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Introduction

On November 18th, the European Union launched tariffs on non-EU fer-
roalloys, including those from Norway and Iceland, both members of the
European Economic Area (EEA). The EU activated Article 112 of the EEA
agreement for the first time in history, which enables the unilateral impo-
sition of protective measures in the event of ‘serious economic, societal or
environmental difficulties of a sectorial or regional nature’ (Agreement on
the European Economic Area [EEA Agreement], 1992, Art. 112).
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The decision followed the EU’s conclusion that increased ferroalloy
imports were causing serious economic difficulties for producers within the
Union, who face intense price competition from exporters in countries such
as India, China, and Kazakhstan (European Commission, 2025). This move
signals a more interventionist EU trade posture, challenging long-standing
assumptions of predictable EEA market access.

Rather than an isolated trade dispute, the tariffs reflect a broader shift
in EU trade policy, in which economic openness is increasingly balanced
against strategic and industrial concerns. In short, the imposition of these
tariffs can be seen as a symptom of a deeper change in how Europe
approaches trade under conditions of crisis and strategic competition. For
Norway and Iceland, it also raises the question of whether it has become
riskier to stand outside the Union in unstable times, despite access to the
Single Market through the EEA.

The ferroalloy case

Ferroalloys are essential inputs in steel production and other downstream
manufacturing sectors, including construction, automotive, and defence-
related industries (European Commission 2025). Because ferroalloy pro-
duction is energy-intensive, differences in electricity prices across regions
can significantly affect production costs and price competitiveness.

Following an 11-month investigation, the Commission concluded that
increased imports were contributing to ‘serious injury’ in the EU ferroalloy
sector, pointing in particular to competitive pressure from exporters in
countries such as India and China, as well as global overcapacity. Between
2019 and 2024, imports increased by 17 per cent, causing the market share
of EU producers to fall from 38 per cent to 24 per cent (European Commis-
sion 2025). To impose tariffs on EEA exporters Norway and Iceland, the
EU activated Article 112 of the EEA agreement, a safeguard clause allowing
unilateral protective measures in the event of serious economic, societal
or environmental difficulties. In the agreement, this clause is framed as
temporary and proportionate, not permanent (EEA Agreement, 1992, Art.
112). In this case, protective measures are set to last for three years, until
November 2028 (European Commission 2025).

From openness to assertiveness in EU trade policy

To understand the EU’s use of safeguard measures in the ferroalloy case, the
decision must be situated within a broader reorientation of EU trade policy.
The 2021 Trade Policy Review identified several pivotal challenges for EU
trade policy. Its diagnosis was familiar: multilateralism is in decay, fuelling
global uncertainty. Furthermore, it pointed to the negative effects of glob-
alisation, the rise of China, climate change, and the digital transformation as
requiring a rethinking of the EU’s economic policy (European Commission
2021). In this new environment, the EU concludes it will pursue a trade
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policy that is not only open but also assertive. This reflects a move away
from the assumption that openness alone guarantees resilience.

Trade is now framed as an instrument for managing economic adjust-
ment, resilience, and strategic interests — rather than merely as a tool for
liberalisation (European Commission, 2021). This change is closely linked
to the concept of Open Strategic Autonomy (OSA), through which the
Union seeks to remain open to trade while retaining the ability to act inde-
pendently in strategically important areas when necessary. Scholars have
described this shift as the ‘geopoliticisation of trade’, in which trade and
investment policies increasingly serve broader geopolitical goals (Meunier
and Nicolaidis 2019). Accordingly, Farrell and Newman (2019) emphasise a
dynamic of asymmetric interdependence, whereby economic integration
reshapes power inequalities rather than eliminating them. When economic
networks are organised around a small number of central markets, the
actors in those positions can influence the outcomes for their more depen-
dent partners. In this context, trade tools such as safeguards can function
as sources of leverage, even when they are formally rules-based and sector-
specific. Seen from this perspective, the ferroalloy tariffs demonstrate how
control over access to the EU market can become a salient policy tool in
times of economic tension.

The political meaning of Article 112

The significance of the ferroalloy case lies less in the tariffs themselves than
in what their implementation reveals about decision-making within the
EEA. The activation of Article 112 brings to the surface a broader question of
authority and risk allocation. Article 112 allows a contracting party to adopt
safeguard measures unilaterally, subject to procedural consultation under
Article 113 (EEA Agreement, 1992, Arts. 112—113). In practice, this allows the
EU to take action without the consent of affected EEA partners, whose role
is limited to consultation. Consequently, the costs of such measures are
borne primarily by non-EU exporters.

Essentially, the EEA provides extensive access to the EU’s internal market
while leaving formal decision-making authority with the EU institutions.
This system has generally been stable under predictable trade governance.
However, as EU trade policy becomes increasingly strategic and discre-
tionary, the implications of this asymmetry become more apparent. From
this perspective, Norway’s high degree of dependence on access to the EU
market creates a structural imbalance (Farrell and Newman 2019). The EU
has a clear status as the central market in Europe, allowing it to shape
the conditions of access for more dependent partners. In summary, the
ferroalloy case raises questions about how the EEA will function in the long
term for non-EU members under a more assertive EU approach to trade
governance. These dynamics also shape the context in which Norway must
navigate its future economic relationship with the EU.
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Implications for Norway’s future path

Since its beginning in 1994, the EEA has been generally perceived as pro-
viding stable access to the EU market. The unprecedented use of Article
112 to impose tariffs on non-EU ferroalloys challenges this long-standing
assumption. Although the measures are temporary, they may signal that
market access is becoming more conditional going forward. Recent Nor-
wegian commentary has expressed growing uncertainty regarding whether
EEA access can still be taken for granted in a more protectionist trade
setting. Despite 11 months of prolonged diplomatic efforts to secure an
exemption, the EU decision ultimately did not change in Norway’s favour.
This illustrates the limited influence of non-EU EEA states in strategic trade
decisions as the EU takes a more assertive stance (Alstadheim 2025).

The ferroalloy case highlights that although the agreement ensures
Norway’s access to the Single Market, it does not include participation in
the EU’s customs union or common commercial policy. Consequently, non-
EU EEA states remain exposed to EU trade defence instruments. In a more
assertive geoeconomic environment, this structural exposure becomes
more consequential. Essentially, these developments sharpen a long-stand-
ing dilemma in Norway’s relationship with the EU. The EEA continues to
deliver substantial economic benefits, yet it offers limited protection against
amore strategic approach to trade policy. While this does not in itself trigger
a debate on EU membership, it underscores the increasing costs associated
with remaining outside the EU’s formal institutions. As the EU’s approach
to trade governance evolves in response to a changing global landscape, the
balance between EEA membership and non-EU membership may come
under increasing pressure.

Conclusion

The activation of Article 112 marks a significant moment in EU-EEA rela-
tions. It shows that even within deeply integrated market arrangements,
safeguard instruments can be deployed. More broadly, it illustrates the
limits of the EEA model under conditions of increasingly assertive EU trade
policy. In this context, market access remains governed by established rules,
but the use of existing safeguard provisions has become more salient. The
EU initiated a record number of trade defence investigations in 2024, and
the number of measures in force rose (EU Trade and Economic Security,
2025). This indicates that safeguards and related instruments are being
deployed more actively. For non-EU EEA states, this shift matters because
it reveals an underlying asymmetry between deep integration and limited
influence over trade decisions. As safeguard instruments are being used
more actively, predictability of market access in the EEA may be reduced,
particularly in sectors deemed to be of strategic importance. The ferroalloy
case can thus be read as an early indication of how EU-EEA relations
operate in a more interventionist trade environment.

EPIS Thinktank 4



References

Alstadheim, K. B. (2025, November 20). Kommer EU-debatten nda? Ikke veer for trygg
Aftenposten.no; Aftenposten

Damen, M. (2022). EU strategic autonomy 2013—2023: From concept to capacity. Eu-
ropean Parliament. https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/
EPRS_BRI(2022)733589

European Commission. (2021). Trade Policy Review — An open, sustainable and as-
sertive trade policy. European Commission. https://ec.europa.eu/commission/
presscorner/detail/fen/qanda_21_645

European Commission. (2025, November 18). Commission imposes definitive safe-
guard measures on certain ferroalloys. https://ec.europa.eu/commission/press-
corner/detail/en/ip_25_2698

European Economic Area Agreement. (1992). Agreement on the European Economic
Area. Official Journal of the European Communities, L 1, 3 January 1994. https://
eur-lex.europa.eu

EU Trade and Economic Security. (2025, July 28). Commission launches record num-
ber of trade defence investigations in 2024. https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/news/
commission-launches-record-number-trade-defence-investigations-2024-2025-
07-28_en

Farrell, H., & Newman, A. L. (2019). Weaponized interdependence: How global eco-
nomic networks shape state coercion. International Security, 44(1), 42—79. https://
doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00351

Meunier, S., & Nicolaidis, K. (2019). The geopoliticization of European trade and in-
vestment policy. JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies, 57(S1), 103—113. https://
doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12932

EPIS Thinktank 5


https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2022)733589
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2022)733589
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_645
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_645
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_25_2698?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_25_2698?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_25_2698?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://eur-lex.europa.eu
https://eur-lex.europa.eu
https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/news/commission-launches-record-number-trade-defence-investigations-2024-2025-07-28_en?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/news/commission-launches-record-number-trade-defence-investigations-2024-2025-07-28_en?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://policy.trade.ec.europa.eu/news/commission-launches-record-number-trade-defence-investigations-2024-2025-07-28_en?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00351
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00351
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12932
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12932

	Introduction
	The ferroalloy case
	From openness to assertiveness in EU trade policy
	The political meaning of Article 112
	Implications for Norway’s future path
	Conclusion
	References

