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Europe’s heart is ailing 

 

(Prof Dr Klemens Joos, EU-Expert and TUM Honorary Professor) 

 

FIRST PUBLISHED ONLINE IN “FOCUS ONLINE” (15.06.2025) 

 

Unclutter the EU internal market and the economy grows by up to five per cent 

 

The German economy is growing weakly, but an overlooked resource offers opportunities for growth: 

the EU single market. If politicians unblock it, an upturn is on the horizon. 

 

 

The current debate in Germany and the European Union (EU) is astonishing: Of all things, the European 

Union (EU), which until recently was perceived as over-bureaucratised and incapable of taking action 

due to its divisiveness, is suddenly seen as a bulwark against Donald Trump's disruptive America First 

policy. Berlin and Brussels have high hopes for the EU single market in particular, with its more than 

450 million consumers and 26 million companies, when it comes to offsetting the negative 

consequences of Trump's tariff attacks for growth and prosperity in Europe. 

 

In principle, these hopes are justified, as EU Commission President Ursula von der Leyen likes to 

calculate: An increase in trade between the 27 EU member states (intra-trade) of just 2.4 per cent would 

be enough to compensate for a 20 per cent slump in trade with the USA. You would think: That is 

achievable! 

 

But other figures raise doubts: 

 

 According to calculations by the International Monetary Fund, the long-standing trade barriers in the 

EU internal market are equivalent in their effect to tariffs of 45 per cent on goods in the manufacturing 

sector and even 110 per cent on services. 

 The IMF economists point out that the cost of trading goods within the EU internal market is three 

times higher than for trade between US states. 

 

‘They do far more damage to growth than any tariffs the US could impose.’ The former President of the 

European Central Bank (ECB), Mario Draghi, on barriers and regulatory hurdles in the EU single market. 

 

Too many rules block the EU internal market 

 

There is no doubt: There is a considerable gap between the claim and reality of the EU internal market. 

Article 30 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) states: ‘Customs duties on 

imports and exports or charges having equivalent effect shall be prohibited between Member States.’ 

The free movement of persons and services is also guaranteed by the EU treaties: Any EU citizen can 

apply for a job in any other member state and must not be discriminated against in comparison to local 

employees. And a company with a branch in one EU member state may also offer its services in all 

other member states. 

 

In reality, however, the EU Commission and the member states have created a thicket of regulations, 

rules and standards in recent decades that make the exchange of goods and services between the 27 

EU states at least as difficult as massive customs duties. Whether environmental, consumer protection, 

safety or labour protection regulations - everything can be designed to restrict the cross-border 

exchange of goods and services. This is often done with the best of intentions, but it is not uncommon 

for national markets to be sealed off from competition from other EU countries. 

 

EU countries always prefer to buy outside the EU rather than within it 

 

The effect has been dramatic for the internal market: while the EU has faced ever higher barriers to 

intra-EU trade, globalisation has lowered the barriers to trade with countries outside the EU. According 

to Draghi, the costs for trade in services within the EU have fallen by an estimated 11 per cent since the 
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mid-1990s, but by 16 per cent for imports from third countries. This has made imports into the EU 

increasingly attractive compared to trade between EU countries. In other words: The high barriers to 

trade in the single market have exacerbated the problem of the EU economic area's high dependence 

on exports. 

 

In other words: The high barriers to trade in the single market have exacerbated the problem of the EU 

economic area's high dependence on exports. 

 

It is often not the goods themselves that are the problem, but the rules for their packaging. With its ‘I 

can't work like this’ campaign, the German Chamber of Industry and Commerce (DIHK) brings to light 

impressive examples of how bureaucracy and arbitrary behaviour by member states can stifle the free 

movement of goods: 

 

1. Birgit Putz, who sells baking and perforated plate plastering machines throughout the EU from North 

Friesland, describes her experience with Austria as follows: If she wants to pack even one machine 

for transport to our neighbouring country with 8.15 kilograms of cardboard and one kilogram of 

plastic, fees of 770 euros are due (annual service fee of 570 euros, costs for an authorised 

representative of 50 euros and a disposal fee of 150 euros). It comes as no surprise that the 

entrepreneur prefers not to do business. 

2. The DIHK generally criticises the fact that almost every EU country has its own rules, fees and 

labelling requirements for the delivery of goods within the internal market. However, small and 

medium-sized companies cannot afford to appoint an authorised representative for exports in every 

EU country. The consequence: customers in other EU countries would not be supplied. 

3. According to the industry association Business Europe, the ‘Green Dot’ on packaging is prohibited 

in some EU member states, but permitted in others and was even mandatory until recently. This 

means that manufacturers are forced to use different national packaging or stickers to cover the 

‘Green Dot’. 

4. However, in order to reduce CO2 emissions, some EU member states promote trucks up to 25 or 

34 metres in length and weighing up to 74 tonnes. Others do not allow them on their roads. This 

hinders the free movement of goods. 

5. The Trans-European Energy Networks (TEN-E) are a key EU instrument for promoting cross-border 

energy infrastructure. However, EU funding is often too low for large grid expansion projects. Private 

investors shy away from them because investments only pay off after decades. A lack of 

infrastructure prevents efficient cross-border energy distribution and therefore more favourable 

energy prices for consumers and the economy. Without sufficient interconnectors, bottlenecks or 

surpluses in individual EU states cannot be balanced out with the help of neighbouring member 

states. 

6. The fact that foodstuffs in many EU countries have to be delivered at different temperatures than in 

other countries also hinders internal trade. 

7. Territorial supply restrictions (TSCs) imposed by major brand manufacturers such as Coca-Cola or 

Nestlé often undermine the free movement of goods in the internal market in practice. As a result, 

the large supermarket chains cannot buy branded products in the cheapest country, but must 

purchase the goods in the country of distribution. 

8. Food must be labelled in the respective language in every EU country. More and more national 

nutrition labels are making intra-EU trade more difficult. This hampers small and medium-sized 

companies in particular, which often cannot afford the additional expense of packaging in different 

languages. 

9. All of this contributes to higher end consumer prices and additionally fuels inflation. A study by the 

EU Commission came to the conclusion back in 2020 that EU consumers could save up to 14 billion 

euros per year by eliminating TSCs alone. 

10. Different charging plugs, different charging capacities and billing systems for charging e-cars make 

the cross-border use of e-vehicles more difficult: in France, RFID cards dominate, while apps or 

credit cards are used in Germany. The complex vehicle registration regulations in some EU 

countries also harm the competitiveness of the EU automotive sector. 

11. The deployment of workers in another EU country is often made more difficult by the unreasonably 

high cost of authorisations and documentation requirements. It should actually be possible to 

complete all formalities in the host country via so-called ‘Points of Single Contact’ (PSC). However, 
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according to Business Europe, in practice it is often still necessary to consult several websites, 

which sometimes only communicate in the local language. 

12. In Spain, payments to social security authorities for employees posted from abroad must be made 

from a Spanish account, while taxes can also be paid from abroad. 

 

Europe’s heart is ailing 

 

The internal market is nothing other than the economic heart of the European Union and at the same 

time the main attraction for all candidate countries in the past, present and future. However, the muscle 

of the EU has long been weakened by atherosclerotic constrictions of the coronary arteries. In the case 

of the internal market, sclerosis stands for over-regulation, rampant bureaucracy and small-scale trade 

barriers that cut off the heart's oxygen supply. 

 

In a report prepared for the European Council in 2024 on deepening the single market, former Italian 

Prime Minister Enrico Letta warns of a heart attack: ‘The entire project of European integration is at 

stake if most European companies cannot effectively benefit from the single market.’ This is because: 

‘The dynamism and effectiveness of the single market are currently significantly limited by a complex 

network of challenges, above all by excessive regulatory burdens and bureaucratic red tape.’ 

 

 

About the expert Klemens Joos 

 

Prof. Dr Klemens Joos teaches at the Technical University of Munich and has been an honorary 

professor of business administration since 2022. He is a board member of the European Academy of 

Bavaria and a recipient of the Bavarian Order of Merit. Joos is the founder and managing partner of 

EUXEA Holding GmbH, a group of 18 companies. 

 

 

Procrastination prevents improvements 

 

Draghi and Letta's diagnoses are clear and are not doubted in Brussels, but the EU member states in 

particular are hesitant when it comes to therapy, even though they would all benefit considerably from 

unleashing the single market: 

 

 In his report for the EU Commission, Letta calculates that removing just 20 per cent of the barriers 

to intra-EU trade would lead to two per cent economic growth and more than one million additional 

jobs. 

 Jacques Pelkmans from the Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS) estimates in the FAZ that 

opening up the services sector alone would have a potential of almost 400 billion euros (equivalent 

to 2.2 per cent of economic output). 

 The President of the Federation of German Industries (BDI), Peter Leibinger, also encourages the 

removal of barriers to intra-European trade. Then, according to the head of the BDI, ‘German 

industry could almost double its exports within Europe, according to estimates’.  

 Together, the measures would therefore bring growth of up to five per cent. 

 

Politicians are working on a solution, but it will take a long time 

 

The good news about the bad news: Internal Market Commissioner Stéphane Séjourné recently 

announced a programme to strengthen the internal market and specifically a law that would allow 

retailers to buy branded products in all EU countries. 

 

The bad news: The draft law is not due to be presented until the end of next year, as are proposals to 

remove barriers in the construction sector and parcel services. It is doubtful whether an effective 

dismantling of trade barriers in the EU single market from 2027/28 will help much against Trump's 

customs policy.  
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"The development of the internal market has been stalling for decades. Most of today's hurdles are the 

same as they were 20 years ago," says Hendrik Kafsack, internal market expert and Brussels 

correspondent for the FAZ. Ultimately, the states lack the will to ‘give up national specialities and open 

up their markets to competition.’ 

 

Internal market rules must be scrutinised 

 

That hits the nail on the head. And yet it's not everything. Because the EU Commission is at least as 

much a part of the problem as it is of the solution. The re-elected Commission President Ursula von der 

Leyen has rightly set herself the task of reducing bureaucracy and strengthening the internal market for 

her new term of office. However, she has to accept the criticism that the ‘Green Deal’ of her first term of 

office has noticeably increased the bureaucratic burden. 

 

In order to make the EU single market a genuine anchor of growth and stability again, a systematic 

review of its functionality is needed. A first step is an honest inventory of all regulatory barriers to trade. 

Each obstacle needs to be clearly assigned to the respective legal act and an open discussion about 

adaptation or abolition. This applies both to over-regulated detailed specifications and to structural 

weaknesses in the governance of the internal market. Special national approaches must be replaced by 

an ambitious harmonisation programme. Additional requirements of the member states (‘gold plating’) 

must not create new market barriers. 

 

The EU must become much more capable of acting and the internal market must become much more 

functional if Europe is to have a good future. 


