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N° Title References 

SG.A3 

1.  Recovery plan for Europe and the MFF 2021-2027 

Amended proposal for a Council Regulation laying 

down the multiannual financial framework for the 

years 2021 to 2027  

 

Rapporteur-general: Petr ZAHRADNIK (CZ-I) 

Rapporteur-general: Petru SORIN DANDEA (RO-II)  

Rapporteur-general: Tommaso DI FAZIO (IT-III) 

ECO/523 

 

COM(2020) 456 final 

COM(2020) 442 final 

COM(2020) 441 final/2  

COM(2020) 443 final  

COM(2020) 445 final  

COM(2020) 446 final  

COM(2020) 459 final 

 

EESC-2020-02886-00-01-AC 

SG.F2 

2.  

(Asoc 

DEFIS/GROW/

HOME) 

The industrial dimension of the Security Union 

(own-initiative opinion) 

Rapporteur: José CUSTODIO LEIRIAO (PT-III) 

Co-rapporteur: Jan PIE (SE) 

CCMI/173 

 

EESC-2020-01401-00-00-AC 

TRADE 

3.  A post COVID-19 emergency: the design of a New 

Multilateral Matrix (own-initiative opinion) 

 

Rapporteur: Emmanuelle BUTAUD-STUBBS (FR-I) 

REX/529 

 

EESC-2020-01551-00-00-AC 

 

 

4.  Implementation of Free Trade Agreements 

1 January 2018 - 31 December 2018 

 

Rapporteur: Tanja BUZEK (DE-II) 

Rapporteur: Alberto MAZZOLA (IT-I) 

REX/525 

 

COM(2019) 455 final 

 

EESC-2020-00525-00-00-AC 

5.  

(Asoc AGRI) 

Introduction of safeguard measures for agricultural 

products in trade agreements (own-initiative 

opinion) 

 

Rapporteur: Arnold PUECH D'ALISSAC (FR-I) 

NAT/792 

 

EESC-2020-01588-00-00-AC 
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COMP 

6.  Fostering competitiveness, innovation, growth and 

job creation by reducing market distortion (own-

initiative opinion) 

 

Rapporteur: Georgi STOEV (BG-I) 

Co-rapporteur: Thomas STUDENT (DE) 

CCMI/175 

 

EESC-2020-01347-00-00-AC 

ENV 

7.  New Circular Economy Action Plan 

 

Rapporteur: Antonello PEZZINI (IT-I) 

Co-rapporteur: Cillian LOHAN (IE-III) 

INT/895 

 

COM(2020) 98  

 

EESC-2020-01189-00-00-AC 

CLIMA 

8.  European Climate Law 

 

Rapporteur: Jan DIRX (NL-III) 

Co-rapporteur: Tellervo KYLA-HARAKKA-

RUONALA (FI-I) 

NAT/784 

 

COM(2020) 80 final  

 

EESC-2020-01431-00-01-AC 

9.  European Climate Pact (exploratory opinion) 

 

Rapporteur: Dimitris DIMITRIADIS (EL-I) 

Co-rapporteur: Peter SCHMIDT (DE-II) 

NAT/785 

 

EESC-2020-01432-00-01-AC 

CNECT 

10.  Shaping Europe's Digital Future 

 

Rapporteur: Ulrich SAMM (DE-I) 

Co-rapporteur: Jakob Krištof POCIVAVSEK (SI-II) 

INT/896 

 

COM(2020) 67  

 

EESC-2020-01188-00-01-AC 

11.  White Paper on Artificial Intelligence 

 

Rapporteur: Catelijne MULLER (NL-II) 

INT/894 

 

COM(2020) 65 final 

 

EESC-2020-01110-00-00-AC 

GROW 

12.  Industrial strategy 

 

Rapporteur: Mihai IVASCU (RO-III) 

Co-rapporteur: Dirk BERGRATH (DE-II) 

INT/897 

 

COM(2020) 102 final 

 

EESC-2020-01112-00-00-AC 



 

4 / 152 

 

13.  Single Market Enforcement Action Plan – 

Identifying and addressing barriers to the Single 

Market 

 

Rapporteur: Gerardo LARGHI (IT-II) 

Co-rapporteur: Gonçalo LOBO XAVIER (PT-I) 

INT/899-908 

 

COM(2020) 93 

COM(2020) 94 

 

EESC-2020-01412-00-00-AC 

TAXUD 

14.  Taxation of the collaborative economy – reporting 

requirements (additional opinion) 

 

Rapporteur: Ester VITALE (IT-II) 

ECO/500 

 

EESC-2019-03060-00-00-AC 

15.  

(Asoc 

CLIMA) 

Taxation mechanisms for reducing CO2 emissions 

(own-initiative opinion) 

 

Rapporteur: Krister ANDERSSON (SE-I) 

ECO/512 

 

EESC-2020-01132-00-00-AC 

ECFIN 

16.  Enhancing sustainable economic growth across the 

EU (own-initiative opinion) 

 

Rapporteur: Philip VON BROCKDORFF (MT-II) 

ECO/513 

 

EESC-2020-01131-00-00-AC 

17.  Renewed InvestEU programme and Solvency 

Support Instrument 

 

Rapporteur-general: Ronny LANNOO (BE-III) 

ECO/528 

 

COM(2020) 403 final 

COM(2020) 404 final 

 

EESC-2020-02866-00-00-AC 

18.  

(Asoc 

REFORM/ 

SG.D2) 

Recovery and Resilience Facility and Technical 

Support Instrument 

 

Rapporteur-general: Dimitris DIMITRIADIS (EL-I) 

ECO/527 

 

COM(2020) 408 final 

COM(2020) 409 final-EESC-

2020-02808-00-00-AC 

FISMA 

19.  Inclusive and sustainable Banking Union (own-

initiative opinion) 

 

Rapporteur: Giuseppe GUERINI (IT-III) 

ECO/509 

 

EESC-2020-00995-00-00-AC 

  



 

5 / 152 

 

JUST 

20.  Gender Equality Strategy 

 

Rapporteur: Giulia BARBUCCI (IT-II) 

Co-rapporteur: Indrė VAREIKYTE (LT-III) 

SOC/633 

 

COM(2020) 152 final 

 

EESC-2020-01253-00-00-AC 

MOVE 

21.  European Year of Rail (2021) 

 

Rapporteur: Alberto MAZZOLA (IT-I) 

TEN/710 

 

COM(2020) 78 final 

 

EESC-2020-02360-00-00-AC 

22.  Sustainable rail market in view of the COVID-19 

pandemic 

 

Rapporteur-general: Alberto MAZZOLA (IT-I) 

TEN/716 

 

COM(2020) 260 final  

 

EESC-2020-03018-00-00-AC 
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N°1 Recovery plan for Europe and the MFF 2021-2027 

COM(2020) 456 final 

COM(2020) 442 final 

COM(2020) 441 final 

COM(2020) 443 final  

COM(2020) 445 final  

COM(2020) 446 final  

COM(2020) 459 final 

EESC 2020/2886 – ECO/523 

553
rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Petr ZAHRADNIK (CZ-I) 

Rapporteur-general: Petru SORIN DANDEA (RO-II)  

Rapporteur-general: Tommaso DI FAZIO (IT-III) 

SG/BUDG – President VON DER LEYEN/Commissioner HAHN 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.1. The EESC is aware of the severe 

economic and social consequences of the 

COVID-19 pandemic for all Member States. 

That is why it strongly supports the 

Commission's proposal – NextGenerationEU 

– as a specific tool for a quick and effective 

recovery. The Commission has taken into 

account the economic and social 

dissymmetries caused by the measures 

adopted after the 2008 crisis and has based its 

actions on the principle of solidarity between 

all countries, with no one excluded. It is 

returning to the founding values of the 

European Union as written in the founding 

Treaty, which it is implementing decisively. 

1.4. The EESC takes a very positive view of 

the Commission's two main decisions. The 

first is to introduce an extraordinary financial 

recovery instrument as part of the 

multiannual financial framework. The MFF 

is an instrument whose procedural rules are 

accepted by all Member States, that has 

worked well for a long time, and that is 

therefore fully functional. The second main 

The Commission thanks the Committee for its 

supportive opinion on the Commission’s 

proposals. 

The Commission shares the view that the 

economic crisis triggered by the COVID-19 

pandemic is unprecedented. The European 

Union economy will experience a recession of 

historic proportions this year. The 

Commission’s recent Summer Forecasts 

pointed to an even increasing intensity of the 

crisis and reinforced the need for an 

exceptional response. The pandemic has 

touched every part of the Union. However, its 

economic and social impacts differ between 

Member States and sectors, and so does the 

ability of Member States to absorb and 

respond to the resulting economic shock. Due 

to lower resilience and weaker fiscal 

positions, some Member States have been 

more constrained in their economic responses 

than others.  

A strong and coordinated European response 

is essential. The absence of such a response 

would result in growing divergences within 
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decision is to raise common debt, which will 

be repaid over a long period of time, and 

prevent the extraordinary financial burden 

from falling directly on the Member States in 

the short run, which are all – with no 

exceptions – suffering from the negative 

economic and social effects of the pandemic 

to a greater or lesser extent. 

the Union and put the single market under 

severe strain, threatening the Union’s longer 

term growth potential.  

The Commission therefore welcomes the 

Committee’s strong support for the 

Commission's proposals for 

NextGenerationEU as a specific and 

temporary tool to address crisis needs and 

drive the recovery and to the multiannual 

financial framework 2021-2027.  

The Commission wants to emphasise the 

historic nature of the deal reached at the 

European Council of 17-21 July 2020, as well 

as the subsequent political agreement reached 

by the European Parliament and the Council 

on 10 November 2020 on the next 

multiannual financial framework (‘MFF’) 

package. The European Union will raise €750 

billion on financial markets, to support 

regions and sectors most affected by the crisis 

through the European Union’s financial 

programmes. This is an unprecedented 

demonstration of solidarity and strength of 

our Union. Together with the MFF 2021-

2027, the package amounts to €1.8 trillion. 

Significant support will be allocated through 

grants, in particular via the new Recovery and 

Resilience Facility. 

1.9. The EESC strongly welcomes the fact 

that the newly proposed instrument should be 

closely coordinated with the European 

Semester process, which has proved its 

viability, and supports the proposal for 

Member States to specify their needs in 

national Recovery and Resilience Plans. 

The Commission welcomes the support for 

embedding the Recovery and Resilience 

Facility fully into the European Semester. The 

Commission refers also to the conclusions of 

the special European Council of 17-21 July 

2020, which call for a further strengthening of 

the link between the EU budget and the 

European Semester. 

Member States will draw up, on a voluntary 

basis, recovery and resilience plans as part of 

their national reform programmes. These 

plans will need to contribute to the European 

priorities, in particular the green and digital 
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transition, resilience, growth and jobs. 

1.10. The EESC welcomes the Commission's 

proposal for an EU budget that intends to 

introduce additional genuine own resources 

based on different taxes (revenues from the 

EU Emissions Trading System, digital 

taxation, large companies' revenues). In 

particular, the EESC points out that the huge 

financial support required by the EU Member 

States to overcome the economic crisis 

should be accompanied by a more ambitious 

fiscal reform project – a Fiscal Union – 

aiming to set a harmonised tax regime based 

on the principles of fair competition and 

solidarity and avoid the distortions and 

discriminations existing in EU countries that 

have led to opportunistic behaviour in both 

States and individual taxpayers and that have 

undermined the unity of the single market. 

The Commission welcomes the political 

agreement reached between the European 

Parliament and the Council on 

10 November 2020 on the roadmap for the 

introduction of new own resources. It 

welcomes also the Committee’s support to the 

principle of new own resources. They will 

help finance the repayment of and the interest 

on the market finance raised under 

NextGenerationEU. The expenditure from the 

Union’s budget related to the repayment 

should not lead to an undue reduction in 

programme expenditure or investment 

instruments under MFF. It is also desirable to 

mitigate the increases in the GNI-based own 

resource for the Member States.  

The Commission also refers to the political 

guidelines of President von der Leyen for 

2019-2024, which include a series of 

proposals for fair taxation. It is one of the key 

foundations of our single market that 

everybody pays their fair share. 

1.11. The EESC calls upon the European 

Commission to prepare a strongly supported 

and consensual background document on the 

EU's own financial resources; the EESC 

understands the long timeframe for repaying 

NextGenerationEU, but the final solution 

concerning the own resources has to be 

adopted well in advance of that date. 

 

The Commission welcomed the agreement at 

the special European Council of 17-21 July 

2021 on the need for new own resources, with 

a clear timetable and linked to repayment. 

This was a huge and historic step forward for 

our Union – which both the Commission and 

the Parliament have long been pushing for. 

The Commission is aware that there is no time 

to waste. It will come forward with a package 

of New Own Resources, including a digital 

levy, a Carbon Border Adjustment 

Mechanism and a share of the Emissions 

Trading System. During the final phase of the 

negotiations on the next financial framework, 

the Commission will continue to engage 

constructively with the Parliament and the 

Council. 
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1.12. The EESC strongly calls for the 

measures proposed by the Commission to be 

made operational as soon as possible, with 

the time factor being essential. It therefore 

calls on the Council to reach a consensus 

without delay by persuading those Member 

States who currently oppose the plan of the 

value of unity and cohesion at this difficult 

time and reminding them that all countries, 

with no exceptions, are economically and 

socially interdependent. 

The Commission shares the view that there is 

a need for a swift final agreement on the 

recovery package. Following the agreement of 

the European Council in July, the 

interinstitutional process now needs to be 

completed without delay. The Own Resources 

Decision will also need to be approved by 

Member States according to their 

constitutional requirements. The Commission 

will support this process to enable funding 

flowing to those under greatest strain, by 

ensuring that the new EU programmes are 

ready to deliver on 1 January 2021.  
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N°2 The industrial dimension of the Security Union (own-initiative opinion) 

EESC 2020/1401 – CCMI/173 

553
rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: José CUSTÓDIO LEIRIÃO (PT-III) 

Co-Rapporteur: Jan PIE (SE) 

SG – President VON DER LEYEN 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.1. We welcome the determination of the 

new European Commission to enhance the 

Union's technological sovereignty, and 

stress the importance of the security sector 

in this respect. There is no security 

without technology, and Europe must 

master the technologies that are crucial for 

its security. 

1.2. To achieve this objective, we call 

upon the European Commission to launch 

a strategy that strengthens Europe's 

industrial and technological capabilities in 

the field of security. This is much needed 

in particular in sensitive areas where 

dependence on non-European suppliers 

may become a security risk in itself. The 

strategy has to support the objectives of 

the new Internal Security Strategy and 

complement it with an industrial 

dimension. It should help meet the current 

and future capability needs of European 

end-users and address the key challenges 

that the sector faces in Europe: market 

fragmentation, lack of long-term 

capability and technology planning, and 

incoherence of EU policies and funding 

instruments. 

The Commission welcomes and shares the 

attention paid by the Committee to the 

objective of enhancing and reinforcing the 

Union’s technological sovereignty in particular 

in relation to the security sector. 

The Commission considers that the COVID-19 

crisis has further underlined the importance of 

open strategic autonomy for our supply chains 

in terms of critical products, services, 

infrastructures and technologies. 

The recent Commission’s Communication on 

ʽa new industrial strategy for Europeʼ
1
 

acknowledges the importance of Europe’s 

strategic autonomy, especially on critical 

materials and technologies, infrastructure, 

security and other strategic areas. The 

Commission foresees the development of a 

critical Quantum Communication 

Infrastructure to protect key digital assets, in 

addition to the ongoing work on 5G
2
 and 

cybersecurity. 

The Commission plans to adopt in early 2021 

a Communication on synergies and cross-

fertilisation between the civil, defence and 

space industries. By seeking synergies and 

cross-fertilisation in EU programmes between 

the aerospace and defence industrial 

ecosystem and civil (including security) 

industries, the EU will make more effective 

                                                           
1
 COM(2020) 102 final 

2
 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1378  

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1378
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use of resources and technologies and create 

economies of scale. 

1.3. The security industrial strategy should 

be based on the following principles:  

a) the existence of an innovative security 

industry is crucial for Europe's 

technological sovereignty and strategic 

autonomy; 

b) security is a sovereignty issue, which 

cannot be left to market forces alone. 

Political will and action are needed to 

maintain the capacity to develop complex 

hi-tech security solutions;  

c) in light of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

resilience to large-scale natural and man-

made disasters must become a top 

political priority for the Union and can 

only be achieved with the support of the 

European security industry. 

The strategy should be developed as part 

of the Security Union and make security-

related EU policies more effective. It 

should follow a holistic approach and 

include the following objectives:  

 assessment of Europe's vulnerabilities and 

critical dependence on non-military 

security; 

 screening of emerging technologies for 

potential security implications; 

 definition of critical "must-have" 

technologies for which Europe should, for 

security reasons, not depend on third-

country suppliers; 

 identification of strategic value chains in 

the security sector; 

 use of EU agencies as drivers for 

capability planning and harmonisation of 

The Commission takes note of the importance 

that the Committee attaches to the existence of 

an innovative security industry, to security as a 

sovereignty issue and to the vulnerabilities 

exposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The Commission also takes note of the 

recommendations of the Committee regarding 

a holistic approach and the specific objectives 

to make the Security Union more effective. 

While the recent Industrial Strategy has 

emphasised the need to reinforce Europe’s 

industrial and strategic autonomy, the new EU 

Security Union Strategy
3
 reflects the recent 

changes in the security threat landscape and it 

sets priorities that will address them in a 

whole-of-society approach across the entire 

Security Union ecosystem. It addresses digital 

and physical risks in an integrated manner, 

including a reflection on the security impacts 

and lessons learnt from the COVID-19. 

The Strategy recognises that in order to master 

technology and guarantee continuity of supply 

in case of adverse events and crises, Europe 

needs presence and capacity in the critical 

parts of the relevant value chains. 

The EU has done a lot of work in this area, 

including the process put in place with the 

Commission’s Recommendation on the 

Cybersecurity of 5G networks or the 

framework for the screening of foreign direct 

investment or the proposal to set up a 

Cybersecurity Competence Centre and 

Network.  

The Security Union Strategy will contribute to 

these efforts with the focus it sets on 

cybersecurity and actions it foresees in this 

area, as well as in the area of research and 

                                                           
3
 COM(2020) 605 final. 
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national requirements; 

 use of security-related EU instruments 

(ISF, IBMF, Digital Europe, Horizon 

Europe, RescEU) for targeted investment 

in critical security technologies and 

applications; 

 use of other EU instruments (Structural 

Funds, InvestEU, etc.) for security-

relevant investments (infrastructure), 

ideally through the creation of a Securing 

Europe Facility (analogous to the CEF); 

 use of European procurement and 

coordination of national procurement to 

support the relevant industrial base; use of 

capability-oriented funding instruments 

(such as ISF and IBMF) to foster market 

uptake of EU security research beyond 

Horizon Europe; 

 identification of possible new legislative 

initiatives, such as a revision of the CIP 

directive or a possible instrument on urban 

security; 

 coordination of relevant EU programmes 

(defence, security, space, cyber). 

innovation. 

The Strategy foresees a comprehensive 

combination of legislation (with the review of 

existing rules to ensure a high common level 

of security of network and information 

systems in the EU
4
); increased investment in 

research and innovation; and looking at the 

deployment of core infrastructures and 

resources. 

EU agencies play a crucial role in the 

protection of our citizens. The Security Union 

Strategy contains several key actions to 

strengthen the functioning of agencies like 

Europol and Eurojust and relies on their work 

to make the Strategy operational, together with 

the Member States. The Strategy recognises 

the crucial role of these agencies in building 

capabilities to deliver common solutions to 

shared security challenges and opportunities, 

and reaffirms that EU-funded security research 

is a key instrument to drive technology and 

knowledge in support of security solutions. 

The Strategy also announces that the 

Commission will look into the creation of a 

European Innovation hub for internal security 

linked to Europol. 

Further innovative measures, including on 

coordination of all relevant EU programmes, 

uptake of emerging technologies, and specific 

targeted actions, will be part of the 

Communication on synergies and cross-

fertilisation between the civil, defence and 

space industries. 

Awareness of security issues and acquiring the 

skills to deal with potential threats are also 

essential to build a more resilient society. The 

Digital Education Action Plan
5
 looks at ways 

to enhance digital competences to allow 

citizens to be able to engage positively and 

                                                           
4
 The reviews of the Network Information Systems Directive (NIS Directive) and of measures on Critical 

Infrastructure Protection are planned for Q4 2020. 
5
 COM(2020) 624. 
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critically in the virtual world and to be aware 

of potential issues related to threats, ethics, 

privacy, discrimination and bias. The recently 

adopted Skills Agenda
6
 already includes 

dedicated actions, for example to increase the 

number of graduates specialised in 

cybersecurity. 

  

                                                           
6 COM(2020) 274. 
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N°3 A post COVID-19 emergency: The design of a New Multilateral Matrix 

(own-initiative opinion) 

EESC 2020/1551 - REX/529 

553
th

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Emmanuelle BUTAUD-STUBBS (FR-I) 

DG TRADE – Executive Vice-President DOMBROVSKIS 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

4.1. To fight carbon leakage, the EESC 

supports a WTO-compatible carbon 

adjustment mechanism at the EU borders, 

levelling the playing field for CO2-

intensive sectors. The EESC asks the 

European Commission to adhere to its 

original timetable with a legislative 

proposal in Spring 2021. The recent 

inception impact assessment (roadmap) 

demonstrated support, in particular from 

sectors such as steel, cement, chemicals 

and electricity. 

The indicative planning for a carbon 

border adjustment mechanism (CBAM) 

legislative proposal is 2021, most probably 

mid-2021. As outlined in the inception 

impact assessment, an important part of the 

work will relate to the selection of sectors 

subject to this measure. A scoping in terms 

of sectors concerned will have to be 

defined to ensure that the measure applies 

where the risk of carbon leakage is the 

highest. The assessment will take as a 

starting point the study currently underway 

that the Commission launched to identify 

the risk of carbon leakage in the third and 

fourth trading phases of the EU Emissions 

Trading System (EU ETS). 

4.2. The EESC stresses the importance of 

having a comprehensive social and 

environmental conditionality for recipient 

countries in the next Generalised System 

of Preferences (GSP) (Regulation (EU) No 

978/2012). 

The Commission shares this assessment. 

Indeed already the current Generalised 

System of Preferences (GSP) Regulation
7
 

provides for social and environmental 

conditionality. The social and 

environmental objectives will certainly 

continue to play a crucial role under the 

next GSP Regulation. The Commission 

services are undertaking an impact 

assessment in preparation of a possible 

legislative proposal on a new Regulation 

on the EU GSP. The impact assessment is 

supported by an ongoing external study 

                                                           
7
 Regulation (EU) No 978/2012 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2012 applying a 

scheme of generalised tariff preferences and repealing Council Regulation (EC) No 732/2008; OJ L 303, 

31.10.2012. 
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and by the results of a recent online public 

consultation. The current exercise will 

look, among other things, at how the EU 

GSP will keep contributing to sustainable 

development, human rights and good 

governance in the beneficiary countries. 

Policy options pertaining to conditionality, 

its forms and application will thus be 

assessed.  

4.3.1. Trade and Sustainable Development 

(TSD) chapters in EU trade and investment 

agreements should be strengthened:  

As recommend by the European 

Parliament, TSD chapters should require 

both partners to ratify and implement core 

international instruments on human rights 

(i.e. the International Bill of Rights), ILO 

core conventions, including the 

Occupational Safety and Health 

Convention, and the Paris Agreement and 

other international environmental 

agreements.  

The EESC Follow-up Committee on 

International Trade considers that 

Sustainable Impact Assessments should 

review the "computable general 

equilibrium (CGE) model […] against 

alternative models and include a broader 

set of indicators measuring impacts on 

human and labour rights, climate change, 

biodiversity, consumers and FDI. A 

broader set of indicators, with an open-

minded look into alternative models, is 

required". 

The EESC calls for a revamping of the 

panel mechanisms where trade lawyers, 

but also labour, climate or human rights 

experts, could investigate complaints under 

TSD chapters. Should such panels find 

violations, it should trigger a treaty State-

to-State dispute settlement mechanism, 

with possibilities for financial penalties or 

The Trade and Sustainable Development 

(TSD) chapters in EU trade and investment 

agreements already include commitments 

by the parties to ratify fundamental 

International Labor Organization (ILO) 

conventions and effectively implement all 

ILO Conventions and Multilateral 

Environmental Agreements (MEAs) 

ratified by the partners respectively.  

Furthermore, the respect of essential 

human rights and fundamental freedoms 

already constitute essential elements of 

political and cooperation agreements, the 

violation of which could lead to suspension 

of the relevant free trade agreement. This 

clause, which also covers democratic 

principles and often the rule of law, is 

more than just a legal mechanism enabling 

the unilateral suspension of trade 

commitments in times of crisis. It 

enshrines the parties’ commitments to 

human rights and thus puts EU relations 

with third countries on a solid regulatory 

base, opening the path to dialogue and 

cooperation on human rights issues. 

Sustainability impact assessments already 

cover a wide range of issues regarding the 

economic, social and environmental 

impacts of a trade agreement being 

negotiated. This includes a qualitative 

and/or descriptive-statistical analysis of 

impacts on human and labour rights, 

climate change, biodiversity, consumers 
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sanctions, and remedies for the aggrieved 

party. 

and foreign direct investment (FDI). 

Concerning the quantitative modelling part 

of the Sustainability Impact Assessments, 

the Commission is currently upgrading its 

analytical capacity to address several of 

these aspects in its models. For example, 

the Commission is developing, an 

integrated energy-economic recursive 

computable general equilibrium (CGE) 

model, which aims to capture challenging 

issues like the impact of green 

technologies, and renewable energy 

sources, in addition to CO2 and 

greenhouse gas (emissions. 

The current dispute settlement mechanism 

includes the recourse to an independent 

panel procedure leading to a public report 

with recommendations. If a panel finds a 

party in breach of its commitments under 

the Trade and Sustainable Development 

(TSD) chapters of the EU-Korea free trade 

agreement, the party shall make best 

efforts to implement the Panel’s 

recommendations to bring itself into 

compliance. The persons appointed to the 

rosters have expertise in labour, 

environmental or human rights issues. For 

a particular dispute, the parties themselves 

select the members of the panel based on 

the issue of the dispute at hand. In the only 

TSD dispute panel established so far, 

under the EU-Korea free trade agreement, 

all three panellists are experts in trade law 

given the nature of the disagreement. 

The standards that the EU proposes in the 

TSD commitments are internationally 

agreed principles and rules established in 

the fundamental conventions of the 

International Labour Organisation and in 

the Multilateral Environmental 

Agreements. These international 

instruments have their own tailored 
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mechanisms for monitoring and 

enforcement. There is therefore a risk that 

a sanctions-based approach such as the one 

described in the Committee’s opinion 

would undermine these multilateral 

instruments and their monitoring 

mechanisms. 

Furthermore, there is no conclusive 

evidence that sanctions are a more 

effective tool than non-sanction based 

approaches. Rather, the implementation of 

these chapters requires a different set of 

actions, ranging from capacity building to 

reinforcing civil society structures, 

involving a wide range of actors (not just 

economic operators or trade ministries). To 

be effective, a major buy-in of multiple 

actors is required. In most countries, much 

of the Commission’s efforts lie in 

supporting the efforts of ministries dealing 

with labour or the environment to 

undertake painstaking reforms. As the US-

Guatemala labour law case has shown, a 

dispute leading up to the last stage of 

sanctions can take a very long time (in this 

case around 7 years) during which a 

negative agenda dominates the discussions 

without bringing a resolution to the 

underlying issue. 

Finally, the Commission is evaluating on 

an ongoing basis the effectiveness in 

implementing TSD commitments. The 

Commission presents annual 

implementation reports (as part of FTA 

implementation report) and carries out ex-

post evaluations. In addition, under its 

February 2018 15-Point Action Plan aimed 

at improving the implementation and 

enforcement of TSD chapters in EU free 

trade agreements, the Commission has 

committed itself to review TSD 

implementation plan by 2023. 
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4.3.2. Future EU FTAs should include a 

reference to the Paris Agreement and must 

provide incentives such as zero duty for 

environmental goods or services. CETA 

Article 22.3, where parties undertake to 

promote economic and trade flows that 

will help to foster decent work and 

environmental protection, should be used 

with other trading partners (New Zealand, 

Australia). Future EU FTAs should also 

expand the Domestic Advisory Groups' 

monitoring role beyond environmental, 

employment and social fields. 

Recent EU free trade agreements (FTAs), 

such as the one with Japan, already contain 

a commitment to effectively implement the 

Paris Agreement. Furthermore, the 

Commission has a policy of making the 

Paris Agreement an essential element of 

future FTAs.  

In older FTAs, the monitoring role of the 

Domestic Advisory Groups is limited to 

the implementation of the TSD chapter, 

covering environment and labour aspects. 

However, in FTAs that are more recent, 

the Domestic Advisory Groups are indeed 

mandated to monitor all areas covered by 

the agreements. An enlarged scope has 

already been agreed with Mexico and 

similar efforts are being pursued in other 

ongoing negotiations. 

4.4.2. As a regional integration 

organisation, however, the EU has not 

been able to participate fully in the work of 

many bodies, organs and organisations of 

the United Nations (UN) system, because 

it must rely on Member States to defend 

Union positions and interests. More than 

ten years after the entry into force of the 

Lisbon Treaty, which committed the EU to 

"promote multilateral solutions to common 

problems, in particular in the framework of 

the United Nations" (Article°21(1) TEU), 

it is high time that the Union, together with 

its Member States, develops an integrated 

strategy for obtaining a more enhanced 

position within the UN system. 

In June 2019, the Council Conclusions on 

EU action to strengthen rules-based 

multilateralism identified 17 action areas 

to uphold, extend and reform multilateral 

governance, with the United Nations (UN) 

at its core. Coordination and sharing of 

information with EU Member States in the 

main organs of the UN, as well as the 

governing bodies and boards of UN 

agencies, funds and programmes, have 

made progress over the last few years and 

should be further enhanced. This is the 

case, for example, for UN processes where 

the EU can speak on behalf of the EU and 

its Member States and coordination with 

EU Member States on candidatures for 

high-level UN positions. The Council 

Conclusions on EU priorities at the UN 

define, on an annual basis, the EU 

objectives and priorities at the UN and at 

the UN General Assembly. Consultation 

and joined-up approaches with Member 

States are also progressing in Brussels to 

define EU positions and deliver EU 

statements on UN resolutions and 
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initiatives, in particular where European 

funding is involved. In 2020, the EU 

Delegation in New York held more than 

130 coordination meetings to develop a 

common EU stance and delivered 22 

statements in the UN Security Council and 

61 EU statements in the UN General 

Assembly and its other fora. 
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N°4  Implementation of Free Trade Agreements 1 January 2018 - 31 December 

2018 

COM(2019) 455 final 

EESC 2020/525 -REX/525 

553
rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Tanja BUZEK (DE-II) 

Co-Rapporteur: Alberto MAZZOLA (IT-I) 

DG TRADE – Executive Vice-President DOMBROVSKIS 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.4. Civil society plays an important role in 

raising awareness of EU trade policy 

implementation. It can help 

communicating its benefits and is crucial 

in flagging concerns and shortcomings. 

Therefore, the EESC particularly regrets 

that the work and voice of Domestic 

Advisory Groups (DAGs) remains largely 

absent from the implementation report. 

The contribution of DAG work 

programmes and Joint Declarations with 

DAGs in partner countries should be more 

reflected in future reports. 

Content and structure of European Union 

trade agreements, in particular the more 

recent ones concluded after the 2006 

Global Europe Communication, reflect the 

important contribution of civil society in 

the implementation of EU trade 

agreements. The Commission also 

annually reports about the implementation 

of trade and sustainable development 

provisions. The Staff Working Documents 

released together with the Annual 

Commission Reports contain detailed 

information on the activities of the 

Domestic Advisory Groups (DAGs) for 

each trade agreement and their impact on 

implementation work.  

1.5. In future agreements, DAGs' 

monitoring scope will cover the entire 

agreement, while they should pay special 

attention to the impact on trade and 

sustainable development (TSD). The 

impact of DAG recommendations, notably 

but not exclusively on investigating TSD 

violations, needs to be considerably 

strengthened. The expert group with 

Member States on TSD, the new Chief 

Trade Enforcement Officer (CTEO) and 

relevant EU institutions should establish a 

structured follow-up exchange with DAGs 

and joint DAG-to-DAG meetings should 

The Commission, with the help of the 

DAGs, continues to improve monitoring 

and reporting on the implementation of 

trade and sustainable development (TSD) 

commitments in EU trade agreements. 

The Commission regularly attends 

meetings of the DAGs and engages in a 

regular and structured dialogue with EU 

Member States as well as the European 

Parliament. 

The TSD expert group is an informal 

group for information sharing and 

discussions of TSD issues between the 
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be looped in on agreement negotiations. Commission and Member States. In 

addition, the Commission carries out 

outreach with civil society representatives 

via the DAGs. These are two are distinct 

channels. 

The Commission recognises that meetings 

between domestic advisory groups of the 

EU and partner countries are taking place 

in the context of several trade agreements 

and can be useful. However, the set-up of 

these groups and similar mechanisms as 

provided for in EU trade agreements 

reflects specific domestic traditions and 

practices, which may vary between 

different partners.  

Therefore, EU trade agreements do not 

require partner countries to set up domestic 

advisory groups identical to the EU 

structures. Partner countries are free to 

make use of other domestic civil society 

engagement mechanisms. 

The Chief Trade Enforcement Officer 

(CTEO), Mr Denis Redonnet, Deputy 

Director-General in the Directorate 

General for TRADE, was appointed by the 

College on 24 July 2020. One of the 

CTEO’s core tasks will be to enhance 

engagement with civil society 

organisations, including when it comes to 

streamlining the follow-up on complaints. 

The exact format of this engagement 

remains to be determined.  

1.7. The annual FTA implementation 

report provides a comprehensive and 

visible overview of the EU trade network. 

It measures individual FTAs' progress and 

performance, and flags implementation 

shortcomings. However, it needs to 

enhance its informative potential and better 

interlink with past reports and the overall 

life cycle of trade evaluation policy. 

Sustainable impact assessments (SIA) 

The Commission’s Annual Report on the 

Implementation of EU Trade Agreements 

draws on a multitude of sources, including 

impact studies and ex post evaluations. 

The Commission is working to make its 

reports more user-friendly and informative; 

to this effect, the Commission regularly 

seeks input and comments from civil 

society, including through its civil society 

dialogues (CSD), which are currently also 
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should notably be used as sources of 

information. When drafting future reports, 

the European Commission (EC) should 

consult with civil society as a matter of 

priority. 

under review to make them more effective.  

1.8. Securing and breaking down data 

seems to be the biggest challenge. The 

report should use national data more 

consistently, showing the different realities 

per EU Member State or region, and, 

where need be, invest in active data 

collection. Establishing criteria makes 

comparisons more tangible. Other sources, 

like the International Labour Organization 

(ILO) on labour violations, should 

complement the picture. 

The Commission carries out impact 

assessments (prior to negotiations), 

sustainability impact assessments (during 

negotiations) and ex post evaluations 

(five years into the application of trade 

agreements). Member States’ authorities 

are best placed to analyse regional and 

local impacts, while the Commission 

focusses on impacts at EU level. 

Experience and information gathered at 

regional level can inform Commission 

studies and policy proposals, while the 

findings at EU level can support regions in 

understanding and managing expected 

regional impacts.  

In its implementation work the 

Commission also uses, where appropriate, 

data and information supplied by 

international organisations, such as 

International Labour Organization (ILO), 

but also the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD), 

the World Trade Organization (WTO) or 

the United Nations Conference on Trade 

and Development (UNCTAD). 

1.11. The preference utilisation rate (PUR) 

is an important indicator for FTA 

implementation. The report shows that the 

PUR is generally lower for EU exports to 

partner countries than for imports into the 

EU. The EC and Member States need to 

take joint action to improve the utilisation 

of trade preferences and increase 

awareness of trade benefits, in particular 

amongst small and medium size companies 

(SMEs). In cooperation with the EU 

business community, they should promote 

The preference utilisation rates on EU 

exports and imports are not strictly 

comparable as they are based on two 

distinct, non-harmonised data sets, 

stemming from different sources: Eurostat 

for imports into the EU from preferential 

partners, and partner countries’ customs 

authorities for EU exports toward 

preferential partners. The Commission is 

stepping up its work with Member States, 

EU Delegations in partner countries and 

business stakeholders to improve its 
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FTAs in their national language and 

develop national implementation action 

plans for each FTA. Outreach activities 

also need to consider importers in partner 

countries. 

understanding of possible reasons for low 

use of tariff preferences by EU companies 

and/or importers, including in sectors. 

The Commission released on 13 October 

2020 its new on-line portal 

ʽAccess2Marketsʼ, which will provide 

small and medium-size companies (SMEs) 

with practical information in all 

Community languages on the 

improvements preferential trade 

agreements bring for exports and imports. 

The portal has information on general and 

product-specific requirements, taxes and 

trade statistics, and also offers for the first 

time a ʽRules of Origin Self-Assessment 

toolʼ with a step-by-step check-list for 

companies to understand whether their 

products meet the criteria for preferential 

rules of origin treatment (see also 3.5.). 

1.12. Transparency is crucial to improve 

public procurement market access for 

European companies in FTAs' partner 

countries. Publication of third country 

tenders in a dedicated section of the EU 

Tenders Electronic Daily database would 

greatly enhance the ability for European 

companies of all sizes to benefit from the 

procurement chapter. Additionally, the EU 

should promote best practices on how to 

include environmental and social criteria in 

public procurement. 

Most EU trading partners lack a central 

single portal where information on both 

national and sub-national tenders is 

provided, like Tenders Electronic Daily 

(TED). The soon to be released 

Commission portal ʽAccess 2Marketsʼ will 

contain information on public procurement 

markets in partner countries. The 

Commission is considering ways of further 

improving access to information, so EU 

companies can verify whether a certain 

product or service is covered by 

commitments under one or more of the 19 

EU trade agreements with public 

procurement commitments, and which 

tenders are accessible and under which 

conditions (thresholds, reservations, etc.).  

1.13. FTAs offer considerable potential for 

EU exports in agricultural products while 

Geographical Indications (GI) increase the 

competitiveness of EU agri-food producers 

both within and outside the EU. However, 

the implementation of agri-food provisions 

On 24 July 2020, the Commission has 

appointed its first Chief Trade 

Enforcement Officer, which is an 

important step in strengthening the EU's 

implementation and enforcement agenda, 

both inside the EU and globally. In 2019, 
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seems to be falling short of its ambitious 

goals.  

Traceability of products and capacity to 

enforce the precautionary principle are key 

to ensuring good quality food and its safe 

and secure supply. Efficient monitoring of 

Sanitary and Phytosanitary Standards 

(SPS) calls for inspections with adequate 

resources. 

EU exports of agri-food products under 

preferential agreements grew by 8.7% (+ 

€4.4 billion), as compared to overall agri-

food exports to the rest of the world, which 

grew by 7.6%. The Commission Annual 

Reports on the Implementation of Free 

Trade Agreements (FTAs) and the 

accompanying staff working documents 

provide regular updates on progress in 

implementation of sanitary and 

phytosanitary measures and animal welfare 

provisions. 

The EU applies strict rules on traceability 

and labelling of agri-food products, 

enforcing the precautionary principle. 

These rules apply to any agri-food product, 

whether or not imported under a 

preferential regime. Among others, imports 

of animal products into the EU from third 

countries must be accompanied by a 

veterinary certificate issued by the 

competent authority of the exporting 

country. Products can only enter via 

dedicated border control entities and 

subject to uniform frequencies for checks 

of live animals, products of animal origin, 

plants and plant products. 

Through inspection and testing of imported 

foodstuffs, Member States verify that 

foodstuffs comply with EU rules. Both the 

Commission and Member States carry out 

regular controls and audits in third 

countries and EU Member States, to verify 

compliance with EU requirements and 

ensure the respect of EU standards for 

foods safety. The Commission and 

Member States are working together to 

ensure there is sufficient inspection 

capacity, inter alia through pooling 

resources and exchanging information.  

1.14. Years after FTAs were concluded, we 

still witness a lack of progress in 

EU TSD chapters are binding and 

enforceable through the dedicated dispute 
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compliance with TSD commitments in 

some partner countries. Fully supportive of 

the EC finally taking legal action in the 

Korea labour rights dispute, the EESC 

nonetheless expresses concerns over the 

actual impact of the panel report, given 

that TSD chapters currently lack binding 

enforcement tools. In this respect, the 

EESC calls for firm progress on the 

Comprehensive Economic and Trade 

Agreement (CETA) review of labour and 

environmental provisions' effective 

enforceability8. The review process should 

closely involve and consult both parties' 

DAGs. 

settlement mechanisms. Strengthening 

implementation and enforcement of EU 

trade agreements, including TSD chapters, 

will be one of the core tasks of the recently 

appointed Chief Trade Enforcement 

Officer (CTEO).  

As part of the assertive enforcement efforts 

announced in the 15 point Action Plan on 

TSD implementation and enforcement, the 

EU launched a dispute settlement 

procedure in respect of South Korea and 

labour rights. This is following its course 

and it is premature to anticipate the 

outcome. In any event, as the Commission 

has regularly explained, the Commission is 

assessing the results of the 15 point action 

plan regularly and will be preparing for the 

review of that action plan (scheduled to 

take place before 2023). Indeed, the 

revamped approach to TSD 

implementation under the 15 point action 

is delivering results (for example pre-

implementation efforts with Vietnam). It 

also confirms that implementation and 

enforcement requires a holistic approach 

and has no quick fix answer.  

The Commission sees no link between the 

early review with Canada and the Korea 

case. The early review with Canada has as 

objective to assess the implementation of 

the TSD chapter between the EU and 

Canada, not the EU and other countries. As 

discussed with the EU DAG for the 

Comprehensive and Economic Trade 

Agreement (CETA), the Commission has 

analysed the implementation so far of the 

TSD chapter with CETA and has not found 

any problem, neither implementation, nor 

enforcement. On the contrary, the 

implementation efforts so far are 

successful and ambitious. The Commission 

                                                           
8 
CETA Joint Interpretative Instrument, October 2016. 

http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-13541-2016-INIT/en/pdf
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will continue to engage with the EU DAG 

as well as with Canada on this early review 

process. 

4.6. The EESC calls for future reports to 

draw more attention to specific areas and 

groups that are largely absent from the 

report. The benefits of EU trade 

agreements for SMEs and agri-food trade 

are already well highlighted. With 

agriculture, looking at the cumulative 

impact of FTAs on specific sectors is 

important and should be reflected upon 

before new negotiations start. In particular 

for consumers, an increase in trade flows 

needs to materialise in concrete benefits. 

For this reason, the EESC has called for "a 

consumer-specific chapter on 'trade and 

consumers' within the TSD framework, 

incorporating relevant international 

consumer standards and strengthening 

cooperation on the enforcement of 

consumer rights"
9
. 

The Commission notes the call from the 

Committee for consumer provisions to be 

grouped within a single chapter of EU 

trade agreements. However, the 

Commission’s focus is on ensuring that the 

substantive provisions within different 

chapters of EU trade agreements address 

consumer issues in an appropriate manner, 

rather than seeking to regroup relevant 

provisions in a single chapter, which 

would be more complicated to negotiate as 

it would fall under the responsibility of 

different experts and would impact the 

negotiating dynamics. 

Besides, some provisions in EU trade 

agreements can benefit not only consumers 

but also other groups, such as SMEs or 

farmers. Therefore, it could be artificial to 

label some provisions as more ʽconsumerʼ 

relevant, since these provisions benefit 

many stakeholders at the same time (and 

eventually for the same or different 

reasons). 

At the Agricultural Council meeting of 15 

November 2016, the Commission 

presented the results of a study
10

 on the 

cumulative economic effects of ongoing 

and upcoming trade negotiations on the EU 

agricultural sector. The study validated the 

EU approach of systematically protecting 

sensitive sectors. More recently, after the 

political conclusion of the EU-Mercosur 

Free Trade Agreement (FTA), the 

Commission announced, at the July 2019 

Agriculture Council, an update of the 2016 

Cumulative impact study, which was 

reiterated by Commissioner 

                                                           
9 
 OJ C 227, 28.6.2018, p.27. 

10
 https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC103602/lb-na-28206-en-n_full_report_final.pdf 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2018:227:SOM:EN:HTML
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC103602/lb-na-28206-en-n_full_report_final.pdf
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Wojciechowski, notably at his 

confirmation hearings. The study is in 

progress and is expected to be published in 

the coming weeks. 

5.5. FTAs offer considerable potential for 

EU exports in agricultural products while 

GIs increase the competitiveness of EU 

agri-food producers both within and 

outside the EU.  

A Commission study
11

 shows the benefits 

of geographical indications (GIs) for 

exports explaining that, between 2010 and 

2017 the share of GI+TSG (Traditional 

Speciality Guaranteed) products in EU 

exports to third countries by value grew by 

56%, representing €17 billion for the EU-

28 in 2017 and 23% of total EU GI/TSG 

product sales. Wines remained the most 

important product category in terms of 

extra-EU trade (50%) GI/TSG trade, 

followed by spirits (39%) and other 

agricultural products and foodstuffs (10%). 

The two largest GI agri-food product 

categories exported to non-EU countries 

were cheeses and meat products. 

 

  

                                                           
11

 The study can be downloaded at : https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/a7281794-7ebe-11ea-

aea8-01aa75ed71a1 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/a7281794-7ebe-11ea-aea8-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/a7281794-7ebe-11ea-aea8-01aa75ed71a1


 

28 / 152 

 

N°5 Introduction of safeguard measures for agricultural products in trade 

agreements (own-initiative opinion) 

EESC 2020/1588 - NAT/792 

553rd Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Arnold PUECH D'ALISSAC (FR-I) 

DG TRADE – Executive Vice-President DOMBROVSKIS 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.3. The WTO’s agricultural safeguard 

clauses, both the general clauses and those 

in bilateral agreements, must be improved 

according to various criteria, which the 

EESC lists in this opinion. The aim is to 

ensure fair competition and the 

sustainability of European agri-food 

sectors, guaranteeing food sovereignty for 

everyone – producers and consumers alike. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has shone a light 

on the need for food sovereignty. 

1.3.1. A rapid response 

The current clauses are ineffective because 

the time needed to implement them is too 

long. However, thanks to the digitalisation 

of the economy, data can be available 

within a few hours. Volumes and prices 

can now be monitored effectively, 

allowing for a rapid response. 

1.3.2. An automatic response 

Trade flows can be regulated easily with a 

solid knowledge of trade. Coordinated 

implementation by exporters and importers 

could be done automatically as soon as a 

10% increase in trade volume is recorded 

for a set period, for example, one year. If 

the increase is justified on the basis of an 

unforeseen event which has led to lower 

production, the clause would not be 

activated. On the other hand, if the increase 

is not justified, an additional customs duty 

There are several types of safeguards for 

agricultural products in international trade: 

the general World Trade Organization 

(WTO) safeguard (Article XIX GATT and 

the Agreement on Safeguards), the special 

safeguard/SSG (Article 5 of the WTO 

Agreement on Agriculture) and safeguards 

in bilateral free trade agreements (FTAs). 

The conditions for adopting safeguard 

measures vary depending on which of the 

three types is at stake.  

The Commission believes that both, the 

general WTO safeguard and safeguard 

clauses in FTAs, in their current form are 

adequate to protect EU interests in case of 

unexpected surges of preferential imports. 

Measures can be introduced following an 

investigation that ensures transparency and 

offers adequate rights of defence. In case 

of urgency, swift provisional measures can 

be taken. However, automatic responses 

are considered counter-productive, and 

against the EU’s offensive interests as they 

could be reproduced by our FTA partners. 

Moreover, there would be a risk of 

adopting safeguard measures without being 

there any injury to the domestic industry. 

Hence, the safeguard clauses in their 

current form take into account the EU’s 

offensive and defensive interests and, 

based on this assessment, measures can be 

envisaged even within the boundaries of 
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would be applied to limit this increase. 

(…) 

1.3.4. A comprehensive response 

All import flows must be taken into 

account, regardless of their status and 

without prior notification. It is precisely 

for sensitive products that reduced rate 

quotas are granted in free trade agreements 

(FTA), and these are the sectors that are 

most rapidly destabilised. They must 

therefore also be subject to the safeguard 

clauses. 

(…) 

1.3.6. Taking the implementation of the 

Paris Agreement into account 

Commitments to reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions are a major international 

challenge. If some countries do not respect 

them, they should not benefit from them in 

terms of trade. A carbon border adjustment 

mechanism should be put in place in the 

agri-food sector. Due to its complexity, 

and pending its approval, safeguard clauses 

specific to the Paris Agreement should be 

obtained from the WTO and included in all 

free trade agreements negotiated by the 

European Commission. 

1.3.7. Taking Sustainable Development 

Goals into account 

As in the case of the Paris Agreement, 

safeguard clauses must be obtained from 

the WTO and included in all agreements 

signed by the European Union. 

tariff rate quotas. 

The special safeguard/SSG is an additional 

provision introduced in the WTO 

Agreement on Agriculture at the time of 

the Uruguay Round. It was negotiated for 

certain agricultural tariff lines as a 

counterpart for a converting non-tariff 

measures into ordinary customs duties. It 

allows for temporary safeguards if imports 

exceed a trigger volume or are below a 

trigger price.  

Renegotiating the general safeguard clause 

or the special safeguard at the WTO would 

be extremely difficult and other WTO 

members would likely ask for significant 

additional market access concessions from 

the EU in return. 

The Commission wishes to underline that 

modern EU trade agreements also contain 

effective rules on trade and sustainable 

development. The Commission is 

committed to making the implementation 

of trade and sustainable development 

chapters more effective and to improving 

their enforcement. 

3.1. The safeguard procedures are too long 

and cumbersome. 

Implementation of safeguard clauses has 

been long and cumbersome in the past, 

thus rendering them inefficient. If the 

European Union is one of the members of 

The Commission considers that the 

procedures to implement all kinds of 

safeguard clauses are adequate. The 

implementation of the general WTO 

safeguard and safeguards in FTAs indeed 

requires an investigation that ensures legal 

certainty and right of defence for all 
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the WTO that has reserved the right to 

invoke this clause on many projects, it 

almost never applies them in practice. 

Thus, in the case of "mishandling" by 

Brazil of frozen-brined chicken (if it is 

brined, it does not have to be frozen), the 

lower customs duty applied allowed for 

very significant increases in the import of 

poultry meat between 1996 and 2001, 

without the safeguard clauses being 

applied. 

interests at stake, but the imposition of 

provisional measures, in case of urgency, 

is possible at an early stage. These clauses 

are however rarely invoked since the 

imports usually do not cause any injury to 

EU interests. However, once a safeguards 

clause is invoked by a Member State, the 

Commission remains open to start an 

investigation process and to react swiftly 

where necessary.  

The special safeguard is still regularly 

applied for certain agricultural products, 

notably in the poultry sector. 

The WTO dispute concerning salted/frozen 

poultry (DS269) did however not concern 

a safeguard measure. It concerned the 

customs classification for this type of 

product in relation to the EU’s WTO 

commitments. The EU lost before the 

panel and could not have blocked imports 

by using a safeguard. Instead, the EU 

subsequently negotiated modifications to 

its WTO bound tariffs for the products 

concerned, in return for opening additional 

tariff-rate quotas (TRQs). 

3.2. The current procedures do not 

guarantee fair competition. 

The competitive advantage of third country 

producers which are not required to 

comply strictly with European standards is 

significant. Thus, in the last agreement 

signed with Canada, the Canadian 

producers had the possibility to apply a 

quarantine for phytosanitary products 

banned in the EU, such as atrazine, which 

significantly reduces their production cost. 

Countries in North and South America use 

genetically modified seeds authorised for 

marketing in the EU but not for 

production, particularly for vegetable 

proteins such as soya. 

The Commission considers that this 

statement is not correct. The 

Comprehensive Economic and Trade 

Agreement (CETA) between the EU and 

Canada does not lower any food safety 

standards of the EU. There is no provision 

in the CETA which would exempt Canada 

from fully respecting the EU food safety 

standards, including on pesticides. The EU 

rules on Maximum Residue Levels 

(MRLs) for pesticides for all goods, 

whether imported or not, are determined 

solely by the EU and in full respect of the 

applicable EU legislative process.  

In addition to the controls carried out in 

Canada, checks are carried out at the EU 
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border and also on the EU territory. If 

products are not in line with EU 

legislation, they cannot be placed on the 

EU market. 

Therefore, agriculture products imported 

from Canada have to fulfil the high level of 

food safety standards of the EU as any 

other trading partner. 
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N°6 

 

Fostering competitiveness, innovation, growth and job creation by reducing 

market distortion (own-initiative opinion) 

EESC 2020/1347 - CCMI/175 

553
rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Georgi STOEV (BG-I) 

Co-rapporteur: Thomas STUDENT (DE) 

DG COMP – Commissioner VESTAGER 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.2. The coronavirus crisis should lead the 

EU, as part of the general reformulation of 

industrial policy imposed by environmental 

sustainability and digitalisation, to boost the 

health equipment and pharmaceutical sectors, 

with a view to ensuring the EU's shared 

sovereignty and self-sufficiency in these 

sectors. […] 

The Commission takes note of the 

Committee’s recommendation regarding 

the health equipment and pharmaceuticals 

sectors. 

The current crisis has highlighted that 

access to medical products and 

pharmaceuticals is crucial to Europe’s 

health and safety. 

Against the background of the COVID-19 

outbreak, the Commission put forward, on 

25 November 2020, a new pharmaceutical 

strategy for Europe
12

, which considers 

actions and measures to ensure the 

availability and affordability of medicines, 

enable innovation and digital 

transformation and support the European 

pharmaceutical industry in building solid 

and competitive value chains to diversify 

the supply of medicines and 

pharmaceutical ingredients. 

During the outbreak, specifically with 

respect to competition issues, the 

Commission has supported several industry 

initiatives that aimed at responding to the 

health challenges resulting from Covid-19 

                                                           

12
 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and 

Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions: Pharmaceutical Strategy for Europe, COM(2020) 761 final. 
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outbreak. The Commission’s support 

included, for instance, the adoption of the 

Antitrust Temporary Framework
13

 to 

provide guidance to companies cooperating 

in response to urgent situations caused by 

the Covid-19 outbreak. In that context, the 

Commission issued a comfort letter 

regarding a specific cooperation project in 

the pharmaceutical industry to increase 

production and to improve supply of 

critical medicines for patients in intensive 

care units.
14

 

1.7. The EESC believes that in order to deal 

with external challenges, the EU's internal 

market should become "the best place to 

invest in". The new industrial strategy and all 

other leverages should be assessed with 

regard to their capacity to promote and 

support investments in industrial, energy, 

transport and digital infrastructure through an 

enlarged connectivity approach. Reviewing 

mergers and acquisitions and State aid rules 

could place the EU on a more equal footing 

vis-à-vis global competition. All levels of 

governance should ensure that the benefits of 

globalisation are fairly distributed and 

negative impacts at global, regional and local 

level are mitigated. 

A common foreign direct investment scheme 

would help ensure that interests could be 

seized in strategic assets, such as critical 

infrastructure, critical technologies and 

security of supply of critical inputs. Making 

use of the procurement directives, effective 

trade defence instruments and a sound 

network of free trade agreements (FTAs) are 

The Commission welcomes the 

Committee’s support on these points and 

underlines that the recently adopted 

Industrial Strategy
15

 is based on 

competition, open markets and a strong 

Single Market. While continuing to enforce 

the antitrust, merger and State aid rules, the 

Commission is currently assessing and 

reviewing its competition tools to make 

sure they are fit for purpose: (i) antitrust 

rules governing horizontal and vertical 

agreements; (ii) State aid rules and 

guidelines to simplify and streamline the 

interplay with funding rules under the next 

Multiannual Financial Framework and to 

facilitate the achievement of the green and 

digital twin transitions; and (iii) some 

jurisdictional and procedural aspects of the 

EU Merger Regulation; the ʽMarket 

Definition Noticeʼ. In its assessment of 

proposed mergers, the Commission looks 

at their impact on the relevant markets, 

also when foreign companies based outside 

the EU do their business within the EU.  

                                                           
13

 See, in particular, Communication from the Commission – Temporary Framework for assessing antitrust issues 

related to business cooperation in response to situations of urgency stemming from the current COVID-19 

outbreak (OJ C 116 I/10, 8.4.2020, p. 7–10). Businesses can also seek guidance outside the scope of the 

Temporary Framework as regards the compliance with EU competition law of specific cooperation initiatives 

envisaged (please see DG COMP's dedicated web page: 

https://ec.europa.eu/competition/antitrust/coronavirus.html). 
14

 https://ec.europa.eu/competition/antitrust/medicines_for_europe_comfort_letter.pdf. 
15

 A New Industrial Strategy for Europe, COM(2020) 102 final. 

https://ec.europa.eu/competition/antitrust/coronavirus.html
https://ec.europa.eu/competition/antitrust/medicines_for_europe_comfort_letter.pdf
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needed more than ever to counter illicit 

practices, deepen regulatory convergence and 

promote sustainability standards, thus 

reducing market distortions. 

Moreover, to address more effectively the 

problems arising in digital markets, such as 

the gatekeeper power of certain digital 

platforms, the Commission is planning to 

present a Digital Markets Act. It would 

address ex-ante the behaviours of digital 

platforms having the characteristics of 

gatekeepers, identified by reference to 

certain criteria, and include a market 

investigation framework for enforcement. 

The Commission services are currently 

finalising the details of the design and 

scope of the proposal. Adoption is 

currently envisaged for the 15
th

 December 

2020.The Commission recognises the 

importance of safeguarding Europe’s 

interests on the grounds of security and 

public order. To this end, e.g., (i) a 

Commission Recommendation on the 

Cybersecurity of 5G networks was adopted 

in March 2020; and (ii) the framework for 

the screening of foreign direct investment 

entered into force in 2019 and became fully 

applicable in October 2020. The 

Commission will make proposals to further 

strengthen this tool. 

In July 2020, the Commission published a 

new Security Union Strategy
16

 that (i) 

acknowledges that risks of foreign 

dependence involve an increased exposure 

to potential threats; and (ii) includes a 

revision of the EU’s existing framework 

for protection and resilience of critical 

infrastructures. 

1.8. The EESC is concerned about the recent 

negativity regarding international trade and 

globalisation, and the rise of populist 

movements that call for increased 

nationalism. It feels that protectionism and 

nationalism cannot provide the right answers 

to economic and social problems. Medium-

Europe’s openness to trade, foreign 

investments and partnerships is one of our 

fundamental strengths and values. At the 

same time, the EU needs to ensure a level 

playing field and fair competition within 

the Single Market and globally. A right 
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term reform and investment priorities are 

necessary to put economies back on track to 

sustainable and inclusive growth, integrating 

the green transition and the digital 

transformation. The EU should take all 

possible measures to preserve full democracy 

despite pandemic circumstances. 

balance thus needs to be struck. 

To address the current crisis’ 

unprecedented magnitude and 

consequences, on 10 November 2020, the 

European Parliament and the Council 

reached a political agreement on the2021-

2027 multiannual financial framework 

package. One major instrument – the 

Recovery and Resilience Facility – will 

offer large-scale financial support for 

public investments and reforms. Crucially, 

the support will be tailored to the needs of 

each Member State and contribute to the 

objectives of the green and digital 

transitions. 

1.9. The EESC believes that the Green Deal 

should integrate new industrial strategy and 

trade policy together with economic, 

regulatory and competition policy in a 

comprehensive effort to help the environment, 

without creating a threat to the single market 

and European companies and jobs, and should 

set high environmental ambitions for industry 

as a whole. 

The Commission welcomes the 

Committee’s support on this point and 

considers that the green transition, 

industrial policy, rules on international 

trade and competition law are all 

interlinked and are necessary elements for 

achieving a common goal of enhancing 

Europe’s competitiveness.  

The Commission emphasises that the 

European Green Deal is its roadmap for 

making the EU's economy sustainable. 

This can be achieved by turning climate 

and environmental challenges into 

opportunities across all policy areas, 

including competition policy, and making 

the transition just and inclusive for all. 

2.1. With the multilateral system under 

constant pressure, EU companies operating 

globally face increasing friction and 

uncertainty along with rising protectionism 

and the ongoing tensions between the EU's 

trading partners. Global value chains are 

shrinking and a generalised trend towards a 

return to regionalisation is occurring 

worldwide. The EU, together with the US and 

China, is at the centre of such dynamics and a 

The Commission shares the Committee’s 

concerns as regards the multilateral trading 

system, growing trade tensions and 

recourse to protectionism and 

unilateralism. Upholding the multilateral 

trading system and strengthening the EU’s 

ability to respond to the external challenges 

it faces remain top priorities for the EU’s 

trade policy.  

The Commission welcomes the importance 
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number of key industry sectors are under 

considerable pressure. Fundamental decisions 

have to be taken to increase the possibility of 

avoiding the risk of marginalisation, and to 

preserve the global role of the EU. There is an 

urgent need to reconsider investments in the 

EU's territory and focus on supporting 

businesses, especially SMEs, ensuring 

liquidity provision and stability in the 

financial sector, preserving the Single Market 

and ensuring the flow of critical goods. Such 

an objective can only be achieved through a 

mix of measures such as: regulations and 

policies applicable also to third country 

companies when working in the EU, 

infrastructure, investment in public goods (i.a. 

health, education, digital infrastructure), 

reciprocity in public procurement, effective 

trade policy, digital independence. 

that the Committee attaches to preserving 

the Single Market. It also agrees that the 

objectives mentioned in the opinion, 

including ensuring the flow of critical 

goods, will require a mix of measures.  

The Commission attaches high importance 

to the resilience of global value chains and 

is working towards further strengthening it. 

2.2. EU industry's global competitiveness is 

hindered by the return to unilateralism and by 

the lack of effective global governance on 

economic and trade issues, as well as market 

asymmetries and disruptions caused by 

subsidised competitors in particular state-

owned enterprises and by the crisis. EU 

companies' investments in research and 

innovation aim to combine competitiveness 

and sustainability, but these investments and 

bold risks could be rendered ineffective by 

the reduced access to international markets 

and by unfair competition. In this framework, 

SMEs are more vulnerable than ever. 

3.4. The EESC recalls that most SMEs' 

business activity takes place primarily within 

the Single Market , with only about half of 

SMEs selling their goods outside the EU-28 

and also notes that SMEs' exporting activity is 

highly concentrated in some Member States 

and regions, with six Member States 

accounting for more than two thirds of total 

The Commission shares the Committee’s 

concerns regarding recourse to 

unilateralism and recalls the importance of 

a rules based multilateral trading system in 

ensuring a stable, predictable and fair trade 

environment. 

As regards the concern about the distortive 

effects caused by foreign subsidies, in June 

2020, the Commission published the White 

Paper on foreign subsidies
17

. It aims to 

ensure that foreign subsidies do not distort 

the level playing field for companies in the 

EU: in the Single market generally 

(Module 1); in acquisitions of EU 

companies (Module 2) and during EU 

public procurement procedures (Module 3). 

The White Paper also sets out a general 

approach to foreign subsidies in the context 

of EU funding. The results of the related 

public consultation will help the 

Commission to prepare for appropriate 
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SME business and trade in the EU. legislative proposals in this area. 

As regards the small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs), the Commission 

acknowledges that access to international 

markets is an important source of growth 

for SMEs. To this end, and as part of SME 

Strategy
18

, adopted in March 2020, the 

Commission (i) is increasing its dedicated 

support to SMEs to facilitate their access to 

trade defence instruments to tackle unfair 

trade practices; and (ii) will launch a new 

information portal to raise awareness of 

these enterprises on trade policies and 

provide information on exporting to third 

countries. 

Furthermore, Cohesion Policy 

continuously supports SMEs across Europe 

by addressing drivers and obstacles of their 

growth. Specific focus is paid on 

internationalisation that is recognised as 

one of the key growth potentials of 

European SMEs. 

3.2. The EESC notes with concern that the 

complexity of rules of origin and of 

administrative forms required by EU trade 

partners for granting preferences to EU 

companies, as well as the efforts involved in 

proving preferential origin, seem to be 

disproportionate for EU SMEs as compared to 

the size of their concluded contracts. 

The Commission modernised preferential 

rules of origin in the context of the reform 

of the rules of origin for the Generalised 

System of Preferences in 2011 and since 

then has introduced the revised set of rules 

in the negotiations of EU Free Trade 

Agreements (FTAs). The revised product 

specific rules have been simplified and 

appropriately relaxed by increasing the 

threshold of imported materials that may 

be used in production. The modernised 

rules of origin have been also progressively 

replacing rules of origin in the old 

generation of EU FTAs through the 

modernisation process. 

SMEs exporting under preferences do not 

need to invest in knowledge and practice of 

rules of origin, beyond the ones being 
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specific to the likely limited types of 

products they export. They may also apply 

in this respect for customs decisions on 

binding origin information. 

In the new generation of EU free trade 

agreements, the Commission has also 

modernised the origin procedures by 

moving away from official certificates to a 

system based on self-certification by the 

exporters, which is more trade facilitating. 

The Commission has further simplified the 

requirements for the self-certification 

which is now based on registration of 

exporters, which can in most Member 

States be completed online in a few 

minutes. The ways and means to prove the 

preferential origin of products are 

independent from the size of the exporter. 

However, the registration is much less 

burdensome than becoming an approved 

exporter and lowers the barriers for SMEs 

to access the benefits of trade agreements. 

Furthermore, exporters of low value 

consignments (up to €6.000) are not 

required to be approved or registered. 

Finally, the Commission is investing in 

transparent information, guidance and user-

friendly access to knowledge about the 

rules and procedures in force (see also 

point 3.5). 

3.5. The EESC welcomes the Commission's 

advanced work on the online portal that will 

integrate two databases, the Market Access 

Database and the Trade Helpdesk, and which 

is addressing the complexity and lack of 

coherence of the rules of origin and customs 

procedures and implementing a free, online 

rules of origin calculator to provide additional 

support for EU SMEs. 

 

The Commission welcomes the 

Committee's statement. The Rules of 

Origin Self-Assessment tool (ROSA) 

ensures a simple, yet comprehensive, step-

by-step guide for companies to assess 

whether their products are originating and 

then guide them through the process of 

preparing the necessary documentation. It 

will contain the rules of origin for each 

product and for each partner with whom 

the EU has a trade agreement together with 

detailed explanations of rules of origin 
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provisions and procedures. This will be 

particularly useful for SMEs who have 

limited experience in exporting under 

preference. 

The Commission strives to ensure 

coherence of product specific rules across 

trade agreements by submitting a stable 

platform on rules of origin for the 

negotiations, while recognising that the 

final outcome is a result of negotiations 

with partner countries. Some differences 

are unavoidable as negotiations reflect also 

partner countries’ sensitivities or priorities. 

3.16. A new industrial policy is needed to 

focus on boosting activities with a higher 

innovation content and generating greater 

added value, which is inseparable from the 

promotion of quality and new jobs. Such a 

policy, if wisely conceived and correctly 

executed, would contribute to avoiding the 

negative influence of further drops in GDP, 

the fragmentation of the Single Market and 

the disruption of value chains. 

The Commission welcomes the 

Committee’s statement, as industrial 

innovation is, indeed, at the heart of the 

Industrial Strategy. Stepping up investment 

in research, innovation and deployment 

will help develop new production 

processes and create jobs. There is also 

scope for better implementation of and 

compliance with Single Market rules. To 

this end, in March 2020, the Commission 

adopted the Single Market Enforcement 

Action Plan
19

 that puts forward concrete 

proposals to strengthen joint efforts in this 

area, notably the creation of a Single 

Market Enforcement Task Force. 

5.1. The outbreak of COVID-19 has had an 

extraordinary macroeconomic and fiscal 

impact, which is still unfolding. The EESC 

shares the view that there was no alternative 

to the recently announced financial and 

expansive monetary policies in the EU and 

around the world. The key challenges include 

an incomplete and uneven recovery and an 

increase in unemployment. Although policy 

measures should limit the rise of the latter, the 

necessary policy measures will cause public 

The Commission welcomes the 

Committee’s statement and underlines that 

managing the economic impact of the 

COVID-19 outbreak required decisive 

action. As early as mid-March 2020, the 

main fiscal response has come from 

Member States’ national budgets. To this 

end, e.g. the Commission swiftly adopted a 

Temporary Framework to enable Member 

States to support citizens and companies. 

This has been done respecting core 
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 Communication and its accompanying Report on Identifying and addressing barriers to the single market, 

COM(2020) 93 final. 



 

40 / 152 

 

deficits and increase public debt. 

5.5. A massive recovery and reconstruction 

package for investment is needed to support 

the EU economy after the crisis as part of the 

new multiannual financial framework, in 

addition to what the European Stability 

Mechanism, the European Investment Bank 

and the European Central Bank are already 

doing. The necessary investment recovery 

plan would be further financed through 

existing EU funds, financial instruments and 

recovery bonds, clear defined in terms of 

problems resulting from the coronavirus 

crisis, guaranteed by the EU budget. In this 

context the EESC sees the Recovery Plan 

recently presented by the European 

Commission as a concrete first step in this 

direction. 

principles to minimise distortions of 

competition and protecting the level 

playing field. 

The Commission welcomes the 

Committee’s support as regards the 

European Recovery Fund, as agreed by EU 

leaders in July. The Summer Economic 

Forecast (i) demonstrates that the impact of 

the COVID-19 outbreak on Europe’s 

economy will be more significant than 

anticipated and (ii) highlights the 

differences in the scale of impact and the 

strength of recoveries across Member 

States. This is why Europe needs an 

ambitious recovery package – 

NextGenerationEU – to help the economy. 

The Commission welcomed the European 

Council conclusions of 21 July 2020 to 

preserve the overall size of the Recovery 

Fund – €750 billion.  
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N°7 New Circular Economy Action Plan 

COM(2020) 98 final 

EESC 2020/1189 – INT/895 
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rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Antonello PEZZINI (IT-I) 

Co-rapporteur: Cillian LOHAN (IE-III) 

DG ENV – Commissioner SINKEVICIUS  

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.1. The European Economic and Social 

Committee (EESC) firmly believes that 

sustainability is one of the pillars of 

Europe's future development, through an 

informed and participatory transition 

underpinned by the culture of the circular 

economy.  

The Commission agrees with the 

Committee on the instrumental role of 

sustainability and the circular economy in 

Europe’s development. The European 

Green Deal, adopted on 11 of December 

2019, is the European Union’s sustainable 

growth agenda in which the circular 

economy has a central place. 

Sustainability, together with digitalisation, 

is at the core of the EU Recovery Plan and 

the 2021-2027 long-term EU budget, 

which both aim at mobilising the 

necessary investments to re-activate the 

economy after the COVID outbreak.  

1.4. Stronger emphasis must be placed on 

the dissemination of a "circular culture" 

through education, capacity-building and 

increased accountability, so as to 

encourage people to adapt and change their 

day-to-day habits and behaviour.  

The Commission agrees in principle with 

the Committee and considers that, under 

the subsidiarity principle, it is the 

responsibility of Member States to explore 

education aspects of circular economy.  

The future Erasmus+ programme will 

support the development of education 

programmes, awareness raising and 

enhancement of knowledge in the field of 

climate change, the environment and 

sustainability. As announced in its recent 

Communication on achieving the 

European Education Area by 2025, the 

Commission will launch an Education for 

Climate Coalition to mobilise expertise, 

provide resources for networking and 
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support creative approaches with teachers, 

pupils and students.  

In addition, the Commission would like to 

stress that circular economy is being taken 

into account in the context of updated 

Skills Agenda, launching a Pact for Skills 

with large-scale multi-stakeholder 

partnerships and the Action Plan for 

Social Economy. In addition, further 

investment in education and training 

systems, lifelong learning, and social 

innovation will be promoted under the 

European Social Fund Plus. Marie 

Skłodowska-Curie Actions can in addition 

support development of skills, training and 

mobility of researchers in this area. 

1.5. The European Circular Economy 

Stakeholder Platform (ECESP) should be 

developed and could support a number of 

policy initiatives that would be of help in 

facilitating the transition to circularity. 

The European Circular Economy 

Stakeholder Platform is a joint initiative of 

the Commission and the Committee, 

launched in 2017. After the success of the 

past 3 years, the Commission is working 

together with the Committee to ensure that 

the platform better supports policy 

initiatives linked to the new Circular 

Economy Action Plan (for instance, 

textiles). The Commission would like to 

request the Committee the allocation of 

the necessary resources for the Platform to 

match this ambition.  

1.6. The Committee welcomes the 

proposals set out in the CEAP (Circular 

Economy Action Plan) and considers that 

the measures aimed at making the 

transition should be taken into due account 

when drawing up the plans for economic 

and social reconstruction after the 

devastating situation caused by COVID-

19. 

The Commission would like to thank the 

Committee for its support in placing the 

circular economy as key element to 

overcome the devastating situation caused 

by COVID-19. The Commission would 

like to inform the Committee that Member 

States will be in charge of drawing up 

ʽrecovery and resilience plans’ and would 

like to request the Committee’s support to 

engage Member States in this endeavour.  

1.7. It is essential to recognise the 

complementarity between climate change, 

The Circular Economy Action Plan 

considers circular economy as prerequisite 
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circular economy policies, and corporate 

social responsibility, and to highlight the 

circular characteristics of energy from 

renewable sources. This is particularly 

relevant to the construction and transport 

sectors, but should also involve support for 

farming practices and the food system, 

necessary in terms of waste reduction. 

to achieve European Green Deal (EGD) 

commitment of a climate neutral continent 

by 2050. According to recent studies, the 

circular economy applied to the sectors 

mentioned in the Committee’s opinion 

could complement energy policy efforts to 

achieve climate neutrality. The 

Commission will analyse how the impact 

of circularity on climate change mitigation 

and adaptation can be measured in a 

systematic way and will promote 

strengthening the role of circularity in 

future revisions of the National Energy 

and Climate Plans and, where appropriate, 

in other climate policies. 

1.9. Eco-design should be expanded, 

extending product lifespan and facilitating 

the planned recovery of components as a 

driver for a dynamic secondary raw 

materials market, backed up by legal 

requirements and with mandatory recycled 

content and digital tracking.  

The Commission agrees with the 

Committee on the potential of eco-design 

to achieve the objectives of the circular 

economy. The new circular economy 

action plan sets out the objectives 

envisaged for the Sustainable Product 

Policy legislative initiative, which is 

expected in 2021. The Circular Economy 

Action Plan also underlines that ensuring 

the accessibility of certain products and 

services in addition contributing to social 

inclusion can have the added benefit of 

increasing product durability and 

reusability. 

1.10. As was the case with "energy-using 

products" and in consultation with the 

sectors concerned, the Commission should 

issue delegated acts to determine the 

characteristics of new products which can 

feed into other products. 

The Sustainable Product Policy legislative 

initiative, announced in the Circular 

Economy Action Plan, is still under 

development and it is too early to 

anticipate the procedural approach to be 

chosen. However, the experience built up 

in the context of the Eco-design directive 

with energy-related products will certainly 

be taken into account.  
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1.11. The process of technical 

standardisation of sustainable products, 

starting with resource-intensive sectors, 

should play a key role in terms of the 

"quality and compliance" system, 

involving conformity assessment, as well 

as when it comes to expanded green 

procurement and the certification of 

secondary raw materials. 

Standardisation indeed has a role to play 

in product-related policies including eco-

design and green public procurement.  

1.13. The EESC considers it vital to 

provide consumers with better information 

and data on product management, 

traceability and transparency, including 

product specifications and digital 

technologies, to enable the flow of 

information on composition and repair 

possibilities. 

The role of consumers to achieve a 

circular economy and the need to provide 

them with the right information about 

products’ sustainability is acknowledged 

in the action plan. The action plan 

considers consumers as key actors to roll 

out a sustainable product policy 

framework. Several actions aim to 

improve information on products available 

to consumers, in particular the legislative 

initiative on empowering consumers in the 

green transition and the legislative 

initiative on substantiation of green 

claims.  

1.14. The EESC feels it would be a good 

idea to make use of EU programmes to 

encourage the roll-out of practical pilot 

programmes to test circular economy 

processes in a range of sectors across a 

considerable number of European cities, 

agri-food centres and rural areas. This 

would help to capitalise on significant 

experiences in production and 

consumption chains, which could be used 

as good practices. 

The Commission agrees in principle with 

the Committee on the potential of testing 

circular economy processes. As 

announced in the Circular Economy 

Action Plan, programmes such as the 

European Regional Development Fund, 

LIFE and Horizon Europe (e.g. Missions) 

will complement private innovation 

funding and support the whole innovation 

cycle with the aim to bring solutions to the 

market.  

1.16. Lastly, the EESC calls for all of the 

proposed measures to be subject to 

appropriate impact assessments, which 

consider their environmental, social and 

economic implications. 

The Commission confirms that all 

measures announced in the Circular 

Economy Action Plan will be developed 

in accordance with better regulation 

principles. This includes impact 

assessments for legislative proposals 
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where appropriate. 

5.3. The role of public procurement should 

not be underestimated in achieving this 

transition. The minimum environmental 

criteria (MECs), already included in the 

public procurement directives, should 

become mandatory, with appropriate 

technical specifications. Specific training 

should be provided for contractors, to 

ensure that all circular opportunities are 

offered and to prevent any barriers 

impeding circular procurement. 

The action plan announces the 

introduction of mandatory green public 

procurement criteria in sectorial 

legislation, without increasing the burden 

for public authorities. The Commission 

will continue providing support to public 

procurers and specific trainings.  

5.4. The Committee believes it essential 

that the many initiatives that are due to be 

put in place in the coming months give 

explicit consideration to how to improve 

the circularity and sustainability of the 

investments concerned, especially in the 

most structurally and financially 

vulnerable countries.  

Promoting the circular economy is one of 

the environmental objectives of the EU 

Taxonomy Regulation. The Commission 

will adopt a delegated act in the end of 

2021 specifying details for specific 

circular economy activities, in order to 

boost sustainable investments into these 

activities across the EU. 

7.3. The right to have products repaired at 

fair and proportionate prices must be 

recognised and incorporated into the 

guarantees that come with products, 

including through tax measures and local 

repair networks and facilitated access. 

Here, the fight against planned 

obsolescence should become an integral 

part of the new technical specifications and 

standards of environmentally friendly 

products that can be easily repaired and 

recovered. 

As announced in the Circular Economy 

Action Plan, the Commission is working 

towards establishing a new ʽright to 

repair’. The Commission’s efforts include 

making products more reparable, 

informing consumers on reparability of 

products and strengthening repair options 

available to consumers.  

7.4.1. The EESC feels that a shift in the 

distribution of taxation should be 

considered, easing the tax burden on labour 

and increasing it on resources and, in 

particular, on less sustainable products and 

those with clear obsolescence. 

The Commission has on several occasions, 

called upon the Member States, in the 

context of the European Semester, to shift 

taxes away from labour and towards 

polluting activities.  
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N°8 European Climate Law 

COM(2020) 80 final 

EESC 2020/1431 – NAT/784 

553rd Plenary Session - July 2020 

Rapporteur: Jan DIRX (NL-III) 

Co-rapporteur: Tellervo KYLA-HARAKKA-RUONALA (FI-I) 

DG CLIMA – Executive Vice-President TIMMERMANS 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.3. The EESC urges the Commission to 

take the impact of the coronavirus crisis 

fully into account by assessing the 2030 

emissions target and to opt for a minimum 

of 55% reduction by 2030 with the 

corresponding legislative proposals. The 

EESC points out that the UNEP Emissions 

Gap Report 2019 tells us that an even more 

ambitious 2030 emission reduction target 

is needed globally to achieve the 1.5°C 

target set in the Paris Agreement. 

Article 2(3) of the Commission proposal 

for a European Climate Law Regulation 

contained a commitment to review, by 

September 2020, the existing 2030 

greenhouse gas emission reduction target 

of at least 40% and explore options for a 

new target of 50-55% compared to 1990 

levels.  

On 17 September 2020, the Commission 

duly adopted a Communication on 

Stepping up Europe's 2030 Climate 

Ambition
20

, proposing an EU-wide net 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 

reduction target of at least 55% by 2030, 

compared to 1990 levels. The 

Communication was accompanied by an 

impact assessment and amended proposal 

on the European Climate Law Regulation. 

This amended proposal
21

 introduces a new 

Article 2a to provide for a 2030 climate 

target of at least 55% net greenhouse gas 

emission reductions compared to 1990 

levels.  

1.5. The EESC calls on the EU to play an 

initiating and inspiring role at the 

postponed November 2020 climate 

summit in Glasgow and subsequent 

The European Union is a global leader in 

the transition towards climate neutrality. 

Ahead of COP26, the EU will engage 

more intensely with all partners to 

                                                           
20

 Commission Communication – Stepping up Europe’s 2030 climate ambition, investing in a climate-neutral 

future for the benefit of our people, COM (2020) 562 final.  
21

 COM (2020) 563 final – 2020/0036 (COD). 
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climate summits in order to engage at least 

all major players worldwide in working 

energetically on climate neutrality. 

increase the collective effort and help 

them to revise and implement their 

nationally determined contributions and 

devise ambitious long-term strategies, 

including through leading by example. On 

6 March 2020, the EU submitted to the 

United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change its long-term low 

greenhouse gas emission development 

strategy, including the 2050 climate 

neutrality objective. The Climate Law 

Regulation proposal enshrines this 

objective in legislation. As mentioned 

above, on 17 September 2020, the 

Commission also adopted a 

Communication on Stepping up Europe's 

2030 Climate Ambition, proposing an EU-

wide net greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 

reduction target of at least 55% by 2030, 

compared to 1990 levels. 

In addition, the Commission intends to 

step up its efforts towards climate change 

adaptation, as well as demonstrate the 

EU’s commitment to both domestic action 

and international support to countries 

particularly vulnerable to the adverse 

consequences of climate change. This 

includes, inter alia, the adoption of a new 

and more ambitious EU adaptation strategy 

in early 2021. Women and men are not 

equally affected by green policies tackling 

climate change (there are less possibilities 

for women as climate refugees), or the 

clean transition (there are more women in 

energy poverty), emission-free transport 

(more women use public transport). 

Addressing the gender dimension can 

therefore have a key role in leveraging the 

full potential of these policies. 

The recently presented Gender Action 

Plan (GAP III) ensures this coherence. 

1.7. The EESC proposes that the full The assessments on the climate neutrality 



 

48 / 152 

 

assessment document of any draft measure 

or legislative proposal in connection with 

the climate neutrality objective will be 

made publicly accessible as soon as the 

assessment is finalised. 

objective will be part of the wider impact 

assessment of the legislative proposals. Its 

publication will therefore be subject to the 

horizontal policy of the Commission 

regarding the publication of these impact 

assessments under the Commission’s 

better regulation policy. 
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1.9. The EESC proposes setting up a 

European Climate Pact Stakeholder 

Platform, as set out in our opinion on the 

Climate Pact, to organise and facilitate 

active participation of "all parts of 

society". 

The Commission considers that the 

transition to climate neutrality and efforts 

towards climate resilience will require the 

involvement and commitment of all 

sectors of society.  

In this context, the Climate Pact proposed 

under the European Green Deal aims to 

harness exemplary action on the ground, 

through the design and showcasing of new 

climate action, sharing of information and 

best practice, and the launch of grassroots 

activities.  

The European Climate Pact will create a 

platform to amplify existing activities to 

foster new cooperation between people 

and organisations ranging from national, 

regional and local authorities to 

businesses, unions, civil society 

organisations, educational institutions, 

research and innovation organisations, 

consumer groups and individuals. The 

Committee must play a key role in the 

Pact. 

The Commission launched the European 

Climate Pact on 9 December 2020. 

The involvement of stakeholders and 

citizens in the climate neutrality efforts 

will furthermore rely on the substantial 

framework provided by the Governance 

Regulation 1999/2018, including the 

obligation for Member States to establish 

national multilevel climate and energy 

dialogues, provided by this Regulation’s 

Article 11.  

2.10. The EESC emphasises the 

importance of considering the points of 

"international developments and efforts" 

and the "competitiveness of the Union's 

economy" as mentioned in Article 3.3 of 

the proposal. And the EESC draws special 

attention to the importance of "the need to 

The Commission takes the issue of energy 

poverty very seriously. In accordance with 

the Clean Energy for All Europeans 

package, Member States, through their 

National Energy and Climate Plans and the 

national Long-Term Renovation Strategies, 

must develop effective policies to tackle 
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ensure a just and socially fair transition" 

(Article 3(3)(h)). The EESC would like to 

emphasise that particularly energy poverty 

needs to be prevented, and recommends 

that this issue should be part of the 

assessment of national measures as 

regulated in Article 6 of the Proposal. 

energy poverty. In doing so, Member 

States, local authorities and social housing 

associations are encouraged to make use of 

the Commission’s EU Energy Poverty 

Observatory and the EU Building Stock 

Observatory. As stated in the Green Deal 

Communication
22

, the Commission will 

produce guidance to assist Member States 

in addressing the issue of energy poverty 

in 2020. Energy poverty will also be 

addressed in the Renovation Wave 

initiative of the European Green Deal.  

2.15. Furthermore, the EESC recommends 

that the Commission start the preparation 

of an intermediate climate target for 2040, 

on emissions reductions, to achieve climate 

neutrality by 2050, or earlier if possible, 

accompanied by a legislative proposal to 

the European Parliament and the Council 

to that effect, including a proposal to set 

new emission reduction obligations for the 

period 2031 2040 to be adopted before 

2028. Setting a target in due time is 

necessary to guarantee the highest possible 

degree of predictability and transparency 

for society and all economic sectors. 

The proposal for a Climate Law 

Regulation does not provide for 

intermediary targets. However, Article 

5(3) provides that where, based on its 

assessment of Union progress and 

measures, the Commission finds that 

Union measures are inconsistent with the 

climate-neutrality objective or that the 

progress towards the climate-neutrality 

objective is insufficient, it shall take the 

necessary measures. These measures 

could include proposing an intermediate 

climate target for 2040.  

3.1. [...] Instead of adopting delegated acts, 

the EESC considers it necessary for the 

Commission to make a legislative proposal 

to set and adjust the trajectory where it 

considers this appropriate as a result of the 

review. 

In Article 3 of the proposal, the 

Commission proposes an empowerment to 

adopt delegated acts to supplement the 

Climate Law Regulation by identifying 

the trajectory that would be necessary at 

Union level to achieve the climate-

neutrality objective by 2050. The 

delegated act would not set intermediate 

targets between now and 2050. Any such 

targets would be set by the co-legislators, 

potentially in the Climate Law Regulation 

itself.  

The purpose of the trajectory is to be a 

tool to assess progress towards the 

                                                           
22

 COM(2019) 640 final.  
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climate-neutrality objective, on the basis 

of the criteria set out in the Climate Law 

Regulation proposal and of the factual 

evolution of greenhouse gas emissions in 

the EU, based on the assessment of 

progress under Article 5 and 6. 

4.1. According to Article 5, the 

Commission shall assess the Union 

progress and measures. It will assess "any 

draft measure or legislative proposal in 

light of the climate neutrality objective 

(…) before adoption, and include this 

analysis in any impact assessment 

accompanying these measures or 

proposals". 

This means in practice that the 

Commission includes the consideration of 

impact on climate neutrality in the impact 

assessments that accompany its proposals. 

The EESC advises the Commission to 

investigate if this can be achieved under 

the existing framework for better 

regulation without changes to legislation. 

The Commission’s better regulation rules 

and tools provide a solid basis on how EU 

actions and policies should pull together to 

help the EU achieve a successful and just 

transition towards decarbonisation by 2050 

in line with the objectives of the Green 

Deal. These tools are based on extensive 

public consultations, assessments of the 

environmental, social and economic 

impacts, analyses of how small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are 

affected and innovation fostered or 

hindered, to ensure that the right policy 

choices are made at minimum costs 

allowing to aim for maximum benefits. 

The climate neutrality objective would 

require considering a set of options ranging 

from regulatory to non-regulatory 

measures. Where needed, evaluations also 

systematically assess coherence between 

current legislation and new priorities. 

Article 5(4) aims to further improve these 

better regulation tools by imposing a legal 

obligation on the Commission to assess 

any draft measures and legislative 

proposals in light of the climate neutrality 

objective. 

4.3. The EESC believes that the 

achievement of the 2050 target of climate 

neutrality in the Union by 2050 at 

European level is only possible if each 

country makes its contributions on 

mitigation and adaptation fully and on 

time. 

The EESC therefore endorses the 

Article 6 of the Climate Law Regulation 

proposal makes it clear that the 

Commission will base its assessment of 

national measures on the information 

reported and submitted in accordance with 

the Governance Regulation (EU) 

2018/1999, notably the National Energy 

and Climate Plans and the Biennial 

Progress Reports. It will assess such 
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following Commission intention: The 

Commission may issue recommendations 

to a Member State if that Member State's 

measures are inconsistent with the 

objective of mitigation or inadequate to 

ensure progress on adaptation with respect 

to the national plans. The EESC supports 

the Commission in this and recommends 

that in its recommendations the 

Commission opt for an effective mix of 

measures appropriate to the circumstances. 

However, the EESC calls for it to be made 

clear which objectives and criteria the 

progress in individual Member States is 

assessed against. 

national measures against the climate-

neutrality objective, as expressed by the 

trajectory referred to in Article 3(1). The 

trajectory enables the Commission to 

propose or recommend action in case of 

policies that cannot be ʽscaled upʼ post-

2030, for example policies that do not 

ensure reduction of emissions post-2030. 

4.4. The proposal from the Commission 

aims to achieve a climate-neutral European 

Union by 2050. This implies that not every 

Member State has to achieve climate 

neutrality individually. The EESC supports 

this approach – which is in fact a 

continuation of the current approach of EU 

climate legislation – because this approach 

has the advantage that an optimal 

distribution of efforts can be accomplished 

EU-wide, taking into account relevant 

differences among Member States. 

However, the EESC does consider it 

necessary that each Member State will be 

obliged to indicate in its national energy 

and climate action plan to be submitted by 

1 January 2029 (according to Article 3 of 

the Governance Regulation 2018/1999) 

whether and, if so, when it wants to reach 

climate neutrality and what kind of 

measures it is going to take to reach an 

optimal EU level result, including 

measures that contribute to other Member 

States' efforts or will be realised in one or 

more other Member States, thereby 

ensuring that such arrangements are made 

in time and by means of enforceable 

This is addressed by Article 10(3) of the 

Climate Law Regulation proposing to 

amend Article 3(2) point (f) of Regulation 

(EU) 2018/1999 (Governance Regulation), 

with a view to obliging Member States to 

include in their integrated national energy 

and climate plans an assessment of the 

consistency of their planned policies and 

measures with Union’s climate neutrality 

objective.  

Furthermore, according to Article 15 of 

the Governance Regulation, Member 

States shall develop national long-term 

strategies. Such strategies should contain 

details on when each Member States plans 

to reach climate neutrality. 
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agreements. 

4.8. […] The EESC calls on the European 

Commission and the Council to provide 

clarification and guidance on this matter as 

soon as possible. 

In line with the European Green Deal, the 

Commission will, by June 2021, review 

and propose to revise where necessary, all 

relevant climate-related policy 

instruments. This will comprise the 

Emissions Trading System
23

, including a 

possible extension of European emissions 

trading to new sectors, Member State 

targets to reduce emissions in sectors 

outside the Emissions Trading System
24

, 

and the regulation on land use, land use 

change and forestry
25

. The Commission 

will carry out impact assessments 

accompanying any of these revised policy 

instruments.  

5.1. The Commission proposal covers 

quite rightly both mitigation and 

adaptation, "in accordance with Article 7 

of the Paris Agreement". Particularly with 

regard to adaptation, the Commission 

proposes to extend EU action towards 

national adaptation action. 

Generally, adaptation is perceived to be 

more connected to local governmental 

action than mitigation is. The EESC 

therefore believes that, in accordance with 

the principle of subsidiarity, the 

Commission should clarify the extent to 

which powers should be conferred at EU 

level and the obligations to be imposed on 

Member States. 

Adaptation strategies are needed at all 

levels of administration: at the local, 

regional, national, EU and also across 

borders. While all of the European Union 

is affected by the negative impacts of 

climate change, the nature of the impacts 

as well as their severity differ across 

regions in Europe. The ability to cope and 

adapt also differs across populations, 

economic sectors and regions within 

Europe. Adaptation actions therefore need 

to take into account local circumstances, 

and the role of regional and local 

authorities is thus crucial.  

At the same time, adaptation strategies at 

national and EU level have an important 

role to play: solutions are just as often 

widely applicable on a regional, national 

or transnational scale, and there is a strong 

                                                           
23

 Directive 2003/87/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing a scheme for greenhouse gas 

emission allowance trading within the Community and amending Council Directive 96/61/EC.  
24

 Regulation (EU) 2018/842 on binding annual greenhouse gas emission reductions by Member States from 2021 

to 2030 contributing to climate action to meet commitments under the Paris Agreement and amending 

Regulation (EU) No 525/2013. 
25

 Regulation (EU) 2018/841 on the inclusion of greenhouse gas emissions and removals from land use, land use 

change and forestry in the 2030 climate and energy framework, and amending Regulation (EU) No 525/2013 

and Decision No 529/2013/EU 
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cross-border dimension of many climate 

change impacts. Moreover, there are also 

EU-specific impacts (e.g. threats to the 

Single Market, effects on EU budget and 

investments, trade deals, increasing 

migration, spread of infectious diseases 

and plant pests) or regions with specific 

vulnerabilities (e.g. EU’s nine outermost 

regions in the Atlantic and Indian Ocean 

as well as Mediterranean countries and 

regions).  

The EU adaptation strategy complements 

the activities of Member States, supports 

action by promoting greater coordination 

and information-sharing between Member 

States, and ensures that adaptation 

considerations are addressed in all 

relevant EU policies. 

The Commission plans to adopt a new, 

more ambitious EU strategy on adaptation 

to climate change in early 2021 and has 

conducted a broad open public 

consultation to inform the strategy. 

In addition, the Mission Board on 

Adaptation to Climate Change has 

produced an interim report ʽAccelerating 

the transition to a climate prepared and 

resilient Europeʼ
26

. This Mission will 

work with citizens, communities and 

regions on co-designing and co-

implementing transformative activities. 

5.3. The Commission proposes to get the 

power to assess not only the mitigation 

actions, but also the adaptation actions 

from Member States (Article 6, paragraph 

1(b)). If the Commission finds that a 

Member State's measures are "inadequate 

to ensure progress on adaptation as 

The Commission has carried out an 

evaluation of the EU Adaptation Strategy 

in November 2018. This evaluation 

included an assessment and a national 

scoreboard of each Member State’s 

performance. Even if the EU and some 

countries have started to monitor the 

                                                           
26

 European Commission, Accelerating the Transition to a Climate Prepared and Resilient Europe -  

Interim report of the Mission Board for Adaptation to Climate Change, including Societal Transformation, 2020. 

Available at: https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/1d5234b9-b68a-11ea-bb7a-01aa75ed71a1 
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referred to in Article 4, it may issue 

recommendations to that Member State". 

This is a very open provision. The EESC 

considers it desirable for the Commission 

to establish criteria for such an assessment. 

implementation of adaptation activities, it 

is not possible to date to determine with 

certainty the extent to which such actions 

have led to increased resilience to climate 

change. Further information on the 

developments and implementation of 

national adaptation strategies will also rely 

on the information reported under the 

Governance Regulation (EU) 2018/1999, 

Article 19.  

Efforts to measure (increased) resilience to 

climate change need to be continued and 

upgraded and linked to a more ambitious 

monitoring and evaluation system. The 

new adaptation strategy will provide the 

linkages between the requirements under 

the Climate Law Regulation and the 

Climate and Energy Governance 

Regulation, as well as consider the 

reporting requirements for the Paris 

Agreement. The new strategy is expected 

to start the development of relevant 

indicators to measure progress in a way 

that is more comparable across countries, 

e.g. in case of similar types of climate 

hazards and related adaptation actions and 

policies.  

6.1. The EESC takes it for granted and 

therefore welcomes Article 8 (Public 

participation) of the Climate Act. Active 

participation of "all parts of society" is a 

necessary condition for climate policy to 

be successful within the EU, considering 

that it is the civil society actors 

(enterprises, workers, consumers and 

citizens and their organisations) who 

realise the climate objectives in practice. 

 

Therefore the EESC calls on the 

Commission and the Member States to 

actively invite all these civil society actors 

The Commission launched the European 

Climate Pact on 9 December 2020. 

This European Climate Pact aims to 

harness exemplary action on the ground, 

through the design and showcasing of new 

climate action, sharing of information and 

best practice, and the launch of grassroots 

activities. It will foster cooperation 

between people and organisations ranging 

from national, regional and local 

authorities to businesses, unions, civil 

society organisations, educational 

institutions, research and innovation 

organisations, consumer groups and 
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to participate and put on the table their 

proposals for concrete climate policy and 

climate action. 

individuals. 

 

  



 

57 / 152 

 

N° 9 European Climate Pact (exploratory opinion) 

EESC 2020/1432 - NAT/785 

553
rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Dimitris DIMITRIADIS (EL-I) 

Co-rapporteur: Peter SCHMIDT (DE-II) 

DG CLIMA – Executive Vice-President TIMMERMANS 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

[1.3.] The EESC underlines that the active 

participation of all parts of society – 

enterprises, workers, researchers, consumers, 

communities and citizens and their 

organisations – is crucial for mobilising the 

transition to climate neutrality. 

 

[1.5.] A shift to a participatory model is 

required at all levels of scale and, in 

implementing the Climate Pact, the 

Commission has an important opportunity and 

obligation to model an innovative approach 

which will mirror, support and inspire action 

already happening in civil society, within 

communities, cities and regions. 

 

[3.8.] One way of enhancing climate ambition 

is to create enabling environments for more 

action from non-state actors, including 

various types of business, including small, 

medium-sized and micro-enterprises; 

investors; social partners; cooperatives; cities 

and regions; trade unions; local communities 

and citizen groups; farmers; schools; faith-

based organisations; youth groups; and other 

non-governmental organisations. 

 

[3.9.] An enabling environment requires a key 

shift from consultation and top-down 

engagement to co-design, co-creation and 

The European Climate Pact aims to give the 

opportunity to all parts of the society to 

discuss and act on climate and environment 

through a range of activities. 

Everybody is welcome, and no action is too 

small. Only through broad societal 

engagement, it is possible to achieve the 

scale of impact that the Green Deal seeks to 

achieve.  

In practical terms, such citizen and 

stakeholder engagement can only happen 

through participatory means. This is the 

central idea of the European Climate Pact 

Communication adopted on 9 December 

2020. 

As part of this, the Commission has drawn 

on the experiences of similar, existing 

Climate Pacts in the EU Member States. It 

has also undertaken an extensive open 

public consultation, including online 

workshops with non-state actors such as 

small, medium-sized and micro- 

enterprises, social partners, cities and 

regions, youth groups, farmers, and citizen 

groups to identify their priorities and co-

design and co-create the initiative to fit best 

their needs. 

Systemic approaches and citizen 

empowerment are essential for sustainable 

societal transformation. The Climate Pact 

will aim to foster broad and inclusive 
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empowerment. Standard consultation models 

rarely reach beyond very narrow, well-

resourced sectors of society. Individuals, 

organisations and enterprises with the most to 

gain from and contribute to transformational 

change need to be offered genuine 

opportunities to participate in decision-

making if they are to commit time and energy 

to the process.  

 

[1.13.] & [7.1.] The Climate Pact should be 

focused on empowering people to change 

systems – through exploration, 

experimentation and demonstration. Multi-

level perspectives, visioning, story-telling and 

backcasting will all be crucial. A wide variety 

of climate initiatives should be fostered and 

facilitated. Education and training 

programmes covering the whole spectrum of 

civil society, and other non-state actors, are 

needed. Improving the knowledge and 

understanding of the climate challenge by 

going deeper and broader and by improving 

the quality of the discussions and 

conversations around the problem among 

stakeholders is crucial. 

approaches and climate actions through 

capacity building and participatory 

approaches.
27

 

The Commission will seek to promote 

climate science and solutions as core 

subjects at schools, intermediate and higher 

education and in life-long learning. The 

Commission will mobilise expertise and 

commitment to climate action in terms of 

teacher training, pedagogical tools and 

methods and community and pupil 

involvement. Moreover, the Commission 

will mobilise teachers and schools to 

promote green education, skills and 

behavioural change. Indeed, the future 

Erasmus+ programme will support the 

development of education programmes, 

awareness raising and enhancement of 

knowledge in the field of climate change, 

the environment and sustainability. As 

announced in its recent Communication on 

achieving the European Education Area by 

2025, the Commission will launch an 

Education for Climate Coalition to mobilise 

expertise, provide resources for networking 

and support creative approaches with 

teachers, pupils and students.  

As a general principle, the climate Pact 

should increase the involvement of citizens 

and local and regional actors and 

communities, while at the same time 

avoiding energy poverty by protecting and 

not leaving behind the most vulnerable and 

ensuring that the benefits of energy 

efficiency measures and renewable energy 

are made available to them. 

The Commission will encourage the 

translation of scientifically sound 

information into options that bring benefits 

to people and communities. The 

                                                           
27

 For more details, please see the tender specifications for the call for tenders for the operation of the Climate Pact 

secretariat that the European Commission has launched (https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-

action/pact_en). 

https://etendering.ted.europa.eu/cft/cft-display.html?cftId=6576
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-action/pact_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-action/pact_en
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Commission will also look for ways to 

boost the accessibility of research results 

for the wider public. 

[1.8.] The overall challenges identified most 

by civil society actors engaging in climate 

action are a lack of access to finance, a lack of 

expertise, a lack of staff and a lack of 

recognition, as well as the lack of a consistent 

narrative from the EU and the national 

governments. 

 

The early results of the open public 

consultation on the European Climate Pact 

seem to partly confirm the point presented 

by the Committee.  

Indeed, the results show that support 

offered by the European Union is a critical 

enabler of climate action. The expected type 

of support includes material support 

(funding, capacity-building) and non-

material support (e.g. information, advice, 

visibility, recognition). 

The Green Deal Investment Plan published 

in January 2020
28

 is the EU strategy of the 

next decade to address these issues. It is a 

comprehensive plan that aims to boost 

sustainable investments via funding, 

enabling frameworks and support to 

executing sustainable projects. 

The InvestEU programme will help 

facilitating access to finance to project 

promoters by providing an EU guarantee to 

projects with a clear EU added value. 

Projects with green features will be 

prioritised as 30% of its financial envelope 

should contribute to climate objectives. 

Furthermore, in addition to these initiatives, 

the Commission will continue its 

commitment to support local climate action 

by civil society actors through capacity 

building, facilitating information on 

available funding, and an emphasis of 

participatory approaches in initiatives such 

as the EU Covenant of Mayors. 

For this, the Pact will provide visibility to 

available finance (from all sources, i.e. EU, 

Member States, philanthropies as well as 
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corporate).  

The Pact will also prioritise, within existing 

relevant Commission support, mechanisms 

boosting grassroots climate action, notably 

aiming at greener spaces for all, healthier 

transport systems, efficient buildings and 

training for green jobs.  

[1.10.] Funding conditionality on sustainable 

practices in all sectors should be the norm for 

designing post-COVID recovery plans geared 

towards the UN 2030 Sustainable 

Development Agenda and the Paris 

Agreement. The COVID-19 recovery 

response should not be to "bounce back" to 

where we were before, but rather to "bounce 

forward" to something new and better. 

The ʽgreen recovery’ must be based on 

lessons learned from COVID-19 – 

including an increase in resilience and 

sustainability. 

In its proposal for NextGenerationEU, the 

Commission proposed that public 

investments in the recovery should respect 

the green oath to ʽdo no harmʼ. The 

European Semester, the National Energy 

and Climate Plans (NECPs) and the Just 

Transition Plans will have a key role in 

guiding these investments. 

The recovery plans submitted by Member 

States will have to be consistent with the 

objectives of the European Green Deal, and 

should include measures that contribute to 

the green and digital transitions. In line with 

the European Council conclusions of 17-21 

July 2020, the European Parliament and the 

Council’s political agreement on the 2021-

2027 multiannual financial framework 

package provides that the climate 

expenditure target be set at 30% of the next 

EU long-term budget and 

NextGenerationEU. 

[1.11.] Capacity building and technical 

support are necessary for all stakeholders to 

make the transition to a more resilient and 

sustainable future. Setting up an EU Climate 

Finance Forum would stimulate access to 

finance and remove barriers. 

 

The Commission welcomes the 

Committee’s engagement into creating 

initiatives that provide technical support 

such as the Forum.  

Currently, the Commission employs a 

number of capacity building and technical 

support initiatives to assist stakeholders 

make the transition to a more resilient and 
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sustainable future. For example, the 

Commission is strongly involved in the 

Urban Agenda for the EU, an initiative set 

up in 2016 to, among others, stimulate 

access to finance and remove barriers for 

sustainability actions.  

Focusing on local stakeholders, the 

Commission also organises the Covenant of 

Mayors Investment Forum to showcase 

successful projects on financing climate 

adaptation, energy efficiency, clean 

mobility and innovative energy planning. 

The event brings together a range of local 

stakeholders, civil society actors, as well as 

financial institutions, and is today the 

biggest event of its kind in Europe. 

[3.4.] The Climate Pact needs to leverage the 

power of Europeans to achieve the EGD's 

vision of a prosperous, inclusive, climate 

resilient society with a circular, net-zero 

emissions economy by 2050. The IPCC report 

explicitly refers to the need for "rapid, far-

reaching and unprecedented changes in all 

aspects of society". Incremental changes will 

not be enough. A narrow focus on CO2 

reduction is counter-productive at the 

grassroots level – limiting the engagement 

and the thinking and significantly limiting the 

changes that are imagined and implemented. 

What is needed now is a fundamental 

transformation of economic, social and 

financial systems that will trigger exponential 

change in decarbonisation rates and 

strengthen climate resilience. For this to 

happen, inspiring, broad and diverse 

narratives are needed, communicating why 

the world has to change. 

The visions of the European Climate Pact 

reflect those set out in the European Green 

Deal, including the need to achieve a 

prosperous, inclusive, climate resilient 

society with a circular, net-zero emissions 

economy by 2050.  

The European Climate Pact strives to 

enable rapid and unprecedented local 

action, and as such does not only focus on 

greenhouse gas emissions, but also on 

environmental protection at large and 

climate resilience. This will be done 

through engagement with civil society 

actors, including increased communication 

and awareness, dissemination of actionable 

solutions, and abilities for actors to make 

concrete pledges. 

 

[3.10.] In 2018 the EESC called for a 

"European Dialogue on Non-State Climate 

Action"
29

. The purpose of the dialogue should 

The Commission recognises and supports 

the importance of establishing transparent 

and constructive communication fora to 
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be not only to highlight and showcase actions, 

but also to respond to the needs of non-state 

actors by inspiring new partnerships between 

them and different levels of government; 

facilitating peer learning, training and advice 

sharing, and facilitating access to finance. 

[3.11.] The EESC proposed that a permanent 

citizens' dialogue be set up as a compulsory 

preparatory element of all major political 

decisions and all pertinent initiatives at all 

levels. 

[3.12.] Until now, the Commission has not 

followed these recommendations. The 

Climate Pact provides an opportunity for the 

institutions to work closely together for an 

enabling framework for civil society and 

citizens' involvement, building on but going 

beyond the existing consultation processes. 

enable non-state climate action.  

With the ambition of not duplicating the 

work of pre-existing bodies and initiatives, 

the Commission deems that such 

consultations for major political decisions 

fit within the remit of the formal 

consultations undertaken with the EESC, 

the Committee of the Regions, policy 

impact assessments, open public 

consultations, and the wider work of the 

better regulation agenda. 

However, the Pact’s objective is to engage 

further with civil society and citizens 

(including through formats such as citizens’ 

dialogues and participatory consultations), 

building on but going beyond the existing 

consultation processes. The Conference on 

the Future of Europe will undoubtedly play 

an important, innovative role in this regard. 

The Pact aims at facilitating collaboration 

and peer learning between non-state actors. 

The Pact also intends to facilitate access to 

finance by signposting to relevant EU 

funding sources. 

The Climate Pact will play an important 

role in facilitating existing climate and 

environmental actions and fostering new 

ones. And in doing so, builds on the 

Commission’s continuous engagement with 

local and non-state actors through existing 

initiatives such as the EU Covenant of 

Mayors, and the Urban Agenda for the EU.  

[4.4.] The Paris targets will not be met 

without strong engagement of the social 

partners at all levels and particularly in 

industries and sectors that are heavily affected 

by decarbonisation and digitalisation. The 

implementation of the European Pillar of 

Social Rights, in tandem with the EGD, 

provides an opportunity to ensure a just 

transition, focusing on the objective of quality 

Social partners are crucial for the success of 

the European Green Deal, and the input 

from, and engagement with, the trade 

unions and employer organisations will be 

leveraged through the Pact. 
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jobs for all. The social dialogue led by trade 

unions and employers is one of the best places 

to raise awareness of the climate crisis. 

[5.4.] There is an urgent need for innovative 

funding mechanisms, which recognise and 

respond to the potential and challenges of 

community-led system innovation, which 

requires flexible, core support in order to be 

established and sustained, and at-risk start-up 

capital for bigger projects, as well as 

professional mentoring and support. The 

Climate Pact could create a hugely valuable 

route for social innovators to provide 

feedback on the policy and economic barriers, 

which block and disadvantage them and 

frequently render much-needed 

transformational projects unviable. 

The Commission recognises the important 

role of community-led climate innovation, 

and possible difficulties in accessing 

relevant funding mechanisms.  

Grass-roots initiatives as well as other types 

of local action often have limited access to 

finance. Through the European Climate 

Pact, such initiatives would benefit from 

exchanges with like-minded actors and 

obtain an effective channel for feedback to 

policymakers and possibly catalyse 

additional funding. 

6.3. Any EU level intervention should be co-

designed with the users, learning from, 

modelling and inspiring the participatory 

approach required at other levels of scale. 

There is a need to bring in expertise and 

resources to support the design and 

facilitation of innovative collaborative spaces, 

compelling story-telling and the use of 

innovative technology. Fundamental to the 

success of the Climate Pact will be the ability 

of the communities involved to become the 

best story-tellers they can be, bringing to life 

the transformed future they are advocating, 

exploring and connecting with existing needs 

and desires, and empowering people to act. 

The Commission recognises the importance 

of keeping users in mind when designing 

EU level interventions, and as part of this 

strives to co-design initiatives with users 

through participatory approaches to bring in 

their expertise and resources in the best 

ways possible.  

Throughout the design of the European 

Climate Pact, the Commission has 

consulted national and sub-national 

stakeholders to draw on the experiences of 

similar, existing Climate Pacts in EU 

Member States. It has also undertaken an 

extensive Open Public Consultation, 

including online workshops with non-state 

actors to identify their priorities and co-

design and co-create the initiative to best fit 

their needs. Including assessing how to use 

innovative digital technologies, and explore 

how to empower people to act. 

6.6. Ambassadors for climate action could be 

tasked with facilitating cooperation between 

multiple actors; setting strategic/thematic 

priorities; convening events; and incentivising 

The Commission will welcome Pact 

Ambassadors from all backgrounds. 

Ambassadors would commit to climate 

action and environmental protection and 
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new climate actions. 

6.7. Such Climate Pact Ambassadors could 

serve as focal points for different sectors of 

the economy. Specific ambassadors for youth, 

local communities, cities and regions should 

also be appointed. Ambassadors at EU level 

would have a different role from ambassadors 

at national/regional/local level. Coordination 

between various levels would need to be 

ensured. 

6.8. Appointing members of the EESC and 

the CoR as EU-level ambassadors for the 

constituencies they represent would build on 

their extensive networks among civil society 

and local and regional authorities, as well as 

reinforce cooperation between the advisory 

bodies and the Commission. 

6.9. For instance, trade unions and business 

organisations have an on the ground 

perspective, and democratically represent 

workers in various sectors. They are key in 

shaping the different measures so as to 

accommodate the needs of workers and 

businesses and in identifying the challenges. 

Climate ambassadors at different levels in the 

trade union and business environment could 

build on the strengths of social dialogue, 

effectively boost information sharing and 

stimulate climate action. This work requires 

an institutional environment favourable to 

rights at work. 

[8.5.] Non-state actors might face various 

challenges in accessing finance for their 

climate initiatives, including: prohibitive 

project size requirements, reluctance of 

private investors to finance projects, 

complicated processes and requirements for 

applying for and accessing funds. Other 

barriers include a lack of awareness about 

climate financing options, insufficient 

administrative capacity and technical 

knowledge in securing financing, budgetary 

engage on debates with diverse citizens 

groups about the required actions from each 

of us and why these are urgent. The 

Commission will provide Ambassadors 

with recognition, materials and networking 

opportunities for peer learning and 

expanding their outreach in Europe and 

beyond.  

The Commission welcomes and encourages 

the members of the EESC and of the 

Committee of the Regions taking the role of 

ambassadors. 
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and regulatory constraints, ensuring the 

bankability of potential investments, political 

constraints, and difficulties in meeting overly 

prescriptive eligibility criteria for EU and 

international funds . 

[9.1.] In view of the positive experiences with 

the European Circular Economy Stakeholder 

Platform, the EESC proposes to set up a 

similar European Climate Pact Stakeholder 

Platform. 

[1.12.] The EESC proposes a European 

Climate Pact Stakeholder Platform based on 

the principles of inclusiveness, transparency 

and genuine participation and ownership by 

climate actors at all levels. 

The Commission is in the process of 

designing an online platform for the 

Climate Pact, which will be inclusive, fit for 

purpose, and drawing on the experience it 

has with several existing ones. The 

Committee's experience from the Circular 

Economy Stakeholder Platform will be 

useful to the Commission in setting up such 

a platform for the Pact.  
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N°10 Shaping Europe’s digital future 

COM(2020) 67 final  

EESC 2020/1188 – INT/896  

553
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 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Ulrich SAMM (DE-I) 

Co-rapporteur: Jakob Krištof POCIVAVSEK (SI-II) 

DG CNECT – Commissioner BRETON 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.3. The EESC agrees with the Commission 

that we need to build a genuine European 

single market for data – a European space 

based on European rules and values. 

The Commission’s vision stems from 

European values and fundamental rights. 

The conviction is that the human being is, 

and should remain, at the centre of digital 

technologies. The aim is to create a single 

European data space – a genuine single 

market for data, open to data across the 

world. 

1.6. The EESC emphasises that European 

technological sovereignty should not be 

defined in opposition to others and should 

not cancel out the benefits of global 

cooperation, and that the EU pillar of social 

rights must be properly taken into account. 

The Commission believes that European 

technological sovereignty is about a more 

coherent European approach to ensuring the 

integrity and resilience of infrastructure, 

networks and communications. Europe’s 

ability to define its own rules and values in 

the digital age but also to project them to 

shape global rules and standards, will be 

reinforced by having such capacities. 

European technological sovereignty is not 

defined against anyone else, but by focusing 

on the needs of Europeans and the European 

social model.  

1.7. Education and training that provide 

digital skills are key to being prepared for a 

digital life. The EESC calls on the 

Commission to better distinguish between 

technical and social competences, and 

stresses that additional efforts need to be 

made to ensure digital training also reaches 

members of socially vulnerable groups. 

The Commission is placing skills at the heart 

of the EU policy agenda, steering investment 

in people and their skills for a sustainable 

recovery after the pandemic. Businesses 

need workers with the social and technical 

skills and competences required to master 

the green and digital transitions, and people, 

including socially vulnerable groups, need to 

be able to get the necessary education and 
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training to thrive in an increasingly digital 

life. Digital skills are essential to be able to 

develop and deploy digitally accessible and 

inclusive systems. Likewise, lack of digital 

skills and lack of accessibility has meant that 

many disadvantaged groups and teachers 

were unable to continue work and learning 

during lockdown. Not only has this 

increased the risk of poverty and being 

disadvantaged but it has widened inequality 

in education and training. 

1.9. The EESC welcomes the human-centred 

approach to challenges arising from online 

platforms for workers. An enhanced legal 

framework is needed to uphold workers’ 

rights online. 

The Commission will propose an enhanced 

framework for platform workers to better 

protect those who do not have a worker 

status. 

1.10. The EESC feels that the development 

of digital public services for the digital 

future has not been covered, especially 

regarding cross border e-government 

services. 

The Commission’s cross-sectoral 

governance framework for data access and 

use will ensure better public services by 

facilitating cross-border data use. This will 

be done by creating common European data 

spaces, which will enable the provision of 

better public services in, for example, health 

services and public administration. 

The Commission is reviewing the Electronic 

Identification, Authentication and Trust 

Services (eIDAS) framework and will put 

forward a legislative proposal for a trusted 

and secure European Electronic 

Identification (e-ID). This would enable 

citizens to use electronic identification 

anywhere in Europe to access public, private 

and cross-border services and most 

importantly, give people control over their 

data and how it is used.  

1.11. The COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic 

has proven to be a reality check as regards 

society’s preparedness to work remotely. 

The EESC underlines the importance of up-

to-date digital technologies and a digital 

The Commission wants to ensure the digital 

transformation of our society and industries. 

Together with the Member States, it will 

invest significantly in better connectivity 

and digital skills through the next 
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infrastructure capable of ensuring equal 

access and inclusive participation via digital 

technologies. 

multiannual financial framework, which 

includes the new Digital Europe Programme, 

a digital-strand under the Connecting Europe 

Facility and the Horizon Europe programme. 

Connectivity is the most fundamental 

building block of the digital transformation. 

It is what enables data to flow and people to 

collaborate wherever they are, connecting 

even more objects to the internet, thereby 

transforming manufacturing, mobility, and 

logistics chains.  

2.1. The need for Europe to lead the just 

transition to a healthy planet and a new 

digital world requires that the challenges of 

the green and digital transformations go 

hand-in-hand, so that digital technologies 

support the Green Deal, with respect to the 

Sustainable Development Goals. 

The Commission fully endorses this view. 

The digital component will be key in 

reaching the ambitions of the European 

Green Deal and the Sustainable 

Development Goals. It is a powerful enabler 

for the sustainable transition, as it will 

advance the circular economy, support the 

decarbonisation of all sectors and reduce the 

environmental and social footprint of 

products placed on the EU market, including 

through the ʽCircular Electronics Initiativeʼ 

as well as ensure that the information and 

communication technology (ICT) sector will 

also undergo its own green transformation.  

3.1. Digitalisation affects our lives and the 

more interconnected we are, the more 

vulnerable we are to malicious cyber 

activities. 

The Commission agrees with the need to 

work more closely together at every stage: 

setting consistent rules for companies and 

putting in place stronger mechanisms for 

proactive information sharing; raising the 

awareness of EU citizens on cybersecurity; 

and gradually building a genuine and 

effective cybersecurity Union. 

4.6. The EU should ensure a level playing 

field and access to the main drivers of digital 

innovation ensuring that the online platforms 

are not jeopardising the fairness and 

openness of our market. 

The Commission will continue to oversee 

the application of Union law in the areas of 

competition and single market in this 

respect. The Commission notes that the 

ʽPlatform-to-Business Regulation’ 

(Regulation No 2019/1150) started to apply 

from 12 July 2020. This Regulation 

constitutes the new set of rules creating a 
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fair, transparent and predictable business 

environment for smaller businesses and 

traders on online platforms. Moreover, the 

Commission is also currently conducting an 

impact assessment in order to establish 

whether additional (ex ante) measures are 

needed to ensure that markets characterised 

by large platforms with significant network 

effects acting as gate-keepers, remain fair 

and contestable for innovators, businesses, 

and new market entrants.  

5.2. Basic technical skills are necessary to 

support people of all ages, so they can 

understand and safely use digital 

technologies and tools. 

The Commission is well aware that, with the 

digital transformation of our society and 

industries, the need for digital skills goes 

well beyond the job market, as digital 

aspects permeate both our professional and 

private lives, basic digital literacy and skills 

being necessary for participating effectively 

in today’s society.  
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N°11 White paper on Artificial Intelligence – A European approach to excellence 

and trust 
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DG CNECT – Commissioner BRETON 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.3. However, it considers the focus on 

mere data-driven AI too narrow to make the 

EU a true leader in cutting-edge, 

trustworthy and competitive AI. The EESC 

urges the Commission to also promote a 

new generation of AI systems that are 

knowledge-driven and reasoning-based, 

and that uphold human values and 

principles. 

In its ‘White paper on Artificial Intelligence - 

A European approach to excellence and 

trust’
30

, the Commission identified the main 

elements of Artificial Intelligence (AI) that 

include ʻdataʼ and ʻalgorithmsʼ. The 

Commission takes note of the Committee’s 

recommendation to focus on a broader 

definition of AI going beyond pure data-

driven models. The Commission is attentively 

considering this question and is carrying out 

discussions with stakeholders and experts. 

2.9. The EESC welcomes the effort to 

address the fragmented AI landscape in 

Europe by bringing together AI researchers, 

focusing on SMEs and partnering with the 

private and public sectors. In addition, the 

EESC would recommend: (i) fostering 

multidisciplinarity in research, by 

involving other disciplines such as law, 

ethics, philosophy, psychology, labour 

sciences, humanities, the economy, etc.; (ii) 

involving relevant stakeholders (trade 

unions, business organisations, consumer 

organisations, NGOs) in the debate on AI, 

but also as equal partners in EU-funded 

research and other projects such as the 

Public Private Partnership on AI, the sector 

dialogues, the Adopt AI programme in the 

The Commission takes note of the 

Committee’s comment on fostering 

multidisciplinarity in research, involving all 

kind of stakeholders as well as educating and 

informing the broader public of artificial 

intelligence. Those elements were included 

within the Commission’s consultation 

strategy on requirements for trustworthy AI. 

Furthermore, the Coordinated Plan on 

Artificial Intelligence
31

  is dealing exactly 

with these aspects and will be reviewed in the 

first quarter of 2021, together with the 

Member States. 

Additionally, the Commission will support, 

in the next Multiannual Financial 

Framework, initiatives that will strengthen 
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public sector and the lighthouse centre; and 

(iii) continuing to educate and inform the 

broader public on the opportunities and 

challenges of AI. 

the transparency and excellence in artificial 

intelligence. The available funding will target 

upskilling, research and deployment of 

artificial intelligence, aiming to stimulate 

investments and make Europe attractive for 

the best talent in this field. 

2.10. The White Paper acknowledges the 

fact that AI does not operate in a lawless 

world. The EESC particularly welcomes 

the emphasis on the implications of AI for 

fundamental rights and recommends that 

the Commission considers more in-depth 

the AI impacts on a broad set of 

fundamental rights and freedoms such as 

freedom of speech and expression, and the 

right to respect for private life (which goes 

far beyond protecting people's data), to a 

fair trial, to fair and open elections, to 

assembly and demonstration, and to not be 

discriminated against. 

For the Commission, a human-centric 

approach to artificial intelligence means, first 

and foremost, that the use of AI applications 

complies with rules designed to protect 

fundamental rights, such as the right to 

privacy, data protection, non-discrimination, 

freedom of expression, freedom of assembly 

or fair trial, etc. 

It is important to prevent breaches of 

fundamental rights and, if they occur, to 

ensure that those breaches can be addressed 

by the national authorities. The complexity 

and opacity of certain AI systems can make it 

difficult to determine if they comply with 

fundamental rights related obligations. 

To address these problems, the Commission 

has proposed, in the White paper on Artificial 

Intelligence that possible requirements 

should cover transparency and 

documentation, which would allow 

potentially problematic actions or decisions 

by AI systems to be traced back and verified. 

This should not only facilitate supervision 

and enforcement; it may also increase the 

incentives for the economic operators 

concerned to take account at an early stage of 

the need to respect those rules. 

2.13. In any case the EESC continues to 

firmly oppose the introduction of any 

form of legal personality for AI. This 

would hollow out the preventive remedial 

effect of liability law and poses a serious 

risk of moral hazard in both the 

development and use of AI, where it creates 

opportunities for abuse. 

The Commission agrees that autonomous 

systems should not be given a legal 

personality, as the harm these may cause 

should always be attributed to the responsible 

persons or bodies who are designing and 

using these systems, in accordance with the 

principle of accountability endorsed in the 

Communication ʻArtificial Intelligence for 
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Europeʼ
32

 of April 2018. 

2.16. Following the White Paper's logic, a 

high-risk AI application used in a low-risk 

sector will in principle not be subject to the 

regulatory framework. The EESC stresses 

that undesirable adverse effects of high-risk 

AI in a low-risk sector could exclude AI 

applications or uses from regulation, 

providing a "window" for circumventing 

rules: think of targeted advertising (a low-

risk sector), which has been shown to have 

potentially segregating, discriminatory and 

dividing effects, for example during 

elections or with personalised pricing (a 

high-risk use or effect). The EESC 

recommends drawing up common 

characteristics of AI applications or uses 

that are to be considered high risk "as is", 

irrespective of the sector in which it is 

being used. 

The Commission takes note of the 

Committee’s comment that an approach 

based on a strict delineation between sectors 

may pose certain challenges, including open 

opportunities for circumvention of the legal 

framework. The Commission also takes note 

of the Committee’s proposal to define 

common characteristics of AI applications or 

uses that are to be considered high risk ʻas 

isʼ, irrespective of the sector in which they 

are being used. Building on the feedback 

from the public consultation on the White 

paper, the Commission is currently analysing 

different options to best identify the high-risk 

AI applications to be regulated, taking into 

account also the input provided by the 

relevant stakeholders and expert groups. 

2.18.; The EESC welcomes the 

Commission's invitation to open a public 

debate on the use of AI-driven biometric 

recognition. Biometric recognition of 

micro-expressions, gait, (tone of) voice, 

heart rate, temperature, etc. is already being 

used to assess or even predict our 

behaviour, mental state, and emotions, 

including in recruitment processes. To be 

very clear, no sound scientific evidence 

exists to suggest that a person's inner 

emotions or mental state can be 

accurately "read" from their facial 

expression, gait, heart rate, tone of voice 

or temperature, let alone that future 

behaviour could be predicted by it. 

The Commission agrees with the Committee 

that biometric technology for so-called 

ʻaffect recognitionʼ deserves particular 

scrutiny regarding its scientific reliability and 

accuracy to predict inner emotions or the 

mental state from one’s biometric data. As a 

follow-up to the White paper on AI, the 

Commission organised a specific event with 

experts, to discuss potential new conditions, 

limitations and safeguards for the use of 

remote biometric technology, including for 

affect recognition and categorisation 

purposes. 

2.20. AI-driven biometric recognition also 

affects our broader right to respect for 

private life, identity, autonomy and 

psychological integrity by creating a 

As noted by the Committee, remote 

biometric technology poses major risks to 

fundamental rights beyond privacy and data 

protection. Results from the public 
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situation in which we are (constantly) being 

watched, followed and identified. This 

could have a psychological "chilling 

effect", where people might feel inclined 

to adapt their behaviour to a certain 

norm. This constitutes an invasion of our 

fundamental right to privacy (moral and 

psychological integrity). Furthermore, AI-

driven biometric recognition could affect 

other fundamental rights and freedoms, 

such as freedom of assembly and the right 

not to be discriminated against. 

consultation on the White Paper show that 

businesses, civil society organisations and 

citizens generally agreed that remote 

biometric technology should be covered by 

the new legal framework and regulated as 

high-risk. Accordingly, the Commission has 

envisaged such a regulatory option for action 

in its July 2020 inception impact assessment 

‘Proposal for a legal act of the European 

Parliament and the Council laying down 

requirements for Artificial Intelligence’
33

. 

2.21. The EESC recommends that any use 

of biometric recognition only be allowed if 

there is a scientifically proven effect, in 

controlled environments, and under strict 

conditions. Widespread use of AI-driven 

biometric recognition to conduct 

surveillance, track, assess or categorise 

humans or human behaviour or emotions 

should not be allowed. 

The Commission will consider the 

Committee’s recommendation to permit the 

use of biometric recognition only in 

controlled environment, under the strict 

oversight of the regulators and subject to 

appropriate forms and conditions. Another 

open question to be addressed is whether, as 

the Committee points out, there is a need to 

prohibit certain AI practices that may go 

against the EU values and the applicable 

standards under the EU Charter of 

Fundamental Rights, for example, 

indiscriminate AI-driven surveillance and 

general-purpose scoring of citizens. 

2.23. The EESC advocates early and close 

involvement of workers and service 

providers of all types, including 

freelancers, the self-employed and gig 

workers − not just people who design or 

develop AI, but also those who purchase, 

implement, work with or are affected by AI 

systems. Social dialogue must take place 

before the introduction of AI technologies 

in the workplace, in line with the applicable 

national rules and practices. In the 

workplace, access to and governance of 

worker data should be guided by principles 

and regulations negotiated by the social 

Artificial Intelligence may negatively affect 

workers’ rights when their personal data is 

processed, for example, for recruitment, 

personnel management and surveillance 

purposes. However, AI solutions may also 

help to improve safety and working 

conditions at the workplace and to enhance 

workers’ capabilities. The Commission 

agrees with the Committee that any use of AI 

technology at the workplace should happen 

in accordance with the existing requirements 

for close involvement and consultation of 

workers, as envisaged in Member States’ 

labour laws, and in accordance with the 
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partners. existing data protection laws and regulations 

negotiated by the social partners. 

3.2. Robustness and effectiveness: data-

driven AI to forecast the spread of 

coronavirus is potentially problematic, 

because there is too little data about 

coronavirus for AI to have reliable 

outcomes. Moreover, the little data that has 

become available is incomplete and biased. 

Using this data for machine-learning 

approaches could lead to many false 

negatives and false positives.  

The Commission agrees with the Committee 

that the availability and quality of training 

data is of paramount importance for the 

efficiency and reliability of the AI model’s 

predictions. This interdependence has been 

emphasised in the White paper on Artificial 

Intelligence, and certainly applies in relation 

to AI solutions developed to tackle the 

COVID-19 crisis and beyond. Specific 

requirements that the Commission has 

proposed in the White paper concern notably 

the quality of the training data sets and 

requirements for the accuracy and robustness 

of the AI outputs and systems. 

3.3. Transparency on the data and the 

models used, as well as explainability of 

outcomes, are paramount. At this moment in 

particular the world cannot afford to take 

decisions based on "black boxes". 

Ensuring transparency of the AI systems is 

another requirement that has been proposed 

in the White paper on Artificial Intelligence 

in order to promote the responsible use of AI, 

build trust and facilitate redress where 

needed. The White paper on Artificial 

Intelligence states that this could in particular 

include obligations for the provision of 

adequate and clear information in a proactive 

manner about the capabilities and limitations 

of the AI application. In particular, this 

covers the purpose for which the systems are 

intended, the conditions under which they 

can be expected to function as intended and 

the expected level of accuracy in achieving 

the specified purpose. Separately, citizens 

should be clearly informed when they are 

interacting with an AI system and not a 

human being. Furthermore, while it is a 

challenge for certain AI systems, 

explainability of outcomes can be improved 

by combining symbolic reasoning with deep 

neural networks. 
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 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Mihai IVASCU (RO-III) 

Co-rapporteur: Dirk BERGRATH (DE-II) 

DG GROW – Commissioner BRETON 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.4. The EESC acknowledges the importance 

that the Commission has attached to social 

partners and civil society organisations when 

designing the future of European industry. 

The EESC is convinced that a constructive 

social and civic dialogue at all levels will 

contribute to a successful implementation of 

the strategy. 

The Commission is ready to work closely 

with industry itself, as well as with social 

partners and all other stakeholders to co-

design the future of the European industry. 

Implementing the new industrial strategy 

requires a renewed partnership between the 

EU institutions, Member States, regions and 

cities, industry including small and medium-

sized enterprises (SMEs), big companies, 

social partners, researchers and other 

stakeholders. 

Therefore, the Commission will establish an 

open and inclusive Industrial Forum 

consisting of representatives from industry, 

social partners, civil society, Member States 

and involving other institutions. 

Given the important social implications of 

the changes ahead, dialogue with social 

partners and civil society will be essential. 

The Commission’s annual Industry Days 

will continue to be an important event to 

bring all players together. 

In the European Circular Economy 

Stakeholder Platform
34

, the Commission 

also engages civil society and other 

stakeholders in the future of European 

industry, in the context of circular economy. 

Thanks to Europe’s social market economy, 

                                                           
34

  https://circulareconomy.europa.eu/platform/ 
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economic growth goes hand-in-hand with 

improved social and living standards and 

good working conditions. The European 

Pillar of Social Rights
35

 will continue to be 

our compass and help ensure the twin 

transitions are socially fair. 

1.5. The circular economy is key for 

developing Europe's future economic model. 

It must explore viable and economic 

alternatives to fossil fuel and give weight to 

decentralised and cooperative clean energy 

solutions. The circular economy will also 

greatly improve the resource-efficiency of 

economic activities as well as reduce our 

dependence on imports of critical raw 

materials. 

The Commission adopted in March 2020 the 

new Circular Economy Action Plan
36

 to step 

up the synergies between achieving 

circularity and climate neutrality. The 

Action Plan will also contribute to reducing 

both EU’s carbon and material footprint. 

Recycling and reuse will boost the supply of 

clean secondary materials and components 

as feedstock for European industries, 

increasing resilience and more stable, 

circular value chains as well as contributing 

to the EU open strategic autonomy. 

The Commission presented in September 

2020 an Action Plan on Critical Raw 

Materials
37

. The action plan looks at the 

current and future challenges and proposes 

actions to reduce Europe’s dependency on 

third countries, diversifying supply from 

both primary and secondary sources and 

improving resource efficiency and 

circularity while promoting responsible 

sourcing worldwide. The new European 

Raw Materials Alliance
38

 will also 

contribute to these objectives. 

1.6. The EESC strongly believes that the 

industrial policy must go hand in hand with a 

firm trade and foreign policy that in turn must 

develop strategies to secure access to raw 

materials. 

EU trade policy has a panoply of tools 

(including Free Trade Agreements, Market 

Access and other enforcement efforts, work 

with international organizations etc.) to 

ensure undistorted trade and investment in 

raw materials. 

                                                           
35

  https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/deeper-and-fairer-economic-
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Furthermore, the new Action Plan on 

Critical Raw Materials is aimed to: develop 

resilient value chains for EU industrial 

ecosystems; reduce dependency on primary 

critical raw materials through circular use of 

re-sources, sustainable products and 

innovation; strengthen domestic sourcing of 

raw materials in the EU and diversify 

sourcing from third countries and remove 

distortions to international trade, fully 

respecting the EU's international 

obligations. In September 2020 the 

European Raw Materials Alliance was 

launched, to connect industrial and 

innovation actors, Member States, the EIB, 

investors and civil society, in order to help 

build capacities and investment cases along 

the entire value chain, from extraction to 

processing and recycling. This will in turn 

strengthen our resilience and boost open 

strategic autonomy. 

Last but not least, the Pharmaceutical 

Strategy for Europe
39

 adopted in November 

2020 will develop the EU open strategic 

autonomy and ensure robust supply chains 

of pharmaceuticals. In particular, the 

Commission will launch a structured 

dialogue with and between the actors in the 

pharmaceuticals manufacturing value chain 

and public authorities to identify 

vulnerabilities in the global supply chain of 

critical medicines, raw pharmaceutical 

materials, intermediates and active 

pharmaceutical substances in order to 

formulate policy options and propose actions 

to strengthen the continuity and security of 

supply. 

As announced in the European Health 

Union package
40

, the Commission will also 

propose to establish a European Health 

                                                           
39

 COM(2020) 761 final. 
40
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Emergency Response Authority (HERA) to 

monitor and pool production capacity, raw 

material requirements and availability, thus 

addressing supply chain vulnerabilities. 

1.9. The internal market represents the 

foundation for our global competitiveness. 

The FDI screening Regulation should be 

applied by all Member States, if necessary, 

reinforced and updated. Whoever wants to be 

a part of the single market should comply 

with its rules, including climate-neutral 

principles. 

The EU remains open to foreign 

investment. As part of the overall economic 

response to the COVID-19 crisis, the 

Commission has adopted a communication 

providing guidance on the Foreign Direct 

Investment Screening Regulation
41

, 

encouraging all Member States to consider 

the establishment of a screening 

mechanism. The Foreign Direct 

Investments (FDI) Screening Regulation
42

 

applies fully from 11 October 2020 and the 

cooperation is mandatory to the extent that 

Member States have to notify the 

Commission and other Member States of 

any foreign direct investment in their 

territory that is undergoing screening and 

have to share certain information through 

confidential channels. 

1.10. To restore jobs, growth and confidence, 

more entrepreneurship is needed in the 

European Union. The EU should promote 

and finance education programmes designed 

to boost the creation of new sustainable 

economic and social environment.  

The Commission will continue to support 

and promote entrepreneurship and 

entrepreneurial education through the SME 

pillar of the Single Market Programme. In 

particular, several projects are on-going to 

support the development of entrepreneurial 

ecosystems and to promote the 

implementation of the European 

Entrepreneurship Competence Framework 

(EntreComp). The Digital Europe 

Programme will support entrepreneurs 

through the Digital Innovation Hubs. 

Furthermore, the Commission adopted in 

September 2020 two initiatives that will 

strengthen the contribution of education and 

training to the EU’s recovery from the 

coronavirus crisis, and help build a green 

                                                           
41

  https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2020/march/tradoc_158676.pdf  
42
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and digital Europe: the Communication on 

the European Education Area
43

 sets out the 

means and milestones to achieve the 

European Education Area by 2025, 

underpinned by six dimensions: quality, 

inclusion and gender equality, green and 

digital transitions, teachers, higher 

education, a stronger Europe in the world. 

The Digital Education Action Plan (2021-

2027)
44

 proposes a set of initiatives for 

high‑ quality, inclusive and accessible 

digital education in Europe. 

1.12. The EESC calls for the rapid 

implementation of the European Unitary 

Patent. It could allow industries to develop, 

innovate and protect their know-how at 

European and international level at a 

reasonable cost. 

The launch of the Unitary Patent is among 

the Commission’s key priorities in order to 

further boost innovation in Europe. The 

Commission trusts that the Member States 

will swiftly proceed to complete the 

ratification process of the Unified Patent 

Court Agreement, thereby paving the way 

for the start of the system. 

1.13. In order to deal with international 

differences in carbon prices, the EESC 

considers the following are necessary: the 

introduction of border adjustment measures, 

environmental standards that importers have 

to comply with, subsidies for low-carbon 

exports, robust use of trade defence 

instruments and steps to address carbon 

pricing differences in free trade agreements. 

The ultimate objective should be to set a 

global price for carbon. 

Should differences in levels of climate 

ambition worldwide persist, as the EU 

increases its ambition, the Commission will 

propose a carbon border adjustment 

mechanism (CBAM), for selected sectors, 

to reduce the risk of carbon leakage. This 

would ensure that the price of imports 

reflect more accurately their carbon content. 

This measure will be designed to comply 

with World Trade Organization rules and 

other international obligations of the EU. It 

would be an alternative to the measures that 

address the risk of carbon leakage in the 

EU’s Emissions Trading System. 

In the context of the impact assessment for 

the carbon border adjustment proposals, a 

number of different policy options will be 

analysed in order to correctly include in 

import prices negative climate externalities. 
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A proposal is expected in 2021. 

A number of the environmental and climate 

measures (e.g. green claims, sustainable 

products initiative) under the European 

Green Deal are aimed, among others, at 

reducing the EU’s environmental impact. 

Such rules will align with the international 

commitments, and will apply on a non-

discriminatory basis to EU produced and 

imported goods. Ultimately, with such 

measures in place, producers, retailers and 

other economic operators of sustainable 

products – regardless of their origin – will 

become more competitive. 

The EU’s trade policy already significantly 

facilitates trade and investment in green 

goods and services. For example, market 

access schedules agreed with partners 

frontload the reduction of tariffs on such 

goods. Equally, the EU imports a significant 

proportion of the raw materials that its 

economy needs for the green transition. 

Such trade needs to be undistorted and fair. 

With specific regard to export subsidies, the 

EU is bound by World Trade Organization 

rules, in particular the Agreement on 

Subsidies and Countervailing Measures 

(ASCM). 

The EU puts a strong emphasis on the 

enforcement including a robust use of trade 

defence instruments. Recently, the 

Commission has appointed its first Chief 

Trade Enforcement Officer whose role is to 

supervise the enforcement and 

implementation of EU trade policy. 

The Paris Agreement remains the 

indispensable multilateral framework for 

tackling climate change. All most recent 

EU’s agreements include a binding 

commitment of the Parties to ratify and 

effectively implement the Paris Agreement. 

As indicated in the Green Deal 
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Communication
45

, the EU has proposed to 

make the respect of the Paris agreement an 

essential element of all future 

comprehensive trade agreements. 

1.14. The EESC believes that EMU must be 

completed in order to ensure that all 

economic tools are available to counter the 

adverse economic shock created by the 

COVID-19 health crisis. 

While the EU recovery package aims at 

creating an EU more resilient than ever 

before, the further deepening of the 

Economic and Monetary Union is a priority 

of the von der Leyen Commission in order 

to achieve an economy that works for 

people.
46

 

1.17. Intermediate structures such as SME 

networks, regional development agencies and 

clusters must support and reinforce strategic 

value chains and bring together all dynamic 

forces to strengthen economic ecosystems. 

The Commission considers important that 

SMEs and start-ups are included in the 

EU’s strategic value chains and have their 

specific needs addressed, to help them 

collaborate and scale-up across the single 

market and globally. The Commission in 

ʻAn SME Strategy for a sustainable and 

digital Europeʼ indicated potential actions 

to achieve such objective.
47

  

2.1. The EESC welcomes this 

communication on a new industrial strategy 

for Europe, but regrets that it only sets out a 

list of future projects and measures instead of 

presenting a clear short-, medium- and long-

term concrete and comprehensive strategy for 

European industry. The EESC therefore urges 

the Commission to issue a concrete action 

plan with clear yearly targets and monitoring 

procedures, involving close cooperation with 

all the relevant stakeholders. 

The new industrial strategy sets out the key 

drivers of Europe's industrial transformation 

and proposes a comprehensive set of future 

actions to help Europe's industry lead the 

twin green and digital transition. 

The Commission will engage with other 

institutions on the basis of a regular 

monitoring of the strategy’s implementation 

and progress. 

The Commission will set up an inclusive 

and open Industrial Forum involving 

representatives from industry, including 

SMEs, big companies, social partners, 

researchers, as well as Member States and 

EU institutions that will contribute to 

monitoring the implementation of the 

strategy. 

                                                           
45

  COM(2019) 640 final. 
46

  https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en.pdf  
47

  https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0103&from=EN  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0103&from=EN


 

82 / 152 

 

The green and digital transformation of 

industry have accelerated in 2020, at a time 

when the global competitive landscape is 

fundamentally changing. Therefore, the 

Commission plans to update the industrial 

strategy in the first half of 2021
48

. 

2.5. The new industrial strategy must ensure 

the right balance between supporting 

European businesses so they develop in an 

environmentally friendly way, respecting our 

2050 climate neutrality objective and 

providing consumers with incentives to shift 

consumption to sustainable goods and 

services. To this end, we need to further 

develop the toolbox for a sustainable 

industrial policy, taking into account the 

specificities of SMEs. 

The package of initiatives presented in 

March 2020 outlines a new approach to 

European industrial policy and sets out a 

range of actions to support all players of 

European industry, including big and small 

companies, innovative start-ups, research 

centres, service providers, suppliers and 

social partners, and making Europe climate 

neutral by 2050. 

With the new focus on industrial 

ecosystems, the Commission will 

systematically assess the different risks and 

needs of industry, from the smallest start-up 

to the largest companies. Where necessary, 

tailor-made approaches for the toolbox will 

be developed. 

A dedicated Strategy for small and medium-

sized enterprises (SMEs)
49

 aims to reduce 

red tape and help Europe’s numerous SMEs 

to do business across the single market and 

beyond, access financing and help lead the 

way on the digital and green transitions. 

Finally, an Action Plan for better 

implementation and enforcement of single 

market rules
50

 proposes concrete steps to 

address barriers to a well-functioning single 

market for businesses and consumers. 

2.6. Furthermore, the EESC is convinced that 

a well-managed transition to a digital and 

climate-neutral economy has the potential to 

reinvigorate Europe's industry and create new 

quality jobs in new sustainable value chains. 

Implementing the new industrial strategy 

requires a renewed partnership between EU 

institutions, Member States, regions and 

cities, industry including SMEs, big 

companies, social partners, researchers and 
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The proposed governance structure should 

therefore strengthen ownership of the 

industrial strategy at all levels and involve all 

relevant stakeholders.  

other stakeholders. In this context, the 

Commission will set up an inclusive and 

open Industrial Forum involving all relevant 

stakeholders and strive to increase political 

ownership with a standing dialogue with 

Council and the European Parliament. 

2.7. The development of European industry 

can only be achieved by promoting a large 

programme of private and public investment. 

A new European industrial strategy, 

responding to the new needs of Europeans, 

raising GDP growth, promoting interregional 

cohesion, decreasing income disparities and 

improving quality of life through investment 

and innovation, can help create a common 

European identity, stimulate solidarity, 

strengthen European institutions and thus 

represent "European added value". 

The Commission is committed to promoting 

investment in the EU, by leveraging both 

public and private investments into SMEs. 

The SME Strategy that was launched in 

March 2020 aims at creating a better 

environment for SMEs, including by 

reducing bottlenecks to access financing. 

The ESCALAR initiative aims at boosting 

the size of venture capital funds by 

encouraging more private investment. At 

the same time the Capital Markets Union 

initiative
51

 aims to diversify sources of 

funding for companies at all stages of their 

development. 

The Action Plan published by the 

Commission in September 2020 will boost 

the EU’s Capital Markets Union
52

 over the 

coming years and will help Europe to 

recover from the economic crisis caused by 

coronavirus, developing the EU's capital 

markets, easing access to finance for all 

businesses and ensuring savers have the 

confidence to invest for their future, 

creating a more inclusive and resilient 

economy. 

2.9. The EESC has long recognised that 

"there are leaders within the business 

community on integration of sustainability. 

Many businesses are actually ahead of the 

policies. Policy needs to create the stable 

environment and certainty to ensure best 

practice becomes common practice. This will 

The Commission strongly agrees that policy 

needs to create a stable and predictable 

business environment. This is especially 

important for the smallest companies, which 

often struggle to deal with a mass of 

legislation. This is why the Commission has 

put in place Better Regulation policies
54

 and 
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make business capable of delivering 

sustainable solutions" and it urges the 

Commission to take these into consideration 

when drafting future policies
53

. It has to be 

noted that the social economy has a 

longstanding tradition in sustainability. 

taken a more targeted and proportionate 

approach to the introduction of new 

legislation. All proposed legislation must 

pass through its Regulatory Scrutiny Board 

and satisfy an SME Test. Where legislation 

is necessary, support measures such as 

guidance and helpdesks can be useful. The 

current Commission intends to continue this 

approach including in its introduction of 

Green Deal measures. 

Social economy plays a relevant role as 

engine for social innovation and 

sustainability. To raise awareness about the 

social economy at regional and local level, 

the Commission launched the European 

Social Economy Regions (ESER) initiative 

in 2018.
55

  

2.10. In 2019, industrial production was 

finally back at pre-crisis (pre-2007) levels. 

Industry is still the backbone of our economy, 

and has to provide the solutions for the many 

challenges our society is facing. Industry also 

has an important social role to play due to its 

high added value activities, quality jobs and 

the creation of indirect employment in related 

services. Therefore, the EESC welcomes the 

comprehensive set of proposals set out in the 

communication and hopes they will be 

swiftly designed and implemented. However, 

the dramatic decline of industrial production 

due to the coronavirus crisis requires that the 

emergency measures taken by governments 

and supported by the Commission to keep 

viable companies afloat and to protect 

employees' income have to be continued as 

long as they are needed.  

The new Industrial Strategy for Europe aims 

to help Europe’s industry lead the twin 

transitions towards climate neutrality and 

digital leadership while driving Europe’s 

competitiveness and its strategic autonomy 

at a time of moving geopolitical plates and 

increasing global competition. 

The objectives of the new industrial strategy 

also guide the European Recovery Plan 

presented in May 2020
56

, which is historic 

both in its volume and in its political, 

institutional and budgetary architecture. To 

ensure the recovery is sustainable, inclusive 

and fair for all Member States, regions and 

cities, the Commission has proposed a new 

recovery instrument, NextGenerationEU, 

embedded within a revamped long-term EU 

budget. Together they aim to address the 

immediate economic and social damage 

brought by the coronavirus pandemic, kick-
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start a sustainable and prosperous recovery, 

and protect and create jobs. 

In September 2020, the Commission 

published its 2021 Annual Sustainable 

Growth Strategy, setting out strategic 

guidance for the implementation of the 

Recovery and Resilience Facility, the key 

recovery instrument at the heart of 

NextGenerationEU, and presented additional 

guidance to Member States on how best to 

present their recovery and resilience plans
57

. 

2.11. The EESC has long recognised the 

importance of starts-up and scale-ups for 

building a competitive and innovative 

industrial sector. Therefore it continues to 

call "for a coordinated policy approach for 

start-ups and scale-ups which takes into 

account the diversity of enterprise models, 

and welcomes the specific actions for social 

economy enterprises"
58

. 

The SME Strategy for a sustainable and 

digital Europe
59

 addresses the needs of all 

kind of new and growing companies 

including start-ups and scale-ups, building 

on the 2016 Start-up and Scale-up 

Initiative
60

. The Strategy will help create 

better synergies among the existing tools 

(Enterprise Europe Network, Digital 

Innovation hubs, Startup Europe and others) 

and aims to ensure a seamless support and 

advice service within regional and local 

ecosystems. 

The Commission will also promote among 

Member States the EU Start-up Nations 

Standard to share and adopt best practices to 

accelerate the growth of high-tech SMEs 

and start-ups. 

The access to finance will be improved with 

actions such as Escalar (focusing on scale-

ups), and the green tech investment initiative 

(targeting innovative start-ups). 

The national start-up friendly policies will 

be monitored via an ʻEurope Startup 

Nationsʼ index. 

2.12. The EESC welcomes the proposal The Commission strongly supports inclusive 
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announced for improving working conditions 

for platform workers. However, the EESC 

regrets that the much broader challenge of an 

inclusive and fair transition is not directly 

addressed in the communication. It insists on 

the need for an ambitious action plan to 

encourage the Member States to follow 

through on their promises regarding the 

proclamation of the European Pillar of Social 

Rights.  

and fair transitions. In its Communication ʻA 

strong social Europe for just transitionsʼ of 

14 January 2020
61

 the Commission made it 

clear that the transitions of climate-

neutrality, digitalisation and demographic 

change have to be socially fair and just. This 

Communication set out a road towards an 

Action Plan to implement the European 

Pillar of Social Rights, presented EU level 

initiatives that support the implementation of 

the Pillar (e.g. on minimum wage) and 

launched a broad discussion with all EU 

countries, regions, social partners, and with 

other partners. In 2021, the Commission will 

present the Action Plan to implement the 

Pillar. 

More recently, the Commission’s ‘Youth 

Employment Support: a bridge to jobs for 

the next generation’ package of 1 July 2020 

addresses specifically inclusive and fair 

transitions from education to work. These 

initiatives add to the on-going efforts in the 

European Semester to strengthen the system 

of labour market support in Member States 

to facilitate inclusive, effective and 

beneficial transitions on the labour market. 

3.3. Both traditional and emerging industrial 

sectors will need to develop a proactive 

approach, anticipating, adapting and 

managing change with new sustainable 

technologies, jobs and re-skilling matching 

the challenges of the future in line with the 

European Semester's Social Scoreboard. New 

policies on skills should be designed with the 

involvement of civil society organisations 

and the social partners in order to speed up 

the adaptation of education and training 

systems to match the demand for new jobs. 

The European Skills Agenda
62

 launched on 

1 July 2020, aimed at putting in practice the 

first principle of the European pillar of 

Social Rights, envisages actions to ensure 

lifelong upskilling and reskilling of people 

in the EU, with a focus on skills for the 

green and digital transitions. This will 

support a prompt recovery for the current 

crisis and lay the ground for sustainable 

competitiveness, social fairness and 

resilience to future crises. 

Involvement of all stakeholders is a 

constant feature in all actions, from the Pact 
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for Skills to national skills strategies or the 

development of micro-credentials for quick 

reskilling. The proposal for a Council 

Recommendation on vocational education 

and training, one action of the Skills 

Agenda, has been developed in cooperation 

with the tripartite Advisory Committee on 

vocational Training and in consultation with 

other stakeholders. 

The European Qualifications Framework 

Advisory Group, which will also monitor 

developments related to micro-credentials 

and validation of non-formal learning, 

includes representatives of social partners 

and civil society organisations. 

3.4. The EU should become the world leader 

in the circular economy and clean 

technologies. It will work to decarbonise 

energy-intensive industries. The circular 

economy is key for developing Europe's 

future economic model. The EESC believes 

that "products or services which adhere to the 

principles of circularity should be 

differentiated in price in a clear way" and that 

"reduced rates or exemption on VAT for 

recycled products as well as reuse and repair 

activities can incentivise entrepreneurs to be 

active in this space, and offer consumers a 

competitively priced product […]"
63

. 

The EU will continue to lead the way to a 

circular economy at the global level
64

 and 

use its influence, expertise and financial 

resources to implement the 2030 Sustainable 

Development Goals.
65

 

The Commission will also continue to 

encourage the broader application of well-

designed economic instruments, such as 

environmental taxation, including landfill 

and incineration taxes, and enable Member 

States to use value added tax (VAT) rates to 

promote circular economy activities that 

target final consumers, notably repair 

services. 

3.6. The launch of an Energy Union 2.0 has 

to be considered the basis of a programme 

that invests in a large increase in the supply 

of (low-carbon) energy (hydrogen included), 

integrates the different energy carriers, 

creates a Europe-wide electricity grid to 

address the intermittent character of wind and 

solar energy and develops technologies for 

energy storage. 

To complete the Energy Union, the 

Commission is working on fostering 

investments in an increasing supply of 

renewable and low-carbon energy 

(hydrogen included), facilitating a just and 

fair transition in carbon-intense regions and 

industries, integrating the different energy 

carriers grids and the energy-user sectors, 

creating a Europe-wide integrated energy 
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system to balance demand and supply 

through markets that integrate large 

amounts of renewable energy sources in an 

affordable way and put citizens at the heart 

of the energy transition. For those, the 

Commission will support and implement 

technologies for flexible energy demand, 

energy storage, energy conversion between 

energy carriers, smart grids and energy 

system optimisation tools. 

3.8. Solar panels, wind farms and batteries 

are crucial for our new industrial paradigm. 

However, they also require raw materials that 

are controlled by our peer competitors in the 

international arena. Industrial policy must go 

hand in hand with a firm trade and foreign 

policy that in turn must secure access to these 

resources. 

The Green Deal recognises the strategic 

importance of access to raw materials. The 

Industrial Strategy builds up on this 

recognising an increasing demand for raw 

materials due to their contribution to high-

tech and green technologies. 

As announced in the Industrial Strategy, the 

Commission presented in September 2020 

an Action Plan on Critical Raw Materials to 

foster the transition towards a green and 

digital economy and reinforce Europe's 

resilience and open strategic autonomy. 

The Action Plan looks at the current and 

future challenges and proposes actions to 

reduce Europe's dependency on third 

countries, diversifying supply from both 

primary and secondary sources and 

improving resource efficiency and 

circularity while promoting responsible 

sourcing worldwide. The Actions proposed 

include the development of strategic 

international partnerships to secure the 

supply of critical raw materials not found in 

Europe. 

The European Raw Materials Alliance 

launched in September 2020 will help 

identifying barriers, opportunities and 

investment possibilities at all stages of the 

raw materials value chain. 

3.9. To achieve the right level of investment 

needed to finance the Green Deal, a review of 

The Commission is currently carrying out a 

Fitness Check on the State aid 
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state aid rules for investment in low-carbon 

products and processes should also be 

envisaged. Furthermore, the newly created 

Innovation and Modernisation Funds, as well 

as the ETS auctioning revenues, (could) 

provide additional resources to support a 

sustainable industrial policy and deal with the 

social impact of the transition. 

modernisation package as well as other 

rules
66

, including the environmental and 

energy State aid guidelines. As set out in 

the Commission’s Green Deal 

Communication, relevant State aid 

guidelines will be revised by 2021 to reflect 

the policy objectives of the European Green 

Deal, supporting a cost-effective transition 

to climate neutrality by 2050, whilst 

ensuring a level playing field in the internal 

market. These revisions are an opportunity 

to address market barriers to the 

development of clean products.  

4.1. New technologies are changing the way 

we live, consume and do business. We are 

talking about a strategy for 5G networks, 

while other economic powers are investing in 

6G technologies. Building on our competitive 

advantages while financing R&D is key for 

becoming a world leader. To date we have 

been lagging behind the USA, China and 

others in certain technologies. This digital 

technology is the cornerstone of any move 

towards Industry 4.0. The EESC believes it is 

crucial that Europe close the gap. This must 

be done in such a way as to balance security 

concerns with economic needs. 

In 2011, the Commission launched 

pioneering research and innovation actions 

in 5G, followed by the implementation of 

the 5G Public-Private Partnership, the 

largest 5G research and innovation initiative 

in the world in 2013. The Commission 

initiated in 2018 pioneering 6G research 

and innovation under the Horizon 2020 

programme. On this basis, the Commission 

has also been working on the 

implementation of a 6G partnership with 

industry under the future Horizon Europe 

programme. The approach covers a full 

supply chain, in view of reconstructing EU 

capabilities in domains such as devices and 

distributed computing, in addition to the 

connectivity domain that is a classical 

domain of EU world-class expertise. It 

envisages participation of vertical industries 

also to leverage Europe’s strong industrial 

capabilities in support of the creation of 

complete EU digital ecosystems. 

The Council in its conclusions ʻon shaping 

Europe's digital futureʼ of 9 June 2020 

called on the Commission to ʻto put forward 

a revised Action Plan for 5G and 6G 

supported with adequate financing 
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measures, based on funds both from the 

Multiannual Financial Framework and the 

EU recovery fund. These steps should set 

the right framework to enable all 

stakeholders to invest in the most advanced 

5G network and service solutions, in line 

with competition law principles, and to 

incentivise European companies to start 

developing and building technology 

capacities in 6G.ʼ 

Furthermore, the Council, in its 3 December 

2019 Conclusions on the significance of 5G 

to the European Economy and the need to 

mitigate security risks linked to 5G, the 

Council welcomed ‘the ongoing preparation 

by the Commission, in cooperation with 

Member States and the private sector, of a 

strategic European partnership on Smart 

Networks and Services under Horizon 

Europe’.
67

 The Commission, Member States 

and the relevant stakeholders have the 

intention to work in a partnership focussed 

on 6G and to implement it in full 

compliance with the objectives of the 

Communication of 29 January 2020 on 

Secure 5G deployment in the EU - 

Implementing the EU toolbox.
68

 

4.2. Investing in artificial intelligence and the 

smart use of data, while protecting the 

privacy of European businesses and 

consumers is key, and this can only be 

achieved by channelling European funds for 

innovation into new digital technologies. The 

SMEs play a vital role in the process, and 

ensuring proper financing for them to grow 

and innovate is vital. The EESC has already 

mentioned that "the Commission should 

To support the development of a dynamic 

EU-wide innovation ecosystem, the 

Commission, in collaboration with the 

European Investment Fund (EIF)
70

, has 

created the first dedicated EU equity 

investment fund for artificial intelligence 

(AI) and blockchain technologies
71

. 

In support of SMEs, the Commission’s 

Startup Europe initiative
72

 is sharing best 

practices between Innovator ecosystems 

                                                           
67

  https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/41595/st14517-en19.pdf 
68

  COM(2020) 50 final 
70

  https://www.eif.org/what_we_do/equity/efsi/index.htm.  
71

  https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/eu-artificial-intelligence-and-blockchain-investment-fund-

invest-100-million-euros-startups  
72

  https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/startup-europe  

https://www.eif.org/what_we_do/equity/efsi/index.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/eu-artificial-intelligence-and-blockchain-investment-fund-invest-100-million-euros-startups
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/eu-artificial-intelligence-and-blockchain-investment-fund-invest-100-million-euros-startups
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/startup-europe


 

91 / 152 

 

analyse and complement (but not replace) 

private initiatives for the exchange of good 

practice and experience between innovators" 

and that "the EU must put in place a political, 

fiscal and regulatory framework that supports 

the large-scale deployment of these new 

sustainable models"
69

.  

across Europe. 

The proposed Horizon Europe and Digital 

Europe programmes as well as the structural 

and investment funds will create 

opportunities for SMEs in the data 

economy, to have better access to data and 

to develop new services and applications 

based on data, inter alia through incubation 

schemes. The Recovery and Resilience 

Facility, with a minimum level of 

expenditure of 20% for digital, should also 

be instrumental in accelerating the uptake of 

digital technologies by SMEs. 

Furthermore, as part of the Commission's 

new SME strategy, the Commission is 

preparing to launch the EU Start-up Nations 

Standard, which aims to encourage the take-

up of and exchange of best practices 

between Member States authorities relating 

to provision of optimal framework 

conditions for innovative start-ups. 

4.3. Technologies developed in Europe are 

far too often commercialised elsewhere. The 

EU has not been able to create tech giants. 

Too few young leading innovative companies 

grow to be large R&D-intensive firms. To 

bridge the final step from start up to full scale 

company it is important to finish the creation 

of a unified European capital market, 

including a European market for venture 

capital. 

The Commission presented in September 

2020 a new Action Plan to boost the EU’s 

Capital Markets Union over the coming 

years. The actions proposed aim at 

supporting a green, digital, inclusive and 

resilient economic recovery, making 

financing more accessible to European 

companies, making the EU an even safer 

place for individuals to save and invest 

long-term and integrating national capital 

markets into a genuine single market. 

Furthermore, the SME Strategy adopted in 

March 2020 recognises that innovative, 

fast-growing European SMEs and start-ups 

with important capital needs often move 

abroad to find risk capital. To address this, 

the Commission will co-fund tech due 

diligence services under an EU pilot project 

to enable more precise valuations high tech 
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start-ups and prepare their investment 

readiness. 

Additionally, the European Innovation 

Council Accelerator will support deep tech 

SMEs and start-ups by providing innovative 

blended finance. 

4.4. Europe's industry will be digitalised or it 

will cease to exist, overtaken by more 

efficient and speedier competitors. This will 

also require stepping up investment to 

increase the growth power of new ICT 

sectors like the data economy, the Internet of 

Things, cloud computing, artificial 

intelligence and advanced manufacturing. 

Investment in digital infrastructure must 

reach all regions and Member States.  

The Commission has proposed the Digital 

Europe Programme, which will help build 

digital capacities across the entire European 

industry and public sector, with the 

objective of giving to any company in 

Europe, whichever the location, size or the 

sector of activity, access to the digital 

technology they need for their business 

today and tomorrow. 

The Covid-19 crisis has demonstrated even 

more clearly that digital technology is 

essential to enable any industrial sector to 

respond to sudden shocks and changes, and 

the recovery will see a further broad 

deployment of digital technologies in 

industry. 

The twin challenge of green and digital 

transitions requires also a careful 

management and ultimately reduction of the 

environmental impacts of digitalisation. The 

Commission launched ambitious goals in 

February 2020
73

 regarding energy 

efficiency of data centres (to become 

climate neutral by 2030), to make the 

environmental footprint of 

telecommunication networks clear and 

transparent and to improve the circularity of 

the digital sector (Circular electronics 

initiative). 

4.5. Equipping the European labour force 

with digital skills for the new phase of 

industrialisation is vital. Embracing the 

Digital skills development, enabling people, 

companies and institutions to play an active 

role in the digital society and labour market, 
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digital era can only be achieved with a skilled 

and well-prepared workforce. The EESC has 

already stated that "European workers must 

be provided with training, re-skilling, up-

skilling and life-long learning programmes, 

in order to fully benefit from technological 

change"
74

. This requires active labour market 

instruments as well as effective social 

security systems based on solidarity, 

preserving the European social model. 

is a main focus of the European Skills 

Agenda presented by the Commission in 

July 2020. Relevant actions include the 

revision of the Digital Education Action 

Plan, supporting digital skills development 

for SMEs and activating short-term 

intensive information and communication 

technologies (ICT) training for workers. 

The Skills Agenda also envisages the use of 

individual learning accounts to enable each 

and every adult to acquire further skills. 

As announced in the European Skills 

Agenda, the Commission adopted in 

September 2020 a new Digital Education 

Action Plan (2021-2027),
75

 reflecting 

lessons learned from the coronavirus crisis, 

and devising a plan for a high-performing 

digital education ecosystem with enhanced 

digital competences for the digital 

transformation. The Plan also calls for 

stronger cooperation between Member 

States at European level, as well as with and 

between stakeholders, to make education 

and training systems truly fit for the digital 

age. 

In addition, the proposed Digital Europe 

programme foresees measures to support 

the development of specialised training in 

advanced digital technologies, to reduce the 

current shortages of highly digitally skilled 

people in the EU. Finally, a number of 

instruments are available at EU level for 

digital skills development at different 

levels: a Digital Skills and Jobs Platform 

will be launched to showcase and provide 

easy access to digital training opportunities 

in the EU, in all languages. 

4.6. The data strategy of the Commission 

needs to be complemented by a regulation on 

As part of the new Digital Services Act 

package
76

, the Commission is exploring the 

                                                           
74

  OJ C 228, 5.7.2019, p. 58. 
75

  https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/digital-education-action-plan_en 
76

  https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/digital-services-act-package 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52018AE5821


 

94 / 152 

 

fair competition in the digital economy, 

monitored by a digital competition authority. 

In this respect the data spaces for strategic 

sectors proposed by the Commission will also 

require regulations on access, the free flow 

and protection of data and the usage of 

specific algorithms, organising access to 

industrial data under FRAND (fair, 

reasonable and non-discriminatory) 

conditions. Furthermore, advancements in 

digitalisation of datasets and innovative 

technologies must fully comply with the 

GDPR and PSI Directive. 

possibility of a market power instrument that 

would address the issue of competition and 

the market power of large online platforms 

that hold data and act as gatekeepers. 

The sectoral common European data spaces 

will on the one hand, respect the horizontal 

regulatory framework on data protection, 

access and the free-flow of data in effect, 

and, on the other hand, help develop sector 

specific rules, where necessary, in order to 

ensure the proper functioning of the data 

spaces, taking into account the specificities 

of the given field. 

The Commission is working on the first 

priority of the data strategy: legislation on a 

European data governance. This framework 

will make data easier to share in a 

controlled and pro-competitive manner, 

enhance re-use of public sector data, 

facilitate voluntary data sharing on altruistic 

grounds, build trust in data-sharing 

intermediaries and ensure data 

interoperability across sectors. 

The use and reuse of data will have to fully 

comply with the existing regulatory 

frameworks (provided by, among others, 

the General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR)
77

 and the Open Data Directive
78

). 

The Commission’s future initiatives 

building on the already existing rules and 

regulations aim to ensure such compliance. 

Questions of compulsory data access – 

including on the basis of fair, reasonable, 

and non-discriminatory (FRAND) 

conditions – are a matter of last resort in 

case of market failure. It will be examined 

for certain types of uses in the context of the 
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Data Act, foreseen for 2021.  

5.1. The future competitiveness of European 

industry is paramount for the European 

economy to make progress in an increasingly 

multipolar global economy with rising 

geopolitical tensions. Deepening the single 

market is the way forward, with a more level 

playing field in relation to third countries' 

firms. A functional internal market must be 

aided by a strong commercial policy to 

counter international barriers and non-

competitive practices. The FDI screening 

Regulation
79

, entering into force in October 

2020, is an important step to protect key EU 

assets, but the EESC would point out that it is 

essential that it be constantly monitored and, 

if necessary, updated and modified. 

On 16 June 2020 the Commission launched 

a trade policy review exercise through a 

public consultation. 

This review will help set the political 

direction for EU trade and investment policy 

in the years to come. Its objective will be to 

build a consensus around a fresh medium-

term direction for EU trade policy, 

responding to a variety of new global 

challenges and taking into account the 

lessons learned from the coronavirus crisis. 

One of the fundamental objectives of this 

exercise is to find the right balance between 

the openness needed to fully benefit from 

international trade and the necessary 

protection of EU companies, workers and 

consumers from unfair practices. 

The Commission has recently appointed its 

first Chief Trade Enforcement Officer 

(CTEO). His main task will be to coordinate 

and steer all EU enforcement actions. The 

appointment of the CTEO is an important 

step in strengthening the EU's 

implementation and enforcement agenda, 

both inside the EU and globally. 

5.3. The EESC maintains its view that 

"administrative burdens and red tape continue 

to be a key barrier for start-ups and scale-

ups". Therefore it urges the European 

Commission to avoid increasing this 

administrative burden through over-

regulation and to look at ways of 

streamlining and reducing it
80

, exclusively in 

cases where this does not undermine social 

and environmental rights.  

The reduction of the regulatory burden and 

improving market access is one of the 

pillars of the SME Strategy. To this end, the 

Commission has identified key actions to be 

implemented including but not limited to 

providing easy access to information by 

implementing the Single Digital Gateway, 

reinforcing the role of the SME Envoys 

who will contribute to the work of the 

Commission’s Single Market Enforcement 

Task Force (for example to reduce the gold-

plating in the transposition process) and of 
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the Fit for Future Platform. 

5.4. Regarding research and development, the 

EESC calls on the Commission to: 

 maintain and deliver on the ambition to 

invest 3% of the EU's GDP in R&D in order 

to close the gap with our main competitors 

such as the US and Japan; 

 further build a Europe-wide market for 

venture capital that will improve funding for 

innovative, high-risk, high-potential projects;  

 ensure that the first industrial application of 

publicly-funded R&D takes place inside the 

European Union; 

 strengthen innovation systems in regions in 

the periphery or in those that are facing 

structural change.  

The Commission agrees that the 3% target is 

a strong indicator, which has provided a 

stimulus to EU’s research and innovation 

(R&I), growth and competitiveness and is 

critical to accelerate the transition towards 

an environmentally, socially and 

economically sustainable Europe. 

Ambitious research and development (R&D) 

investment is even more needed in the 

context of the current crisis, given that the 

economic slowdown may have negative 

impact on the R&D expenditure. 

The Commission agrees that strengthening 

innovation ecosystems is an essential action 

to ensure placed-based growth and regional 

development. 

The Commission adopted in September 

2020 a Communication on a new European 

Research Area for Research and 

Innovation
81

 which aims to incentivise better 

coordination and cooperation among the EU, 

its Member States and the private sector; 

lead to more investments in research and 

innovation; improve access to excellent 

facilities and infrastructures for researchers 

across the EU; transfer results to the 

economy to boost business investments and 

market uptake of research output and 

strengthen mobility of researchers, their 

expertise, and the flow of knowledge. Based 

on excellence, competitive, open and talent-

driven, the new European Research Area 

will improve Europe's research and 

innovation landscape, accelerate the EU's 

transition towards climate neutrality and 

digital leadership, support its recovery from 

the societal and economic impact of the 

coronavirus crisis, and strengthen its 
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resilience against future crises. 

Horizon Europe
82

 will contribute to the 

development of an effective innovation 

ecosystem at EU level, encouraging 

cooperation, networking, and the exchange 

of ideas and knowledge, developing open 

innovation processes in organisations, 

funding and skills among national, regional 

and local innovation ecosystems, in order to 

support all types of innovation, reach out to 

all innovators across the EU and provide 

them with adequate support.  

5.6. When looking to bolster innovation, 

Member States and the Commission must 

aim to recreate the environment of successful 

innovation clusters like Silicon Valley. 

Favourable regulation, tax incentives, a 

qualified workforce and easy access to 

finance will allow European innovators to 

remain in Europe and scale up their ideas.  

The SME Strategy for a sustainable and 

digital Europe aims to help companies not 

just to grow and scale up, but also to be 

competitive, resilient, and sustainable. The 

three pillars of the strategy are: (a) capacity-

building and support for the transition to 

sustainability and digitalisation; (b) 

reducing regulatory burden and improving 

market access; and (c) improving access to 

financing. 

5.7. The EU cannot maintain its lead in 

innovation without smart intellectual 

propriety policies. We need to make sure that 

European innovation and patents are well 

protected from hostile intentions and 

economic espionage. The implementation of 

the European Unitary Patent is thus a must! 

The Commission fully agrees on the 

importance of proper intellectual property 

frameworks and policies, which it further 

emphasises in the ‘Intellectual Property 

Action Plan’ adopted on 25 November 

2020
83

. 

5.8. Europe must not remain naive in the face 

of unfair competition. Protecting European 

consumers, businesses and the single market 

is key for our economy to thrive. Whoever 

To ensure a fair business environment for 

all businesses active in the EU, the 

Commission plans to propose in the second 

quarter of 2021, a legal instrument to level 
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wants to be a part of the single market should 

comply with these rules and respect them 

fully, including climate-neutral principles. 

the playing field as regards foreign 

subsidies. 

5.9. The EESC urges the Commission to 

speed up adoption of the White Paper on an 

Instrument on Foreign Subsidies, which will 

address distortive effects caused by foreign 

subsidies within the single market.  

The Commission adopted the White Paper 

on levelling the playing field as regards 

foreign subsidies on 17 June 2020.
84

 

The White Paper puts forward several 

options (so-called Modules) to tackle the 

distortive effects of foreign subsidies. 

Module 1 refers to general market 

operations, Modules 2 and 3 focus 

specifically on acquisitions of EU 

companies and distortions to EU public 

procurement procedures. The White Paper 

also sets out the option to review foreign 

subsidies in the case of applications for EU 

financial support. 

The public consultation on the options put 

forward in the White Paper was open until 

23 September 2020. In light of the input 

received, the Commission plans to present 

legislative proposals to tackle the distortive 

effects of foreign subsidies in the Single 

Market in the second quarter of 2021. 

5.10. The EESC has already called for "a use-

value oriented industrial policy for Europe, 

spatially adjusted according to local 

characteristics and promoting clusters and 

cooperation, whereby preserving variety 

matches scale benefits following the 

principles of industrial symbiosis and circular 

economy"
85

. 

The new Industrial Strategy will help 

deliver on three key priorities: maintaining 

European industry's global competitiveness 

and a level playing field, at home and 

globally, making Europe climate-neutral by 

2050 and shaping Europe's digital future. 

The single market also needs to play its part 

by incentivising innovation to make the 

most of economies of scale, speed and 

scope. Place-based innovation and 

experimentation should be encouraged, as 

well as clusters and cooperation across 

regions. This would allow regions to 

develop and test new solutions with SMEs 
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and consumers, drawing on their local 

characteristics, strengths and specialisms. 

New technologies and solutions could be 

life tested with policy makers and regulators 

to enable innovative business models. 

As stated in the Circular Economy Action 

Plan
86

, the Commission will enable greater 

circularity in industry by facilitating 

industrial symbiosis by developing an 

industry-led reporting and certification 

system, and enabling the implementation of 

industrial symbiosis. 

5.11. The much-heralded reform of the 

competition framework is greatly needed. 

However, the EESC is disappointed that the 

overhaul of the EU's competition rules has 

been postponed until 2021. There is no room 

for political manoeuvres when designing the 

reform; the approach should be based on 

global developments and not only on the 

single market, as has been the case so far.  

The Commission is currently conducting a 

comprehensive review of competition 

policies under its three main instruments 

with very ambitious timelines: State aid
87

, 

mergers and antitrust
88

. In addition, in June 

2020 the Commission launched public 

consultations on a Digital Services Act and 

a New Competition Tool to assess possible 

ways to preserve competitiveness in the 

digital markets. Finally, to reflect on the 

growing issue of third country subsidisation 

and its distortive effects on the internal 

market, the Commission published in June 

2020 a White Paper on Foreign subsidies, 

which was open for public consultation 

until 23 September 2020. The Commission 

will come with a legislative proposal in this 

respect in the  second quarter of 2021. 

5.14. Unleashing the power of the European 

capital markets is crucial. Completing the 

Capital Markets Union and creating the right 

market conditions for firms to finance 

themselves through the markets will allow 

our firms to have access to the right 

instruments to finance each stage of their 

development.  

The most appropriate form of financing for 

a firm depends on a variety of factors – the 

type of firm, the business sector and the 

stage of development, among others. Whilst 

bank lending is an appropriate source of 

finance for many firms, availability of 

alternative sources of financing, as offered 

by capital markets, are essential for many, 
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especially small and medium enterprises. 

Completion of the Capital Markets Union is 

thus essential in order to create a deep, cost-

efficient market with fair access for all 

firms. 

As announced in the New industrial strategy 

for Europe, the Commission presented in 

September 2020 a new Action Plan on the 

Capital Markets Union, setting out a list of 

complementary measures to accelerate 

progress on completing the Capital Markets 

Union, including measures in support of 

integrating national capital markets into a 

genuine EU-wide single market for capital, 

making financing more accessible for 

European companies, in particular SMEs, 

and making the EU an even safer place for 

individuals to save and invest long-term. 

6.4. With so many industrial sectors in 

lockdown, the EESC deems it is: 

 urgent to map out how deep the impact of the 

COVID-19 crisis is on industrial sectors and 

value chains in order to identify and address 

the specific needs of each sector with a view 

to restoring production/employment; 

 necessary to (re-)build integrated industrial 

value chains inside the EU in order to boost 

Europe's strategic autonomy and economic 

resilience; reshoring of strategic activities 

must be supported and security of supply 

must be guaranteed in sectors such as energy, 

healthcare and active pharmaceutical 

ingredients. 

The Commission has been following the 

evolution of a number of economic 

indicators based on an ecosystem approach, 

which takes into account the impact of the 

crisis on specific sectors but also, and very 

importantly, the linkages and externalities 

across sectors. This approach allows 

identifying and assessing the bottlenecks 

generated by disruptions of value chains, 

and the consequences of barriers within the 

Single Market. 

At the same time, the analysis based on 

ecosystems will allow policy reinforcing 

economic resilience. 

Europe needs to build up resilience and 

diversify its supply chain to  reduce 

dependencies (both internal and external) 

when needed. By making sure there are 

several viable supply-side alternatives in the 

strategic sectors EU will  strengthen the 

resilience of the EU economy in the long 

run. Europe also needs to make the most of 

localisation as an opportunity to bring more 
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manufacturing back to the EU in some 

sectors. This will also provide Europe’s 

industry with an opportunity to develop its 

own markets, products and services which 

boost competitiveness
89

. 

On 25 March 2020 the Commission issued 

a special Guidance to Member States on the 

protection of Europe’s strategic assets
90

, 

ahead of the full application of the Foreign 

direct investments (FDI) Screening 

Regulation. It reminds Member States of 

the interdependencies that exist in the 

European market, and calls on all of them to 

seek advice and coordination in cases where 

foreign investments could, actually or 

potentially, now or in the future, have an 

effect in the single market. 

Furthermore, the Commission will update 

the industrial strategy in the first half of 

2021, taking into account the learnings from 

the Covid-19 crisis. 

One of the objectives of the pharmaceutical 

strategy for Europe
91

 adopted in November 

2020 is to enhance resilience to secure the 

supply chains for pharmaceuticals. Through 

a structured dialogue with the actors of the 

pharmaceuticals manufacturing value chain 

and public authorities, a better 

understanding of the global supply chains 

should be gained, causes and drivers of 

potential vulnerabilities, including potential 

dependencies threatening the supply of 

active pharmaceutical ingredients and raw 

materials, identified and possible measures 

to address the vulnerabilities put forward. 

6.8. Key industries and sectors must be Although EU industry is highly integrated in 
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identified and supported, from human 

resources to research, resulting in a European 

industrial policy that protects these strategic 

sectors from the market and ensures security 

of supply of key elements, such as 

respirators, masks and other things. This must 

mean supporting corporations which relocate 

production capacity to Europe, allowing the 

EU to regain control over production and 

ensuring autonomy vis-à-vis the world 

market, always in line with a just ecological 

transition. The EU's growing dependency on 

imports of medicines and active 

pharmaceutical ingredients may pose 

systemic problems by creating medicine 

shortages and health risks. This poses serious 

concerns to the UE's strategic autonomy. 

global value chains and operates globally, 

the EU should not be naïve to threats to fair 

competition and trade. 

The Commission has proposed recovery 

measures aiming at strengthening the 

resilience of the EU industry and Europe’s 

open strategic autonomy. For example, it has 

proposed to further enhance InvestEU to 

finance projects needed to develop strong 

and resilient independent value chains such 

as critical infrastructure, green and digital 

technologies and healthcare and enhance the 

single market. 

The Commission issued in March 2020 

guidance to Member States on how to use 

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) screening 

in a time of public health crisis in the EU. 

Besides, the Commission published in June 

2020 a White Paper on an instrument aimed 

to tackle distortive effects of foreign 

subsidies in the single market, thus levelling 

the playing field between companies subject 

to EU state aid rules and those receiving 

subsidies from foreign countries. 

The new Action Plan on Critical Raw 

Materials presented in September 2020 

looks at the current and future challenges 

and proposes actions to reduce Europe's 

dependency on third countries, diversifying 

supply from both primary and secondary 

sources and improving resource efficiency 

and circularity. 

A new Pharmaceutical strategy of November 

2020 looks at the issue of enhancing the 

security of supply of pharmaceuticals and 

active pharmaceutical ingredients and to 

address shortages. This will be done 

building on EU’s open strategic autonomy 

and through both legislative and non-

legislative action. The strategy considered it 

important to assess whether manufacturing 
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capacity for certain critical medicines may 

be required in the EU from the perspective 

of public health and crisis preparedness, in 

full compliance with EU competition and 

World Trade Organization (WTO) rules. 

The dependencies need to be identified 

based on sound methodology and evidence 

to assess whether they lead to a vulnerability 

in key areas. 

Pursuing a model of open strategic 

autonomy for Europe, the Commission will 

make the most of its full toolbox of trade 

defence mechanisms to uphold a global level 

playing field and will undertake a trade 

policy review to ensure the continuous flow 

of goods and services worldwide. 

  



 

104 / 152 

 

N°13 Single Market Enforcement Action Plan – Identifying and addressing 

barriers to the Single Market 

COM(2020) 94 final 

COM(2020) 93 final  

EESC 2020/1412 - INT/899-908 

553
rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Gerardo LARGHI (IT-II)  

Co-rapporteur: Gonçalo LOBO XAVIER (PT-I) 

DG GROW – Commissioner BRETON 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.1. The European Economic and Social 

Committee (EESC) supports the 

Commission's Long-term action plan for 

better implementation and enforcement of 

single market rules.  

1.2. The EESC is willing to support and 

endorse the Commission's Communication 

on Identifying and tackling barriers to the 

single market. 

The Commission welcomes the Committee’s 

support.  

1.3. The EESC believes that for too long the 

insufficient or inadequate application of EU 

rules has been the Achilles heel of EU law, 

and that therefore many instances of fraud 

and illegal behaviour have not been dealt 

with. The application of EU law is essential 

to build business and consumer confidence 

and to ensure that the single market delivers 

its full potential to businesses, employees 

and consumers. 

A well-functioning Single Market is 

fundamental to propel our businesses and to 

offer the best choice to consumers. 

Insufficient or incorrect implementation and 

lack of enforcement has damaging 

consequences. The Commission agrees that 

application of EU law is essential to build 

business and consumer confidence and to 

ensure that the single market delivers its full 

potential to businesses, employees and 

consumers. 

1.4. The EESC believes that to be effective 

an implementation strategy must:  

1) be based on a strong partnership 

involving all relevant stakeholders;  

2) allow for greater cooperation at 

European level between existing 

enforcement networks to ensure that 

The Commission agrees with these 

statements.  

1) As presented in the Long term action plan 

on better implementation and enforcement of 

single market rules - specific actions require 

such partnership. The Single Market 

Enforcement Task-Force (SMET) composed 
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problems which affect several sectors 

simultaneously are targeted;  

3) develop strategies and means to target 

wide-ranging EU infringements, where a 

single effective and transparent 

enforcement action can be taken to protect 

all stakeholders and ensure transnational 

law enforcement;  

4) use the potential of new technologies. 

of Member States and the Commission will 

notably assess the state of compliance of 

national law with single market rules.  

2) Administrative cooperation is already 

provided for in a number of legislative acts 

(e.g. Chapter IV of the Services Directive). In 

addition, the Internal Market Advisory 

Committee (IMAC) is set up and will be used 

more regularly for this purpose (cooperation 

between existing enforcement networks). 

3) The Commission agrees with this 

statement. The enforcement strategy is based 

on prioritisation of cases.  

4) The Long-term action plan for better 

implementation and enforcement of single 

market rules promotes the use of new IT 

tools and solutions to improve enforcement: 

- using the Single Digital Gateway (action 2); 

- setting up an e-enforcement lab (action 13); 

- making SOLVIT the default tool for Single 

Market dispute resolutions (action 18); 

- upgrading the Single Market Scoreboard to 

provide a performance-monitoring tool on 

the application of single market rules. 

1.5. The EESC urges the Commission to 

include in the action plan a clearly defined 

role for civil society actors, entrepreneurs, 

workers and consumers. 

This is the case for specific actions where 

appropriate: for example, action 4: training 

for practitioners, action 6 on building 

capacity, action 13 and  17 regarding EU 

Product compliance network etc. 

1.6. The EESC fully supports the European 

Commission's idea to transform SOLVIT 

into an effective default tool for unjustified 

barriers on the single market, but it is 

important that SOLVIT be equipped with a 

more structured procedure to refer 

important cases to the Commission and 

work across all sectors and policy areas. 

To make use of the full potential of SOLVIT 

and to increase its effectiveness and without 

prejudice to the Commission's infringement 

powers laid down in the Treaty, the 

Commission and Member States will ensure 

that SOLVIT is reinforced in order to allow it 

to be the default alternative dispute resolution 

tool in the Single Market policy areas The 

Commission is currently working to ensure a 

more systematic and automated information 
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transfer to the Commission on structural and 

recurrent issues that are detected in SOLVIT. 

1.7. The EESC welcomes the initiative 

focused on improving ex ante assessments 

of restrictive regulation under the 

Proportionality Test Directive. Stakeholder 

involvement during "proportionality 

testing" should be the norm rather than the 

exception. 

Stakeholder involvement is an obligation 

under Article 8 of the Proportionality Test 

Directive
92

. Moreover, under the same 

Article 8 of the Directive, Member States 

need to ensure that these stakeholders include 

also those who are not members of the 

profession concerned. 

1.8. The Single Digital Gateway is one way 

to digitally accommodate businesses' and 

consumers' needs for online information. 

Single points of contact will be quickly 

integrated into the Single Digital Gateway, 

so companies and consumers will only need 

to refer to one place for assistance and 

information. 

The Single Digital Gateway Regulation 

requires that information, assistance and 

problem-solving services and procedures 

available currently on many different 

websites are made accessible from Your 

Europe. The gateway will not be an 

additional portal; it will consist of national 

and EU level websites that can be search by a 

user from one entry page on Your Europe. 

1.9. The EESC supports the Commission's 

call for the European Parliament and the 

Council to adopt the proposal on the 

enforcement of Directive 2006/123/EC on 

services in the internal market laying down 

a notification procedure for authorisation 

schemes and requirements related to 

services. 

The Commission takes note of the 

Committee’s views.  

1.10. The Committee stresses that the crisis 

linked to the spread of COVID-19 entails 

serious risks for the single market, namely 

that differences between EU countries in 

terms of economic development, social 

guarantees and levels of prosperity could 

increase after the pandemic is over. 

During the COVID-19 crisis, the 

Commission acted immediately to alleviate 

freight traffic limitations and delays at 

borders within the EU Internal Market. For 

instance, on 16 March 2020, it adopted 

Guidelines for border management measures 

to address the most important obstacles. The 

Guidelines stressed the principle that all EU 

internal borders should stay open to freight 

and that the supply chains for essential 

products must be guaranteed. The Guidelines 

were completed on 23 March 2020 by a 
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Communication on the implementation of the 

green lanes that Member States should 

designate for freight transport to ensure 

movement of animals, plants, food, feed, 

agricultural production inputs, medicines and 

personal protection equipment into and 

within the EU. The application of these 

measures provided immediate results in 

alleviating intra-EU freight traffic delays, and 

transit times improved considerably. 

Not ignoring such risks, the Commission has 

proposed on 26 May 2020 a major recovery 

plan for Europe based on harnessing the full 

potential of the EU budget through the 2021-

2027 multiannual financial framework and  

the new recovery instrument 

(NextGenerationEU) of €750 billion, 

temporarily boosting the EU budget with new 

resources raised on the financial markets. The 

Commission welcomes the political 

agreement on this package which was 

reached by the European Parliament and the 

Council on 10 November 2020. 

1.11. The Committee notes that despite the 

real achievements of the single market, 

businesses and consumers still report too 

many remaining obstacles. 

The Commission agrees that businesses and 

consumers face obstacles as indicated in the 

Communication ‘Identifying and addressing 

barriers to the Single Market’ (COM(2020) 

93 final). The Action Plan proposed by the 

Commission aims to remove such barriers. 

1.12. The EESC agrees with the 

Commission's action plan, according to 

which "a real partnership of the different 

actors at European and Member State level 

responsible for implementation and 

enforcement will be essential to overcome 

existing single market barriers". 

This purpose is served, among others, by 

Single Market Enforcement Task Force 

(SMET) and the cooperation network of 

Member States. Moreover, besides the 

possibility of other meetings related to the 

infringement procedures, structured 

dialogues with Member States on better 

transposition of directives, better 

implementation of regulations and other 

enforcement issues will take place as 

explained in the Long-term action plan for 

better implementation and enforcement of 



 

108 / 152 

 

single market rules. 

1.13. The EESC therefore urges the 

Commission to use the new Single Market 

Enforcement Strategy to build a strong 

collaborative framework that includes all 

stakeholders active in the application of EU 

law. Among other things, organisations 

should be fully involved in the work of the 

announced Single Market Enforcement 

Task-Force (SMET), which should serve as 

a forum to discuss horizontal enforcement 

issues. 

The involvement of stakeholders has to be 

agreed with Member States.  

1.14. The EESC believes that enforcement 

is essentially a horizontal problem and 

therefore should not be dealt with in a 

compartmentalised way. It is essential to 

better organise and streamline the workflow 

between the different enforcement networks 

and to facilitate their exchange of 

information and good practice. 

Existing structures and networks are being 

strengthened. There are also new initiatives 

such the Long-term action plan for better 

implementation and enforcement of single 

market rules which set up the list of specific 

actions to address enforcement issue. 

Moreover the creation of the SMET ensures 

that Commission and Member States can 

coordinate and have a joined-up approach in 

setting priorities for enforcement. 

1.15. The Consumer Protection Cooperation 

(CPC) Regulation has helped to build a 

bridge between civil society organisations 

and law enforcement authorities through 

better recognition of their cooperation. 

However, while positive, this framework 

remains incomplete and requires further 

improvement, for example in the speed of 

response to citizens' alerts. 

The Consumer Protection Regulation entered 

into force on 17 January 2020 and should be 

given time to reach its full potential. 

 

1.16. The EESC believes that data and 

artificial intelligence can be used to help 

monitor markets. It therefore considers that 

these digital tools should be developed at 

EU level and shared by all stakeholders. 

The Commission agrees with this statement. 

1.17. Enforcement authorities today face a 

proliferation of dishonest practices in the 

single market, while their work is often 

Action 5 of the Long-term action plan for 

better implementation and enforcement of 

single market rules, aims at helping capacity 
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subject to strict budgetary constraints. In 

this context, the Committee calls for better 

use of scarce resources, better coordination 

between existing networks, development of 

new synergies between all actors, and new 

tools based on new technologies that can 

contribute to the effective implementation 

of EU law. 

building for national public administrations. 

Member States can ask for financial support 

to improve the functioning of national 

enforcement structures. This includes also the 

SOLVIT centres as they are part of the 

national enforcement structures by 

addressing concrete breaches of EU law on 

the basis of complaints received from citizens 

and businesses. Meetings of the Single 

Market Enforcement Task-Force as well as 

the Internal Market Advisory Committee will 

notably allow to better develop synergies 

between different actors and will help 

effective implementation of the EU law and 

to solve enforcement issues. 

2.2.3. Making SOLVIT the default tool: the 

EESC supports the aim of ensuring that 

SOLVIT procedures become the default tool 

for unjustified barriers on the single market. 

However it only has dialogue and soft power 

at its disposal; moreover, it cannot be used 

in parallel with litigations. The SOLVIT 

system needs a more structured procedure to 

refer important cases to the Commission. At 

the same time, it is important that SOLVIT 

works across all sectors and policy areas. 

The Commission welcomes the Committee’s 

support to SOLVIT. The Commission and 

Member States will ensure that SOLVIT is 

reinforced so it can be used, without 

prejudice to the Commission's infringement 

powers laid down in the Treaty, as default 

tool in Single Market policy areas. The 

Commission will strengthen the relationships 

between SOLVIT and different bodies and 

networks at national and EU level. The 

system for submitting complaints will be 

revised to better integrate it with SOLVIT. 

The Commission will monitor SOLVIT 

reports to identify structural issues of 

potential relevance. 

2.2.4. Improving ex ante assessments of 

restrictive regulation under the 

Proportionality Test Directive
93

 is a very 

welcome measure. However, the 

Commission should provide structured 

assistance and issue guidance to Member 

States on how to conduct ex ante 

proportionality assessments of newly 

planned national regulation of professions 

according to the Proportionality Test 

The Commission is currently preparing a 

guidance document and a collection of good 

practice examples from the Member States to 

support the national efforts on ex ante 

proportionality assessments.  
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Directive. Moreover, stakeholder 

involvement during "proportionality testing" 

should be the norm rather than the 

exception.  

2.2.15. The EESC supports the decision to 

set up a Single Market Enforcement Task-

Force (SMET), made up of the Member 

States and the Commission, in line with 

proposals and recommendations made by 

the EESC on a number of occasions.  

The Commission welcomes the Committee’s 

support for the SMET. 

2.2.16. The EESC stresses the importance 

of fighting every single instance of 

overregulation and incorrect enforcement of 

the rules, which have so often undermined 

the proper functioning of the market. The 

EESC strongly asks to be represented in this 

task force at least as an observer 

The Commission welcomes the Committee’s 

interest in the work of the SMET and will 

value the Committee’s and all stakeholders’ 

contributions to this work. 

2.2.20. (…) the EESC supports the 

Commission's call for the European 

Parliament and the Council to adopt the 

proposal for a Directive on the notification 

of national rules under the Services 

Directive. However, the agreement should 

not undermine the existing Services 

Directive through exemptions from the 

notification obligation as regards territorial 

restrictions (including urban spatial 

planning) or by stripping the Commission 

of its current decision-making powers. 

The Commission welcomes the Committee’s 

support.  

2.3.4. The EESC agrees with the decision to 

focus on public procurement. 

Administrators and beneficiaries of EU 

funds must be helped to improve their 

public procurement practices, so as to 

ensure a level playing-field and use 

procurement as a strategic tool for pursuing 

key policy objectives, such as circular 

economy principles. 

The Commission, in partnership with the 

Member States, will develop practical tools 

for the upskilling of officials dealing with 

public procurement, bring together public 

buyers to promote the sharing of expertise, 

facilitate training and incentivise joint 

purchasing in line with citizens’ demand for 

greener, socially responsible and innovative 

procurement. 

The Commission will also promote 

cooperation and exchange of practice through 
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the Network of First Instance Review Bodies 

on Public Procurement. 

3.2.6. The EESC therefore calls on the 

European institutions and civil society 

organisations concerned to clearly inform 

European citizens about the limitations of 

the single market so that they get a realistic 

idea of what they can actually expect from 

its realisation and enforcement. 

The Commission agrees that increasing 

knowledge and awareness of single market 

rules by national authorities and economic 

operators, especially small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs), is fundamental for them 

to fully benefit from the opportunities and 

benefits resulting from single market 

legislation. Therefore, the Long term action 

plan for better implementation and 

enforcement of single market rules proposes 

several actions (actions 1 to 6) aiming at 

increasing knowledge and awareness of 

single market rules among the national 

authorities and courts applying them on a 

daily basis, as well as citizens and 

businesses. 

3.4.2. The EESC stands by the Commission 

in its fight to ensure the product compliance 

of online platforms so that illegal and 

unsafe products are not placed on the 

market. It emphasises the importance of 

every single measure designed to check the 

compliance of products sold on online 

platforms and to try and ensure product 

safety in the global online supply chain. 

The Commission welcomes the Committee’s 

support.  

3.4.3. However, the EESC would like to 

recommend that the Commission also 

consider, as part of this exercise, matters 

like artificial intelligence, commercial 

communications, marketing and 

advertising, legal and contractual 

guarantees in the sale of goods and services, 

and specific provisions for the 

implementation and enforcement of the 

internal market in the banking and 

insurance sectors. 

The Commission takes note of the 

recommendations and agrees that it is 

important to consider the wider context of 

this exercise and find the right balance 

between all the issues concerned. 
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N°14 Taxation of the collaborative economy – reporting requirements 

(additional opinion) 

EESC 2019/3060 – ECO/500 

553
rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Ester VITALE (IT-II) 

DG TAXUD – Commissioner GENTILONI 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.3. The EESC believes that both tax 

policies applicable to the digitalisation of 

the economy and the devising of 

instruments and working solutions must be 

coordinated at international level. The 

EESC is therefore very pleased that the 

Commission, the Member States and the 

OECD/G20 are working together, 

recognising that the types of cooperation 

already in place have already produced 

tangible results and may produce further, 

more significant ones in future. 

The Commission agrees that a global 

agreement would be the best solution to 

the wider tax challenges of digitalisation 

and welcomes the Committee’s positive 

view of the cooperation already in place. 

The Commission remains committed to 

working towards an agreement at the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD)/G20 level in 

this area and is actively engaging in these 

discussions. Nevertheless, if no global 

agreement can be reached, then the 

Commission has been clear that the 

European Union should take action. 

1.5. One issue crucial for the tax systems 

applicable to the collaborative economy is 

the obligations incumbent on digital 

platforms with regard to collecting, 

communicating to tax authorities and 

keeping information on transactions 

(reporting obligations). These obligations 

should not constitute an excessive 

administrative burden for platforms. 

The Commission agrees. This concern has 

been taken into account when designing 

the Commission proposal for a Council 

directive amending Directive 2011/16/EU 

on administrative cooperation in the field 

of taxation
94

. 

1.7. The EESC calls for the development 

of a European standard for collecting the 

data and information on their own users 

that platforms will have to communicate to 

the tax authorities and keep. Reporting 

The Commission agrees. It has addressed 

this issue with the Commission proposal 

for a Council directive amending 

Directive 2011/16/EU on administrative 

cooperation in the field of taxation
95

. 
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obligations should be clear and harmonised 

across the Member States. A European 

standard could limit unilateral action by 

Member States which creates a 

counterproductive patchwork of rules and 

uncertainty as to which rules apply in the 

internal market.  

1.8. As regards the broad principles which 

should steer regulatory action on reporting, 

the EESC considers that the approach 

adopted must abide by the proportionality 

principle, in accordance with EU Court of 

Justice case law, and thus make it possible 

to achieve the purpose of the regulation, 

i.e. gathering clear information which is 

useful for tax authorities, without 

excessive, undue sacrificing of the private 

interests of platforms and final users.  

The Commission agrees. The above-

mentioned proposal takes into account the 

proportionality principle as well as data 

protection obligations laid down in the EU 

legal framework.  

1.10. The EESC believes that it is 

important to consider whether the 

imminent implementation of the directive 

on certain requirements for payment 

service providers regarding requests for 

information with a view to identifying 

VAT fraud can also be used for the 

purposes of direct taxation in the context of 

reporting obligations. 

 

This is already possible under Article 

55(1) of Council Regulation EU 904/2010 

on administrative cooperation in the field 

of value added tax (VAT). Under that 

Article the information exchange for VAT 

purposes (including payment data) can be 

used for the assessment of other taxes. 

This means that payment data can only be 

used to start investigations in the field of 

VAT, but then the result of the 

investigation can be also used for the 

purpose of assessing direct taxes. 

1.11. The exchange of information 

between private parties and public 

authorities must naturally comply with 

European legislation on the protection of 

privacy and the processing of individuals' 

personal data, and meet the criteria of 

need, proportionality and strict 

interpretation of any waivers granted from 

the broad principles in the field of privacy 

for the purpose of enforcing tax rules. 

The Commission agrees. The above-

mentioned proposal takes these points into 

account while ensuring that the public 

interest such as fighting tax evasion is 

protected. 
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3.3. In this respect, the EESC calls for the 

development of a European standard for 

collecting the data and information that 

platforms will have to communicate to the 

tax authorities and keep. 

The Commission agrees. This issue is 

addressed in the Commission proposal for 

a Council directive amending Directive 

2011/16/EU on administrative cooperation 

in the field of taxation
96

. 

3.8. A proportionate, reasonable reporting 

system should also identify which data, in 

terms of quality, are absolutely necessary 

and need to be collected in order to enforce 

tax rules, without placing excessive 

burdens on platforms and their 

professional users or final users. A 

proportionate approach should also make a 

distinction between professionals active in 

the collaborative economy and non-

professional service-providers, adjusting 

the reporting obligations applicable to each 

category. 

 

The Commission agrees with the need for 

data minimisation emphasised in the first 

sentence. The Commission proposal for a 

Council directive amending Directive 

2011/16/EU on administrative cooperation 

in the field of taxation
97

 takes this into 

account. It identifies which data is 

absolutely necessary and needs to be 

collected in order for the tax authorities to 

enforce tax rules. At the same time, this is 

done in a harmonised, proportional and 

efficient way so that the burden on the 

platforms is as minimised as possible. 

The Commission disagrees with making a 

distinction between professional and non-

professional service-providers. This would 

increase the burden on the platforms 

without providing an accurate rule 

applicable in all Member States. The 

national law of each Member State 

determines who is considered a 

professional or non-professional service 

provider. Once the information reported is 

at their disposal, they can draw relevant 

tax consequences from that.  

3.9. Further aspects which should be 

subject to harmonised EU-wide regulation 

are: (i) the general conditions governing 

the lawfulness of processing by the data 

processor; (ii) the persons concerned by 

the processing; (iii) the entities involved 

and the purposes for which personal data 

Such rules on reporting obligations for 

platforms would create a legal obligation 

for them to process personal data (Article 

6(1)(c) Regulation (EU) 2016/679 

(General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR)
98

). 
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may be disclosed; (iv) the specific methods 

of processing; (v) the limits on the 

purposes of processing; and (vi) how long 

data are kept. 

 

The Commission recalls that under Article 

6(3) GDPR, legal acts creating such 

obligations have to specify the purpose of 

the processing and may contain additional 

rules, including on the points mentioned 

by the Committee. 

In the interest of transparency for data 

subjects and legal certainty for platforms, 

rules creating such requirements should 

indeed lay down these elements as far as 

possible.  

3.10. The exchange of information 

between private parties and public 

authorities must naturally comply with 

European legislation on the protection of 

privacy and the processing of individuals' 

personal data, and meet the criteria of 

need, proportionality and strict 

interpretation of any waivers granted from 

the broad principles in the field of privacy 

for the purpose of enforcing tax rules. 

 

The Commission agrees that any exchange 

of information between private parties and 

public authorities has to comply with data 

protection rules. The Commission 

proposal for a Council directive amending 

Directive 2011/16/EU on administrative 

cooperation in the field of taxation
99

 takes 

that into account. 

Please note that GDPR contains the 

provisions establishing the horizontal 

requirements that any such data exchange 

must comply with. Certain data subjects’ 

rights granted by it may be restricted by 

Union or Member State legislation in 

compliance with its Article 23.  

Compliance with data protection rules 

means i.a. that any data exchange be based 

on a clear and appropriate legal basis for 

processing, be limited to what is 

necessary, and meet the criterion of 

proportionality. 

From the platforms’ perspective, 

collecting, storing and disclosing the data 

as required by such reporting rules would 

be ‘necessary for compliance with a legal 

obligation to which [they are] subject’ 

(Article 6(1)(c) GDPR). 

From the tax authorities’ perspective, the 
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processing would be ‘necessary for the 

performance of a task carried out in the 

public interest or in the exercise of official 

authority vested in [them]’ by law (Article 

6(1)(e) and (3) GDPR). 

3.11. In this respect, it might also be 

useful to improve and encourage the 

exchange of information between national 

tax authorities as well, with a view to 

setting up effective forms of cooperation 

intended to prevent fraud and tax 

avoidance as well as to harmonise the 

working practices of the various 

authorities. 

 

The Commission agrees. While major 

improvements have been made in 

particular in the field of exchange of 

information over the last years, the 

evaluation
100

 of the application of Council 

Directive 2011/16/EU of 15 February 

2011 on administrative cooperation in the 

field of taxation
101

 showed that there was 

still a need to improve existing provisions 

that relate to all forms of exchanges of 

information and administrative 

cooperation. The Commission proposal 

for a Council directive amending 

Directive 2011/16/EU on administrative 

cooperation in the field of taxation
102

 is 

proposing a strengthening of the 

provisions on administrative cooperation 

and exchange of information. 

3.12. Tax rules in the collaborative 

economy, including as regards reporting 

systems, should anyway be geared to the 

various sectors of the collaborative 

economy: the various activities involved 

in this sector are often varied and specific 

and so require specific, targeted rules. 

The Commission disagrees and considers 

that the relevant information to be 

collected and reported is largely similar 

across sectors (e.g. rental of immovable 

property or provision of personal services) 

of the collaborative economy, and does 

therefore not warrant specific reporting 

requirement. However, the Commission 

agrees that such reporting rules may cater 

for different needs of different activities 

(e.g. collection and reporting of land 

registration number is only relevant for 

rental of immovable property). 
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3.14. Lastly, identifying minimum 

thresholds below which certain activities 

are deemed not to be professional or not to 

be economically relevant and for which 

specific tax exemptions can therefore be 

granted might be useful for stimulating the 

growth of the collaborative economy. 

However, these thresholds must be 

reasonable, following an accurate 

legislative impact assessment. 

The above-mentioned proposal was 

accompanied by an impact assessment. It 

duly examined whether thresholds would 

be needed for platform operators and/or 

the sellers, taking into account the need to 

minimise the risk of circumvention and 

minimise the burden, while fostering 

compliance and ensuring a level playing 

field.  

4.1. For VAT purposes, it is crucial to 

define the concept of "taxable person" 

precisely and understand whether the 

person in question is performing an 

economic activity. Furthermore, there is 

still no easy way to establish how to tax 

collaborative economy transactions in 

which remuneration is not made in money 

but which do involve some form of return, 

for instance based on the use of the users' 

personal data and the mining of that data.  

The Commission agrees. Action 23 of its 

Action plan of 15 July 2020 for a fair and 

simple taxation supporting the recovery 

strategy
103

, which aims at adapting the 

VAT framework to the platform economy, 

takes that into account. 

4.4. On this subject, the EESC considers 

the European Commission's VAT expert 

group's work on VAT treatment of the 

sharing economy to be very useful and 

trusts that this issue will be developed 

further 

We agree, the Commission will closely 

work with stakeholders and the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD) on that issue. 

4.6. The EESC believes that it is important 

to consider whether the imminent 

implementation of the directive on certain 

requirements for payment service 

providers regarding VAT fraud can also 

be used, in the context of reporting 

obligations, for the purposes of direct 

taxation either with regard to online credit 

card payments or to payments made by 

direct bank transfer and other forms of 

rapid payment. 

Please note that this is already possible 

under Article 55(1) of Council Regulation 

EU 904/2010 on administrative 

cooperation in the field of VAT. Under 

that Article the information exchange for 

VAT purposes (including payment data) 

can be used for the assessment of other 

taxes. This means that payment data can 

only be used to start investigations in the 

field of VAT, but then the result of the 

investigation can be also used for the 

purpose of assessing direct taxes. 
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N°15 Taxation mechanisms for reducing CO2 emissions (own-initiative opinion) 

EESC 2020/1132 – ECO/512 

553
rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Krister ANDERSSON (SE-I) 

DG TAXUD – Commissioner GENTILONI 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.1. The EESC believes that there are well-

founded reasons to establish uniform rules 

within the EU to combat global warming 

and based on these to embark on 

international discussions with other trading 

blocs. 

1.2. The discussions so far have focused on 

regulations and environmental taxes, in 

particular on taxes to reduce emissions. 

The EESC argues that there is a need to 

address global warming in a global, 

comprehensive and symmetrical way, 

taking into account the level of CO2 in the 

atmosphere. 

1.2.  

 

The Commission is determined to help in 

raising global ambition and using all tools 

at its disposal, including climate 

diplomacy.  

In line with the commitments set out in the 

Communication of 11 December 2019 on 

the European Green Deal
104

 (and reflected 

in Article 2(3) of the proposal), the 

Commission published, on 17 September 

2020, a Communication on Stepping up 

Europe's 2030 Climate Ambition
105

, 

proposing an EU-wide net greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions reduction target of at 

least 55% by 2030, compared to 1990 

levels.  

In addition, the Commission intends to 

step up its efforts towards climate change 

adaptation, as well as demonstrate the 

EU’s commitment to both domestic action 

and international support to countries 

particularly vulnerable to the adverse 

consequences of climate change. This will 

be achieved, inter alia, through the 

adoption of a new and more ambitious EU 

adaptation strategy in early 2021. 

1.3. The Commission has in its carbon-

reduction work focused its attention on the 

Ensuring that taxation is aligned with 

climate objectives is essential. The 
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ETS. The EESC deems that, in the future, 

it could be useful and necessary to also 

devise new taxation measures that can 

supplement the current ETS and national 

carbon taxes in order to achieve an 

effective and symmetrical policy 

framework to tackle the increasing amount 

of CO2 emissions. 

 

 

Commission plans to propose, in June 

2021, a revision of the Energy Taxation 

Directive, focusing on environmental 

issues. Furthermore, by June 2021 the 

Commission plans to propose revisions of 

relevant legislative measures to deliver on 

the increased climate ambition, following 

the review of Emissions Trading System 

Directive
106

; Effort Sharing Regulation
107

; 

Land use, land use change and forestry 

Regulation
108

; Energy Efficiency 

Directive
109

; Renewable Energy 

Directive
110

; CO2 emissions performance 

standards for cars and vans
111

. 

The different pricing instruments must 

complement each other and jointly 

provide a coherent policy framework.  

1.4. The EESC encourages the European 

Commission to undertake concrete 

initiatives to establish similar carbon taxes 

in the Member States in order to harmonise 

the efforts towards an effective reduction 

of the CO2 level. An ideal outcome should 

create uniform conditions across the EU 

single market with regard to the 

emissions/reductions to be taxed, as well 

as the specific methods and rates of 

taxation for an equal impact on the level of 

CO2 in the atmosphere. 

For the Commission’s initiatives, please 

see the reply to point 1.3.  

Moreover, as long as many international 

partners do not share the same ambition as 

the EU, there is a risk of carbon leakage, 

either because production is transferred 

from the EU to other countries with lower 

ambition for emission reduction, or 

because EU products are replaced by more 

carbon-intensive imports.  

As differences in levels of ambition 

worldwide persist, while the EU increases 
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 its climate ambition, the Commission will 

propose in the first half of 2021 a carbon 

border adjustment mechanism, for selected 

sectors, to reduce the risk of carbon 

leakage. This will ensure that the price of 

imports reflect more accurately their 

carbon content. This measure will be 

designed to comply with World Trade 

Organization rules and other international 

obligations of the EU. It should be an 

alternative to the measures that address the 

risk of carbon leakage in the EU’s 

Emissions Trading System.  

1.5. The EESC encourages the 

development, through dedicated 

investments, of carbon capture and storage 

(CCS) and carbon capture and utilisation 

(CCU) technologies, both at the EU and 

national level, since they contribute to the 

objective of reducing the impact of CO2 

emissions and, more generally, to both the 

sustainable development goals promoted 

by the UN and the objectives of the Paris 

Agreement on climate change. 

 

The Commission supports the development 

of carbon capture and storage (CCS) and 

carbon capture and utilisation (CCU) 

technologies through a number of 

instruments. For instance, over the period 

2010-2020 the Innovation Fund will invest 

approximately €10bn to support innovative 

clean technologies, including CCS and 

CCU. Other EU instruments are also 

relevant in this respect, such as the 

Connecting Europe Facility concerning the 

transportation of carbon, once it has been 

captured. 

In addition, industrial and power 

installations whose activities are covered 

by the EU ETS do not need to surrender 

allowances for the CO2 emissions that they 

capture and transport to permanent storage 

facility. This is an important incentive to 

the deployment of carbon capture and 

storage in the EU.  

1.6. Member States should in particular 

adopt a comprehensive and symmetrical 

environmental tax policy for the effect of 

CO2 on global warming. There is a need to 

introduce taxes with both positive and 

negative rates. The revenues raised from 

CO2 taxes should be used to finance 

The harmonised Energy Tax is an output 

tax and, as such, is not based on the carbon 

print of production’s units. In this context, 

it is not possible to apply the mechanism 

involving negative rates indicated in the 

opinion. 

The revenues of the Energy Taxes accrue 
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incentives for CO2-reduction techniques 

locally, regionally and nationally. 

to the national general budgets and the use 

of the revenue raised is therefore 

determined at Member States’ level. 

1.7. The EESC draws attention to other 

policy instruments for carbon reduction. 

These range from new technologies to land 

management practices, which should be 

encouraged and supported both at the EU 

and national level. First and foremost, 

forests remove carbon dioxide naturally, 

and trees are especially good at storing 

carbon removed from the atmosphere by 

photosynthesis. Expanding, restoring and 

correctly managing forests can leverage the 

power of photosynthesis to tackle CO2. 

The Commission agrees on the importance 

of land management practices for carbon 

sequestration and storage. The Land Use, 

Land Use Change and Forestry (LULUCF) 

Regulation integrates land-based carbon 

sink into the EU climate policy 

architecture. By June 2021, the 

Commission will propose to revise the 

LULUCF Regulation to align it with the 

increased climate ambition (see reply to 

point 1.3. above). 

1.8. While the sale of forest products is 

taxed as income for the owner, it should be 

recognised that planting trees and the 

growth of forests reduces CO2 in the 

atmosphere and should therefore, in a 

symmetrical tax approach to global 

warming, be encouraged by a negative 

CO2 tax. This would be an important 

measure to achieve climate objectives. 

The Commission agrees on the importance 

of providing financial incentives to 

individual land managers, in order to 

encourage carbon sequestration. To this 

end, the Commission plans to: 

- launch a carbon farming initiative to 

promote carbon sequestration as a new 

business model for farmers and foresters, 

as announced in the Farm to Fork Strategy 

(timeline: third quarter of 2021) 

- explore the development of a regulatory 

framework for certification of carbon 

removals to monitor and verify the 

authenticity of carbon removals, as 

announced in the Circular Economy 

Action Plan (2023). 

These incentives should contribute to 

reverse the trend of a declining land carbon 

sink, and to achieve higher climate targets 

in 2030 and climate neutrality in 2050. 

1.9. The EESC would like to stress the 

need for efficient measures to be 

implemented in a socially acceptable way 

for all. 

The impact assessment accompanying the 

Commission proposals will carefully 

consider the social impact of the proposed 

measures. 
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6.9. […] the European Commission is 

considering revising the relevant State aid 

guidelines including the environmental and 

energy guidelines, which will be amended 

by 2021 to allow more flexibility to 

Member States. 

The Commission disagrees with the 

Committee’s wording and would like to 

clarify that it should read as follows: ʽthe 

European Commission is considering 

revising the relevant State aid guidelines 

including the environmental and energy 

guidelines, which will be amended by 

2021 notably to better reflect the Green 

Deal prioritiesʼ.  

This is because the Commission is about to 

launch the process for the revision of the 

Evaluation of the Guidelines on State aid 

for Environmental protection and Energy 

(EEAG) which will evaluate how to 

modernise the existing rules, notably in 

view of the new Green Deal priorities. At 

this stage, it appears premature to conclude 

that the State aid rules require more 

flexibility to incentivise CCS/CCU 

projects, especially in the light of the 

results of the fitness check on the existing 

guidelines which did not identify any such 

lack of flexibility in this respect. It would 

therefore be more appropriate to refer to 

the official announcement and plans set out 

by the Commission in its Green Deal 

Communication. 
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N°16 Enhancing sustainable economic growth across the EU 

(Own-initiative opinion) 

EESC 2020/01131 – ECO/513 

553
rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Philip VON BROCKDORFF (MT-II) 

DG ECFIN – Commissioner GENTILONI 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.3. To secure supply chains, which have 

proved vulnerable during the crisis, the 

EESC believes that EU operators need to 

rethink supply-chain strategies, including 

diversification, as well as the realignment 

of supply chains across multiple sectors. 

Equally important, the EU needs to play a 

more prominent role in world trade, which 

is vital for EU companies and their 

business prospects. The EESC also 

believes that a level playing field in a wide 

range of aspects (not least international 

labour standards, fair competition and 

compliance with climate change targets) 

for global firms operating in a global 

marketplace should apply. EU companies 

relocating their manufacturing plants (at 

least for essential products) within the EU 

to avoid supply-chain problems, cannot be 

excluded. 

The Commission welcomes the 

Committee’s recognition of the 

importance of ensuring secure supply 

chains. The Commission believes that a 

better understanding of supply chain 

vulnerabilities is needed and that on this 

basis appropriate mitigation measures 

should be introduced. 

The Commission further welcomes the 

Committee’s support for international 

trade and in particular for further 

strengthening the EU’s role. In this regard, 

the Commission agrees with the 

importance of levelling the playing field, 

which remain a key objective of the EU’s 

trade policy. 

The Commission agrees that resilient and 

sustainable supply chains are important, in 

particular to be able to address future 

crisis and pandemics. Resilient and 

sustainable supply chains are also better 

equipped to unforeseen economic 

disturbances. 

Improving resilience will require a 

combination of measures, depending on an 

analysis of our vulnerabilities and our 

public policy objectives. These objectives 

could be, for example, diversification of 

supply at country and company level, 

strategic reserves and stockpiling. 

The Commission reiterates its ambitious 
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international sustainability agenda, most 

importantly at the World Trade 

Organization. Raising sustainability and 

climate in the international fora is and will 

remain a priority for the Commission. 

1.4. Globalisation, with all its side-effects, 

has resulted in investments across 

countries but these are not always 

necessarily being made so much to build 

up capital investment as they are to seek 

countries with the lowest taxes. The EESC 

is of the view that the economic problems 

and other consequences created by the 

COVID-19 crisis suggest that a change in 

the modus operandi of businesses within 

the EU and across the globe is necessary. 

The EESC's recommendations to 

accelerate timelines to tackle tax 

avoidance and tax evasion have now 

assumed greater relevance, and the same 

is true about the discussion between 

Member States on a gradual shift to 

qualified majority voting and the ordinary 

legislative procedure in tax matters. 

The Commission welcomes the 

Committee’s comment on the needed 

change in the modus operandi of some 

businesses in the EU.  

The Commission can also concur to the 

view that qualified majority voting would 

contribute to a more efficient and 

democratic decision-making in the 

Council. In the context of the COVID-19 

crisis, the Commission would like to draw 

the Committee’s attention to the recently 

published communication outlining an 

action plan for a fair and simple 

taxation
112

, supporting the recovery 

strategy and presenting a number of 

upcoming initiatives in the field of direct 

and indirect taxation. 

1.7. The transition towards a more 

sustainable economic path needs to 

involve both the development of green 

sectors but also the "greening" of existing 

business models and sectors beyond the 

traditional "green" ones to the extent 

possible. Thus, the EESC believes that aid 

offered to businesses, both at the national 

and EU level, must be conditional on 

attaining the goals set out in the European 

Green Deal and the 2020 Sustainable 

Growth Strategy, and on evidence of 

social progress. 

The Commission promotes the alignment 

with the objectives of the European Green 

Deal
113

 and the 2020 Annual Sustainable 

Growth Strategy
114

. 

However, the Committee’s suggestion of 

making aid conditional to such goals is 

beyond the current legislative proposals. 

1.8. In determining strategies required for The general escape clause allows all EU 
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economic recovery, investment and 

sustainability, the Commission's activation 

of the general escape clause within the 

Stability and Growth Pact, allowing euro 

area countries to temporarily suspend any 

adjustments required to meet medium-

term fiscal targets, is a step in the right 

direction. However, the EESC believes 

that a revision of existing rules may be 

deemed necessary as we enter the post-

COVID recovery phase. 

Member States to temporarily depart from 

the adjustment requirements. The clause is 

not limited to euro area countries. 

The Commission has launched a 

consultation process on the review of the 

fiscal rules, which will be resumed after a 

temporary suspension due to the ongoing 

COVID‑ 19 pandemic. 

1.9. The EESC is of the view that a 

cornerstone of sustainable economic 

growth in the EU must be the creation and 

development of a truly circular economy 

that maximises and maintains value across 

entire value chains, while minimising 

waste and pursuing resource efficiency. 

Circular economy business models offer 

significant potential for fostering 

European competitiveness, not only in 

terms of safeguarding the natural 

environment, but also in the creation of 

high-quality jobs and the development of 

ancillary industries. 

The Commission is committed to 

implementing a more sustainable 

economic model in Europe. The European 

Green Deal is the sustainable growth 

agenda for Europe and the circular 

economy is a key component to attain the 

objectives of achieving a climate neutral 

Europe by 2050 and decoupling economic 

growth from consumption of natural 

resources. The Commission adopted a new 

Circular Economy Action Plan for a 

cleaner and more competitive Europe
115

. 

This action plan announces a sustainable 

product policy framework to change the 

way Europe produces and consumes and 

to boost new business models. 

3.2. As regards trade between nations, the 

increased interdependence has had a 

number of positive effects, not least the 

realisation that conflicts between nations 

would spell the end of the world as we 

know it, with the military firepower that 

nations like China, the USA and Russia 

possess. However, this does not tell the 

whole story. The negative consequences 

of globalisation, such as excess pollution 

and unfair working conditions, are often 

ignored. Also, when a crisis hits 

economies like China and the USA, this 

The Commission welcomes the 

Committee’s recognition of the 

importance of international trade, which 

has fuelled economic growth around the 

world and has helped move millions of 

people out of poverty. 
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affects a large number of countries, 

creating both regional and global 

instabilities. There are a number of other 

pitfalls caused by globalisation, not least 

the fact that multinational or global firms 

are often regarded as a threat to a nation's 

sovereignty due to their domestic clout. 

3.4. The expansion of global trade in the 

last quarter of the 20th century was made 

possible by two unrelated factors: the rise 

of intermodal freight transport (i.e. 

containerisation) and the widespread 

abandonment of capital controls in the 

early 1980s. Whereas capital flows are 

now more regulated, they remain the 

lifeblood for investment and trade flows 

across the globe. A third reason behind the 

expansion of global trade was trade 

liberalisation and related trade 

agreements, perhaps most notably China 

joining the WTO. Trade is hugely 

important for the EU in any effort aimed 

at enhancing sustainable economic growth 

and there are obvious advantages to the 

increase in trade flows between the EU 

and its trading partners, but the COVID-

19 crisis has highlighted the vulnerability 

of global supply chains. A disruption in 

trade can affect sustainable economic 

growth. With this in mind, the EU has to 

do more through its international 

agreements to secure supply chains to 

minimise the disruptions caused by 

economic shocks. This would involve a 

rethink of supply-chain strategies, 

including diversification, but also a 

realignment of supply chains across 

multiple sectors. It would also mean some 

form of sectoral de-globalisation with EU 

companies relocating their manufacturing 

plants (at least for essential products) 

within the EU to avoid supply-chain 

The Commission welcomes the 

Committee’s recognition of the 

importance of the EU’s trade agreements 

and underlines that such agreements play 

an important role in ensuring the secure 

and diverse supply chains. 

The Commission believes that a deep 

understanding is needed regarding supply 

chain vulnerabilities and that on this base, 

an appropriate mix of policies should be 

deployed to mitigate identified risks in 

critical sectors. 
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problems. 

3.5. Of relevance to the theme in question 

is the EU's international dimension and its 

relations with global players, particularly 

China, the USA and Russia. Whereas 

international diplomacy is critical for the 

future economic prospects of the EU and 

its currency, the EU needs to play a much 

more forward-looking and prominent role 

in international affairs, including trade 

negotiations with competitor nations. The 

EESC still favours multi-lateral trade 

negotiations and should continue to do so, 

but it is evident that the EU's position on 

multi-lateral trade is being ignored by 

China, the USA and Russia. If the EU is to 

play a more prominent role in world trade, 

which is vital for EU companies and their 

business prospects, then it has to do much 

more to bring other nations back round the 

multi-lateral negotiations table, failing 

which bilateral trade will need to assume 

greater importance. Globalisation in a 

post-crisis future, has to have a level 

playing field in a wide range of aspects 

(including tax competition, compliance 

with labour standards, and meeting 

climate change targets) for global firms 

operating in a global marketplace. If not, 

then the EU risks becoming more and 

more vulnerable and dependent on trade 

skirmishes between the USA and China. 

The Commission emphasises the 

importance of the multilateral trading 

system, in particular for ensuring a stable 

and predictable trading environment, 

which is needed for trade to thrive. 

Consequently, one of the top trade 

priorities of the Commission is to reform 

the World Trade Organization. In this 

process the EU must work together with 

all WTO Members. 
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N°17 Renewed InvestEU programme and Solvency Support Instrument 

COM (2020) 403 final, 

COM(2020) 404 final 

EESC 2020/2866 – ECO/528 

553
rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Ronny LANNOO (BE-III) 

DG ECFIN – Commissioner GENTILONI 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

The Commission would like to thank the Committee for its own initiative opinion 

supporting the Commission’s proposals. 

The European Council considered, inter alia, these Commission proposals in its 

extraordinary meeting of 17-21 July 2020. However, in its ʻConclusions on the recovery 

plan and multiannual financial framework for 2021-2027ʼ of 21 July 2020
116

, it did not 

support the Solvency Support Instrument and substantially reduced the amount available 

for the InvestEU Programme. 

The Commission remains in close dialogue with the Council and the European 

Parliament in order to support a swift final adoption and a timely implementation of the 

InvestEU Programme. 

  

                                                           
116

  https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/07/17-21/ 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/07/17-21/
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N°18 Recovery and Resilience Facility and Technical Support Instrument 

COM(2020) 408 final, 

COM(2020) 409 final 

EESC 2020/2808 – ECO/527 

553
rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Dimitris DIMITRIADIS (EL-I) 

DG ECFIN – Commissioner GENTILONI 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.6. The EESC has already made it clear 

that it is "in favour of a strong linkage 

between the Reform Support Programme 

and the European Semester". Therefore, 

the plans submitted by the Member States 

should address the main challenges 

identified in the European Semester and 

should be harmonised with the principles 

of European Green Deal and the Digital 

Agenda. 

4.3. The EESC believes that these plans 

should address the main challenges 

Member States are facing as identified in 

the European Semester, in areas such as 

competitiveness, productivity, education 

and skills, health, employment, and 

economic, social and territorial cohesion. 

They should also ensure that these 

investments and reforms focus 

appropriately on the challenges related to 

the green and digital transitions, to help 

create jobs and sustainable growth and 

make the Union more resilient. 

Article 15(3) of the proposed Recovery 

and Resilience Facility Regulation 

stipulates that the recovery and resilience 

plan shall explain how the relevant 

country-specific challenges and priorities 

identified in the context of the European 

Semester are expected to be addressed, as 

well as explain how the measures in the 

plan are expected to contribute to the green 

and digital transitions or to the challenges 

resulting from them (recital 16: to boost 

actions that fall within the priorities of the 

European Green Deal and the Digital 

Agenda). 

Article 16(3) foresees that the Commission 

will also take these criteria into account in 

its assessment of the plans. 

1.9. The EESC considers it important that 

Member States cooperate closely with the 

European Commission to approve, 

monitor and ensure the successful 

completion of the project plans submitted 

under the Facility. 

The Commission will work closely with 

the Member States in all stages of the 

Recovery and Resilience Plan. In 

Particular, Article 16 (1) of the proposal 

stipulates that the Commission shall act in 

close cooperation with the Member State 

regarding the assessment of the plan. 
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1.10. The plans should provide direct 

financial support to small and medium-

sized enterprises. 

1.11. The EESC considers it very 

important that every measure announced, 

especially those providing financial 

support, should be accompanied by clear, 

business-friendly information on what 

type of support is provided, how an SME 

can effectively access the different EU 

financial instruments that exist, who to 

contact at EU level if they have questions, 

who are the national bodies involved in 

channelling the funds, who are the 

national players SMEs can turn to, what is 

the role of national banks and what are 

their obligations. 

The aim of the Facility is to provide 

support for reforms and public investment. 

Companies will not be able to access the 

funding directly. The funding will be 

provided to the Member States upon 

fulfilment of the agreed milestones and 

targets. 

Inclusion of costs due to direct subsidies 

offered by the Member States can be 

considered as long as they are an integral 

part of a reform or an investment in line 

with the objectives of the Facility 

(promoting sustainable growth, resilience, 

cohesion, twin transition). 

Member States may provide guarantees to 

national promotional banks in view of 

large infrastructure projects or schemes 

that support investment in a specific sector. 

In such a case, if guarantees were to be 

called, the related cost could be covered by 

Recovery and Resilience Facility funding. 

Before assessing the use of the Recovery 

and Resilience Facility for guarantees and 

to make sure that there is consistency 

between the programmes, Member States 

should verify if other instruments are 

available to contribute to the related costs, 

for example InvestEU. 

If Member States include measures of this 

kind, it is within the responsibility of 

Member States to inform market actors on 

this. 

1.12. The submission, approval, 

monitoring and completion of projects 

could be sped up by actively involving 

private sector consulting companies with 

global experience in the relevant areas. 

The Commission proposal explicitly refers 

to the use of expert advice to support the 

Commission’s work if necessary in the 

assessment of the plan and in the 

assessment of the fulfilment of the 

milestones and targets (Articles 16(5), 

19(3) and recital 24). The Commission 

sees, however, no reason to restrict 

support to its work to the private sector 
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and/or consulting companies with global 

experience. In the implementation of their 

plan, Member States are free to consider 

the use of private or public sector support 

on their own initiative or to request such 

support, where necessary, through the 

technical support instrument. 

1.13. The EESC emphasises once more 

the need to share best practices within the 

EU, and to speed up bureaucratic 

processes regarding the allocation and 

disbursement of available funds, with the 

European Commission providing the 

necessary technical support. 

The Commission aims to implement 

efficient, effective and transparent 

processes while assuring scrutiny and 

accountability to guarantee that Member 

States implement ambitious and impactful 

reforms and public investments. As 

foreseen in the regulation, Member States 

may request the Commission to organise 

an exchange of good practice in order to 

allow the requesting Member States to 

benefit from the experience of other 

Member States. Member States may also 

request technical support under the 

Technical Support Instrument to help with 

the preparation and implementation of the 

recovery and resilience plans. 

1.14. The role and views of the social 

partners and civil society organisations 

should be integrated in the plans submitted 

by the Member States. In particular, the 

EESC has already called for a more active 

role for organised civil society "…in 

obtaining agreement between the 

European Commission and the Member 

States on the content of reform 

programmes". 

4.7. The EESC has already suggested 

"introducing a rule whereby no financing 

should be given to a Member State unless 

they have fully adopted the application of 

the Partnership principle with a real 

involvement of the social partners and 

civil society when deciding on the 

multiannual reform commitment 

The Commission agrees that making the 

Recovery and Resilience Facility a 

success will require broad support for the 

recovery and resilience plan – and its 

reforms and investments – across society. 

Member States are encouraged to involve 

national stakeholders, including social 

partners, in developing their plans, and to 

build broad-based alliances to accompany 

their implementation. 

The Partnership principle is intrinsic to the 

management of the European Structural 

and Investment Funds, which are under 

shared management by the Commission 

and national authorities. The Recovery 

and Resilience Facility is a direct 

management programme, to which the 

principle cannot be extended per se. 
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packages
117

. The Partnership principle 

application is paramount for ensuring the 

delivery of evidence-based reforms, 

connected to the real-life situation in the 

economies of each Member State"
118

. 

4.9. The EESC believes that the allocation 

of funds should also take into 

consideration convergence criteria. 

The allocation key is subject to 

interinstitutional negotiations. The 

Commission has proposed an allocation 

key based on (i) population, (ii) the 

inverse of GDP per capita, and (iii) the 

average unemployment rate over the past 

5 years (2015-2019) compared to the EU 

average. Subsequently, the European 

Council of 17-21 July agreed to apply this 

key to 70% of the non-repayable financial 

support. The European Council has further 

agreed for the remaining 30% of the 

envelope to replace the unemployment 

rate indicator by the observed loss in real 

GDP over 2020 (for 50%) and by the 

observed cumulative loss in real GDP over 

the period 2020-2021 (for 50%)
119

. 

4.11. The EESC emphasises the need for a 

sufficient period of time in order to 

effectively implement and achieve the 

objectives of “the Facility” project. In 

addition, the EESC points out the danger, 

in case that opinions for a short period of 

time of implementation of the plan 

prevail, that the latter will ultimately fail 

in the objectives it has set. 

The Commission proposed a horizon of 

four years for reforms and seven years for 

investments. The European Council of 17-

21 July 2020 has subsequently agreed a 

timeline ending in 2026. The current 

agreement, still under interinstitutional 

negotiations, reflects such position and 

indicates that reforms and investments are 

to be completed by the end of August 

2026 at the latest. 

5.3. The EESC emphasises the need for 

the Technical Support Instrument to 

support Member State authorities in their 

efforts to design reforms according to their 

own priorities and enhance their capacity 

The proposal for Technical Support 

Instrument is designed in a way that will 

allow the Commission to support Member 

State authorities in their efforts to design 

reforms also according to their own 

                                                           
117

  Commission Delegated Regulation (EU) No 240/2014 of 7 January 2014 on the European code of conduct on 

partnership in the framework of the European Structural and Investment Funds. 
118

  OJ C 237, 6.7.2018, p. 53. 
119

  https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/07/17-21/ 

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/legislation/2014/commission-delegated-regulation-eu-no-2402014-of-7-january-2014-on-the-european-code-of-conduct-on-partnership-in-the-framework-of-the-european-structural-and-investment-funds
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/legislation/2014/commission-delegated-regulation-eu-no-2402014-of-7-january-2014-on-the-european-code-of-conduct-on-partnership-in-the-framework-of-the-european-structural-and-investment-funds
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2018:237:SOM:EN:HTML
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/european-council/2020/07/17-21/
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to develop and implement reform policies 

and strategies, as well as benefitting from 

good practices and examples of peers. 

priorities and enhance their capacity to 

develop and implement reform policies 

and strategies, as well as benefit from 

good practices and examples of peers. 
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N°19 Inclusive and sustainable Banking Union (own-initiative opinion) 

EESC 2020/995 – ECO/509 

553rd Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Giuseppe GUERINI (IT-III) 

DG FISMA – Executive Vice-President DOMBROVSKIS 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.3. While acknowledging the progress 

made by the Commission in taking account 

of smaller and less complex banking 

institutions in its recent regulatory 

measures, the Committee believes it would 

be useful to further increase the 

proportionality of banking rules with 

regard to the characteristics of their 

addressees, without sacrificing the 

effectiveness of prudential rules. 

Simplified requirements for a small and 

non-complex institution should not be 

restricted to disclosure requirements. 

The Committee believes the final Basel III 

accord should be transposed in a way that 

caters properly for the diversity of banking 

business models in Europe and their 

contribution to the diversification and 

resilience of the Banking Union. 

The Banking package adopted in 2019 

already introduced a number of measures 

aimed at reducing the administrative 

burden related to reporting and disclosure 

requirements for small non-complex banks. 

It also introduced new simplified rules for 

market risk, counterparty credit risk and 

net stable funding requirements and 

interest rate risk. 

The Commission will strive for a 

proportionate implementation of the final 

Basel III standards in the European Union, 

which takes into account European 

specificities and aims to preserve the 

diversity of the EU banking sector, while 

upholding the highest prudential standards.  

3.2. The Committee considers that 

legislators should promote (rather than 

reduce) credit support for SMEs, a key 

sector of Europe's economy. 

Small and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs) are the backbone of the EU 

economy. In order to promote bank lending 

to SMEs, an SME supporting factor has 

been introduced in EU bank prudential 

regulation. Its scope and calibration have 

been extended as part of the Banking 

package adopted in 2019. As part of the 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

date of application of this extension has 

been brought forward to support SME 

financing in difficult economic conditions. 
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The Commission will continue to pay 

particular attention to banks’ capacity to 

finance SMEs when implementing further 

changes to the EU bank prudential 

framework in the future. 

6.3. The Committee considers that the 

Basel Committee's decision to postpone 

implementing the December 2017 accord 

is undoubtedly appropriate and necessary 

to enable banks to cope with the fallout of 

the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The Commission supports the Basel 

Committee’s decision to postpone the 

implementation of the final Basel III 

standards.  

1.5. The Committee calls for greater 

recognition of the unique role played by 

regional and community banks.  

Prudential rules for banks in the EU 

include elements of flexibility that allow 

for a sensible, proportionate application to 

banks of very different sizes, with various 

degrees of operational complexity, 

different business models and risk profiles, 

including regional and community banks. 

Going forward, the Commission is 

committed to faithfully implement the final 

Basel III agreement in the EU in order to 

complete the post-crisis bank prudential 

framework, taking into account European 

specificities and the need to preserve the 

diversity of the European banking sector. 

4.8. The Committee considers that the 

opportunity of developing a green and 

social supporting factor should be properly 

examined and assessed. 

The Banking package adopted in 2019 

integrated environmental and social 

considerations in bank prudential 

regulation for the first time. Studies are 

now being undertaken by the European 

Banking Authority to see how capital 

requirements can be differentiated in 

function of the environmental and social 

impact of banks’ assets and how climate 

risks can be integrated in the supervisory 

review banks’ of banks’ risks. 

Sustainable finance is a priority for the 

Commission. The Commission is currently 

working on a Renewed Sustainable 

Finance Strategy, which will notably focus 
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on strengthening the foundations for 

sustainable investment by creating an 

enabling framework, with appropriate tools 

and structures. 

1.3. The Committee considers that rules on 

the designation of banks as significant 

under ECB’s SSM Framework Regulation 

prevent the application of new 

proportionality provisions enshrined in the 

CRD V and CRR II.  

The new rules on ʽsmall and non-complex 

institutionsʼ introduced in the 2019 

banking package apply to all banks 

fulfilling the defined eligibility criteria. For 

this purpose, it should be irrelevant 

whether a bank is considered significant 

under the single supervisory mechanism 

(SSM) Regulation and the SSM 

Framework Regulation; as such 

designation is only relevant for the purpose 

of allocating supervisory responsibility. 

Going forward, the Commission will 

closely monitor whether the new 

proportionality rules are duly applied 

throughout the Union, including by 

supervisors and where small banks are part 

of larger groups.  

4.6. The Committee also calls for the 

revision of the rules and mechanisms 

governing the resolution and liquidation of 

banks, the method used to calculate the 

MREL, and the alternative steps which can 

be taken by specific deposit guarantee 

funds set up by some regional or 

cooperative bank systems based on the 

European Court of Justice Tercas ruling of 

19 March 2019. 

The revised Minimum Requirement for 

own funds and Eligible Liabilities (MREL) 

framework entered into force on 27 June 

2019 and will start applying on 28 

December 2020 (revised Bank Recovery 

and Resolution directive – BRRD2 and 

Single Resolution Mechanism Regulation 

– SRMR2). This framework provides for a 

flexible and proportionate approach 

whereby the MREL level is set up by 

resolution authorities on a case-by-case 

basis and by taking into account the 

resolution strategy, size, business model 

and risk profile of banks. The Commission 

is in the process of reviewing the 

application of the Union resolution 

framework and its interaction with national 

insolvency laws. If appropriate, 

amendments to the Union resolution 

framework could be proposed in the 

second half of 2021 following a thorough 
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impact assessment in line with the 

principles of better regulation. 

Furthermore, the Commission notes that its 

appeal against the General Court’s Tercas 

ruling is still pending at the European 

Court of Justice. 
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N° 20 Gender Equality Strategy 

COM(2020) 152 final  

EESC 2020/1253 - SOC/633 

553
rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Giulia BARBUCCI (IT-II) 

Co-rapporteur: Indrė VAREIKYTE (LT-III) 

DG JUST– Commissioner DALLI  

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.1. The EESC is aware that the COVID-

19 pandemic produces a gender impact and 

has strongly highlighted the gender 

dimension of social and economic 

inequalities. This issue must be fully taken 

into consideration in the new Gender 

Equality Strategy. The European 

Commission should implement the Gender 

Equality Strategy in tandem with tackling 

the impact of COVID-19, through tailor-

made and targeted policy responses.  

 

The Commission pays close attention to 

the gender dimensions of the Covid-19 

crisis, and agrees with the Committee that 

it is essential to include a gender equality 

perspective in policy responses.  

To facilitate Member States’ exchange of 

good practices on addressing the gendered 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

Commission has organised specific 

seminars. 

1.2. The EESC recommends adopting 

gender mainstreaming strategies in all 

programming and governance bodies and 

infrastructure and calls on the Commission 

to strongly encourage the Member States 

to adopt the same approach. Furthermore, 

the Committee advocates the adoption of 

an intersectional approach to gender 

equality, also when addressing multiple 

forms of discrimination.  

 

 

The Commission shares the Committee’s 

view that gender mainstreaming is an 

essential strategy to achieve gender 

equality objectives and to ensure progress 

in the area of gender equality, across the 

European Union. The Commission is 

committed to further enhancing gender 

mainstreaming in its activities and 

policymaking. 

Intersectionality is a horizontal principle 

for the Gender Equality Strategy’s 

implementation, to reach all women and 

girls with gender equality measures. An 

intersectional approach is central to 

advancing on gender equality. The 

Commission will further the intersectional 

perspective in its policymaking, 

considering how sex and gender intersect 
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with other personal characteristics or 

identities, and understand how these 

intersections contribute to unique 

experiences of discrimination. 

An intersectional lens in our equality 

actions will be supported by the 

Commission Task Force on Equality, 

mandated to ensure that different equality 

strategies complement and reinforce each 

other, to effectively combat discrimination 

on the basis of different grounds, and 

protect the rights of all groups in situations 

of vulnerability.  

1.3. The EESC urges the Commission and 

Member States to ensure gender-balanced 

participation in advisory and technical 

bodies set up to discuss policy measures to 

relaunch the economy and to prevent social 

and economic marginalisation, in the 

context of COVID-19. 

 

Leading equally throughout society is one 

of the core pillars in the Gender Equality 

Strategy. As stated in the Strategy, 

inclusion and diversity is essential to bring 

forward new ideas and innovative 

approaches that better serve a dynamic 

and flourishing EU society. Having both 

women and men represented, in all of their 

diversity, is crucial for successful 

leadership and for sound decision-making. 

In compliance with its horizontal rules on 

expert groups (C(2016) 3301), the 

Commission confirms its commitment to 

achieving a gender balance in the 

composition of these groups. In particular, 

when selecting individual experts to be 

appointed as group members either in their 

personal capacity (Type A members) or to 

represent a common interest (Type B 

members), the Commission departments 

responsible for any given group pursue 

this objective, while taking into account 

the specific tasks of every particular 

group, the type of expertise required, as 

well as the response received to calls for 

applications.  

At the beginning of August 2020, 40,43% 

of Type A members were female. As 
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concerns Type B members, who are far 

less numerous than Type A members, 

36,33% were female. 

When Member States’ authorities (Type D 

members), other public bodies (Type E 

members) and private organisations (Type 

C members) are appointed as members of 

expert groups, it is up to them to appoint 

their own representatives. 

1.5. The EESC calls for a stronger 

commitment to gender equality in the 

forthcoming Multiannual Financial 

Framework 2021-2027. This approach also 

needs to be integrated into the 

implementation of the European Pillar of 

Social Rights and the Commission's six 

priorities for 2019-2024, as well as the 

recommendations of the European 

Semester.  

 

Multiple programmes proposed under the 

Multiannual Financial Framework 

(‘MFF’) 2021-2027 consider gender 

equality aspects. In line with the political 

agreement reached by the European 

Parliament and the Council of 10 

November 2020 on the MFF package, the 

Commission will examine how to develop 

a methodology to measure the gender-

relevant expenditure at programme level 

over 2021-2027. The Commission will use 

this methodology as soon as it is available, 

and no later than 1 January 2023, it will 

implement this methodology for certain 

centrally managed programmes to test its 

feasibility. 

In its proposal for the 2021-2027 Common 

Provisions Regulation for the shared 

management funds, the Commission has 

mainstreamed, requirements to take into 

account gender equality at all stages of 

programming, implementation, 

monitoring, reporting and evaluation of 

programmes.  

Within the European Semester framework, 

issues relevant to gender equality are 

regularly assessed in the country reports, 

resulting in country-specific 

recommendations for Member States. 

Gender Equality is also a key principle in 

European Pillar of Social Rights.  

1.6. The EESC supports the Gender The already existing bodies of the 
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Equality Strategy drawn up by the 

Commission and asks it to establish a 

coordination mechanism involving all 

Member States, social partners and civil 

society organisations (CSOs).  

 

 

Advisory committee on equal 

opportunities for women and men, High-

Level Group on Gender Mainstreaming 

and Task Force for Equality serve as 

coordinating mechanism for development, 

implementation and follow ups of gender 

equality policy at EU level and within the 

Commission.  

The Advisory committee on equal 

opportunities for women and men is 

composed of representatives from 

Member States, Social partners and Civil 

Society. The High-Level Group on Gender 

Mainstreaming is composed of 

representatives from Member States 

national machinery for gender equality.  

The Task Force for Equality, composed of 

representatives of all Commission services 

and the European External Action Service, 

will support concrete implementation of 

the Strategy.  

1.8. The EESC calls for action to remove 

the digital gender gap and to fully embed 

the gender perspective in the digital and AI 

agendas, at EU and Member State level, by 

setting a specific agenda together with a 

gender-sensitive monitoring mechanism 

supported by indicators and sex-

disaggregated data collection. 

 

The Commission is committed to building 

a more inclusive and digitally 

transforming society by increasing the 

involvement of women in digital, 

research, and innovation, and education.  

There are multifactorial reasons for the 

digital gender divide in the information 

and communication technology (ICT)-

related professions: the low number of 

young women taking up tech education, 

gender stereotypes, lack of role models, 

structural biases and lack of investment. 

The Commission’s strategy outlines its 

efforts to increase digital skills for 

women, combat gender stereotypes and 

develop women entrepreneurship. 

Initiatives such as the ʽWomen in Digital’ 

strategy and WeGate33 already work 

towards achieving these objectives but 

efforts need to be stepped up in order to 

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=1238&NewSearch=1&NewSearch=1
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=1238&NewSearch=1&NewSearch=1
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=1240&NewSearch=1&NewSearch=1
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=1240&NewSearch=1&NewSearch=1
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=1238&NewSearch=1&NewSearch=1
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=1238&NewSearch=1&NewSearch=1
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=1240&NewSearch=1&NewSearch=1
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=1240&NewSearch=1&NewSearch=1
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make more progress. The Digital 

Education Action Plan is developing 

strategies to attract more women to ICT 

jobs, in understanding better why more 

women do not take jobs in the ICT 

domain, and making these curricula and 

careers gender-neutral. Such insights can 

only benefit the teaching and development 

of digital technologies as well as the 

objective of the small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SME) Strategy to increase 

women entrepreneurship. 

The digital transition has a clear gender 

dimension, which is important to address 

in policy. As stated in the Gender Equality 

Strategy, it is crucial that women and girls 

are part of the ongoing digital transition. 

In this field, the potential of gender 

equality and gender parity is an underused 

potential for development. The 

Commission also recognises that inclusion 

of a gender perspective in all EU policies 

and processes is essential to reach the goal 

of gender equality.  

1.9. The gender pay gap remains one of the 

main forms of gender inequality and 

discrimination, as has been further 

highlighted by the COVID-19 crisis. The 

EESC calls on the Commission to urgently 

proceed with the proposal to introduce 

binding measures on gender pay 

transparency, and is ready to play a leading 

role in promoting a gender mainstreaming 

strategy for achieving equal pay.  

In accordance with the President’s 

political guidelines, the Commission will 

present a proposal to introduce binding 

measures on pay transparency. As part of 

the supporting consultation strategy, the 

Commission carried out a public 

consultation and two targeted 

consultations for social partners and 

member states, which closed at the end of 

May 2020. 

1.10. The EESC urges the Commission and 

Member States to promote an effective 

approach to prevent any form of violence 

against women and provide women with 

protection. The EESC advocates measures 

to support and adopt international and 

European initiatives to eradicate violence 

Ending gender-based violence is a very 

high priority for the Commission and it is 

a specific policy objective in the Gender 

Equality Strategy. As stated in the 

Strategy, the EU will do all it can to 

prevent and combat gender-based 

violence, support and protect victims of 
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against women. The EESC can work with 

social partners and CSOs to ensure swift 

implementation of such initiatives. 

 

such crimes, and hold perpetrators 

accountable for their abusive behaviour. 

Concluding the EU’s accession to the 

Council of Europe Convention on 

preventing and combating violence against 

women and domestic violence remains a 

key priority. Both the European 

Parliament and the European Commission 

have persistently emphasised the need to 

finalise the accession process in order to 

enable the Union and the Member States 

to tackle the issue of domestic violence 

together based on a joint framework.  

Moreover, the Commission adopted, on 24 

June 2020, a Victims’ Rights Strategy
120

 

that addresses the specific needs of victims 

of gender-based violence, including 

domestic violence. 

The Commission will also continue to fund 

organisations focusing on ending violence 

against women through the Rights, 

Equality and Citizenship Programme and 

its successor, Citizens, Equality, Rights 

and Values Programme. 

1.11. The EESC recommends a systematic 

approach to care policies, which include 

several other policy dimensions (pay 

transparency, public services, 

infrastructure, taxation, transport, the 

digital and AI agendas and EU funds). EU 

Member States should continue their 

efforts to increase the supply, affordability 

and quality of places in early childhood 

education and care. 

 

The Commission agrees with the 

Committee on the importance of a 

systematic and holistic approach to care 

issues, this applies to childcare as well as 

elderly care and long-term care of 

dependant persons. Closing the gender 

care gap is an explicit policy objective 

stated in the Gender Equality Strategy, it 

is essential to achieve gender equality, 

fight gender stereotypes, increase 

women’s labour market participation and 

women’s economic empowerment.  

To support a gender equal division of care 

work, develop care provisions and 

mitigate effects of gender stereotypical 
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division of unpaid care work, a range of 

policy measures are needed in various 

policy areas. As stated in the Gender 

Equality Strategy, the Commission will, 

for example, explore with the Member 

States and stakeholders the provision of 

pension credits for care-related career 

breaks in occupational pension schemes.  

The Commission will continue supporting 

Member States’ work on improving the 

availability and affordability of quality 

care services for children and other 

dependents through investments from the 

European Social Fund Plus, the European 

Regional Development Fund, the InvestEU 

programme and the European Agricultural 

Fund for Rural Development. The 

Commission is also working on a new 

comprehensive Strategy on the Rights of 

the Child, that is foreseen to be adopted in 

March 2021. 

1.12. The EESC calls the Commission to 

support Member States in enhancing the 

labour market participation of women with 

disabilities, thereby implementing the UN 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (UNCRPD) as well as any 

other vulnerable groups of women 

(including Roma and migrant women). 

 

Closing gender gaps in the labour market 

is an objective in the Gender Equality 

Strategy. It is essential to increase 

women’s participation in the labour 

market, to empower women to shape their 

own lives, play a role in public life and be 

economically independent. Women’s 

participation in paid work also contributes 

to economic development and growth.  

To increase women’s inclusion in the 

labour market, it is important to apply an 

intersectional analysis so to pay attention 

to certain marginalised groups of women. 

Women with disability, Roma and migrant 

women, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Transgender and Intersex (LGBTI) and 

transgender women, are structurally 

underrepresented in the labour market and 

at greater risk of discrimination.  

The Commission will strengthen gender 
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mainstreaming and apply a gender 

perspective to address the precarious 

situation of women with disabilities in the 

new disability strategy. Likewise, a gender 

equality perspective will be necessary in 

other strategies, such as the new LGBTI+ 

Equality Strategy and the strategic EU 

framework equality, inclusion and 

participation of Roma and the forthcoming 

Strategy on the rights of persons with 

disabilities. 
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N°21 European Year of Rail 2021 

COM(2020) 78 final 

EESC 2020/2360- TEN /710 
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rd

 Plenary Session – July 2020 

Rapporteur: Alberto MAZZOLA (IT-I) 

DG MOVE – Commissioner VALEAN 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.1. The EESC welcomes the proposal of 

the Commission and supports its goals, in 

particular to encourage and support the 

European Union, Members States, regional 

and local authorities, social partners and 

market forces to increase the share of rail 

in passenger and freight mobility. 

The Commission welcomes that the 

Committee fully endorses its proposal for 

a European Year of Rail 2021 and 

supports its goals. 

 

 

1.2. The EESC considers that the European 

Year of Rail will have to bring the broad 

public of citizens, railway workers, social 

partners, businesses and academic 

communities, and European youth in 

particular closer to the public debate of the 

EU institutions on EU sustainability and 

mobility policies and on the future of 

European mobility to promote rail as a 

sustainable, innovative and safe mode of 

transport. 

 

1.3. The Year of Rail for the EESC should 

be an opportunity to communicate on the 

sustainability credentials of railways, also 

where available as a suitable replacement 

of short-haul flights, on the Strategy for 

Smart and Sustainable Mobility as well as 

on the EU rail investment policies. 

 

The Commission fully shares the 

Committee's views and aims for an 

inclusive European Year, involving 

authorities and stakeholders at all levels. 

The Commission wants to reach out to the 

broader public, in particular young 

citizens, and to convince those who may 

not yet use rail transport. Throughout the 

year, we will see events, debates and other 

activities across the European Union – 

creating opportunities to exchange views, 

ideas and best practices.  

During the European Year, the 

Commission will promote rail and its 

numerous benefits, but will also raise 

awareness of the challenges that remain in 

seeking to create a true Single European 

Rail Area. A dedicated communication 

campaign targeting both customers and 

people working in the rail sector is 

currently under preparation.  

1.4. The EESC recommends during the 

European Year of Rail to assess the quality 

The Commission shares the Committee’s 

views on the importance of increasing rail 
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of rail services and, if necessary, adapt 

them to the needs of users so that they 

meet the criteria set out in Protocol°26 on 

services of general interest annexed to the 

TFEU, to develop projects that promote a 

holistic approach to accessibility, to 

reinforce the link between digitalisation 

and sustainability, to exchange with the 

community of investors on possible 

initiatives against the background of the 

Commission's sustainable finance action 

plan. 

 

performance and quality of service, 

including with respect to users’ 

satisfaction and accessibility. The full 

implementation of the fourth railway 

package is key in this respect: experience 

with market opening shows that 

competitive tendering of rail services 

lowers costs and improves the quality of 

service. As the pandemic has shown, both 

sustainability and digitalisation are key to 

resilience of transport systems.  

The Commission is keen to work closely 

with Member States to develop the case 

for new innovations, such as digital 

automatic couplings for freight, and to 

make connections between modes as 

seamless and efficient as possible, both for 

physical and digital infrastructure, such as 

for integrated ticketing. The European 

Year of Rail will certainly be an 

opportunity to shed light on those 

developments. Suggestions for legislative 

initiatives in those fields could be 

discussed in the framework of the future 

EU mobility strategy.  

1.5. The EESC calls for initiatives under 

the European Year of Rail to re-gain the 

trust of customers in public transport, and 

rail especially, to communicate better, 

especially to young Europeans, the 

attractiveness of a career in the railways, 

by supporting joint initiatives with social 

partners, universities, the academic 

community at large as well as European 

youth organisations. 

 

The Commission agrees with the 

Committee. In the post COVID-19 

context, the European Year of Rail will be 

more relevant than ever for gaining back 

the trust of passengers in collective 

transport. Rail is not only sustainable, it is 

also safe and innovative. Post COVID-19, 

it will be important to reassure passengers 

that rail is also safe from a health point of 

view, as measures are being taken to 

ensure this.  

The safety of rail is also inherent to its 

inclusive social model, in which workers’ 

rights are duly protected. In this respect, 

the communication campaign will 

promote the various career opportunities 

offered by the rail sector. Several 
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Commission departments and a number of 

stakeholders are working together to 

organise events under the European Year 

of Rail related to the themes mentioned in 

the Committee's opinion. The Commission 

expects a number of events with a focus 

on social issues and rail in 2021, such as 

the European Youth Day and Week, the 

European Vocational Skills Week, the 

European Tourism Day, the European Day 

of Persons with a Disability or an event on 

rail accessibility for persons with 

disabilities organised by the European 

Passengers’ Federation. 

1.6. The EESC is strongly convinced that 

the Year of Rail should be an opportunity 

to create public awareness of sustainable 

tourism and to give new momentum to the 

DiscoverEU initiative. The EESC strongly 

supports the initiative of the European 

Parliament to grant each European citizen, 

when they turn 18, the right to have a 

DiscoverEU pass as a symbol of the EU 

identity. 

 

Sustainable tourism, cultural aspects, 

industrial heritage, and regional 

connectivity should indeed be covered 

under the European Year. As the 

Commission proposed in its recent 

transport, borders and tourism package
121

, 

the European Year of Rail 2021 could 

focus on this specific travel mode to 

promote intra-EU tourism. In this context, 

the European Year could also give 

visibility to the revival of night trains in 

Europe. It is also expected that a series of 

activities will be organised under 

DiscoverEU, revolving around 

community-building, communication and 

learning activities for young applicants. 

1.7. The EESC points out that the Year of 

Rail should be used to provide more 

information on the calendar of initiatives 

of Europalia as well as to communicate to 

wider audiences the contents created in 

already existing cultural events, such as 

film festivals (Cannes, Venice, Berlin) and 

arts exhibitions. In the same context, rail 

stations and museums during 2021 could 

The Commission welcomes the 

Committee's proposals. The European 

Year’s framework is indeed open and goes 

beyond purely sectorial policies. In 

particular, it will cover aspects related to 

culture, heritage, education and youth. 

Since the very beginning, the Commission 

has been closely cooperating with the 

Europalia arts festival, which will dedicate 
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be the setting for major initiatives 

connecting the future and the past of 

railways with major industries such as 

architecture and construction, design, the 

electromechanical sector, food and 

tourism. In this context, the Committee 

could include in its 2021 cultural 

programme an exhibition on the railways. 

 

1.8. It is necessary that the Year of Rail 

seek the participation of all European rail 

museums, invite citizens to discover their 

collections including via their 

digitalisation, promote exchanges between 

museums and a European tour of rail 

museums.  

its 2021 edition to rail, in order to develop 

the European Year programme and build 

bridges with rail museums and other 

cultural institutions throughout Europe. 

We plan to promote all European Year 

events through a dedicated website and 

social media. We also count on national, 

regional and local authorities, the rail 

sector, communities and other actors to 

organise dedicated events (including in 

train stations) and disseminate information 

about them. In this context, the 

Commission very much welcomes the 

Committee's proposal to organise an 

exhibition on railways in 2021. 
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N°22 Sustainable rail market in view of the COVID-19 pandemic 

COM(2020) 260 final 

EESC 2020/3018 - TEN 716 
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rd

 Plenary Session - July 2020 

Rapporteur-general: Alberto MAZZOLA (IT-I) 

DG MOVE – Commissioner VALEAN 

Points of the European Economic and 

Social Committee opinion considered 

essential 

European Commission position 

1.1. The EESC welcomes the proposal of 

the European Commission […], the EESC 

argued that "even though rail freight 

showed a strong resilience, it could have 

done even better if […] track access 

charges were reduced to zero […]"… 

1.3. The EESC suggests however that 

before the end of the period of validity of 

the proposed derogations, the European 

Commission and the legislators should 

consider extending the validity of these 

measures, especially in the event that the 

economic recovery of the sector proves to 

be slower than expected. 

1.4. The EESC stresses the importance of 

the provisions aimed at ensuring that 

Member States compensate infrastructure 

managers for any economic losses caused 

by the application of the derogations from 

Directive 2012/34/EU proposed by the 

Commission. 

The Commission welcomes that the 

Committee fully endorses its proposal. 

 

 

 

 

The Commission has included in the 

draft Regulation a provision for an 

amendment of the reference period 

(validity period) so that in case of 

persisting impacts of the pandemic on 

the rail sector the measures provided for 

by the Regulation can be prolonged. 

 

The aim of the proposed Regulation is to 

open the possibility for Member States to 

allow the infrastructure manager (IM) to 

reduce charges in order to support the 

rail sector. Compensation of the 

infrastructure managers by the Member 

States in case of a reduction in track 

access charges is mandatory. 

2.1. The Commission proposal is aimed, 

like other recent proposals, at offering 

economic relief measures to the European 

rail sector. In this case, measures concern 

the waiver, reduction or deferral of track 

access charges for the use of rail 

infrastructure, as well as the waiver of 

reservation charges. They cover a 

reference period from 1 March 2020 until 

Indeed the proposed Regulation also 

derogates from the deadlines of Article 

27 of the Directive: the network 

statements need to be kept updated and 

amended without delay. 
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31 December 2020, in respect of which 

charges may be altered, by derogation 

from Article 27 of Directive 2012/34/EU. 

The network statement, displaying all 

applicable charges, must thereby be 

published no less than four months in 

advance for the deadline for requests for 

infrastructure capacity. 

2.4. The network statement sets out in 

detail the general rules, deadlines, 

procedures and criteria for charging and 

capacity-allocation schemes, including 

information for applications for 

infrastructure capacity. It is proposed to 

stipulate that the network statements 

should be kept up to date and amended 

without delay. 

2.2. Specifically, it is proposed to derogate 

from the principle laid down by Article 

31(3) of the Directive that requires that 

minimum access package track access 

charges be set at the level of the cost 

directly incurred as a result of operating 

the train service. By derogation from 

certain provisions of Directive 

2012/34/EU, Member States are allowed 

downward adjustments in the levying of 

mark-ups in the course of the current 

working timetable. By derogation from 

Article 36 of Directive 2012/34/EU, 

infrastructure managers are allowed to 

decide to waive reservation charges for 

cancelled train paths due to the disruption 

caused by the pandemic. 

2.3. The Commission also proposes that 

Member States be authorised to 

compensate infrastructure managers for 

the economic losses caused by each of the 

derogations from Directive 2012/34/EU 

referred above (charges based on direct 

cost, mark-ups and reservation charges). 

By derogation from Directive 

Indeed, the proposed Regulation 

derogates from the basic charging 

principle of Article 31(3) of the Directive 

and allows track access charges for the 

minimum access package below direct 

costs, even at zero. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The proposed Regulation allows Member 

States to authorise infrastructure 

managers to reassess the ability of the 

market segments to bear defined mark-

ups as their ability to bear might have 

changed due to the COVID-19 impacts. 

When a Member State authorises an 

infrastructure manager to use one of the 

derogations foreseen in Article 2 

paragraph 1, 2, 3 of the Regulation, it 
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2012/24/EU, infrastructure managers can 

be refunded within a period shorter than 

the one established in Article 8(4) of that 

Directive, i.e. by 31 December of the year 

following the year in which the loss was 

incurred. 

shall compensate the infrastructure 

manager for the specific financial loss 

incurred as a result of the application of 

paragraphs 1, 2 and 3 by 31 December of 

the year following the year in which the 

loss was incurred. This compensation is 

additional to Article 8(4) of the 

Directive. It allows Member States in a 

shorter term and actively to support the 

rail sector to ease the COVID impacts. 
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