements include 
the 2019 European Green Deal, which 
places a strong emphasis on environ-
mental issues and sets the ambitious 
goal of achieving climate neutrality 
by 2050. The 8th Environment Action 
Programme (EAP) sets forth a compre-
hensive set of goals for the year 2030. 
These goals encompass a wide range 
of areas, such as reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions, building climate resil-
ience, transitioning to a circular econ-

omy, eliminating pollution, and safe-
guarding biodiversity.
Horizontal strategies of the EU have 
encompassed various aspects such as 
sustainable development and biodi-
versity. The 2024 Nature Restoration 
Law aims to restore land, sea areas, 
and ecosystems. On an international 
level, the EU actively participates in 
global environmental agreements, 
including the Paris Agreement. The 
Aarhus Convention guarantees the 
involvement of the public in making 
environmental decisions. Implemen-
tation requires a coordinated effort at 
the national, regional, and local levels, 
with the support of tools such as the 
Environmental Implementation Re-
view and the European Environment 
Agency (EEA).

EVs better for environmental 
sustainability
A recent report from the European En-
vironment Agency (EEA) highlighted 
the environmental benefits of battery 
electric cars compared to petrol and 
diesel vehicles. The report, “Electric 
Vehicles from Life Cycle and Circular 
Economy Perspectives,” emphasized 
the overall eco-friendliness of elec-
tric vehicles throughout their entire 
life cycle. Although the production of 
EVs may result in higher emissions, 
their overall impact on greenhouse 
gases and air pollutants is significant-
ly lower throughout their lifespan. 
At present, electric vehicles produce 
emissions that are approximately 

17–30% lower than those of tradi-
tional petrol and diesel vehicles. This 
percentage could potentially increase 
to 73% by 2050 as the carbon intensi-
ty of the EU’s energy mix continues to 
decrease.
The EVs contribute to the improve-
ment of local air quality by reducing 
emissions along with minimized re-
lease of particulate. In addition, the 
EVs help to decrease noise pollution, 
particularly in urban environments. 
The report highlights the potential 
for mitigating these impacts by imple-
menting circular economy practices 
that prioritize the reuse and recycling 

of batteries. The EEA highlighted the 
concerns rising in EU transport sector 
emissions since 2014. Preliminary 
data from 2017 reveals a significant 
28% increase in emissions compared 
to 1990 levels. Despite significant 
increases in registrations of battery 
electric vehicles and plug-in hybrids in 
2017, these types of vehicles still make 
up a relatively small portion of total 
new registrations.

EU’s protectionism against 
Chinese EVs
In a recent statement on May 8, 2024, 
Ursula von der Leyen, the president of 
the European Commission, expressed 
her concerns regarding the influx of 
affordable EVs from China into the Eu-
ropean market. In response to this, the 
EU launched an investigation into the 
manufacturing of EVs in China for po-
tential subsidies in 2023.
A regulation was enacted by the Euro-
pean Parliament on June 8, 2016, with 
the objective of safeguarding domes-
tic industries within the EU from the 
impact of subsidized imports originat-
ing from non-EU countries. An official 
notice released on July 3, 2023, stated 
that Chinese electric vehicles were 
having a detrimental impact on the 
electric vehicle industry in the Union. 
The EU’s approach demonstrates a 
strong alignment between public and 
private sectors. European manufac-
turers and suppliers involved in the 
complaint were granted complete im-
munity and anonymity, a privilege that 

was not extended to Chinese firms. In 
addition, prominent companies such 
as Tesla and Volkswagen, which have 
manufacturing operations in China, 
are not subject to these tariffs. The EU 
has expressed concerns regarding the 
impact of China’s industrial overca-
pacity on EU-China trade.
China, on the other hand, has accused 
the EU of engaging in “foul play”. China 
has raised objections to these tariffs at 
the World Trade Organization (WTO). 
The European market for electric ve-
hicles (EVs) is significant, with projec-
tions indicating it will reach a value of 
$145 billion by 2024 and experience 

a growth rate of 12.5% by 2028. The 
electric vehicle market has experi-
enced substantial growth, with a nota-
ble 25% surge in sales during the first 
quarter of 2024 in comparison to the 
corresponding period in 2023. The 
sales growth in 2022 was also 25%.
On a global scale, electric vehicles (EVs) 
are projected to make up 20% of all ve-
hicle sales. China is expected to dom-
inate the market with a 45% share, 
followed by Europe with 25% and the 
US with 11%. Chinese manufacturers, 
including BYD, are strategically in-
vesting in European production facil-
ities, such as a new plant in Hungary, 
in response to EU tariffs and trade re-
strictions. In addition, they are estab-
lishing collaborations with European 
EV companies to lower expenses and 
considering the possibility of manu-
facturing EVs in Europe, which could 
help minimize the effects of tariffs. In 
July, there was a significant decline of 
45% in Chinese EV exports to the EU, 
despite the efforts made previously.
Overall, the EU’s protective measures 
against Chinese EVs are motivated by 
considerations surrounding market 
competition and trade imbalances. 
Chinese companies are responding to 
the changing landscape by expanding 
their operations in Europe and forg-
ing important partnerships. However, 
the current trade tensions serve as a 
reminder of the challenges involved 
in international trade within the fast-
paced electric vehicle industry.

EU’s concerns, response
The European Union’s investigation 
into Chinese-made electric vehicles 
(EVs) in 2023 underscores concerns 
regarding the potential unfair com-
petitive advantage created by Chinese 
government subsidies. According to 
the EU, there are claims of significant 
state support for Chinese EV manu-
facturers, resulting in reduced pro-
duction costs and enabling them to 
offer lower prices compared to their 
European counterparts. The market 
distortion has the potential to nega-
tively impact European EV produc-
ers, resulting in a decrease in their 
market share and profitability. This, 
in turn, could lead to financial losses 
and put them at a competitive disad-
vantage. The investigation conducted 
by the EU seeks to evaluate the poten-
tial violation of trade regulations and 
the negative impact on the European 
industry caused by these subsidies. 
In response, the EU has the option to 
implement tariffs or other trade bar-
riers in order to address these unfair 
practices and safeguard its domestic 
market.
On July 3, 2023, the European Com-
mission implemented provisional 
countervailing duties on Chinese 
battery electric vehicles (EVs) in re-
sponse to concerns regarding unfair 
competitive practices. The duties for 
BYD, Geely, and SAIC were determined 
to be 17.4%, 20%, and 38.1% respec-
tively. These rates were established 
after conducting tests on electric ve-
hicle samples and evaluating the sub-
sidies provided. Companies that have 
not undergone testing are subject to a 
20% duty, whereas those that have re-
fused to cooperate are subjected to the 
highest rate. The EU’s action is intend-
ed to address the perceived imbalance 
caused by Chinese government sub-
sidies, a matter that China disagrees 
with. The responsibilities will be ap-
plicable to electric vehicles that have 
been registered starting from March 
7, 2023.

Paradoxes of EU’s environmental 
policy
The EU’s tariff regime on Chinese EVs 
brings attention to certain contradic-
tions within its environmental pro-
tection policies. Although the tariffs 
have been implemented to protect 
European manufacturers from unfair 
competition resulting from Chinese 
subsidies, there is a potential conflict 
with the EU’s environmental protec-
tion goals. The imposition of tariffs on 
electric vehicles could potentially im-
pede their widespread adoption and 
hinder the overall progress in reduc-
ing emissions.
This short-term protection of domes-
tic industries could potentially hinder 
the long-term shift towards cleaner 
technologies. In addition, it is import-
ant to consider the broader impacts 
of making EVs more affordable, as this 
can greatly contribute to global climate 
efforts. The tariffs fail to adequately ac-
knowledge the environmental conse-
quences of EV production materials or 
take into account the wider advantages 
of higher EV adoption, which could un-
dermine the EU’s overarching environ-
mental sustainability goals.

The article first appeared on Eurasia 
Review.

Paradoxes in  
EU environmental  
sustainability goals?

EU introduces tariff regime on Chinese electric vehicles The European Union has established itself as an international 
leader in the field of environmental sustainability, showcasing 
a steadfast dedication to tackling environmental protection 
against climate change through a range of ambitious policies and 
programmes. The organization is dedicated to promoting elec-

tric vehicles (EVs) as a crucial solution in combating carbon emissions and the development of 
a greener future. However, the European Union’s tariff regime on electric vehicles from China 
has sparked significant narratives and debates.
The EU’s dedication to advancing environmentally friendly technologies and mitigating the 
impact of greenhouse gas emissions is being investigated following the implementation of tar-
iffs on Chinese electric vehicles. This decision raises significant concerns regarding the align-
ment and stability of the European Union’s environmental and trade policies. This apparent 
contradiction highlights the complex interplay between economic interests, environmental 
objectives, and global trade dynamics.
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