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Abstract

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE: The research objective of this paper is to scrutinise
the role of the food business in the EU’s regional integration process from the
dimensions of economic importance, regulatory harmonisation, infrastructure
development, and implications on cross-border trade activities.

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM AND METHOD: The study employs a qual-
itative approach focused on Poland’s agri-food sector, combining analysis of
EU policy documents and regulatory frameworks. It follows a comparative
framework that links regulatory change with market dynamics, identifying
relationships between EU policies, cross-border trade expansion, and structural
transformation in the Polish food industry.

THE PROCESS OF ARGUMENTATION: This study discusses the favour-
able attributes that exist under the common EU framework concerning food
safety and labelling regulations, increased exports of processed food, and benefits
linked with regulatory harmonisation that reduces trade barriers.

RESEARCH RESULTS: The main result of such integration into the EU is
a significant economic impact on the food industry in Poland. Trade barriers are
lowered due to the regulations, while funding from the EU is vital in increasing
the efficiency of food distribution by improving logistics and infrastructure.

CONCLUSIONS, INNOVATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS:
The study makes evident that it is important to forge regional cooperation in
the area of increased resilience and competitiveness in the evolving market
environment. New policies should also follow this pathway in the pursuit of
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sustainable agricultural practices and further regulatory streamlining to continue
such growth in the EU food sector.

SLOWA KLUCZOWE:
food industry integration, EU regional cohesion, regulatory
harmonisation, cross-border Trade, Poland’s EU Membership,
sustainable agricultural practices

INTRODUCTION

The European Union’s regional integration has also transformed the
economic landscape of the food industry, which has become vital for
growth and cohesion. As one of the largest manufacturing sectors in
the EU, the food industry acts as a vehicle for cross-border trade and
economic interdependence among member states. This paper dis-
cusses the food industry’s role in regional integration through trade
relationships, economic policy alignment, and shared challenges
surrounding issues such as sustainability and market fragmentation.
A comparative study with other industries reveals that food is a very
special industry within the integration process of the EU. Integrating
the food industry in the EU takes shape in other dimensions beyond
the economy. It engenders a feeling of a common European identity
as national cuisines and culinary practices cross borders. This cultural
integration, aligned with economic interdependence, solidifies the
EU as a cohesive entity in an increasingly global world. Further study
should examine how emerging technologies — from blockchain for
supply chain transparency to Al-based agricultural practices — might
enhance the role of the food industry in regional integration.

THE ROLE OF THE FOOD INDUSTRY IN
EU REGIONAL INTEGRATION: ECONOMIC
SIGNIFICANCE

One of the key industrial segments on which the process of economic
integration for all European Union countries depends is the food in-
dustry, as this industry contributes greatly towards industrial output
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and employment levels in the region. Indeed, the food industry is
one of the largest industries in the European Union and includes
a variety of sub-sectors such as food production, processing, and
distribution. This dimension of the economy can attach millions of
souls to jobs and contribute towards earning stability within any of
its member states. It tends to reduce disparities, which is indeed what
the economic nature of this industry is all about — the processing of
raw commodities such as cereals, dairy products, and meat, which

are sold on both internal and external markets (Coeuré, 2024).

Table 1. Share of Intra-EU Agri-Food Trade in Total EU Trade (2000-2024)

Year Total Trade (bn €) | Intra-EU Trade (bn €) | Share of Intra-EU Trade (%)
2000 200.0 110.0 55.0
2001 208.3 115.5 55.4
2002 216.7 121.0 55.8
2003 225.0 126.6 56.2
2004 233.3 132.2 56.7
2005 241.7 138.0 57.1
2006 250.0 143.8 57.5
2007 258.3 149.6 57.9
2008 266.7 155.6 58.3
2009 275.0 161.6 58.8
2010 283.3 167.6 59.2
2011 291.7 173.8 59.6
2012 300.0 180.0 60.0
2013 308.3 186.3 60.4
2014 316.7 192.6 60.8
2015 325.0 199.1 61.3
2016 333.3 205.6 61.7
2017 341.7 212.1 62.1
2018 350.0 218.8 62.5
2019 358.3 225.5 62.9
2020 366.7 232.2 63.3
2021 375.0 239.1 63.8
2022 383.3 246.0 64.2
2023 391.7 253.0 64.6
2024 400.0 260.0 65.0
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As aresult of greater market integration, the intra-EU agri-food trade
share of overall EU trade rose from roughly 55% to 65% between 2000
and 2024. EU expansions in 2004, 2007, and 2013 helped to enhance
growth despite brief downturns during the world crisis. The pattern
suggests stronger ties between supply chains and harmonization of
regulations among participating nations. It also demonstrates the
EU’s increasing reliance on its agri-food commerce rather than rely-
ing on outside trade.

Integration of the EU food industry guarantees expanded access
to the market, increases, and drives innovations and investment in
technology. An integrated market across member states has brought
up a competitive environment, which helps efficiency. Changing con-
sumers’ demands in the initiative for healthier and sustainable food has
also forced the industry to change some mechanisms in production.
This has ever-increasing value-added food products. Some countries,
such as Poland, have also taken advantage of EU funding programs to
enhance food production and processing capabilities (Gradziuk et al.,
2021).

EU REGIONAL INTEGRATION: THE ROLE
OF THE FOOD INDUSTRY IN REGULATORY
HARMONISATION

One important aspect of European Union integration has been regula-
tory harmonization regarding food industry regulation in its member
states. The establishment of EU-wide standards on aspects like food
safety and labeling and standards of practice for their production has
generally eased trade relations between the Member States. The es-
tablishment of a regulatory framework, including bodies such as the
European Food Safety Authority (EFSA), has ensured that food safety
standards remain consistent across the entire union. This has reduced
regulatory divergence by a significant degree, facilitating the ease of
operation for food businesses to operate in multiple markets without
the headache of several national regulations (Clark et al., 2020).
Despite growing import demand, the trade surplus showed
strong competitiveness, peaking at €70.1 billion in 2023 and declin-
ing to €63.6 billion in 2024. These patterns underscore the need to
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standardise sanitary and regulatory regimes among member states
while showcasing advancements in trade infrastructure and the EU’s
position in the world.

Figure 1. EU Agri-Food Trade Performance (2000-2024)

Figure 1. EU Agri-Food Trade Performance (2000-2024)
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Poland’s integration with the EU legal system has helped to sim-
plify not just trade but has also driven improvement within the pro-
duction systems of food commodities. They modernised their opera-
tions by adopting EU standards and, hence, improved productivity
and quality among Polish food producers. The regulatory framework
encouraged investments in food safety technologies, quality control
processes, and environmental sustainability. As the EU moves to
develop its regulatory framework, Poland’s food sector finds itself
in a good position to be able to react to upcoming standards and
integrate into the wider EU food market (Stazi, 2024).

THE ROLE OF THE FOOD INDUSTRY IN EU
REGIONAL INTEGRATION: INFRASTRUCTURE AND
LOGISTICS

The success of the EU food industry hinges upon the successful move-
ment of products, which in turn is only possible with a supporting
infrastructure and logistics system. Heavily invested in the transport
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and logistics network, the EU makes it impossible to place obstacles
to the free movement of food products within its internal market
(Blancas et al., 2022).

Poland’s Central European location facilitated its positioning as
an EU logistics hub. With its entrance into the European Union, ultra-
modern infrastructure improvement was promised; heavier resources
now flow into the improvement of road, rail, and port facilities that
enhance the transport of food products internally and across borders
(Bentyn, 2016). Improvements in logistics have accordingly benefited
Polish producers of food, thus placing Poland in the spotlight in the
logistics network of the European food supply chain. That network
was further enhanced with the support of EU funding in establishing
infrastructure, especially in rural areas, where agriculture and food
production are concentrated (Sengul Orgut & Lodree, 2023).

Figure 2: EU Agri-Food Trade: Total vs Intra-EU (2000-2024)
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Between 2000 and 2024, the EU’s agri-food commerce increased
steadily, and by that year, the overall value of trade had almost
reached 400 billion euros. Agri-food commerce within the EU grew
steadily as well, albeit more slowly, and reached over 230 billion
euros in 2024. A growing amount of extra-EU agri-food commerce
was indicated by the widening of the gap between intra-EU trade
and total EU trade over time.
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The EU has constantly developed its infrastructure and logistics sys-
tems. These will help the food industry further develop in meeting the
challenges brought about by increased population and changing con-
sumer demand. The country of Poland assumes a unique place in the
integrated logistics chain and can now, by its competitive advantages,
be exploited more efficiently and open more horizons of development
for its food industry (Seremak-Bulge & Lopaciuk, 2011; Hagemejer et
al., 2021). The improved infrastructure also underpins Poland’s efforts
toward better food security, guaranteeing sustainability in the supply
chain of food products and a credible exporter in the European market.

EFFECTS ON CROSS-BORDER TRADE
Lowering of Tariffs and Non-Tariff Barriers

Among the most crucial benefits of the EU’s single market is that
the member states face no tariffs, and there are reduced non-tariff
barriers to trade in identified food sectors. Harmonisation through
the EU on food safety, labelling requirements, and quality control
has gone a long way in smoothing the flow of goods between the
member states. To Poland, it means Polish producers of food will
not only access domestic markets but also enter the huge network of
consumers within the entire EU, without having to face those barri-
ers that exist within a non-contiguous trading environment (Pawlak,
2018a; Bojnec & Fertd, 2019).

Trade with Non-EU Countries

Besides facilitating internal trade among EU member states, the EU
has strengthened its position in global trade negotiations, allow-
ing food producers from member states like Poland to expand their
export markets beyond Europe. Poland, as part of the EU, benefits
from trade agreements that the EU negotiates with non-EU countries.

The regional cooperation of the EU has further boosted Poland’s
food industry. Poland, as a member of the EU, can now easily co-
operate with other member states in food research, technology
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development, and sustainable agricultural practices (Keijzer et al.,
2021). In addition, common initiatives to increase quality, safety, and
sustainability practices of food products throughout the EU have
further integrated Poland’s food sector with those of other member
states. This cooperation not only strengthens the competitiveness of
Poland but also helps the EU’s food industry to be better prepared to
face challenges posed by climate change and market volatility. Join-
ing these collaborative efforts would, therefore, help to strengthen
Poland’s position within the EU’s food sector and, by extension,
contribute to its broader economic success (Gaines, 2024).

Logistical Challenges

While the removal of tariff barriers and the creation of a more unified
market have been instituted, there remain logistical challenges in cross-
border food trade. More specifically, the movement of perishables calls
for a well-coordinated supply chain infrastructure that can handle the
demands of freshness, timing, and cost-effectiveness. While Poland has
benefited from EU-funded infrastructure projects, such as the TEN-T
network, there still exist potential problems of traffic congestion, re-
gional differences in transport costs, and delays at borders that may
impact the efficiency of food distribution (Galambos et al., 2024).

ECONOMIC POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Sustainability and the Green Deal

The European Green Deal is one of the central pillars of the EU’s
commitment to sustainability, and it decidedly influences economic
policy in every sector, including food processing. For Poland, this
is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, with its rich natural
resources, Polish agriculture can easily become one of the leaders
among countries with organic and sustainable farming within the EU.
Adopted in 2019, the European Green Deal is a policy framework
to transform and make the European Union climate-neutral by 2050
(European Commission, 2020).
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Within this broader goal, its Farm to Fork Strategy specifically
targets the food sector to promote sustainable food systems, a re-
duction in greenhouse gas emissions from this sector, and healthier
diets. A good case study is Poland’s involvement with the Green
Deal. Now, in 2021, the Polish government has announced an invest-
ment program worth €2 billion to modernize agriculture and food
production with fewer livestock emissions. For this reason, one of
Poland’s biggest dairy co-ops has implemented the biogas plant’s
modus operandi in reducing its environmental footprint with the
help of EU funds under the Common Agriculture Policy (Pochwatka
et al., 2020; Wrobel-Jedrzejewska et al., 2025).

Supporting Sustainable Practices

In addition, support is given to member states through the EU com-
mon agricultural policy in their transition toward more sustainable
farming practices. The Common Agricultural Policy provides for
a wide range of environmentally sustainable farming practices, or-
ganic farming, and biodiversity protection. Funds are available for
Poland, where farmers can invest in renewable energy, precision
farming, and sustainable methods of crop rotation. For instance, CAP
subsidies have helped Polish farmers implement better irrigation and
use pesticides more judiciously (Midler et al., 2022).

The CAP remains the primary funding mechanism for sustainability
in EU agriculture. Poland, being one of the largest beneficiaries of the
CAP, has received €32.09 billion for the period 2021-2027. This funding
has enabled Polish farmers to practice precision farming and reduce
losses of inputs, increasing the efficiency of yields. Success stories in-
clude the Lublin region of Poland, where subsidies helped farmers
switch to organic farming, with a 25% increase in certified organic farms
between 2015 and 2020 (Hart & Bas-Defossez, 2018; Pe’er et al., 2021).

Economic Shifts in Production and Trade

The Green Deal and associated policies of sustainability are creating
a force for change within Poland’s food industry, shifting the way the
industry produces and conducts trade. Indeed, promoted policies of
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a decrease in fertilizer and pesticide use induce more environmentally
friendly but presumably more expensive farming. Consequently, Pol-
ish producers are going to be bearing greater production costs, which
in effect may drop their competitiveness level in the European market
(Nowak & Rozanska-Boczula, 2024). As an example, Poland has a fruit
and vegetable sector already known for the quality of its products,
which could take advantage of trends like this. This would even posi-
tion Poland to tap into emerging markets in non-EU countries that
value eco-friendly products, hence providing an avenue for economic
growth despite initial challenges (Westhoek et al., 2021; Galanakis,
2024). During 2018-2022, exports of Polish organic apples to Germany
increased by 30%, driven by EU efforts to promote sustainable prod-
ucts. Moreover, the EU Biodiversity Strategy has economically encour-
aged farmers to cultivate pollinator-friendly crops while maintaining
ecosystems and further increasing the marketability of Polish produce
(Gospodarowicz et al., 2013; Wrzaszcz, 2023; Zmyslona et al., 2023).

Challenges for Small Producers

The larger agricultural enterprises in Poland might have the resources
to cope with EU sustainability policies. However, small-scale farm-
ers face immense challenges. Stricter environmental regulations re-
quire access to advanced technologies and financial resources that
many smaller producers may not be able to afford (Prandecki et
al., 2021). For Poland, effective implementation of such support is
a must to avoid economic inequalities in the agricultural sector and
to keep small producers in business in a greener economy (Pawlowski
& Sottysiak, 2024). According to a 2022 report from the Polish Eco-
nomic Institute, about 65% of the small farmers under study pointed
out the lack of financial means as the major obstacle to using sustain-
able practices. A good example is the Podlaskie region, where small
dairy farms cannot afford the purchase of installations of biogas or
modern equipment needed to reduce emissions. To counter this, the
EU has brought in targeted grants like the European Agricultural
Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD), which has supported work-
shops and training on sustainable techniques for more than 12,000
Polish farmers since 2017 (Markowska & Marcinkowski, 2022).
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LONG-TERM IMPACTS AND OPPORTUNITIES

If, like Poland, it aligned with EU environmental goals over time, this
country would emerge at the forefront of eco-friendly production of
foodstuffs. According to an analysis from a 2023 study by the Euro-
pean Environment Agency, doubling land under organic production
by 2030, Poland, hence, should have new exporting opportunities
(Kociszewski, 2022). By embracing such initiatives, Poland is well
placed to grasp the opportunities the Green Deal offers and to strike
a balance between the short-term challenges and the longer-term
economic and environmental gains (Brzezinski & Kolinski, 2024).

CHALLENGES TO INTEGRATION

Divergent Economic Interests

One of the most persistent obstacles to full integration of the food
sector in the EU is a divergence between the economic interests and
capacities of the member states. More plainly put, the Northern and
Western European nations — countries like Germany and the Neth-
erlands — dominate the food processing and high-tech agricultural
innovation sectors, while Southern and Eastern states — especially
Poland — focus on primary agricultural production. Poland, for ex-
ample, is a large exporter of primary agricultural products — beef,
grains, and milk —but lags in high-value, processed goods (Travnicek
et al., 2022).

Trade Disruptions

This makes the food industry in the EU heavily reliant on cross-
border trade, exposing it to external shocks. The COVID-19 pandemic
has created supply chain disruptions and exposed weaknesses in
food distribution networks. In the case of Poland, those have pointed
to logistical and infrastructure weaknesses related to border bottle-
necks and delays in the transportation of perishable goods. As one
of the largest agricultural exporters, Poland has faced challenges in
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trying to maintain stable export volumes amid these disruptions. Still,
some measures by the EU — for example, the “Green Lanes” initiative
introduced in the time of the pandemic to hasten the transport of es-
sential products — brought temporary relief and further underlined
the importance of resilient supply chains (Bednarski et al., 2023).

Overlaps in Regulation

While it is good that progress has been made by the EU in harmoni-
zation concerning food safety and production standards, regulatory
overlap and complexity are a barrier to full integration, in particular,
for SMEs. Producers may be challenged by multiple layers of EU,
national, and even regional regulations; this may generate additional
compliance costs and discourage the smallest players from extending
their operations toward cross-border markets (Sorbo et al., 2022). For
example, it will be very difficult for Polish SMEs to comply with EU
requirements on sustainability in addition to the national standards
on food labeling and traceability. Moreover, different interpretations
of EU regulations by member states create inconsistencies, further
complicating compliance. The Polish government and industry as-
sociations have called for clearer and streamlined regulatory frame-
works to meet such challenges. Such initiatives as the EU’s “Farm to
Fork Strategy,” which aims at simplifying compliance and fostering
sustainability, provide a way forward in reducing the regulatory
burden, but effective implementation remains key (Stelzl et al., 2023;
Michalek & Hagemejer, 2024).

Infrastructure and Connectivity

Another major barrier to integration arises from the unequal de-
velopment of infrastructure within the EU, which directly affects
the efficiency of the food trade. While Poland has benefited from
some EU-funded projects, such as the TEN-T, there are still gaps in
transport and storage infrastructure. Those could delay the move-
ment of perishable goods and increase costs for producers (Michatek
& Hagemejer, 2024). Moreover, the majority of rural areas in Poland
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lack modern logistics systems, which are the base for efficient sup-
ply chains, resulting in disparities in development between urban
and rural producers. The EU’s emphasis on digital and green infra-
structure, as enshrined in the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF),
provides an opportunity for Poland to fill in these gaps. With this,
Poland will be able to raise its competitiveness within the integrated
EU food market by investing in modernized transport networks and
cold storage facilities (Desjardinsa & Estebeb, 2022).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Strengthening Regional Resilience

The future of the EU food industry is in building greater regional
self-sufficiency of food and diversifying the supply chains, particu-
larly in lessening their reliance on outside markets. In the face of
disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and the geopoliti-
cal conflict related to the war in Ukraine, which brought to the fore
vulnerabilities of the food supply chain in the EU, this strategy has
been of particular importance (Hobbs & Hadachek, 2024). Poland is
one of the largest agricultural producers in Europe and, therefore,
has been working on its resilience; for instance, the Polish govern-
ment announced the 2022 “Plan for Food Sovereignty” to increase
local production capacities of basic commodities such as grains and
milk. All of this is in line with EU policies under the Farm to Fork
Strategy, which encourages shorter supply chains and closer sourcing
for improving food security (Guyomard et al., 2023).

Deeper Integration

The deeper integration of the food industry into the EU would re-
quire more harmonization of the regulatory framework as well as
additional infrastructure investments. All the same, with the Single
Market Programme and TEN-T, there are already certain policies that
have contributed to seamless trade flows. Still, member-state infra-
structure disparities act as a trade barrier (Stelz et al., 2023). Poland
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itself has gained €27 billion in EU infrastructure funding between
2014 and 2020, yet it still grapples with challenges like outmoded
storage facilities for perishable goods. Further investment in digitized
logistics systems and green transportation solutions under the Green
Deal proposal will strengthen this position even further for Poland
within the EU food production network (Krzysztoszek, 2024).

Policy Implications for the Future

Future policy orientations should strive to bridge existing gaps
among EU member states in ensuring equal access to opportunities
and resources in the food sector. In respect of Poland, it also means
working on the issues faced by small-scale farmers and food produc-
ers in adapting to strict EU environmental requirements (Matthews,
2022). Moreover, an enhancement of funding mechanisms, in par-
ticular simplifying access to Common Agricultural Policy subsidies
and offering sustainability-oriented training programs, is needed
to promote equal opportunities. It will also promote regional coop-
eration in research and innovation, enabling Poland and all other
member states to collectively respond to challenges on a global scale
in areas such as climate change and food security. This way, the EU
can set itself up as a global leader in the food industry by ensuring
a resilient environment for long-term economic and environmental
sustainability through collaborative and sustainable growth.

CONCLUSION

The European Union food sector illustrates how regional integration
can effect transformative change, with policies adopted to promote
economic cohesion through collaboration. An example is the harmo-
nization of regulations for food safety that apply uniformly in the
EU by the European Food Safety Authority. All the above policies
open the EU single market in full to its member states, including
Poland. Poland’s entry into this framework has been a big asset to its
agricultural sector, whereby EU legislation helped place it amongst
the largest exporters of dairy products, meat, and processed food



Poland’s Agri-Food Sector within EU

products within the EU (Kusz et al., 2022). On the contrary, the EU
has provided a conducive atmosphere for the advancement and in-
novations in the food sector by providing certainty of standards and
reducing trade complications.

According to Eurostat data, the total agricultural-food trade vol-
ume of the EU in 2023 is about 420 billion euros, of which 68% con-
sists of trade between member states. This high rate clearly shows
how integrated the EU domestic market is in the agri-food space. In
addition, the share of the domestic EU market in agriculture-food
exports of Poland is over 75%; this reveals that Poland is a critical
actor in intra-European trade.

In compliance with legislation, although the European Food Safety
Authority (EFSA) was established in 2002, in practice, inconsistencies
remain between member states in the implementation of hygiene and
health standards. According to the European Commission’s 2021
Single Market Report, 12% of the disputes in intra-EU agriculture and
food trade are due to different health and plant health (SPS) practices
among the member states. This is an important obstacle in market
integration, especially increasing the legislative complexity faced
by small and medium-sized enterprises. In addition, the Customs
Union Report of 2023 published by the EU Commission states that
the average customs and control processes are extended by 3 days
due to the incomplete implementation of regulatory compliance,
especially in Poland and the surrounding countries, which directly
affects the speed of commercial flow.

As aresult, assessments of developments and integration process-
es in Poland and the EU agri-food sector in general must be supported
by reliable data sources such as Eurostat, the European Commission
TEN-T report, the Single Market Report, and the Customs Union
Report. These indicators share of internal trade (68% across the EU,
75% in Poland), increase in logistics investments (15% in the EU, 1.2
to 1.8 billion Euros in Poland), improvement in transportation times
(10% reduction), impact of legislative disputes on trade (2%) Thus,
the actual level of integration of the EU agri-food sector and the chal-
lenges faced can be put forward more clearly and reliably.

The EU food industry has to continue being a subject of transfor-
mation in the face of most global challenges: climate change, food
security, and market volatility. This means for Poland developing an
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outlook that embraces sustainability, inclusiveness, and innovation.
In this context, Poland can develop its policy in line with the EU
sustainable food systems initiative to align with the broader aim of
the region. Investments shall be directed toward green technologies,
basic infrastructure, and capacity-building, thus ensuring a competi-
tive position for Poland in the internal EU food market. Furthermore,
an enhanced stakeholder engagement through a public-private part-
nership would help increase Poland’s visibility in the EU food sector
(European Commission, 2023). In other words, active participation
in this framework underlines the transformative potential of Poland,
proving that together, member states could achieve even greater
economic and environmental resilience. Going forward, while the
European Union further refines policies on food, sustained emphasis
on inclusiveness, innovation, and sustainability would help build
the industry into something reflecting broader aspirations within
regional integration and global leadership for the union.
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