Ref. Ares(2021)1451448 - 24/02/2021

FOLLOW-UP PROVIDED BY THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION
TO THE OPINIONS OF THE
EUROPEAN ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL COMMITTEE
PLENARY SESSION OF SEPTEMBER 2020

DISCLAIMER:
Due to current circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic, announcements
made in this report may be subject to revision in coming weeks or months.

1 / 274

N°

Title

References

EMPL
1.

2.

3.

Universal access to housing that is decent, sustainable and TEN/707
affordable over the long term (own initiative opinion)
EESC-2020-01076-00-00AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Raymond HENCKS (LU-II)
Co-rapporteur: András EDELENYI (HU-I)
SOC/645
Fair work in the platform economy
(exploratory opinion at the request of the German
EESC-2020-01859-00-00presidency)
AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Carlos Manuel TRINDADA (PT-II)
ESF+/Amended proposal

SOC/655
COM(2020) 447 final

Rapporteur-general: Krzysztof BALON (PL-III)
Co-rapporteur: Carlos Manuel TRINDADE (PT-II)
4.

Decent minimum wages across Europe
(exploratory opinion requested by
Parliament/Council)

the

EESC-2020-02948-00-00AC-TRA
SOC/632
European
EESC-2020-00358-00-00AC-TRA

Rapporteur: Stefano MALLIA (MT-I)
Rapporteur: Oliver ROPKE (AT-II)
GROW
5.

6.

7.

Strengthening non-profit social enterprises as an essential INT/906
pillar of a socially equitable Europe (own initiative
EESC-2020-01962-00-00opinion)
AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Krzysztof BALON (PL-III)
Public procurement as a tool to create value and dignity in CCMI/174
work in cleaning and facility services (own-initiative
EESC-2020-01563-00-00opinion)
AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Diego DUTTO (IT-III)
Co-rapporteur: Nicola KONSTANTINOU (EL-II)
SME Strategy
Rapporteur: Milena ANGELOVA (BG-I)
Co-rapporteur: Panagiotis GKOFAS (EL-III)

INT/898
COM(2020) 103 final
EESC-2020-01450-00-00AC-TRA
2 / 274

8.

Tourism and transport in 2020 and beyond

INT/909

Rapporteur: Panagiotis GKOFAS (EL-III)

COM(2020) 550 final

EESC-2020-02964-00-01AC-TRA
NAT/789
Towards
an
EU
strategy
on
sustainable
consumption
9.
(own-initiative opinion)
(Asoc
EESC-2020-01596-00-00JUST/TRAD
AC-TRA
E/ENV/TAX Rapporteur: Peter SCHMIDT (DE-II)
UD)

10.

Digital mining in Europe: new solutions for the CCMI/176
sustainable production of raw materials
EESC-2020-01559-00-00AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Marian KRZAKLEWSKI (PL-II)
Co-rapporteur: Hilde VAN LAERE (BE-I)
REGIO

11.

12.

Public sector loan facility and amendment to the Just ECO/526
Transition Fund
COM(2020) 453 final
COM(2020) 460 final
Rapporteur: Petr ZAHRADNIK (CZ-I)
EESC-2020-02765-00-01AC-TRA
COVID-19: Amendments to the CPR, ERDF and ECO/525
Cohesion Fund
COM(2020) 450 final
COM(2020) 452 final
Rapporteur: Mihai IVASCU (RO-III)

13.

EESC-2020-02766-00-01AC-TRA
Revision of the Territorial Agenda of the EU, the Leipzig ECO/507
Charter and the Urban Agenda for the EU (exploratory
EESC-2020-01847-00-00opinion at the request of the German presidency)
AC-TRA

14.

Rapporteur: Petr ZAHRADNIK (CZ-I)
Co-rapporteur: Roman HAKEN (CZ-III)
The role of EU structural and cohesion policy in driving ECO/514
forward the transformation of the economy in an
EESC-2020-01921-00-00innovative and smart manner (exploratory opinion)
AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Gonçalo LOBO XAVIER (PT-I)

3 / 274

AGRI

15.
(Asoc
REGIO)

An integrated approach for the EU's vulnerable regions NAT/790
(own-initiative opinion)
EESC-2020-01454-00-00AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Josep PUXEU ROCAMORA (ES-I)
Co-rapporteur: Dilyana SLAVOVA (BG-III)
CNECT

16.

17.

The digital single market – trends and opportunities for INT/823
SMEs (own-initiative opinion)
EESC-2017-01768-00-00AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Pedro ALMEIDA FREIRE (PT-I)
TEN/704
Secure 5G deployment – EU toolbox
Rapporteur: Alberto MAZZOLA (IT-I)
Co-rapporteur: Dumitru FORNEA (RO-II)

18.

19.

COM(2020) 50 final

A European strategy for data

EESC-2020-00956-00-00AC-TRA
TEN/708

Rapporteur: Antonio GARCIA DEL RIEGO (ES-I)

COM(2020) 66 final

EESC-2020-01042-00-00AC-TRA
Digitalisation and Sustainability – status quo and need for NAT/794
action in civil society perspective (exploratory opinion)
EESC-2020-01918-00-00AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Peter SCHMIDT (DE-II)
Co-rapporteur: István KOMOROCZKI (HU-I)
CLIMA

20.
(Asoc
EAC)

21.

Towards structured youth engagement on climate and NAT/788
sustainability in the EU decision-making process (ownEESC-2020-01552-00-00initiative opinion)
AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Cillian LOHAN (IE-III)
Carbon markets: emergence, structuring and challenges REX/531
for European industry (own-initiative opinion)
EESC-2020-02395-00-00AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Emmanuelle BUTAUD-STUBBS (FR-I)

4 / 274

ENV
22.

EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030

NAT/786

Rapporteur: Antonello PEZZINI (IT-I)
Co-rapporteur: Lutz RIBBE (DE-III)

COM(2020) 380 final
EESC-2020-00896-00-00AC-TRA

SANTE
23.

From farm to fork: a sustainable food strategy

NAT/787

Rapporteur: Peter SCHMIDT (DE-II)
Co-rapporteur: Jarmila DUBRAVSKA (SK-I)

COM(2020) 381 final
EESC-2020-00994-00-00AC-TRA
NAT/793

24.

Equivalence of inspections – cereal seed in Ukraine

25.

Rapporteur working alone: Arnold PUECH D'ALISSAC (FR- COM(2020) 137 final
I)
EESC-2020-02029-00-00AC-TRA
SOC/656
EU4Health
Rapporteur-general: Antonello PEZZINI (IT-I)
Co-rapporteur: Alain COHEUR (BE-III)

COM(2020) 405 final
EESC-2020-02821-00-02AC-TRA

TRADE
26.

27.
(Asoc
EMPL)

Compatibility of EU trade policy with the European Green NAT/791
Deal (own-initiative opinion)
EESC-2020-01349-00-00AC-TRA
Rapporteur: John BRYAN (IE-II)
Sustainable supply chains and decent work in international REX/532
trade
EESC-2020-02161-00-00AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Tanja BUZEK (DE-II)
ECFIN

28.

Economic governance review 2020

ECO/506

Rapporteur: Judith VORBACH (AT-II)
Co-rapporteur: Tommaso DI FAZIO (IT-III)

COM(2020) 55 final
EESC-2020-00732-00-0AC-TRA

5 / 274

TAXUD
29.
(Asoc
FISMA)

Combatting
laundering

tax fraud, tax avoidance and

money ECO/510

Rapporteur: Javier DOZ ORRIT (ES-II)

EESC-2020-00997-00-01AC-TRA

ENER
30.

31.
(Asoc
JUST)

Between a trans-European super grid and local energy TEN/706
islands (own-initiative opinion)
EESC-2020-01448-00-00AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Lutz RIBBE (DE-III)
Co-rapporteur: Thomas KATTNING (AT-II)
Energy: women as equal players in the 21st century (own- TEN/705
initiative opinion)
EESC-2020-01515-00-00AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Laure BATUT (FR-II)
Co-rapporteur: Evangelia KEKELEKI (EL-III)
MOVE

32.

The future of EU air transport in and after the Corona TEN/709
crisis (own initiative opinion)
EESC-2020-01239-00-00AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Thomas KROPP (DE-I)
MARE

33.

Conservation and enforcement measures – NAFO

NAT/796

Rapporteur: Gabriel SARRO IPARRAGUIRRE (ES-III)

COM(2020) 215 final
EESC-2020-02842-00-00AC-TRA

JUST
34.

Due diligence requirements (exploratory opinion)

INT/911
EESC-2020-02926-00-00AC-TRA

35.

Rapporteur: Thomas WAGNSONNER (AT-II)
Co-rapporteur: Emmanuelle BUTAUD-STUBBS (FR-I)
The rule of law and its impact on economic growth
Rapporteur: Jukka AHTELA (FI-I)

EESC-2020-01261-00-00AC-TRA

ECO/511

6 / 274

NEAR
36.

Contribution of civil society to the Green Agenda and the REX/528
sustainable development of the Western Balkans as part of
EESC-2020-02228-00-00the EU accession process
AC-TRA
(own-initiative opinion)
Rapporteur: Dragica MARTINOVIC DZAMONJA (HR-I)
Co-rapporteur: Pierre Jean COULON (FR-II)
INTPA

37.

EU and Africa: making an equal development partnership REX/527
a reality based on sustainability and common values (ownEESC-2020-01715-00-00initiative opinion)
AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Dimitris DIMITRIADIS (EL-I)
Rapporteur: Thomas WAGNSONNER (AT-II)
Rapporteur: Dilyana SLAVOVA (BG-III)
HOME

38.
(Asoc.
JUST)

The protection of unaccompanied migrant minors in SOC/634
Europe (own-initiative opinion)
EESC-2020-02281-00-00AC-TRA
Rapporteur: Özlem YILDIRIM (FR-II)

7 / 274

N°1

Universal access to housing that is decent, sustainable and affordable over
the long term (Own-initiative opinion)
EESC 2020/1076 - TEN/707
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Raymond HENCKS (LU-II)
Co-rapporteur: András EDELENYI (HU-I)
DG EMPL – Commissioner SCHMIT

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.1. Although housing policy remains the
competence of the Member States, the
shortage of decent and affordable housing
in the European Union (EU) requires a
European action plan on housing that
includes a comprehensive set of measures,
which are easy for people to understand, to
help Member States, regions and cities in
Europe to sustainably boost the supply of
social and affordable housing and
effectively combat homelessness.

The Commission uses all means and
instruments at its disposal to support
Member States efforts in improving the
housing situation of all citizens’ in their
territories, including the most vulnerable
persons.
The recently adopted Renovation Wave
initiative1 seeks to encourage Member
States to design national housing plans
and reforms that are focused on
improving the quality of buildings,
public and private, including residential
ones, and to boost the supply of social
and affordable housing, as defined in
national schemes. The initiative contains
a fundamental social dimension,
focusing on energy poverty and
addressing financial solutions for lowerincome households as well as vulnerable
people and areas.
The Communication on a Renovation
Wave initiative announced that the
Commission will also launch an
Affordable Housing Initiative piloting
100 renovation districts in order to
guarantee that local social housing
projects have access to all necessary
technical capacity.

1

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12376-Commission-CommunicationRenovation-wave-initiative-for-the-building-sector
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Combatting
homelessness
and
supporting initiatives for access to decent
and affordable housing is indispensable
for good physical and mental health; not
only for homeless people but also for the
general public, as health conditions
impact the whole population and the
healthcare services.
Homelessness is a complex issue,
requiring the collaboration of many
stakeholders at national, regional and
local level, and to support and strengthen
collaboration for concrete results. The
Commission stands ready to help this
collaboration and cooperation.
1.3. In this regard, the European Economic
and Social Committee (EESC) welcomes
the Commission's initiative to establish a
link between the European Pillar of Social
Rights and the European Semester, which,
in the area of housing policy, should lead to
better monitoring of social housing
reform, of the accessibility and affordability
of housing and of the effectiveness of
housing benefits. It insists that the
representatives of organised civil society
should be consulted before country-specific
recommendations on housing policy under
the European Semester are adopted. The
EESC calls for greater leeway in long-term
investment in social infrastructure and for it
to be excluded from public administration
accounting when calculating the public
deficit.

The Commission monitors housing
market developments, including social
housing and social housing reforms in
the context of the European Semester.
This includes potential overvaluation of
house prices, within the Macroeconomic
Imbalance Procedure (MIP) and broader
risks from shortages in affordable and
social housing. This is evidenced in
numerous
Country
Specific
Recommendations (CSRs) on house
prices, affordable housing, tax and
benefits, as well as the provision of
social housing. In line with CSRs, the
implementation of structural reforms
aimed at strengthening the early
identification of people at risk of housing
deprivation and eligible investment to
relaunch social housing policy would
also be monitored under the Recovery
and Resilience Facility (RRF).
In the framework of the European
Semester, the Commission organizes
regular meetings with civil society
organisations (CSOs) to exchange on EU
policies, processes, or instruments that
are relevant for their areas of work,
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including in the area of housing and
social
housing.
This
information
complements the Commission country
analysis, informs the preparation of
country-specific recommendations and
supports future exchanges with public
authorities and relevant stakeholders in
the context of the European Semester.
Already now, the European Union fiscal
rules contain flexibility clauses to help
Member States protect the level of public
investment during downturns. In the
context of the review of the Stability and
Growth Pact,2 a debate with stakeholders
will take place, including on the role of
public investment in the budgetary
framework.
1.4. The creation of a "European fund for
investment in affordable, decent and
suitable housing", aimed at creating and
maintaining low-cost housing, would enable
the EU to make its actions and policies
clearer and more consistent for Europeans,
particularly in the context of the buildings
plan to be rolled out under the Green Deal,
and the future European Pillar of Social
Rights action plan.

The European Union cohesion policy
will remain an important instrument for
the implementation of the Action plan
for the Pillar, including the delivery of
social housing and enabling social
services for the social inclusion of the
most destitute and vulnerable.
Innovative housing solutions that are
affordable and of good quality, and meet
the requirements in terms of emissions
and accessibility will also be supported
under the future InvestEU programme.
The Commission has put forward under
the Recovery and Resilience Facility
(RRF) a flagship ʽrenovate’ to encourage
Member States to invest in renovation of
housing and building stock. Member
States are able to take this opportunity
for investments in social infrastructure in
general and more specifically in social
and
affordable
housing.
The

2

Economic governance review: public debate on the review of the EU economic governance
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economicgovernance-monitoring-prevention-correction/economic-governance-review_en
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Commission encourages Member States
to do this according the principles
brought forward in the Renovation
Wave, for example by focussing on
district and neighbourhood approaches.
However, different types of market
barriers to building renovation are best
addressed through a series of dedicated
initiatives under different financial
instruments. For example:
•
The Recovery and Resilience
Facility will provide funding for building
renovations.
•
Public guarantees to mobilise
private investment will be assured under
InvestEU;
•
Assistance to regional and local
authorities
in
designing
and
implementing their plans for building
renovations is addressed in the cohesion
policy funds under the Recovery
Assistance for Cohesion and the
Territories of Europe (REACT-EU)
initiative, or through ELENA (European
Local Energy Assistance) for project
development assistance;
•
Fossil-fuel production regions and
carbon-intensive regions that are most
vulnerable from the transition to a
climate neutral Europe may be supported
under the Just Transition Mechanism;
•
Horizon Europe will support
innovation and development of new
technologies, including a proposed
dedicated partnership on Sustainable
Built Environment (Built4people).
•
Removing market barriers for the
uptake of technologies and new
approaches to speed up renovation will
be
supported
under
the
LIFE
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programme.
1.6. The European Commission will have to
carry out a review of the Decision on
Services of General Economic Interest
(SGEI) regarding the target group for social
housing as soon as possible, and specify
that housing policy must not be restricted to
assisting people at risk of poverty, but must
ensure decent housing that is accessible and
affordable over the long term for everyone,
especially the homeless, young couples,
single-parent or large families, workers and
the middle classes more broadly, who are
affected by the European housing crisis. In
this context, the Commission should
propose a common definition of excessive
housing costs, a harmonised method for
assessing those costs, a statutory regulation
against speculative hoarding of empty
dwellings and residential land and a
framework for the practice of converting
affordable housing into short-term tourist
accommodation.

The
Commission
welcomes
the
Committee’s own initiative opinion and
will study this carefully in the context of
the evaluation it is currently carrying out
of the Services of General Economic
Interest (SGEI) rules for health and
social services.

1.7. Finally, the EESC calls on the
Commission to organise an annual EU
summit on affordable housing bringing
together all those involved in implementing
and monitoring this European action plan
on affordable housing, based on an annual
report on the state of housing in the EU.

The Commission plans to set up an
Affordable Housing Initiative under the
Renovation Wave. It will encourage
cross-sectoral partnerships for local
renovation schemes for social and
affordable housing.

2.5. Member States enjoy broad discretion
to define, organise and finance their social
services of general interest, including
housing. However, this competence does
not exempt them from complying with the
EU's values (human dignity, equality, nondiscrimination, human rights, etc.) and with
the EU rules on housing, notably Protocol
No 26 on services of general interest,
appended to the TFEU, which calls on the
Member States to ensure "a high level of

The
Commission
welcomes
the
Committee’s own initiative opinion and
will study this carefully in the context of
the evaluation it is currently carrying out
of the SGEI rules for health and social
services.

The Commission has made efforts to
develop indicators and methods to assess
house price valuations and also
affordability at an aggregate level.
While a harmonized definition of
excessive housing cost could be
worthwhile, its definition may vary with
the purpose, such as preventing financial
bubbles, or social and long-term
prospects. Even then, constructing such
indicators
remains
technically
challenging, as the underlying data is
often not available in sufficient detail.

The State aid rules have a firm legal
basis in the Treaties. The Commission is
under an obligation to apply the Treaty
rules as explained and interpreted by the
European Court of Justice (ECJ). The
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quality, safety and affordability, equal
treatment and the promotion of universal
access and of user rights." The
Commission, as guardian of the Treaties,
thus has an important role to play here and
is required to intervene when Member
States do not meet their obligations.
However, under the rules on state aid, the
Commission has drastically reduced the
powers of Member States by deciding that
social housing must be exclusively reserved
for the poorest households, when the
housing crisis is affecting a much wider
section of the population. Similarly,
residential land sold by a public authority
under a programme for creating affordable
housing may only be sold at market price
and only after this price has been
established through a comprehensive
procedure.

definition of social housing (in the SGEI
Decision) is a result of a public
consultation and exchanges with
Member States in 2011.
In the context of the ongoing evaluation,
the Commission has received comments
from Member States, private housing
organisations and social and public
housing organisations and it will draw a
conclusion at the end of the evaluation.
The definition and thereby target group
of social housing is part of the State aid
rules since 20053. The target group is
broader than just ʽthe poorest
householdsʼ. Member States have a wide
discretion in defining social housing and
the Commission only checks for a
manifest error. Such an error has only
been established once4.

3

Commission Decision 2005/842/EC of 28 November 2005 on the application of Article 86(2) of the EC Treaty
to State aid in the form of public service compensation granted to certain undertakings entrusted with the
operation of services of general economic interest, recital 16.
4
Dutch social housing casehttps://ec.europa.eu/competition/state_aid/cases/197757/197757_1155868_173_2.pdf
Confirmed by the Court of Justice and General Court, final judgment of the General Court (Joined Cases
T-202/10
RENV
II
and
T-203/10
RENV
II)
http://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsftext=&docid=207808&pageIndex=0&doclang=EN&mode=lst
&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=5067777
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N°2

Fair work in the platform economy
(exploratory opinion at the request of the German presidency)
EESC 2020/1859 - SOC/645
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Carlos Manuel TRINDADA (PT- II)
DG EMPL – Commissioner SCHMIT

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.2. It recommends that questions
concerning platform work be addressed
and resolved bearing in mind, in
particular, the Sustainable Development
Goals, the Digital Agenda and the
European Pillar of Social Rights.

As confirmed by the Commission Work
Programme 20215, the Commission will
present in the first quarter 2021 an Action
Plan to ensure full implementation of the
European Pillar of Social Rights and it
will put forward a legislative proposal to
improve the working conditions of people
providing services through platforms.

1.5. The EESC notes that there are risks
that must not be underestimated: (i) for
workers, the denial of basic rights,
including the rights to organisation and
collective bargaining; precariousness; low
pay; the increasing intensity of work; the
extreme fragmentation of work on a global
scale; the non-affiliation of workers to
social security schemes; and (ii) for
society, the increased risk of competition
based on undercutting social standards,
which also has harmful consequences both
for employers, who are subject to
unsustainable competitive pressure, and
for Member States, who forego tax
revenue and social security contributions.

The Commission recognises certain risks
associated with platform work, for
example relating to precarious working
conditions, access to social protection, or
access to collective bargaining for
platform workers. The Commission is
currently looking at ways to improve the
working conditions in platform work.
The majority of platform workers are
considered to be self-employed and this
might have implications for their access to
collective bargaining. The Commission
has launched a process6 to ensure that the
EU competition rules do not stand in the
way of collective bargaining for those who
need it. The initiative seeks to ensure that
working conditions can be improved
through collective agreements not only for
employees, but also for those solo selfemployed who need protection.

5

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar%3A91ce5c0f-12b6-11eb-9a5401aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
6
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_1237
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The
Commission
recognises
that
approaches to addressing platform workrelated issues should take into account the
risk of a possible race to the bottom in
social standards. At the same time, these
approaches
will
also
take
into
consideration the job creation potential of
the platform economy.
1.7. The EESC urges the Commission and
the Member States to work to clarify these
concepts, given the consequences in terms
of the applicability of labour legislation
and a raft of labour protection rights.

The Commission is aware of issues with
the applicability of certain employment
relationship concepts to the platform
economy. The Commission notes the
implications for platform workers’ rights
stemming from this. Such considerations
are taken into account in on-going work
on addressing working conditions in
platform work.

1.8. It recommends that the EU and the
Member States move towards uniformity
of concepts in order to achieve decent
work in the platform economy. To this
end, the Commission and the Member
States should adopt the following points as
their yardstick: (i) economic dependency
and
a
subordinate
employment
relationship, since workers whose
livelihoods depend mainly on the pay they
obtain from this work are employed, not
self-employed; (ii) application of the
principle according to which a worker is
considered to be an employee in the
absence of proof to the contrary must be
properly studied in all its dimensions; (iii)
the algorithms used by platforms should
also be considered in the same way as
spoken or written instructions in
conventional work.

The Commission notes that there might be
repercussions from the lack of conceptual
clarity in the platform economy. The
Commission is taking this into account in
its work to improve the working
conditions in platform work.
For the purpose of interpreting EU labour
law, the Court of Justice of the European
Union has to date used a consistent set of
criteria (mainly subordination and
remuneration). The Court has not yet ruled
on the application of EU labour law to a
platform worker.
The
Commission
recognises
that
algorithmic management of work poses
certain challenges, due for example to lack
of transparency of algorithmic ʽblack
boxes’. In this regard, lack of transparency
in algorithmic decision-making can
hamper
predictability
of
working
conditions and access to redress in cases
of decisions unfavourable to the platform
workers (i.e. account deactivation or
adverse ratings).
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As part of the European Digital Strategy,
on 15 December 2020, the Commission
proposed a new single rulebook for digital
services in the EU, including a proposal
for the Digital Services Act7. The
proposal puts forward a comprehensive
framework for intermediary services,
including
robust
due
diligence
requirements, such as obligations related
to
algorithmic
transparency
and
management.
The Commission White Paper on
Artificial Intelligence (AI)8 proposes a
risk-based approach to AI and also refers
to applications in areas including
workforce recruitment. As announced in
the White Paper, in the first part of 2021
the Commission intends to propose an EU
horizontal regulation on AI. One objective
of the planned regulation would be to
ensure that high-risk AI systems put into
circulation or being used in the EU market
are trustworthy.
1.9. It recommends that, in view of
Member States' sovereignty in social
issues, guidelines be drawn up to help
clarify employment status on platforms.
The EESC considers that in the platform
economy steps should be taken to ensure
that all workers have access to a set of
rights and to protection, regardless of their
employment status or type of contract,
guaranteeing that some operators cannot
gain a competitive edge by not meeting
obligations and responsibilities.

The Commission notes the Committee’s
call for guidelines to tackling the
identified challenges. The Commission
agrees that competitiveness considerations
between platform-based and more
traditional business models need to be
taken into account, as well as the job
creation potential of the platform
economy.

1.10. The EESC recommends clarifying
the responsibilities of all parties involved

The Commission would like to point out
that Member States are responsible for the

7

https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/digital-services-actpackage8https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/white-paper-artificial-intelligence-european-approach-excellenceand-trust_en
8
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/white-paper-artificial-intelligence-european-approach-excellence-andtrust_en
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in matters such as health and safety, data
protection, insurance and legal liability,
with a view to evaluating, adjusting and
harmonising existing regulations.

strict application and enforcement of the
existing national provisions transposing
European Union rules on occupational
safety and health.
Framework Directive 89/391/EEC lays
down general principles concerning the
prevention and protection of the health
and safety of workers, which are
applicable to workers as defined in its
Article 3a, when carrying out work on
platforms. It is important to note that it
does not cover, however, self-employed
workers.
The
Council
recommendation
2003/134/EC concerning the improvement
of the protection of health and safety at
work
of
self-employed
workers
recommends that Member States promote
health and safety for self-employed
workers, and when doing so, choose the
measures they deem to be most
appropriate, such as one or more of the
following:
legislation,
incentives,
information
campaigns
and
encouragement of relevant stakeholders.
The Digital Services Act (DSA) package
of proposals was proposed by the
Commission with a view to strengthening
the Single Market for digital services, by
putting forward robust and comprehensive
due diligence obligations for intermediary
services providers and creating a safer
digital space, while fostering innovation
and competitiveness of the European
online environment.
The processing of personal data in the
context of the platform economy is fully
regulated by the General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR), thus in the case of
personal data, the principle is that the
individual remains in control of his/her
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data.
1.12. It suggests that codes of conduct be
drawn up with the involvement of
platforms, workers and consumers,
bringing together the best principles and
guidelines on pay, working conditions and
quality of service.

The Commission is aware of several
existing initiatives in this regard and is
taking them into account as it looks at
ways to improve the working conditions in
platform work.

1.14. It would refer to its earlier
recommendation that the European
Commission, the OECD and the ILO work
together with the social partners at all
appropriate levels and wider civil society
organisations, to develop appropriate
provisions on decent working conditions
and the protection required.

The Commission includes platform work
in its regular exchanges with the
International Labour Organization (ILO)
and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and
follows closely any developments in this
respect – for example, the ILO recently
contributed to the consultation on the
Digital Services Act package.9 At the ILO
Governing Body, the European Union and
its Members States expressed support to
the organization of a tripartite meeting on
the topic of Decent Work in the platform
economy and a strong interest for a
discussion on how to safeguard the quality
of work and social protection of all
workers in digital labour platforms
including by combating informality. The
EU supported the inclusion of platform
work in the ILO Centenary Declaration for
the Future of Work.10
At EU level, the social partners have a
special place and are duly involved in
policy making in the field of social policy,
including working conditions and health
and safety at work, according to the
provisions of the Treaty of Lisbon. The
Commission recognises the importance of
social dialogue in general, and also strives
to involve social partners in all other
relevant fields, through dedicated hearings
or meetings.

9

https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/consultation-digital-services-act-package
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/mission-and-objectives/centenary-declaration/lang--en/index.htm

10
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1.15. The EESC believes that steps should
be taken to ensure that platforms provide
information which would allow there to be
transparency and predictability for all
parties concerned. To this end, the
platforms in each Member State should be
registered and a database established in
the EU to monitor the development of the
platform economy.

The Commission agrees that increased
transparency and predictability would be
conducive
to
improved
working
conditions in platform work. The
Commission notes the need to have
platforms registered and would like to
point the Committee to its recent Proposal
for a Council directive amending
Directive 2011/16/EU11 in this regard.

1.16. The EESC supports the work the
Commission has accomplished in its study
of the platform economy. There is
however a serious gap in consistent and
systematic information in individual
countries and the EU. The EESC urges the
Commission and the Member States to
join up their efforts to improve statisticsbased information.

The
Commission
welcomes
the
Committee’s recommendation for the
Commission and the Member States to join
up their efforts to improve statistics-based
information. The Commission (Eurostat)
reached in early 2020 an agreement with
four collaborative economy platforms to
publish
key
data
on
tourism
12
accommodation . This will enable
Eurostat in cooperation with National
Statistical Institutes to improve statistics
on this specific part of the collaborative
economy. It is foreseen that the
experiences gained in this project could be
a blueprint for other similar arrangements
in the future.

5.2. The EESC notes that this wide range
of means employed to enshrine and
uphold decent working conditions on
platforms has not yet succeeded in
securing a proper solution. Most initiatives
have taken place at national level:
attention is drawn to changes, either in the
adoption of specific legislation, or within
the framework of labour legislation, in
some cases by introducing the concept of
an intermediate category between
subordinate work (employed worker) and
self-employment (self-employed worker).

The Directive 2019/1152 on Transparent
and Predictable Working Conditions will
provide platform workers, when they fulfil
the criteria of the ʽworker’ status with
consideration to the case law of the
European Court of Justice (ECJ), with
relevant rights, both in terms of
information from their employers (e.g.
when work pattern is entirely or mostly
unpredictable)
and
with
material
entitlements (e.g. ban of exclusivity
clauses, measures for on demand work,
minimum predictability of work). The

11

https://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/general-information-taxation/eu-tax-policy-strategy/package-fair-andsimple-taxation_en
12
see https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_194
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The EESC considers this solution to be
unsatisfactory.

Directive is to be transposed in the
Member States by 1 August 2022.
In the light of the Treaties and the case
law of the ECJ, the Commission sees only
two possible statuses for platform
workers: worker or self-employed.

13

5.5. Work inspectorates should be
reinforced to give special attention to
platform workers so that they no longer
lack protection and to stop platforms
engaging in unfair competitive practices
with regard to other businesses

The European Labour Authority (ELA),
established in 2019 to protect the fairness
of the internal market, will work, among
other things, on strengthening the capacity
of labour inspectorates to tackle the
challenges linked to bogus selfemployment and platform work. To do so,
the ELA will build on the expertise
developed within the European Platform
tackling undeclared work, which will be
integrated in the ELA by 1 August 2021.
The Authority will also coordinate and
support concerted and joint inspections
between Member States to address crossborder issues.

5.8. With regard to taxation, the EESC
considers that all actors in the digital
economy should pay tax. Here, the EESC
endorses the recommendations of the
European Platform tackling Undeclared
Work for the EU to introduce a binding
legal instrument to: oblige platforms to
report all transactions to the tax authorities
of the countries in which they operate;
provide the relevant tax authorities with
the information necessary to ensure
compliance with tax legislation; inform
employees about their tax benefits and
obligations and protect workers from
being falsely classified as self-employed.

The Commission agrees that all actors not
only in the digital economy, but also in
economy at large, should pay tax.
The Commission adopted a proposal for
directive amending Directive 2011/16/EU
on administrative cooperation in the field
of taxation13 that requires digital platforms
to report the income earned by sellers.
This proposal aims at tackling such tax
evasion and addresses the issue of
underreporting of income earned through
the digital economy. Given the fact that
the income earned is assessed on an
annual basis by tax administrations, the
Commission proposal requires that digital
platforms report this information once per
year
in
an
aggregated
manner.
Transactional reporting for the purposes of

COM(2020) 314 final.
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direct taxation is not necessary.
Furthermore, as the reporting obligation is
coupled with automatic exchange of
information between Member States,
reporting obligation in only one Member
State still ensures that tax information
reaches the relevant tax authorities.
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N°3

ESF+/Amended proposal
COM(2020) 447 final
EESC 2020/2948 - SOC/655
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Krzysztof BALON (PL-III)
Co-rapporteur: Carlos Manuel TRINDADE (PT-II)
DG EMPL – Commissioner SCHMIT

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.1. The European Union's economy,
labour market, social welfare and health
systems have suffered an unprecedented
and profound shock as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic
poses numerous and enormous social
challenges, such as the worsening of
inequalities and the rapid increase in
poverty resulting from job loss and a
foreseeable increase in social and labour
exclusion of vulnerable groups. A Europe
that wants to remain competitive in the
global economy and to protect, respect
and implement the principles of the
European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR)
needs to properly align its economic and
social policies, especially in times of
crisis. In order to meet these challenges,
the EU should take appropriate action,
not least concerning the Multiannual
Financial Framework (MFF), including
the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+).

The Commission has already put forward
various initiatives to support coordinated
action at the European level in response to
the coronavirus outbreak. In the area of
labour market policies this includes the
Support to mitigate Unemployment Risks in
an Emergency (SURE) initiative that
supports short-time work schemes and
similar measures to help Member States
protect workers and self-employed against
the risk of unemployment and loss of
income.
It also includes the Coronavirus Response
Investment Initiatives (CRII and CRII+) that
mobilise cohesion policy to flexibly respond
to the rapidly emerging needs, including in
the labour markets, as well as the new
recovery instrument, NextGenerationEU,
embedded within a revamped long-term
European Union budget providing for
unprecedented EU funding to tackle the
socioeconomic impact of the pandemic. The
Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) will
support reforms and investments in the
Member States. Meanwhile, the Recovery
Assistance for Cohesion and the Territories
of Europe (REACT-EU) initiative will
continue to support emergency measures to
fight the pandemic while fostering crisis
repair and a green, digital and resilient
recovery of the economy between 2021 and
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2023.
The Spring semester package presented by
the Commission on 20 May 2020 is another
tool of strong policy coordination in the face
of the crisis, and the proposed Country
Specific Recommendations (CSRs) of 20
May 2020 focussed on the necessary
emergency measures related to the health
crisis as well as the socio-economic
consequences of the pandemic.
1.2. In the recovery phase, it is important
to ensure consistency in the use of the
different European funds in order to
avoid the fragmentation of interventions
at national level. Therefore, the EESC is
strongly in favour of allowing the ESF+
operations to be co-financed using the
Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF).
Moreover, the use of the ESF+ to fund
operations in support of the green and
digital transformation should be focused
on
upskilling
and
reskilling,
complementary to the other European
funds under the MFF and to the RRF.

The Recovery and Resilience Facility (RFF)
cannot support the national co-financing
needs of Member States under Cohesion
policy programmes.
Article 8 of the RRF Regulation clarifies
that support from the RRF shall be
additional to the support provided under
other Union funds and programmes and that
reform and investment projects [supported
by the RRF] may receive support from other
Union programmes and instruments
provided that such support does not cover
the same cost.
Moreover, rules concerning the Cohesion
policy funds require the application of
national co-financing to eligible expenditure
included in payment applications in relation
to operations supported from those funds.
National
co-financing
of
cohesion
programmes ensures additionality of
investment mobilised from the European
Union budget as well as national ownership
for its effective use. It is therefore an
essential element in safeguarding sound
financial management and increasing the
leverage of Cohesion policy.

1.7. In the case of using the ESF+ to co- Enhancing the equal and timely access to
finance social services of general interest, quality, sustainable and affordable services;
the regulation should stipulate that such modernising social protection systems;
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services must meet the criteria of
universal access, high quality and
affordability. In connection with the
removal of the health strand from the
ESF+, it is necessary to better define the
target group to which the resources for
supporting healthcare – but also longterm care for vulnerable persons – are
addressed. Moreover, families and
informal carers must be identified as an
explicit target group of the ESF+ to
ensure they are fully supported to address
future shocks

improving accessibility, effectiveness and
resilience of healthcare systems and longterm care services is one of the specific
objectives of the European Social Fund +
(ESF+). The relevant investments will target
in particular persons in vulnerable socioeconomic situations.
Moreover, within the framework of the
Recovery Assistance for Cohesion and the
Territories of Europe (REACT-EU)
initiative, temporary measures for the use
of the ESF+ in response to exceptional and
unusual circumstances are proposed to
ensure that under limited and specific
circumstances derogations to certain rules
may be provided to facilitate response to
such circumstances. These include the
possibility to extend the scope of the ESF+,
such as support for short-time work
schemes which are not combined with
active measures and access to healthcare,
including for people not in immediate
socio-economic vulnerability. They are
also proposed to allow for easing thematic
concentration
requirements
where
necessary as a temporary measure to
provide an effective response to such
exceptional and unusual circumstances.
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N°4

Decent minimum wages across Europe
(exploratory opinion requested by the European Parliament/Council)
EESC 2020/358 - SOC/632 –
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Stefano MALLIA (MT-I)
Rapporteur: Oliver ROPKE (AT-II)
DG EMPL – Commissioner SCHMIT

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential
a. Quality jobs, with fair wages – including
decent minimum wages across Europe –
are needed as part of the solution. Economic
factors, including productivity and the
sustainability of enterprises, must also be
taken into consideration.

European Commission position

The Commission considers that ensuring
that workers in the European Union have
access to adequate minimum wages is
essential for guaranteeing fair working
and living conditions, as well as for
building
inclusive
and
resilient
economies and societies. In addition, in
line with principle 6 of the European
Pillar of Social Rights14 ʽadequate
minimum wages shall be ensured (…)
whilst
safeguarding
access
to
employment and incentives to seek
workʼ.
In light of this, the proposed Directive
creates a framework to improve the
adequacy of minimum wages and the
access of workers to minimum wage
protection in the European Union. The
proposed Directive is designed to
achieve these objectives while taking
into account and fully respecting the
specificities of national systems, national
competencies, social partners’ autonomy
and contractual freedom. It is also
designed in such a way to safeguard
access to employment and take into
account the effects on job creation and
competitiveness, including for the Small

14

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/social-summit-european-pillar-social-rightsbooklet_en.pdf
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and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs).
1.5. Minimum wages should be fair in
relation to the wage distribution in the
different countries and their level should
also be adequate in real price terms, so
that they allow for a decent standard of
living whilst at the same time safeguarding
the sustainability of those companies that
provide quality jobs.

The proposed Directive indicates that
minimum wages are adequate if they are
fair with respect to the wages of other
workers in the same country and when
they allow for a decent standard of
living. The adequacy of minimum wages
is to be assessed in view of the socioeconomic conditions of the country as
well
as
regional
and
sectoral
developments.
The proposed Directive asks Member
States with statutory minimum wages to
put in place conditions for minimum
wages to be set at adequate levels.
Besides, the proposed framework
provides sufficient flexibility to Member
States to ensure that the impact on jobs
and competitiveness, including on Small
and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs),
is duly taken into account. In addition,
Member States are invited to consider
introducing measures to support SMEs
to adjust their remuneration structures to
the new requirements, if these firms are
found to be disproportionately affected.

1.8. In its second-phase consultation
document on a possible action addressing
the challenges related to fair minimum
wages addressed to the European social
partners, the Commission has indicated
that it believes that there is scope for
legislative and non-legislative action at
EU level under Article 153(1)(b) TFEU,
within the boundaries of the principles of
subsidiarity and proportionality, and the
limits imposed by Article 153(5) TFEU. It
refers to a Directive and a Recommendation
as the legal instruments under consideration.
There are, however, divergent views within
the EESC on whether any EU legal

The Commission takes note of the
divergent views within the Committee
on the legal instrument of the initiative.
Article 153(2)(b) TFEU in combination
with 153(1)(b) TFEU foresees explicitly
Directives as the legal instrument to be
used
for
establishing
minimum
requirements
concerning
working
conditions to be gradually implemented
by Member States.
A Directive leaves room for the Member
States to decide on the way to implement
those minimum requirements, without
affecting their competence and the
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initiative under Article 153, especially a
directive, would be legitimate. The EESC
also notes that the European social
partners have the possibility to negotiate
and reach agreements under Article 155
TFEU.

autonomy of social partners.
Compared to a non-binding instrument, a
Directive has the advantage of giving
certainty
about
the
minimum
requirements that Member States have to
apply. It can thus better ensure that
progress is not partial or uneven across
the European Union, reinforce trust
among Member States and social
partners, and contribute to a better level
playing field for companies.
The
Commission
has
consulted
management and labour in a two-stage
process with regard to possible action to
address the challenges related to
adequate minimum wage protection in
the Union, in accordance with Article
154 TFEU. There was no agreement
among the social partners to enter into
negotiations to conclude an agreement at
Union level, as foreseen in Article 155
TFEU.

1.9. Among the key concerns are that the
EU has no competence to act on "pay",
including pay levels, and that such action
could interfere with the social partners'
autonomy and undermine collective
bargaining systems, particularly in Member
States where minimum wage floors are set
through
collective
agreements.
Furthermore, there are divergent views as to
the added value of EU action, including
within the Committee itself: while a
majority of EESC constituents believe that
such action could provide an added value,
others disagree.

The proposed Directive does not aim to
harmonise the level of minimum wages
across the European Union nor to
establish a uniform mechanism for
setting minimum wages. It does not
interfere with the freedom of Member
States to either set statutory minimum
wages or promote access to minimum
wage protection provided by collective
agreements.
Action at national level has proven not to
be enough to address the insufficient
adequacy and coverage of minimum
wages. Even though over the last years
several Member States have taken steps
towards improving their minimum wage
systems, existing EU instruments, in
particular the European Semester, have
not been sufficient to incentivise
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Member States to fully address existing
shortcomings in national minimum wage
setting systems. Addressing large
differences in minimum wage levels
between
countries,
with
due
consideration
for
their
different
economic and social situation and wagesetting models, will not only protect
workers’ income, but also promote a fair
EU labour market, and economic and
social progress. Competition in the
Single Market should be based on
innovation and productivity, along with
high social standards.
This cannot be better achieved by
Member States alone. Without concerted
action at EU level, individual countries
may be little inclined to improve their
minimum wage settings because of the
perception that this could negatively
affect
their
external
cost
competitiveness.
b. The Workers' Group and Diversity Europe
Group consider that action is needed as there
are workers in the EU, notably vulnerable
workers, who are excluded from statutory
minimum wages and/or situations where the
level of the minimum wage is not adequate
to ensure a decent standard of living.
Agreeing common EU thresholds to
determine what amounts to "a decent
standard of living" would therefore be
beneficial. The Employers' Group
considers that this issue of thresholds
must not be addressed by means of EU
action as the EU has no competence in the
field of pay levels.

The proposed Directive asks Member
States with statutory minimum wages to
put in place the conditions for minimum
wages to be set at adequate levels. These
include using indicative reference values
to guide their assessment of adequacy in
relation to the general level of gross
wages but it does not prescribe any
indicator or threshold.

c. It is important that any EU action is based
on accurate analysis and understanding of
the situation and sensitivities in the Member
States and fully respects the social partners'

The proposed Directive is designed in
such a way to ensure that collective
bargaining freedom is fully preserved.
The Commission does not, and cannot,
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role and autonomy, as well as the different
industrial relations models. It is also
essential that any EU initiative safeguards
the models in those Member States where
the social partners do not consider
statutory minimum wages to be
necessary.

impose a statutory minimum wage, nor
make collective agreements universally
applicable. This is also explicitly
indicated in the proposed Directive.

d. According to the choice made at national
level, social partners, in full respect of
their autonomy and at the level of their
choice, are the best placed actors when it
comes to determining wages. As regards
statutory minimum wage-setting systems,
timely and appropriate consultation with
the social partners is important to ensure
that the needs of both sides of industry
are taken into account. The EESC regrets
that, in some Member States, the social
partners are not adequately involved or
consulted in statutory wage-setting
systems or the adjustment mechanisms.
The EESC welcomes the Commission's
recognition that there is scope for EU
action to promote the role of collective
bargaining in supporting minimum wage
adequacy and coverage. Measures to
support collective bargaining could be
included in the EU action on minimum
wages whilst respecting different national
industrial relations systems. This goes in the
direction
of
previous
EESC
recommendations
calling
for
the
strengthening of collective bargaining and
social dialogue and support for capacitybuilding of the social partners.

The Commission agrees that collective
bargaining plays a key role for adequate
minimum wage protection. The countries
with high collective bargaining coverage
tend to have a lower share of low-wage
workers, higher minimum wages relative
to the median wage, display lower wage
inequality and higher wages than other
member states. Therefore, the proposed
Directive aims to promote collective
bargaining on wages in all Member
States

2.10. The EESC has consistently
emphasised the need for concrete action to
turn the Pillar's principles into reality. In
addition to increasing competitiveness and
productivity, in line with Principle 6 of the

The Commission would like to recall
that the Communication of 14 January
2020 on building a strong social Europe
for just transitions (COM(2020) 14
final)15 sets out a roadmap for Pillar

15

Also, the Commission believes that an
effective involvement of the social
partners is an element of good
governance that allows for an informed
and inclusive decision-making process.
Therefore, the proposed Directive asks
Member States to ensure the effective
involvement of social partners in
statutory minimum wage setting.
Moreover, in line with Article 153(3)
TFEU, a Member State can entrust the
social partners with the implementation
of the proposed Directive, at their joint
request.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0014&qid=1580400520904
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Pillar, a key focus for convergence should
be promoting adequate minimum wages
which provide a decent standard of living
for workers and their families, in light of the
national economic and social conditions, and
which are set in a transparent and
predictable way according to national
practices and respecting the autonomy of the
social partners.

implementation, and included the
initiative on minimum wages among the
key actions to be pursued at European
Union level in this context.

3.3.5. The level of living costs can also be a
key element that forces households into
poverty and should be taken into
consideration, where relevant at the national
level, in determining whether minimum
wages are adequate. In-work benefits,
welfare benefits, social transfers and
family allocations can also play an
important role in alleviating or preventing
in-work poverty, depending on the
household composition.

The Commission agrees that these are
important elements affecting minimum
wage adequacy. The proposed Directive
asks Member States with statutory
minimum wages to use a number of
criteria in guiding their assessment of
adequacy of minimum wages, as
explained above. The national criteria
should include at least the purchasing
power of minimum wages, the general
level of gross wages and their
distribution, the growth rate of gross
wages,
and
labour
productivity
developments.

4.2.3. In Member States with statutory
minimum wages, most workers tend to be
covered, however exclusions for specific
categories may be allowed, meaning that
these workers earn below the statutory
minimum. Furthermore, special rates for
certain groups of workers are applied in 11
Member States. These rates mainly apply to
younger or less experienced people and/or
apprentices, but can also apply to unskilled
workers and those with a disability, among
other examples. Some countries also specify
higher rates based on the employees' skills.
As stated by the Commission, gaps in
coverage may have negative consequences
for those workers and for the economy as
a whole. The implications of these

The proposed Directive aims to improve
the adequacy of statutory minimum
wages by limiting the use of variations
for specific groups. The Commission
proposes that use of variations is nondiscriminatory, proportionate, limited in
time if relevant, and objectively and
reasonably justified by a legitimate aim.
The use of such variations should be
decided at national level with the
involvement of social partners.

30 / 274

exceptions and also of broader coverage
of workers, must be assessed to
understand
the
different
national
approaches and the possible reasons for
exclusions as well as the implications.
6.3.2. Introducing collective bargaining
clauses in EU rules on public
procurement, which require that respect for
the right to collective bargaining and
collective agreements is a condition for the
awarding of all public contracts, could be an
effective complementary way to support
collective bargaining across the EU.

The proposed Directive stipulates that
Member States shall ensure that, in the
performance of public or concession
contracts, economic operators comply
with the wages set in relevant collective
agreements or with the statutory
minimum wages when they exist.

6.4.1. There are a number of areas in which
the EU could assist the Member States by
collecting data and assisting with
developing, in consultation with the social
partners, indicators and enforcement tools
regarding the evolution of statutory
minimum wages.

The proposed Directive includes
provisions on data collection and
monitoring that will allow the
Commission
to
monitor
its
implementation.
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N° 5

Strengthening non-profit social enterprises as an essential pillar of a
socially equitable Europe
EESC 2020-01962 – INT/906
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Krzysztof BALON (PL-III)
DG GROW – Commissioner BRETON

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.1 Given the role of non-profit social
enterprises in realising the social dimension
of the European Union (EU) and in
implementing the European Pillar of Social
Rights (EPSR), including and especially in
crisis situations, the European Economic
and Social Committee (EESC) calls for the
strengthening of and targeted support for
social enterprises and other social economy
organisations, particularly those that
reinvest any profits fully in tasks in the
public interest or for non-profit purposes as
set out in their statutes. In addition, their
visibility should be boosted across Europe.

The Commission agrees on the role
social economy organisations play in
realising the social dimension of the EU.
Several initiatives have been put in
place to support them and give them
more visibility and their role has been
emphasized in the Start-up and Scale
Initiative16.

1.4 Non-profit social enterprises and
similar non-profit organisations should be
strengthened by granting them particular
consideration in public procurement law
over public or commercial suppliers in the
provision of social services of general
interest. Public tenders should above all
take account of the specific areas of
activity of non-profit social enterprises in
the provision of social services in areas
such as health and care.

As a general rule, EU public
procurement law does not discriminate
against or favour any type of operator
on the basis of its nature, legal or
financial status, country of origin etc., as
it strives to create a level-playing field
for all competitors in award procedures.
However, certain provisions allow
public buyers to reserve contracts to
operators performing relevant social
tasks (e.g. professional integration,
Article 20 of Directive 2014/24/EU18).
As concerns social and health services,

16
17
18

For instance, the Commission launched
in 2018 the ʻEuropean Social Economy
Regionʼ initiative (ESER)17 to raise
awareness and boost setting up social
economy stakeholders’ networks and
partnerships at regional and local level.

COM(2016) 733 final
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/content/european-social-economy-regions-2020_en
Directive 2014/24/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 26 February 2014 on public
procurement and repealing Directive 2004/18/EC Text with EEA relevance; OJ L 94, 28.3.2014, p. 65–242
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these may be awarded by reserving the
competition for the contract exclusively
to operators functioning on the basis of
participatory
and
redistributive
principles (e.g. Article 77 of Directive
2014/24/EU). It should also be noted
that current public procurement law is
enshrined in horizontal legal instruments
laying down rules for any type of public
purchase, yet allow for enough
flexibility for public buyers to take into
account the specificities of each sector
and the capacities and nature of their
potential
pool
of
providers.
Nevertheless, further awareness-raising
and professionalization are needed so
public buyers learn how to best consult
their market and design their tenders to
create for each tender opportunity and a
level playing field. The Commission
will continue to work on this issue, as it
did through the national workshops of
the Buying for Social Impact project,
the collection and dissemination of good
practices in the field of socially
responsible procurement, and the
publication of a new ʻBuying Socialʼ
guide on social considerations in public
tenders.
1.10 The EESC is prepared to play an
inspiring and coordinating role in the
discussion on the role of non-profit social
enterprises in the implementation of the
post-COVID-19 recovery fund and in the
context of the 2021 Social Economy
Action Plan and the associated necessary
reshaping of the legal and fiscal
framework.

The Commission has already started the
work to prepare the Action Plan on
Social Economy, scheduled for the
second semester of 2021. The
Commission encourages and welcomes
any suggestion made by the Committee
in this context. The roadmap of the
action plan opened for feedback at the
beginning of 2021. In addition, all
relevant stakeholders have been or will
be consulted throughout 2020 and 2021.
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1.6 The current threshold of the SGEI de
minimis Regulation of EUR 500 000 over
three tax years should be significantly
increased, to around EUR 800 000 per tax
year.

The Services of general economic
interest (SGEI) de minimis regulation19
set to expire on 31 December 2020 has
been
prolonged
until
31 December 2023.

3.5.2 significantly increasing the threshold,
from the current EUR 500 000 over three
tax years to approximately EUR 800 000
per tax year, in the SGEI de minimis
Regulation; such an increase helps improve
the applicability and thus the effectiveness
of the SGEI de minimis Regulation, while
at the same time the risk of actual crossborder distortions in competition remains
limited;

This will allow the Commission to
finalise the ongoing evaluation of the
rules for health and social SGEIs,
including the SGEI de minimis
regulation. The goal is to know whether
the SGEI rules how they stand enabled
financing those key sectors while
limiting the harmful impact of
competition
distortion
(backwardlooking perspective). All stakeholders
are consulted through a targeted
consultation (public authorities) and a
public consultation (beneficiaries, EU
associations, competitors and other
interested parties). The results of the
evaluation will only be known by
quarter 3 of 2021 and will feed
Commission’s reflection on the future of
these rules.
In addition, the Commission has been
carrying out an evaluation of the general
de minimis Regulation and it has
prolonged
the
Regulation
until
31 December 2023.
By aligning the duration and evaluation
processes of the general de minimis
Regulation and the SGEI de minimis
Regulation, possible future changes to
either of the Regulations, including on
thresholds, can be coordinated.
However, a potential review would only
start after the results of the evaluation
are known and would be based on a

19

Commission Regulation (EU) No 360/2012 of 25 April 2012 on the application of Articles 107 and 108 of
the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union to de minimis aid granted to undertakings providing
services of general economic interest Text with EEA relevance; OJ L 114, 26.4.2012, p. 8–13
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thorough assessment of the options
forward.
1.7 The EESC believes that a general
exemption should be introduced for the use
of European funds with national cofinancing. As with purely EU-managed
programmes, State aid rules should not be
applied in the case of national co-financing.

According to well established case law,
resources coming from the Union are
considered as State resources if national
authorities have discretion as to the use of
these resources, in particular in the
selection of beneficiaries. In such cases,
provided the other conditions of
Article 107(1) of the Treaty on the
Functioning of the European Union are
fulfilled, the provision of those resources
must be in accordance with the state aid
rules.
In many operations co-financed by
European
funds
however,
these
conditions are not fulfilled and there is no
state aid element in the funding of the
operations.
Where the funding is liable to constitute
state aid, specific rules exist to exempt
such non-profit social enterprises from
the notification requirement, for
example under the General Block
Exemption regulation (e.g. employment
or training aid, aid for SMEs ) or under
the SGEI Decision or de minimis
Regulations (general or SGEI).

3.2 Depending on the design of the social
model in the individual EU Member States,
it is the responsibility of the nation state to
ensure that their citizens can benefit from
comprehensive and effective social and
health services of general interest that are
accessible, affordable and of high quality.
The EESC has already pointed out that
services of general interest are an essential
part of the system of social justice and that
people have a right of access to high-quality
"essential services", including social and
health services, as described by the EPSR.

The Commission fully agrees with the
Committee that is the EU Member
State’s responsibility that their citizens
access these essential services and that
Member States enjoy a wide discretion
to organise them.
As Guardian of the Treaties, the
Commission only intervenes when the
Treaty rules are not complied with.
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3.3 In some countries, these services are
provided primarily by non-profit initiatives,
institutions and services, and then by the
government, in such a way that the state
ensures the framework conditions for the
provision of services, users choose the
service providers and social security bodies
fund these services. Service provision must
be based on the interests of the
beneficiaries and involve them by ensuring
some participation on their part. This both
user-oriented and competitive way of
providing services by non-profit social
enterprises could serve as a basis for
discussions on a pan-European model and
be strengthened, for example, in relation to
procurement procedures that deprive users
of their freedom of choice.

The process for the provision of
ʻessential servicesʼ described in 3.3 is a
valid alternative to using public
procurement. In these cases, services are
not procured within the meaning of the
public procurement framework. When
such services are provided through
public procurement, under the current
framework, it is possible and advisable
for public buyers to consult and involve
users in the tender preparation, tendering
and the monitoring of a public contract,
so as to ensure that users’ needs,
preferences and voices are duly taken
into account in the delivery of a service.
The Commission is working on a revised
ʻBuying Socialʼ guide and in this context
pays attention to these aspects.

3.5.1 introducing the primacy of non-profit
over public or commercial suppliers in
public procurement law;

See paragraph 1.4 for a comment on the
same point.

4.2 For non-profit social enterprises that
provide social and health services, support
from European funds, including the
European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), is of
particular importance:

Article 4 of the the European Social
Fund + (ESF+) regulation proposal
describes the specific objectives by
referring to the expected societal
outcomes of the actions supported. They
do not include objectives specific to
certain types of organisations potentially
involved in the actions. Consequently,
the suggested specific objective to
support social economy activities does
not fit in the logic of the regulation.

4.2.1 In its opinion on the draft ESF+
regulation , the Committee has already
called for support for social economy
activities to become a separate, specific
objective of the ESF+, given the growing
importance of the social economy for the
social dimension of the EU .
4.2.2 The EESC has also drawn attention to
the often insufficient financial resources of
non-profit social enterprises and, in this
connection, has already called for equal
treatment of contributions in kind and
financial contributions in the provision of
own resources for activities supported by

However, social enterprises and other
social economy organisations are fully
eligible and well placed to benefit from
the support under the ESF+. Regarding
funding
for
local
organisations,
Article 13 of the ESF+ regulation
proposal specifically asks Member
States to ʻsupport actions of social
innovation and social experimentations,
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the ESF+ .
4.2.3 Non-profit social enterprises include
smaller, local organisations, such as ones
which started out as self-help groups. The
EESC has previously called for a suitable
share of ESF+ funding to be made
available to such organisations . It should
also be possible to provide targeted support
for volunteering in social and health
service provision.

or strengthen bottom-up approaches
based on partnerships involving public
authorities, the private sector, and civil
society such as the Local Action Groups
designing
and
implementing
community-led
local
development
strategies.ʼ The same article provides a
financial incentive for such support, in
terms of advantageous co-funding rate.

5.3 Non-profit social economy and other
"not-for-profit" organisations should be
better
connected
in
terms
of
communication, policy and operational
networks. This should be supported by the
EU and Member States through permanent
promotion
of
regular
cross-border
cooperation and by better links between
civil protection, emergency, and social and
health services. Reversion to border
closures and purely national approaches
during
the
coronavirus
crisis
is
counterproductive and is out of line with
EU goals and values.

The Commission agrees on the need to
better
connect
ʻnot-for-profitʼ
organisations and has started work for
this purpose. The European Social
Economy Regions (ESER) could be
used as a good example of
communication and raising awareness
on social economy at regional and local
level in Europe. Furthermore, ESER
initiated a Social Economy Missions
Call (COSME 2020) aiming at
improving cross regional and crossborder collaboration in social economy
via sharing best practices and mutual
learning in jointly identified social
economy priorities.

5.4
Social
economy
organisations,
particularly non-profit social enterprises, in
Europe, because of their inclusive nature
and their aim to support those who are most
disadvantaged, contribute in particular to
the provision of assistance to migrants. As
the EESC already called for in its opinion
INT/785, social economy organisations
must also receive greater recognition in this
context.

The Commission agrees on the role of
social economy organisations in
assisting migrants to overcome the
obstacles they can face where they
reside and, as such, in the integration of
third country nationals. Migrant
entrepreneurs can also contribute to the
development of social economy, in
creating innovative social businesses.
The Commission has along the years
developed diverse actions to support
migrant
entrepreneurship.
More
recently, the Commission and the
European social and economic partners
have renewed the European Partnership
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for Integration, which will focus, among
others,
on
supporting
migrant
entrepreneurship. It can be expected that
the upcoming Action Plan on
Integration and Inclusion will also
reflect on this topic.
5.5 Referring to its opinion on the external
dimension of the social economy, the EESC
reiterates that the Commission has not
included the social economy in its proposal
for a new European Consensus on
Development. The non-profit social
economy in particular has special potential,
based on self help and organised civil
society input, to develop a lasting, "bottomup" effect for solving social and
environmental problems. A strong nonprofit social economy in Europe stands
available to contribute with its experience
in best practice. The established non-profit
approach, in the form of full reinvestment
of profits in the social enterprise sector, can
prevent the privatisation of public funds as
well as unchecked profit maximisation
outside Europe too, if corresponding state
and democratically legitimate control
mechanisms are in place.

20

21

While the European Consensus of
development20 includes no explicit
reference to the social economy, its
commitment to eradicating poverty,
reducing vulnerabilities and addressing
inequalities implicitly recognises the
important role of social enterprises as
they are recognised part of the solution
for addressing these global challenges.
They are, for instance, important
counterparts of EU development
cooperation
actions
targeted
at
underserved groups like informal sector
operators, small-scale farmers, women
or youth.
Other Commission strategies, like the
2014 Communication on the role of the
private sector in development21 clearly
recognise social businesses as part of the
private sector, and thus include the nonprofit social economy fully into the
scope of the Commission’s support to,
and engagement with the private sector.

https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/european-consensus-on-development-final20170626_en.pdf
COM(2014) 263 final.
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N°6

22

Public procurement as a tool to create value and dignity in work in
cleaning and facility services
(own-initiative opinion)
EESC 2020/1563 - CCMI/174
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Diego DUTTO (IT-III)
Co-rapporteur: Nicola KONSTANTINOU (EL-II)
DG GROW – Commissioner BRETON

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.1. The European Commission (EC), the
European Parliament and the Member
States must develop the necessary support
instruments to promote the use of strategic
public procurement to advance the
systematic use of sustainable, transparent,
ambitious and enforceable strategic
criteria to ensure higher social and quality
standards in public procurement.

The Commission is committed to
promoting and supporting the use of
strategic public procurement. In particular
it already encourages the use of green,
social and labour considerations in public
tenders. A recent report by the
Commission also includes a number of
good practices related to the use of social
considerations in public procurement in
the cleaning sector22. The Commission is
running a communication campaign to
raise awareness on socially responsible
public procurement and to disseminate
these practices. To further assist public
buyers and promote the use of strategic
public
procurement
criteria,
the
Commission is also finalising guidance
documents
on
procurement
and
innovation, socially responsible public
procurement and a competency framework
for the professionalization of public
buyers. It also plans to work on furthering
the use of sustainable procurement
through the initiatives of the Green Deal,
notably the adoption of sectorial
mandatory criteria.

1.4. The EC and Member States should

ʽThe Commission adopted on 28 October

Making Socially responsible public procurement work – 71 good practice
https://ec.europa.eu/info/making-socially-responsible-procurement-work-71-good-practice-cases_en

cases,
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take the initiative to fight undeclared work
and to further improve employment
conditions in the cleaning industry.
Strengthened regulation and stronger
enforcement mechanisms such as wage
criteria and sectoral collective bargaining
can contribute to fair competition, higher
social standards and quality employment.
1.12. The EC should strengthen the
legislative architecture and bargaining
capacity of the social partners at national
level, including by allocating funding for
capacity-building actions especially in
South-Eastern, Central and Eastern
European countries .

2020 a proposal for a Directive on
adequate minimum wages in the EU23.
The aim is to ensure that workers in the
Union are protected by adequate minimum
wages allowing for a decent living
wherever they work.
In light of this, the proposed Directive
creates a framework to improve the
adequacy of minimum wages and the
access of workers to minimum wage
protection in the EU. In order to reach
these objectives, the proposed Directive
aims to promote collective bargaining on
wages in all Member States.ʼ

1.5. The EESC calls on the EC, the EP,
the Member States and regional and local
authorities to use daytime cleaning in all
public procurement wherever possible.

The Commission’s buildings have varying
opening times, depending on the different
needs and circumstances, and timeframes
for the performance of cleaning services
change on the basis of such needs. In any
event, regardless of the variation in the
opening hours, contracts signed by the
Commission require personnel to carry out
ordinary work during daytime.

1.8. The EESC recommends, when
revising the 2014 EU Procurement
Directives, that the costs of mandatory
security and training be shown outside the
area of competitive pricing, as an
incompressible and verifiable element of
the breakdown of the costs that make up
the tender.

The Commission takes note of this
recommendation. The 2014 public
procurement Directives24 already provide
that public buyers (or national laws) can
opt to avoid using price criteria for the
evaluation of offers and the award of the
contract, choosing to focus exclusively on
qualitative criteria. National authorities
are furthermore under the obligation to
ensure that in the performance of public
contracts operators comply with all
applicable labour obligations. These
include
possible
minimum
wage

23

Proposal for a Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council on adequate minimum wages in the
European Union, COM(2020) 682 final.
24
Directive 2014/23/EU on the award of concession contracts, Directive 2014/24/EU on public procurement,
Directive 2014/25/EU on on procurement by entities operating in the water, energy, transport and postal services
sectors.
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requirements enshrined in the applicable
domestic
legislation
or
collective
agreements. The Directives include
instruments (e.g. exclusion grounds,
abnormally low tenders mechanism, or
non-award) linked to such obligation,
leading to severe procedural consequences
in case of non-compliance. For instance,
when an offer is abnormally low due to
incompliance with labour obligations (e.g.
costs related to minimum required safety
standards or wages) it must be excluded
from the competition.
1.11. With respect to the obligations
incumbent
upon
Member
States,
contracting authorities and the EC
established by Articles 83-85 of Directive
2014/24, the EESC asks all these public
bodies to make the corresponding data
available without further delay, ensuring
in particular that the award criteria and
their relative weighting for cleaning
contracts are provided. The EC is asked to
financially support the sectoral social
partners' follow-up projects and research
into the issue of public procurement in
cleaning and facility services.

The Commission confirms it has received
the information required of Member States
for the publication of reports mentioned
under Article 83 and 85 of Directive
2014/24/EU and is currently working on
the relevant reports. As concerns reporting
under Article 84 of the same Directive, it
should be noted that the provision requires
Member States to draft and keep a report
of the procedures and contracts at stake
for a at least three years. The Directive
does not require the publication of such
reports nor their transmission to the
Commission, unless the Commission itself
asks for them. The Commission will
continue to provide support to the social
partners
for
projects
on
public
procurement through the calls for
proposals linked to the Commission’s
financing programs.

1.13. The EESC recommends that, in the
revision
of
the
2014
European
Procurement Directives, for labour
intensive services such as cleaning
services, EU directives on public
procurement should ask or require the
Member States to exclude the use of the
lowest price criterion for the award of
tenders, to set a ceiling of 30% on the

The Commission takes note of this
concern and will continue to advocate for
the use of quality award criteria, against
the disproportionate award of contracts
based on a price-only approach. It will
also promote the systematic use of social
considerations and contract clauses in
tendering procedures.
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score to be awarded to the price compared
to the score to be awarded to quality and
to ensure, by means of specific social
clauses, the employment stability of staff
employed under the tender, albeit in
accordance with the "TUPE" Directive
(No 2001/23/EC) and interpreted by EU
case
law,
the
company's
work
arrangements and in compliance with
collective bargaining.
1.15. The EC should encourage Member
States to start an accreditation process or
qualification system for contractors who
wish to be considered for public cleaning
contracts. This process should be
supervised by an evaluation committee
made up of a number of different
stakeholders, including trade unions and a
representative of sector contractors.

1.19. The EESC advocates that the EU
institutions, the Member States and local
and regional authorities adopt a
comprehensive approach to the purchasing
of cleaning services. Such an approach
does not envisage a trade-off between
environmental and labour conditions, but
advances
social
cohesion,
labour

When awarding a specific contract, public
buyers need to consider the suitability of
the operator and the offer on the basis of
the
characteristic
(e.g.
technical
requirements, financial volume etc.) of
such contracts. It is therefore unclear what
such system of accreditation would
guarantee in terms of participation to
award procedures for individual contracts.
Furthermore, when used correctly and
effectively, the current safeguards included
in the public procurement Directives
already allow public buyers to:
-

Select the operators with the necessary
experience (e.g. selection and financial
criteria)

-

Exclude operators whose behaviour
indicates they are not reliable to
execute the contract as expected and in
full respect of the law

-

Give preference to offers committing
to the highest quality standards in the
execution of the contract

The Commission agrees that public buyers
should take a comprehensive approach to
strategic procurement and recalls that no
trade-off between compliance with labour
and social rules and use of environmental
standard is allowed under European Union
Law. Furthermore, the Commission’s
public procurement policy promotes green
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standards, gender equality and the
environmental goals proposed by the EC's
Green Deal.

and
socially
responsible
public
procurement
practices
as
equally
necessary to ensure fair competition and
value for money.

3.4. The Public Procurement Directives
are not being utilised to their full potential
and application diverges between the
Member States. Consequently, a public
authority must decide on its priorities.

The Commission is engaged in a
continuous dialogue with the Member
States and all stakeholders to improve the
application
of
the
rules
and
professionalism in procurement. However,
it notes that, to a certain extent,
discrepancies in the implementation and
application of a Directive are inevitable
and necessary in order for Member States
to adapt European Union rules to their
national systems.

6.2. The EC's Buying Social Guide of
October 2010 sets out various social
considerations for contracting authorities
such as the prohibition of child and forced
labour, OSH requirements, minimum
wage
obligations,
social
security
requirements and more generally decent
work standards . As these are statutory
obligations they have to be respected,
whether they are mentioned in contract
performance clauses or not.

The Commission concurs that all
applicable labour and social obligations
must be respected in the context of public
contracts. Work is currently ongoing to
update the ʽBuying Socialʼ guide where
particular attention will be given to this
topic.
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N° 7

SME Strategy
COM(2020) 103 final
EESC 2020/1450 – INT/898
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Milena ANGELOVA (BG-I)
Co-Rapporteur: Panagiotis GKOFAS (EL-III)
DG GROW – Commissioner BRETON

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential
Points 1.1. to 1.5., 2.3. and 6.1.
Implement the SME strategy by adopting
a coherent, integrated and cross-cutting
approach, placing SMEs at the heart of all
key political decisions ...
Draw up a "Next Generation SME
Strategy"...
All SME-focused components within the
European Recovery Fund need to be
systematically monitored to guarantee
their ability to provide SMEs with the
necessary support...

The MS' full support and commitment is a
key success factor for the swift
implementation
of
the
strategy's
measures...

European Commission position

The
Commission
welcomes
the
Committee’s support to the SME Strategy
and its implementation.
The SME strategy already addresses the
priorities for the recovery, which needs to
be green and digital, and make Europe’s
economy resilient. It is flexible to adapt
to the new reality, and many actions are
already being implemented and adjusted
(e.g. timing advanced, COVID aspect
included in calls) in order to best support
SMEs cushion the impact of the crisis.
The Strategy and the recovery package
need to go hand in hand. SMEs must
benefit from investments and reforms
funded under the Recovery and
Resilience Facility (RRF). National
recovery plans should specifically target
SMEs, in line with the priorities of the
SME strategy, and the SME Envoy
network should play a key role in the
design and implementation of national
recovery plans. The Commission is
advising Member States through its
Guidance on the Recovery and Resilience
Plans25 to take these considerations into
account when preparing the national
plans.

25

Commission Staff Working Document: Guidance to Member States, Recovery and Resilience Plans,
https://ec.europa.eu/info/files/guidance-member-states-recovery-and-resilience-plans_en
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Points 1.5., 3.2. and 4.3.
Enhance the role of the SME organisation
and to involve them more in the SME
Envoys...
The EESC appreciates the special role
that social partners are expected to play
and hopes that the partnership principle
will be further strengthened…
The EESC expresses doubts about the
actual usefulness of the Network of SME
Envoys...

The SME Envoy Network, first created by
the Small Business Act in 2011, ensures
that European Union SME policy reaches
SMEs at national level, and contributes to
communicating grievances and concerns
of SMEs back to EU policy makers. The
SME Envoy network is an important tool
to ensure the smooth functioning of the
partnership between the EU and Member
States’ level. Since its inception, business
organizations have been part of the SME
Envoy Network and played an important
role in contributing to the development of
EU SME policy. The appointment and its
procedure of national SME envoys lies
within the competence of Member States.
The SME strategy reinforced the role of
the SME Envoy Network in the
governance of SME policy. The SME
strategy foresees, inter alia, the
contribution of the Network to the work
of the Commission’s Single Market
Enforcement Task Force, a specific role
of the new EU SME Envoy in the new Fit
for Future Platform and a regular dialogue
on SME-related aspects with the
Regulatory Scrutiny Board.
The EU plans to appoint a dedicated SME
Envoy. The EU SME Envoy and the
national SME envoys should be closely
involved in the European Semester process
and the Recovery and Resilience Facility
on SME issues against the background of
the priority objectives of the EU SME
strategy. This is to ensure that SMEs’
interests are adequately taken into account
in the Recovery and Resilience Plans of
Members States as well as in related
disbursement requests.

Points 1.5. and 4.11.
Reform and reinforce the role of the EEN,

The Commission together with Enterprise
Europe Network (EEN) members have
been working to prepare a new vision for
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especially
to
internationalisation

support

SME

SMEs to fully reap the benefits of trade
agreements

Point 2.4. & 3.1. to 3.4. & 3.7.
For the digital transition to succeed, it is
vital that the ambitious proposals for the
Digital Europe and Horizon Europe
programmes in the next Multiannual
Financial Framework (MFF) be better
targeted to SMEs...
... digital volunteers can help SMEs
become digitally fluent, update their
technology, prepare for a successful
transition to sustainability...

Improve SMEs' digital capacity via digital
crash courses and take SMEs needs into
account in shaping the Digital Innovation
Hubs

26

the EEN in the Multiannual Financial
Framework 2021-2027 to address the
needs of SMEs. EEN internal working
groups reflected on EEN priorities in the
following areas: internationalisation,
increasing quality of services through the
client journey approach, new SME
capacity building services, single market
services, access to finance/scale-up
support and innovation.
As an example, for internationalisation,
membership for EEN in third countries
focuses on countries with whom the
European Union has signed a Free Trade
Agreement
(FTA).
EEN
FTA
ambassadors have been put in place in all
regions of the EU to help SMEs benefit
from the FTAs.
EEN members are very active helping
SME hit by COVID to find alternative
international business partners for SMEs
and thus, help reactivate supply chains
and make them resilient.
The SME Strategy will support SMEs
with a number of actions.
For instance, these actions include
funding for capacity building of digital
technologies, digital skill and advisory
services through Digital Innovation Hubs
under the Digital Europe Programme (e.g.
by offering Digital Crash Courses for
SME employees to acquire knowledge in
areas such as Artificial Intelligence,
cybersecurity or blockchain). In addition,
a digital volunteer pilot (with voluntary
support by digital experts) is already
being put in place.
The Commission also implemented a new
digitalisation pilot under the Loan
Guarantee Facility26, funded under the
COSME
programme.
Under
this

https://www.eif.org/what_we_do/guarantees/news/2019/cosme-digitalisation.htm
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instrument, financial intermediaries such
as banks receive guarantees, which enable
them to increase lending to SMEs (or for
investments by SMEs) which they would
otherwise consider as too risky. With this
lending, banks can provide financing for
the digital transformation.
In addition, as a contribution to the SME
strategy’s priorities implementation, EEN
will put sustainability advisors in place in
all regions of the European Union and
help SME’s digitalisation in cooperation
with other EU initiatives like the EU
Digital Innovation Hubs. EEN sector
groups will link up with the 14 industrial
ecosystems.
The EEN continues providing free-ofcharge capacity building and digitalisation
potential assessments to SMEs.
Horizon Europe via the European
Innovation Council (EIC) will support
innovations with breakthrough and
disruptive nature and scale up potential
that are too risky for private investors
(70% of the budget is earmarked for
SMEs). The EIC will be a one-stop shop
for innovation to help small companies to
innovate and scale up.
Point 3.5.
Concentrate
more
on
promoting,
enhancing and cultivating entrepreneurial
initiative, an entrepreneurial mindset...
...upskilling and training of entrepreneurs
should be promoted...

The Commission will continue to carry
out
initiatives
to
promote
27
entrepreneurship
and
the
Entrepreneurship
Competence
28
Framework . The goal is to support the
development of entrepreneurial learning
ecosystems to the benefit of SMEs. Some
of the actions are specifically targeting
entrepreneurs whose potential has not
been fully developed, such as women29.

27

https://ec.europa.eu/growth/smes/supporting-entrepreneurship_en
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-scientific-and-technical-research-reports/entrecompentrepreneurship-competence-framework
29
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/smes/supporting-entrepreneurship/women-entrepreneurs_en
28
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Point 4.2.
Late payment directive: promote virtuous
behaviour

In view of boosting the liquidity of SMEs
through a prompt payment culture, the
SME Strategy has proposed:
1) To set up a ʽLate Payment Virtual
Observatoryʼ, which will be a quick
access point for collecting information
and data about payment behaviour of
public authorities and B2B, including
specific information on industrial sectors.
More transparency should trigger more
scrutiny and stronger attention on
payment behaviours.
2) To provide clarification on the
concepts of unfair and grossly unfair
payment practices and provisions, in line
with existing code of conducts.
3) To run pilot ADR (alternative dispute
resolution) and mediation schemes to help
SMEs solve payment disputes fast, while
preserving business relations.

Point 4.4.
Clarify implementation of regulatory
sandboxes and improve SME test

To make sure that SME test is carried out
in a proportionate way, the European
Union SME Envoy, in collaboration with
SME stakeholders, will filter EU
initiatives and signal to the Commission
those that merit close attention. The EU
SME Envoy will also take part in the
Fit4Future
Platform
and
provide
proposals
for
simplification.
The
Regulatory Scrutiny Board will play a
more systematic role in verifying that the
SME test is properly carried out before
issuing an opinion.
Regulatory sandboxes may serve as tools
for an innovation-friendly, future proof
and resilient regulatory framework that
masters disruptive challenges in the
digital age. They create a space in which
businesses can test innovative products,
services, business models and delivery
mechanisms in the context of regulation
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and in dialogue with regulators. The main
advantage is that anyone deploying an
innovative technology will be able to
understand exactly what the process is
before they attempt to launch.
The sandbox proposed under the Digital
Europe Programme30 would be open to
live-test
several
deployment-ready
blockchain projects including for data
portability, B2B data spaces, smart
contracts, and digital identity (SelfSovereign Identity) in the health,
environment, mobility, energy and other
key sectors.
Point 5.1., 7.3. to 7.5. & 7.9.
The EESC reiterates its proposal that the
MS be incentivised to create and develop
a network of "financial ombudsmen",
coordinated by the EU…

...provide liquid
unjustified delays

(to

SMEs)...prevent

Concerning the proposed network of
financial ombudsmen to support SMEs in
their relations with banks and make sure
that European Union efforts to improve
access to finance reach those that need it
most, the Commission would like to point
out that already the SME Envoy
network’s expertise is used to share good
practices among Member States in the
field. About the need to have qualitative
indicators for assessing the effectiveness
of support measures, EU programmes are
generally designed in such a way that
their results could be measured and
incentives are in place to encourage their
best allocation to final beneficiaries. For
instance,
the
Competiveness
of
Enterprises and SMEs (COSME) Loan
Guarantee Facility is designed to
encourage banks to enter into riskier
segments of clients, i.e. those most in the
need for support, and contain measurable
indicators of performance.
SMEs have been financially hit by the
COVID-19 crisis. For SMEs, lack of

30

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A434%3AFIN and
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/europe-investing-digital-digital-europe-programme
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regular cash flow makes the whole
difference
between
survival
and
bankruptcy. COVID has unfortunately
also aggravated payment delays in
commercial transactions, a problem
which was endemic across the EU, even
before the crisis.
Concerning the need for a rapid EU
liquidity response, the Commission has
taken steps in different directions. The
Commission has further expanded its
State aid Temporary Framework and
allowed flexibility in the Stability and
Growth Pact. Moreover, the Commission
boosted the COSME loan guarantee
facility to help address the most pressing
liquidity needs of SMEs affected by the
crisis and launched the European Scaleup Action for Risk capital (ESCALAR) to
improve the availability of venture
capital. Also, the European Investment
Bank (EIB) Group put forward the
creation of a €25 billion COVID-19
guarantee fund.
The EU’s work to combat Late Payments
complements efforts to boost liquidity of
SMEs.
...enlarge its existing funding instruments
(the MFF, InvestEU, the Cohesion and
Structural Funds, Horizon Europe, Digital
Europe, and so on, and financial support
from the EIB Group, plus the deployment
of the ESM)...

Point 6.2.
The EESC understands the EC's reasons
for not amending the definition of an

Moreover, the InvestEU programme will
provide crucial recovery support to
companies, including SMEs. It will also
ensure a strong focus on key policy
priorities, such as the Green Deal
objectives and digitalisation. Not only the
SME window, but also the other InvestEU
windows are open to SMEs. Any decision
on modifications to the budget available
for funding instruments is beyond the
Commission’s sole remit.
Regarding the SME Definition, the SME
Strategy reconfirmed the key role of the
European Union SME Definition, i.e. to
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SME, although there are different views
as to what extent it is fit for purpose …
Meanwhile, in line with its previous
opinions, the EESC asks the EC to help
the MS be flexible when choosing the
implementation method.

deliver support and benefits to the
enterprises most in need. Studies show that
the definition continues to work well and is
easy to use for the overwhelming majority
of EU SMEs.

Point 7.1. to 7.5.

The Commission’s approach under the
industry strategy is, where identified as
necessary, to bring together different
actors within industrial ecosystems, from
large companies to SMEs and start-ups,
from training centres to research
institutes, and from associated services to
suppliers. The SME strategy will have a
crucial role to play in this respect. Since
SMEs constitute the overwhelming
majority of companies in the European
Union’s industrial ecosystems, the
strategy will contribute to making the
EU’s industrial ecosystems more resilient
and greener across the Single Market.

The tragic and worsening impact of
COVID-19 on economic systems has hit
SMEs
hardest,
especially
microcompanies …
The EESC is open to further discussing
the new approach proposed by the EC to
favour support provided to ecosystems
rather than to companies according to
their sizes.

Point 7.11.
Even before the crisis, SME organisations
were involved in developing and
providing various services to help SMEs
in financial difficulty, including the Early
Warning Europe initiative. Such support
will be in even greater demand during the
coming months and years. The
implementation of the early warning tools
defined in the Insolvency Directive must
be ramped up to guarantee access to
effective support for businesses in
difficulty.

Providing honest entrepreneurs who went
bankrupt with a second chance remains
among the Commission priorities and has
only gained in urgency following the
COVID-19 crisis. The European Union
emergency response to COVID-19 and
the EU Recovery Plan provides
companies with both immediate and postcrisis financial relief to help them survive
the crisis and avoid bankruptcy.
Moreover, the recently adopted Directive
on preventive restructuring frameworks
and second chance addressed many
concerns of companies in distress and the
Commission will now support all
Member States in transposing its
provisions into their national laws so that
companies in financial difficulties have
access to adequate support services
helping them avoiding bankruptcy.
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N°8

Tourism and transport in 2020 and beyond
COM(2020) 550 final
EESC 2020/2964 – INT/909
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Panagiotis GKOFAS (EL-III)
DG GROW – Commissioner BRETON

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1. Conclusions and recommendations:

On 4 September 2020, the Commission
proposed a Council Recommendation,
adopted by the Council on 13 October
2020, which sets out four key areas where
Member States should coordinate more
closely: a) common criteria and thresholds
for Member States when deciding whether
to introduce travel restrictions, b) mapping
of common criteria using an agreed colour
code, c) an agreed framework for measures
applied to travellers from high-risk areas,
d) clear and timely information to other
Member States, the Commission and the
public about any restrictions.

The EESC calls for a comprehensive
package of measures with guidelines and
recommendations aimed at:
1)
safe restoration of unrestricted free
movement - coordinated reopening of
internal borders and the lifting of controls
at internal borders;

2)
safe restoration of transport and
connectivity - adopting a common political
framework agreement for all EU Member
States;

the safe continuation of the
provision of services in the field of food
tourism and hospitality;

31

With the EU Guidance for the progressive
resumption of tourism services and for
health
protocols
in
hospitality
31
establishments adopted on 13 May, the
Commission provided a coordinated
framework at EU level. It proposed
common criteria and principles for
restarting tourism services and develop
specific health protocols for hospitality
establishments to ensure safety of guests
and staff. It is the remit of the Member
States to establish health protocols and
rules that best fit their country-specific
circumstances national or regional level.
Some Member States
have also
accompanied their national protocols with a

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication_tourismservices_healthprotocols.pdf
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certification seal to enhance consumer
confidence.

balance agreement between EU
Member States on the safe and common
management of decisions and policies on
borders and transport


securing funding for training of
workers in hotels, restaurants, catering
establishments, museums, nautical tourism,
etc.,;

The Commission has always advocated
that the initial measures taken by Member
States with regard to the reintroduction of
internal border controls should aim to
reach a balance between, on the one hand,
the objective of delaying the spread of the
epidemic, of reducing the risk of
excessive pressure on health care systems,
and on the other, the need to limit the
negative effects on the free movement of
persons, goods and services. Any
restrictions to free movement should only
be based on public health considerations
and should be designed in a proportionate
and non-discriminatory manner.
The 2021-2027 European Social Fund
Plus (ESF+) will continue (like the ESF)
to invest in education, employment,
training and social inclusion. Investments
will address the needs and challenges
identified in each Member State,
including in the framework of the
European Semester. As such, the ESF+
could support the sectors and industries
mentioned by the Committee, provided
that the planned measures fit the scope of
the ESF+ and its specific objectives (see
ESF+ regulation, article 4).
Beyond ESF+, in the new financing
period 2021-2027, other important EU
funding for investment in skills and
programmes will be available, such as
European Regional Development Fund
(ERDF), Erasmus+, the Just Transition
Fund, the Recovery and Resilience
Facility, InvestEU (social window), the
Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI)
fund for social innovation, and the
European Globalisation Adjustment Fund.
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In addition, the Pact for Skills tourism
will cover 3 main pillars: digital
transformation and support for skills of all
types; upskilling and reskilling of people
of working age; supporting and
encouraging companies to apprenticeship.
3)

health and safety is top priority

4)
adopting a new Passenger Locator
Form (PLF) at EU level:

reliable estimates and projections
could be made at city level, thus informing
both country-level policies as well as EUlevel policies. Such an effort would
epitomise the role of the EU: through
innovation and cooperation we can achieve
our common goals - public health and
economic activity at a time of crisis.

COVID-19 passport: If all Member
States decided to adopt the same PLF
platform, then all accredited laboratories
could communicate the results through the
platform itself, hence creating a COVID-19
passport for all travellers that could be
trusted and ensure minimal risk associated
with travelling.

The Commission agrees and works to
ensure that a high level of human health
protection is ensured in all EU policies
and activities; as required by the Treaty
(Art 168).
A digital Passenger Locator Forms (dPLFs)
application is currently being developed in
the framework of the joint action EU
Healthy Gateways. A dPLF working group
has been established from joint action
consortium members and representatives
from the European Centre for Disease
Prevention and Control (ECDC), European
Union Aviation Safety Agency (EASA)
European Union Agency for Railways
(ERA), European Maritime Safety Agency
(EMSA) and International Air Transport
Association (IATA). Currently dPLFs for
aircrafts, cruise ships, ferries and land
transport (train, bus, car) are under
development. PLF data could be used for to
fight the pandemic, where necessary and
proportionate, with anonymised and
aggregated data.
In a similar context, the Commission
Recommendation on a common Union
toolbox for the use of technology and data
to combat and exit from the COVID-19
crisis of 8 April 2020 set up a process for
modelling and predicting the evolution of
the virus through anonymous and
aggregated mobile location data. It should
be also noted that the Council
Recommendation on a coordinated
approach to the restriction of free
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movement in response to the COVID-19
pandemic of 13 October 2020 considers the
use of passenger locator forms for
travellers coming from higher risk areas,
thus framing the measure in accordance
with
the
general
principle
of
proportionality.
5)
EU common strategic plan to help
the Member States implement economic
and support measures for tourism SMEs,
restaurants, hotels, travel agencies, tour
guides, etc.;

direct financing for microenterprises in particular, and restoring
business confidence as well as arranging
travel vouchers;

In the multiannual financial framework
2014-2020, the Commission supports
lending to microenterprises. The main
tools used are equity investments and
guarantees provided via the European
Investment Fund to incentivise financial
intermediaries
to
finance
microenterprises.
The EU reacted swiftly to provide a
lifeline to the tourism industry by
mobilising all available financial tools, in
particular:
- Injection of liquidity to stabilise
companies – €8bn capital for Small and
Medium Enterprises (SMEs) through the
European Investment Fund was made
available
rapidly
and
allocated
immediately after
- Temporary framework for state aid so
that Member States could support their
businesses in emergency. There are now
over 220 state aid measures relevant to the
tourism businesses across the EU Member
States.
- Temporary unemployment scheme to
allow people to keep their jobs. EU has
created a new instrument – SURE, with
€100bn supporting national temporary
unemployment systems.
The Coronavirus Response Instrument
Initiative (CRII) with ca €37bn opened up
the possibility for Member States to use
the unspent allocations from the structural
funds in order to help most affected
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businesses, including tourism.
Furthermore, React EU with additional
€55 billion added to the cohesion funding,
will target directly those most in need and
will be delivered by the Member States
and regions directly.
In 2021-2027, the InvestEU programme
will provide crucial support to companies
with a dedicated window for SMEs. The
InvestEU
programme
will
be
implemented by EIB Group, international
financial institutions and National
Promotional Banks, which will enhance
even further the outreach to final
recipients.

European mechanism for monitoring
the implementation of support measures for
SMEs and workers, particularly liquidity,
lending and transparency in support
measures;

access to and approval of loans to all
Member States under the supervision of the
ECB and the EU, with guarantees from the
EU and the Member States;

The extent in which tourism has been hit
by the COVID crisis differs strongly
across Member States. The Member
States are thus best positioned to devise
specific modalities to support the sector
going forward. The EU has granted
support through SURE for short-time
work, which has greatly benefited labourintensive industries hardly hit by the
COVID crisis like tourism. The sector has
benefited also from EU exemptions and
derogations
for
national
support
programmes, specifically adapted rules
for state aid, as well as debt moratoria and
guarantees. The Recovery and Resilience
Facility is destined to encompass
economic support measures that will also
benefit tourism though not being sectorspecific.
All intermediaries are selected on the basis
of an open and transparent call for
expression of interest published on the
European investment Fund (EIF) website.
The use of the EU guarantee under the
InvestEU Fund will be approved by the
InvestEU
Investment
Committee
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(composed of external experts from the
relevant sectors). It will make decisions
after assessing the project scoreboard
presented by the implementing partners.
Just as under the European Fund for
Strategic
Investments
(EFSI),
all
decisions approving the use of the EU
guarantee will be publicly available.
6)
strengthening and extending the
SURE programme covering workers'
unemployment
and
SMEs'
wages
compensation; SMEs should be exempted
from paying part of their wages and be
required to integrate workers through
national schemes supported by SURE;

In addition to helping Member States,
SURE can also finance some healthrelated measures, in particular at the work
place, used to ensure a safe return to
normal economic activity. However,
support to the unemployed is outside the
scope of the SURE instrument.
The Council, on a proposal from the
Commission, can decide to extend the
period of availability of the Instrument
where the exceptional occurrences that
justify the application of this Regulation
continue to exist.
The SURE instrument does not intrude in
any way in the design of national social
security systems, neither generally nor
when concerning short-time work. The
design of these measures remains a
national prerogative of each Member
State.

7)
SME organisations should be
properly consulted by European and
national institutions competent to deploy
the SURE programme

While the Commission stands ready to
address any queries in relation to the
SURE instrument, consultation of national
stakeholders is a Member State
responsibility.

8)
the SURE programme should fully
cover the wages and social security
contributions of workers in the tourism and
transport sector who have lost their jobs
because of the pandemic, for instance in
catering, hotels, airlines, cruise ships,
tourist buses, airports, port terminals,
nautical tourism and tour guides until at

National schemes that cover the wages
and social security contributions of
workers in the tourism and transport
sector would be eligible under SURE, as
long as they preserve the employment
contract. However, it is up to the Member
State to decide whether to establish and
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least 30 June 2021;

9)
tax relief with a moratorium on tax
obligations, an ad hoc tourism and transport
fiscal stimulus package for all tourism
SMEs for 2020-2024. Under a harmonised
EU VAT system, reduced VAT should be
applied to hotels, restaurants, travel
services, nautical tourism (boat chartering,
marinas), buses, tour guides, etc. Such
measures, however, should be conditional
to safeguarding workers' rights and
providing guarantees not to make
redundancies. Furthermore, any financial
support such as state aid, loans or tax
exemptions should only be granted to
businesses that:

safeguard employment/create decent
jobs and respect workers' rights,

are not registered in tax havens and
have always paid their fair share of taxes
and social contributions;

how to design such schemes.

Acknowledging the important role of
SMEs in the European economy, the
Commission put in place measures to
counter the economic impact of the
pandemic, including by granting a
maximum of flexibility within the fiscal
rules and adapting the state aid framework
to the changed as well as evolving
economic circumstances. Member States
can themselves provide specific tax
measures to temporarily reduce the tax
burden on SMEs and the self-employed, as
long as they comply with EU law. The
Commission
has
stressed
in
its
Communication
on
a
coordinated
economic response to the COVID-19
outbreak that Member States should
implement targeted fiscal measures to
support sectors and areas that, facing
disruption of production or sales, are
affected by a liquidity squeeze.
The Commission has recommended that
Member States do not grant financial
support to any undertakings with links to
listed non-cooperative jurisdictions for tax
purposes,
except
where
specific
exceptional circumstances occur. This is
the case where an undertaking has
substantial economic presence and
performs a substantial economic activity
in listed non-cooperative jurisdictions. In
this context, the financial support cannot
be refused. In a number of other
situations, Member States are given a
choice on whether to disallow the support
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or not.
The Commission has already taken
various steps in the field of VAT that will
be also of benefit for taxpayers operating
in the tourism and transport sector.
Under the current EU VAT legislation,
certain supplies made in the tourism
sector, such as hotel accommodation or
restaurant services, can already be subject
to reduced VAT rates.
Moreover, in the context of the Action
plan for a fair and simple taxation
supporting the recovery strategy, the
Commission is currently carrying out an
evaluation of the special scheme for travel
agents as provided for in Title XII,
Chapter 3 of Directive 2006/112/EC,
where a public consultation has already
been carried out. Subject to the outcome
of that evaluation, the Commission will
carefully reflect on the impact on the
operators concerned if and when a
legislative initiative would be prepared.
Based on a Commission proposal, the
Council recently adopted a new VAT
special scheme that will bring about
significant relief for SMEs by removing
disproportionate compliance burden and
introducing
certain
simplification
measures. This, together with the adopted
VAT e-commerce package, will also
promote cross-border activities, create a
level playing field, and reduce red tape
and the administrative burden for small
companies.
10)
regulating
the
collaborative
economy in tourism and especially in the
tour guide sector. Inviting Member State
governments to regulate the collaborative
economy in the tour guide sector and to
apply legislative and administrative

The Commission published in 2016 the
communication ʽA European agenda for
the collaborative economy’ (COM(2016)
356 final). This communication provides
guidance on how existing EU law applies
to the sector of the collaborative
59 / 274

measures designed to ensure a level playing
field;

economy. EU Member States are not
prevented from putting in place measures
to protect public interests, such as the
conservation of the national historic and
artistic heritage, or the protection of
consumers and services recipients,
provided that these measures comply with
existing EU legislation. EU level
regulation of the activity of guiding
tourists is currently not being considered,
in particular as a significant number of
Member States does not regulate such
activities. As to the role of online
platforms,
as
announced
in
its
communication on Shaping Europe’s
Digital Future (of 19 February 2020), the
Commission’s proposal for the Digital
Services Act sets out clear roles and
responsibilities for online intermediaries,
aiming to ensure a safe digital space in
which the fundamental rights of all users
are protected and to establish a level
playing field to foster innovation, growth,
and competitiveness in the Single Market.

11)
all liquidity, monetary and fiscal
policy support programmes for hotels,
restaurants, tour guides, buses, travel
agents, nautical tourism, etc. and selfemployed workers should be continued for
at least 10 months after life gets back to
normal in accordance with the WTTC
(World Travel and Tourism Council).

The Commission regularly assesses the
need for further fine-tuning the permissible
measures under the Temporary State Aid
Framework as well as whether the
conditions for its application are still
present. Based on Article 107(3)(b) TFEU,
it includes an exceptional provision to
allow aid to remedy a serious disturbance
in the economy of a Member State. On 28
January 2021, the Commission had decided
to prolong it until 31 December 2021 (with
the exception of recapitalisation aid, which
may be granted until 31 December 2021).
The Commission does not consider it
appropriate to give specific guidelines to
government and banks with regards to
supporting specific sectors of the
economy. In the 2020 country-specific
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recommendations (CSRs), the Council
gives recommendations on liquidity
support in the current crisis without
singling out specific sectors. From the
regulatory/supervisory side, significant
action has already been taken to ensure
that banks continue lending to the
economy, including through changes to
prudential regulation aimed at providing
temporary relief to banks.
The Commission is looking at lending to
the economy with a factual stance taking
due consideration not only of the
borrowers’ needs but also to a proper
credit risk assessment of the lenders. The
Commission will continue to apply state
aid rules and so ensure that any public
support does not unduly distort
competition on the market.
As acknowledged in the response to point
9., Member States themselves can provide
specific tax measures to temporarily reduce
the tax burden on SMEs and the selfemployed, as long as they comply with EU
law.
1.2. Since Eurogroup/EUCO/ECB monetary
and fiscal policy is not transmitted
symmetrically to all Member States,
especially the most vulnerable and hardest
hit, the Commission has to step up its role as
guardian of the Treaties and safeguard the
symmetrical recovery of the single market
as follows:
a)
guidelines to governments and banks
on how to support the tourism and
hospitality sectors and provide suitable
assistance (e.g. through a joint task force on
each state, made up of Commission and
EESC officials) and

The Commission does not consider it
appropriate to give specific guidelines to
government and banks with regards to
supporting specific sectors of the
economy. In the 2020 CSRs, the Council
gives recommendations on liquidity
support in the current crisis without
singling out specific sectors. From the
regulatory/supervisory side, significant
action has already been taken to ensure
that banks continue lending to the
economy, including through changes to
prudential regulation aimed at providing
temporary relief to banks.

b)
enforce proper implementation of
Th Commission is looking at lending to the
EUCO endorsed policy through a "name economy with a factual stance taking due
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and shame" policy. highlight and pinpoint consideration not only of the borrowers’
questionable
banking
practices
or needs but also to a proper credit risk
government choices upstream of the assessment of the lenders.
Country-Specific
Recommendations
(CSRs), and both outside and procyclically
in relation to the European Economic
Semester
c)
a "gentlemen's agreement" on
Th Commission will continue to apply state aid
airlines brokered and monitored by the rules and so ensure that any public support
European Commission, competent national does not unduly distort competition on the
authorities, representative economic and market.
social
partners
and
organisations
representing consumers and passengers to
avoid predatory behaviour;
d)
tax relief measures for SMEs in the
tourism sector, with a moratorium on tax
obligations and a suspension of overdue tax
liabilities incurred up to 31 December
2020, as well as the creation of sufficient
repayment instalments from 1 April 2021.

As acknowledged in our response to point
9., Member States themselves can provide
specific tax measures to temporarily
reduce the tax burden on SMEs and the
self-employed, as long as they comply
with EU law.

1.3. Intensive social dialogue and a
substantial policy agenda needed to
negotiate updated sectoral collective
agreements for the tourism and transport
sectors which include SMEs and
representative SME organisations most
affected by COVID-19.

The Commission supports European
social partners via the prerogative budget
lines on social dialogue by organising the
meetings of the European Social Dialogue
Committees, including those dealing with
tourism and transport issues, and by
providing project funding through
relevant call for proposals. However, it is
for the European social partners to decide
on their joint work programme and the
priorities for joint action.

3. Pillar I – Sustainability of tourism and
Transport

The Commission adopted in March 2020
a new SME Strategy to support SMEs,
building on achievements and lessons
learned under the previous policy
framework, the Small Business Act and
its Review. The strategy is now more
relevant than ever and is easily adapted to
face the new challenges without any
formal review.

3.1. The EESC believes that this
communication should be the first step in
the next generation of EU sustainable
tourism policies and programmes. It should
defend health and safety rights and
standards and ensure the sustainability and
liquidity of businesses in the context of a
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renewed European strategy for SMEs for
2030, in accordance with the principles of
the Small Business Act.

The strategy provides flexibility to
refocus key actions and adapt them to the
new reality where necessary (timing,
readjusting focus to include a ʽCOVID-19
tweakʼ etc.). Some of them have already
been adjusted and implementation of
many other actions is on the way.
With its focus on supporting SMEs in the
transition to a digital and green economy,
the strategy is a key tool for helping
SMEs to recover from the crisis and
increase their resilience at a longer term.
Based on the intelligence gathered from
the industry and Member States,
commissioned research/studies and the
outcomes of the European Tourism
Convention, the Commission is reflecting
on the most appropriate set of actions and
targets that would set out the roadmap
towards a European Agenda for Tourism
2050. This roadmap will be built together
with Member States, the industry and all
relevant stakeholders.

3.2. The EESC calls for a complete overhaul
of these policies with a view to restoring
the confidence and stability of businesses
and workers, through the adoption of a next
generation EU solidarity pact for
sustainable tourism by 2030.

Through its actions, the Commission
already supports the sustainable recovery,
competitiveness and resilience of EU
tourism in the following priority areas:
- Economic resilience, built on twin
transition and empowered by the EU
Recovery Plan;
- Green transition: reinforce sustainable
tourism development for the benefit of the
environment, businesses and local
communities, in line with the EU Green
Deal goals.
- Digital transition and Innovation:
develop smart tourism in Europe by
supporting
the
sector’s
digital
transformation and innovation capacity in
a data-driven economy, as well as the
balanced development of new business
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models, including in the collaborative
economy.
- Skills: boost the quality and resilience of
the workforce with the right skills for the
future. The new European Skills Agenda
and Pact for Skills will bring together all
stakeholders with the objective to upskill
and reskill the workforce.
- Global competition: promote the EU as a
sustainable, quality destination in third
markets and enable tourism businesses,
especially SMEs, to compete in the global
market with the right tools.
3.3. Ensure a fair recovery and rebuild our
economies rapidly in order to make them
greener, fairer and more resilient to future
shocks. The contribution of the EU
integration plan to the European model
of sustainable tourism and transport
development needs to be revised, avoiding
any measure that poses a risk of further
fragmentation
and
unfair
conditions/practices in the internal market.

The Commission will work with the
Member States in the design and
implementation of national recovery plans
according to the specific needs of the each
Member State and shared EU priorities.

3.4. In the tourism sector, fair and
sustainable reconstruction requires:

Indeed, the reconstruction should also
take into account the proposed increased
climate ambition for 2030 of at least net
55% greenhouse gas (GHG) reduction
compared to 1990 (see Climate target plan
Communication).

1) taking into account the European 2050
targets on carbon neutrality in line with the
objectives of the Paris Agreement
(Conclusions of the European Council of
12 December 2019).

ʽEncouraging slow and non-polluting
mobility such as cycling and rail
transportʼ and sustainably sourced local
supply changes are indeed important
elements for a sustainable recovery of the
sector.
On the recommendation thatʽor tourist
accommodation renovation should be
encouragedʼ the Impact assessment of the
2030 climate target plan finds that:
-

Buildings

generate

the

largest
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(amongst
other
final
energy
consumption sectors) GHG reduction
levels by 2030, compared to 2015, i.e.:
62% to 65% in the residential sector
and 62% in services buildings – as a
result of fuel switch and energy
demand moderation.

2) encouraging slow and non-polluting
mobility such as cycling and rail transport.

-

The rate of renovations that concern
the change of heating equipment only
will have to reach around 4% in both
the residential and services sector.

-

The increased rate and depth of
renovation will have to be maintained
also post-2030 in order to reach EUwide climate neutrality by 2050.

The Commission is strongly committed to
facilitating multimodality for all users,
including for tourism, and nudging
behaviours towards the most sustainable
modes of transport, including cycling and
rail.
With this objective in mind, the Recovery
and Resilience Facility will support
Member States transition towards clean,
smart, safe and fair urban mobility and
towards sustainable transport in general.
This facility could support for example,
the development of shared mobility
services, the phase out of the most
polluting vehicles in urban areas, the
development of cycling infrastructure etc.
This instrument will come on top of
existing actions which have been taken to
enhance
multimodality,
specifically
support to the development of multimodal
travel information services, facilitating
trips of tourists from A to B with the most
sustainable mode of transport.

3) with regard to tourist accommodation, the
EESC recommends that renovation should

The New Circular Economy Action Plan
and
the
recent
Commission
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be encouraged and that the EU Ecolabel for
such accommodation should be used. These
facilities must be encouraged to display
their energy consumption and carbon
impact.

Communication ʽA Renovation Wave for
Europe - greening our buildings, creating
jobs, improving lives32ʼ recognise the
relevance of building renovation to
achieve a circular economy.

3.5. Responsible tourism operators must
commit themselves to displaying the carbon
footprint of the holiday and of the activities
they offer.

The New Circular Economy Action Plan
recognises the role of consumer in the
promotion of circular economy and the
need for them to receive trustworthy and
relevant information on products. In the
Communication ʽTourism and transport in
2020 and beyond33ʼ the Commission
mentions the need to promote sustainable
tourism
accommodations
(through
voluntary schemes such as EU Ecolabel
and Eco Management and Audit Scheme
(EMAS)). Several actions are already ongoing in this respect.
Moreover, the Commission is working at
a legislative proposal for companies to
substantiate their environmental claims.

4) In order to reduce CO2 emissions in
tourism, the EESC strongly encourages the
use of local food products and other
consumables that can be recycled.

EU green public procurement criteria for
food, catering services and vending
machines34 contain requirements that can
be used by tourism operators to reduce the
environmental footprint, including the
carbon footprint, of their food services.
The EU Ecolabel is the EU label of
environmental excellence that can guide
the purchase of consumables with
excellent environmental performance.
Established EU GPP criteria35 can also be
used to this effect.

5) In order to fill the existing information
and data gaps on international tourism
flows towards the EU as a tourist

In line with regulation on European
statistics on tourism (692/2011) statistical
offices already collect information on the

32

COM(2020) 662 final
COM(2020) 550 final
34
SWD(2019) 366 final
35
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/gpp/eu_gpp_criteria_en.htm
33
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destination, the EESC proposes establishing
an independent sustainable tourism
observatory.

country or the geographical area of
residence of guests (including from the
third countries) staying at tourist
accommodation establishments in the EU.

3.6. The EU recovery plan and national
recovery plans should provide sufficient
funding for the environmental and digital
transformation of the tourism industry and
its infrastructure through investment that
achieves the aim of making tourism more
attractive to consumers and provides real
benefits for tourism companies.

The Commission agrees that for the
longer-term future of EU tourism
ecosystem, it is a key to ensure the right
support for the green and digital
transformation of the tourism industry and
SMEs, for boosting innovation along the
tourism value chain and for equipping the
workforce with the skills for the future.

3.7. The development of non-seasonal
tourism able to guarantee sustainable jobs.
To this end, the European Commission
must support initiatives and projects that
meet these criteria. European studies on
the social and environmental costs of
unsustainable tourism should be carried
out.

Member States will prepare their national
recovery plans according to their
individual specificities. The Commission
will play a coordinating role to ensure
overall consistency and will support
Member States to identify investment
needs as well as adequate modules and
flagship projects on a European scale to
repair and transform the tourism
ecosystem for the future.

3.8. Tourism sectors that offer non-mass
tourism (e.g. outdoor tourism, nautical
tourism) are increasingly popular with
consumers in the context of social
distancing rules. These consumer trends
offer the opportunity to speed up the
recovery of the wider European tourism
industry and of employment. These sectors
should be supported, especially in cases
where they can take place in a regional,
domestic or European environment. In the
case of nautical tourism, this offers distinct
opportunities across Europe for islands,
rivers, canals, lakes and coastal areas.

Commission has been supporting the
diversification of tourism offers in the
past years in order to address carrying
capacity, seasonality challenges and the
boosting of competitiveness of tourism
SMEs, by encouraging new forms of
sustainable tourism. Commission has also
called for a study and a facilitated
dialogue to address the issue of
unbalanced tourism at the destination
level
(proposals
currently
under
evaluation).
Commission will continue encouraging
Member States to support balanced,
quality tourism, addressing shared
challenges such as the need to measure
and benchmark sustainability, address
overtourism and further diversify quality
tourism offer. Commission has proposed
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under the MFF 2021-2027 to allocate a
significant proportion of funding to
supporting green transition for all
industries.
3.9. Harmonised EU VAT system, reduced
VAT should be applied to hotels,
restaurants, travel services, nautical tourism
(boat charter, marinas), buses, tour guides,
etc. This should, where necessary, include
swift changes to the VAT Directive that
ensure equal treatment of all sectors in the
tourism industry.
3.10. Many coach companies' turnover has
fallen to 0-10% of the figure for the same
period last year. The EU now has an
opportunity to help this sector by acting on
the proposals it has made, including
harmonised legislation for low emission
zones within the EU and a one stop shop
for VAT refunds.
3.11. In this context, action must be taken to
help international, continental and national
tourism resume for the sake of broad
sectors of the EU economy. Railways can
help develop touristic destinations that are
not adequately served by aviation, open
new routes and foster new value chains. For
European railways it is an opportunity to
meet the growing demand of climateminded tourists on the market. The Year of
Rail should be an opportunity to create
public awareness of sustainable tourism and
the new touristic routes that European
citizens can discover thanks to rail
connections. In this context, the European
Year of Rail should also be an opportunity
to give better visibility and foster public
awareness regarding historic and scenic
train routes across Europe.

As regards VAT refunds, the electronic
procedure for VAT refund, introduced by
Council Directive 2008/9 and applied in
Member States as from 1 January 2010,
already provides for a single point of
contact for businesses to request a refund
of the VAT they incurred on business
expenditures in other Member States. In
particular, businesses only need to send
one electronic refund claim to their own
national tax authorities who then forward
it to the EU country where the claimant
incurred the VAT.

The Commission fully agrees with the
Committee that the European Year of Rail
is an opportunity to promote more
sustainable tourism and satisfy the
growing demand of more sustainable
forms of travel and the discovery of the
European destinations.
DiscoverEU is an initiative of the
European Union that gives young people
aged 18 years old, the opportunity to
explore Europe through non-formal and
informal learning experiences abroad,
familiarising them with a sustainable and
clean mode of transportation.

3.12. Although educational exchange
programmes exist, the EU has just started a
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tool that would allow for any European to
be provided with a travel experience that
would better connect young people with
the European identity, raising awareness of
the core values of the European Union, and
familiarises them with a sustainable and
clean mode of transportation. DiscoverEU
is an initiative of the European Union that
gives people the opportunity to discover
Europe through learning experiences.
Travelling predominantly by rail (there are
exceptions to allow those living on islands
or in remote areas to participate), young
Europeans can discover Europe, its cities
and towns.
4. Pillar II - Liquidity, employment
recovery and the restoration of business
confidence
4.2. Concerning tour guides, the EU must
ensure a level playing field with equal
terms and conditions and fair competition
in the tourism market between the
profession of tour guides and illegally
operating tour organisers and "guides". The
EESC calls on the European Commission,
as guardian of the Treaties, to ensure the
balanced development of the EU
collaborative economy in the Member
States, as stated in the European Parliament
briefing of 16 November 2016 introducing
the European agenda for the collaborative
economy for tour guide services.

4.3. Banking, liquidity and financial policies
have not been handled properly. Some
banks (in Greece for instance) choose to
use QE (PEPP transactions by the ECB) to
solidify their position and not to support the

In accordance with Article 167 TFEU,
action by the Union is limited to
encouraging
cooperation
between
Member States and supporting and
supplementing their action, notably with a
view to conserving and safeguarding
cultural heritage of European significance.
EU law allows Member States to put in
place national rules to protect public
interests, while setting a framework on
how they can do this. With respect to the
profession of tourist guides, this
framework includes the Services Directive
(Directive 2006/123/CE), the Professional
Qualifications
Directive
(Directive
2005/36/EC) and the Proportionality Test
Directive (Directive (EU) 2018/958), in
addition to the rules and principles of the
Treaty. Member States can put in place
proportionate control mechanisms to
ensure compliance with applicable
national rules.
Some banks in Greece used the liquidity
support measures by the European Central
Bank to solidify their position besides
supporting the real economy. The Greek
banks chose not to amend materially their
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real market. These banks are extending
loans to viable and unaffected businesses
(like supermarkets) and not taking the risk
of lending to vulnerable sectors such as
tourism and services. Restaurants, cafes,
hotels, buses, etc., are no longer on the
banks' lists of borrowers; banks are asking
for guarantees for their loans that these
businesses cannot provide, even the ones
which the banks would lend to. The interest
rate is higher than 4.5%, despite all
guarantees and subsidies from the ECB.

credit risk standards and terms and they
maintained their lending activity beyond
the state supported schemes during the
pandemic, as shown by the data of the
Bank of Greece. Nevertheless, loan
demand has grown massively, also from
enterprises that were heavily hit by the
pandemic, during that period hence the
banks need to constantly balance between
assuring the viability of their loan
portfolio as well as supporting their
customers in terms of liquidity and
investment financing needs. However, the
Commission does not yet have
information on the sectoral breakdown of
these efforts. Unfortunately, the heighted
uncertainties due to the pandemic and the
surging loan demand is deemed to give
only limited room for a faster decrease in
interest rates, despite all regulatory
support from the ECB.

4.4. In order to avoid unemployment and
loss of trained workers, short-term working
measures must be agreed at national level
between the responsible governments and
social partners. We should also take into
consideration the fact that in large cities
where public and private offices are
currently promoting work from home
measures, there is a danger that most
restaurants, pubs, bars and cafés may shut
down. Policy and employment measures are
needed to avoid permanent closures in city
centres and surrounding areas. Furthermore,
home offices (or teleworking) must not
become a substitute for strong European
labour mobility in the long term. Reduced
European conferences, fairs, congresses and
business travel would lead to a huge loss of
jobs, SMEs, knowhow, creativity and
innovation partnerships in Europe and to
more national ways of thinking.

The Commission is committed to ensure
the protection of the four freedoms of
movement in Europe, and especially the
free movement of workers carrying
essential services, as well as the safety
and health of European citizens.
In that endeavour, the Council
Recommendation on a coordinated
approach to the restriction of free
movement in response to the COVID-19
pandemic of 13 October 2020, which
contains
a
reference
to
the
communications of 30 March and 16 July,
is providing the framework necessary to
attain this goal.
Better coordination among Member States
on measures restricting free movement
related to the COVID pandemic, as
adopted by the Council Recommendation
in October, will provide more clarity to
citizens and support for the tourism
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industry.
4.5 Support should be provided for the
organisation of trade fairs, which are
crucial for the tourism industry and
ancillary sectors, as well as being in
themselves a major source of tourism,
travel and employment. Guidelines should
be put in place for trade fairs to be held
safely and receive funding from the EU and
Member States.

Member
States
can
notify
the
Commission
of
their
envisaged
measure(s) to provide liquidity to
organisers of trade fairs under the State
aid Temporary Framework. Depending on
the scope and budget of the measure(s),
Member States can also use the General
Block Exemption Regulation or the de
minimis Regulation, without the need for
them to notify the Commission.

4.6. Tourism sector, managing expectations. In order to facilitate access to information
All available data suggest that this season on funding opportunities, the Commission
has been lost. Tourist arrivals will not come foresees to prepare a new Guide on EU
close to outweighing the sector's operating funding for tourism, similarly as it was
costs. All businesses will suffer huge done for 2014-2020 to provide necessary
losses, jeopardising their viability. The information on the support available. This
Eurogroup triple package (SURE 100, Guide will be available on-line and in all
EIB 200 and ESM 250 billion packages) EU languages.
are not enough and/or governments are In the Commission’s proposals for the EU
mishandling policy transmission.
spending programmes for 2021-2027,
several of the proposed programmes
foresee support for tourism namely: the
structural funds under the Cohesion Policy
(e.g.: European regional development fund
(ERDF) European social fund (ESF),
European agricultural fund for rural
development
(EAFRD),
European
maritime and fisheries fund (EMFF),
InvestEU, the Single Market Programme,
Creative Europe, and Horizon Europe.
This reflects an integrated approach
mainstreaming
tourism-related
investments across diverse EU financing
programmes, which takes into account the
interdependencies of tourism with other
sectors of the economy.
4.7. A comprehensive marketing and
communication campaign should promote
the European tourism industry both within
and outside the EU in order to support the

The Commission is supporting the
promotion campaign ʽWe are Europeʼ set
up on Euronews in partnership with the
European Travel Commission with the aim
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sector's recovery. A European Year of
Sustainable Tourism in 2021 or 2022
would establish an EU-wide framework and
allow activities to be launched throughout
the EU

to invite Europeans rediscover Europe this
summer. It is also running online
promotion campaigns of cultural tourism
offer (Europeana, Cultural gems app).
Commission-supported
Europeana,
Europe’s digital cultural heritage platform,
launched on 15 June
ʽDiscovering
Europeʼ, an online collection of art works
and photographs of cities and landscapes,
historic places and hidden gems across
Europe, as well the #Discovering Europe
online campaign. Furthermore, a dedicated
tourism hub on Europeana Pro has been set
up to help cultural heritage professionals
discover initiatives supporting tourism
throughout the EU.
The Commission is also implementing
European Capital of Smart Tourism
initiative proposed by the European
Parliament as a Preparatory Action,
promoting smart and innovative tourism
development by European cities and
showcasing outstanding practices of
tourism
destinations
which
are
sustainable, accessible, digital and
capitalising on cultural heritage and
creativity.
The Commission is placing skills at the
heart of the EU policy agenda. In the
aftermath of the crisis, many Europeans
will need to retrain in a new skill or
improve their existing skills to adapt to
the changed labour market. The new
European Skills Agenda aims to improve
the relevance of skills in the EU to
strengthen sustainable competitiveness,
ensure social fairness and build our
resilience.
European knowledge networks36.

5. Pillar III - Data knowledge networks The Sendai Framework is a UN global
36

https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/eurl/ecvam/knowledge-sharing-3rs/knowledge-networks
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and preparedness, health and safety, risk agreement with the objective to reduce
existing disaster risks and avoid the
mitigation and preparedness
5.1. A more effective coordinated creation of new disaster risk. All EU
approach is needed in the tourism and Member States are part to this voluntary
transport sectors. This could be done by agreement. The Union Civil Protection
developing pilot training programmes for Mechanism is an instrument established at
effective joint preparedness response, EU-level that has a disaster risk
deploying European knowledge networks management component. These two
open to the social partners and civil society frameworks are separate, but work in
organisations, on a yearly basis until 2024. complementarity to reduce disaster risks in
the European Union. The Commission
5.2. The EESC deems it necessary to ensure supports the cross-sectoral approach to
that national risk mitigation platforms managing disaster risks and encourages the
within the EU Civil
Protection use of national Sendai platforms for this
Mechanism in the UN Sendai Framework purpose, but the set-up, operation and
become effective more rapidly. Therefore, membership of Sendai platforms remains
the EESC asks the European Commission fully at the Member States’ discretion. The
and the Member States (Emergency Relief current Union Civil Protection Mechanism
National Coordination Plan), the economic Training Programme (UCPM) is focussing
and social partners and scientific bodies to primarily at the capacity development of
include the tourism and mobility sector in civil
protection
and
emergency
joint pilot projects during and after the management personnel. The Commission,
COVID-19 crisis as well as in the in close cooperation with Member States
European training network in order to and Participating States, is working on the
prepare the EU's response.
establishment of the Union Civil Protection
Knowledge Network that will bring
together civil protection and disaster
management actors and organisations
across every stage of the disaster
management cycle. This tool will also
engage with relevant stakeholders from
other sectors, supporting collaboration,
access
to
information,
capacity
development, and increasing collective
knowledge.
5.3. Establish specific programmes and
regional pilot projects in partnership with
EU and national social partners and
academic and independent research
networks, thereby pooling research and
training resources. Furthermore, to better
coordinate the relaunch of the EU as an
international tourist destination at global

The
approach
taken
under
the
interregional innovation projects pilot
offers a rapid way for the Commission to
mobilise regional and national innovation
ecosystems to accelerate their response to
COVID-19, while creating future basis for
the recovery process in the new
programmes. On this basis, the
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level and attract Foreign Direct Investment,
the EESC asks the European Commission
to encourage the Member States to promote
specific programmes and joint pilot
initiatives.

Commission launched in July 2020 a new
call for interregional partnerships in four
areas, including Sustainable and Digital
Tourism to share, test, and implement new
smart solutions for recovery, creating a
new value chain of innovative,
responsible, and sustainable tourism.
The new pilot on Sustainable and Digital
Tourism will be based on a partnership
involving policy-makers, researchers,
businesses and other innovation actors. It
will benefit from support from the
Commission services and run for one year
with the possibility to apply for support
under the new programmes and the
ʽInterregional Innovation Investmentʼ
instrument in 2021.

5.4. Cross-border routes for tourism and
leisure activities can play a key role in
reconnecting regions and Member States
while providing opportunities to develop
tourism in less developed regions.
Following the example of the EuroVelo
network, this should be extended with the
support of EU funds to other sectors and
extensively promoted to consumers (e.g.
nautical tourism routes).

Support to tourism and cultural heritage
has always been an important component
in Interreg programmes. The Commission
is in favour of supporting cross border
tourism projects which are part of an
integrated
cross
border
tourism
development strategy and contribute to
growth and jobs in a sustainable way.
Cooperation between different partners in
the tourism and/ or cultural heritage
sectors should be stimulated, and it is
needed to create a critical mass to have
some impact with Interreg investments in
a region. Projects that fulfil the conditions
mentioned above should be prioritised.

6. Pillar IV - Governance and resources:
next generation sustainable tourism and
transport policies

The Commission has proposed 2021 to be
the European Year of Rail as part of our
efforts under the European Green Deal.
Rail is sustainable, innovative, energyefficient and safe. It is also key for
territorial cohesion. It is necessary to
convince more people and businesses to
use rail. In the post-COVID-19 context,
rail will be more relevant than ever: all

6.1. Lessons learned should lead the EU
institutions and Member States to rethink
current tourism and transport policies on
the basis of new EU shared competences on
a voluntary basis through reinforced
cooperation
between
interested
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governments and multilevel authorities.
This could be achieved with the active
involvement of EU and national social
partners and consultative bodies and by
launching a European Year dedicated to
sustainable tourism.

collective modes of transport must regain
passengers’ trust, as mentioned in the
recent Commission’s communication on
tourism.
The European Year of Rail will be
implemented through dedicated events,
exhibitions, projects, and communications
campaigns. While the Commission’s
proposal still needs to be adopted by the
co-legislators,
various
Commission
services are working together to prepare
its implementation in 2021, in cooperation
with stakeholders active in the field of rail
transport.
The European Year framework as it stands
is relatively open. It could indeed cover
aspects related to sustainable tourism,
night trains, intermodality, discovering EU
cultural heritage. In 2021, the Commission
indeed intends to promote rail as one of
the most sustainable transport modes to
travel and reach touristic destinations.

6.2. The EESC stresses that we urgently
need an effective medium- to long-term
EU policy to restore the confidence of
individuals and society as a whole in the
ability to travel safely throughout the
European Union. This policy must cover
other EU tourism ecosystems, such as
accommodation, food, health and safety,
trade,
telecommunications
and
agriculture. Tourism and transport in the
EU is one of the ecosystems most severely
affected by COVID-19.

Based on the intelligence gathered from
the industry and Member States, its
commissioned research/studies and the
outcomes of the European Tourism
Convention, the Commission is reflecting
on the most appropriate concrete set of
actions and targets that would set out the
roadmap towards a European Agenda for
Tourism 2050. This roadmap will be built
together with Member States, the industry
and all relevant stakeholders.

6.3. EESC supports the use of an internal
"EU health passport" (along the lines of
the Passenger Locator Form (PLF) and QR
codes) with an "EU interoperable
multilingual Health Assistance Platform".
People could use the QR code to access
information and health services in the

Digital Passenger Locator Forms (dPLFs)
application is currently being developed in
the framework of the joint action EU
HEALTHY GATEWAYS.
The Joint Action EU Healthy Gateways’
work is progressing, including discussions
on data protection aspects and legal
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country they are visiting and have
emergency access to health and social
security systems.

aspects to identify legal bases for the EU
application and personal data protections
issues. This applies also to ʽEU health
passportʼ.

6.4. The PLF, which targets testing and EUlevel data sharing, was introduced in
Greece in order to welcome visitors from
the European Union and a few more
countries, as a strategy to balance a tradeoff between public health, epidemiological
surveillance and the socio-economic
benefits associated with the flow of
travellers. The PLF is based on the
following two pillars:

The Commission has repeatedly underlined
the importance of testing; contact tracing
and quarantine of contacts as a core activity
to combat the COVID-19 pandemic. The
Commission adopted a recommendation on
28 October 2020 on testing strategies
including the use of rapid antigen tests.

1)
efficient, data-driven surveillance:
testing is the most crucial ingredient when
deploying mitigation strategies in the
presence of a global pandemic. Tests are a
precious resource and it is of utmost
importance to use them effectively to
collect data, predict outbreaks and design
general interest harmonised policies;
2)
effective
tracing:
immediate
communication with confirmed positive
cases and contact tracing is one of the few
effective alternatives to lockdowns.

Early detection through testing remains
essential. Member States should test as
widely as possible, and prioritise
symptomatic individuals, persons who had
contacts with confirmed cases, severe local
outbreaks and as far as possible also the
testing of asymptomatic individuals, in line
with the available resources, testing and
contact tracing capacities, and taking into
consideration the scenarios presented in the
testing guidelines published by the
European Centre for Disease Prevention
and Control (ECDC). When sufficient
capacities are not available, Member States
should prioritise the testing of individuals
showing COVID-19 compatible symptoms,
including mild symptoms, and particularly
those presenting symptoms of acute
respiratory infection. This should be
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combined, if possible, with testing for
influenza and other respiratory infections,
e.g. through available multiplex or other
relevant assays. Criteria for prioritisation of
testing should be objective and applied in a
non-discriminatory manner.
In its Communication on the short-term
EU health preparedness for Covid-19
health outbreaks, the Commission further
specified the passenger locator forms as a
measure to enable contact tracing. The
Commission outlined the development of
EU mechanisms for common digitalised
passenger locator forms for relevant
transport sectors (e.g. Joint Action EU
Healthy Gateways with the support of the
European Union Aviation Safety AgencyEASA).
6.5. The EESC calls on all relevant
European and national institutions to draw
up a multiannual EU action plan
immediately after the emergency phase.
This action plan must completely rethink
EU tourism and transport policy making
and facilitate the coordination of tourism in
the internal market, as well as international
tourism flows from around the world.

The Commission will examine, based on
the intelligence gathered from the industry
and Member States, commissioned
research/studies and the outcome of the
European Tourism Convention, the most
appropriate follow-up to set out a
roadmap towards a European Agenda for
Tourism 2050.

6.6. With these two pillars in mind, the
online PLF was developed and together
with the EVA Artificial Intelligence Tool, it
allows:

The Council Recommendation envisaged
the use of passenger locator forms for the
purpose of contact tracing regarding
travellers coming from higher risk areas.
Likewise, the Commission in its
Communication on the short-term EU
health preparedness for Covid-19 health
outbreaks envisaged the use of PLF for
contact tracing. Targeted testing on the
basis of the traveller’s characteristics is an
additional purpose which must also comply
with EU data protection law. The
Commission supports innovative solutions
based on Artificial Intelligence which are

a) targeted testing based on the traveller’s
characteristics (country and state of
residence, countries visited, age and
gender) that maximises the effectiveness of
testing resources, and
b) fast tracing based on the self-declared
contact
information,
destination
information etc.
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trustworthy and developed in line with EU
fundamental rights and data protection law.
Specific safeguards are necessary to avoid
biases and discriminating results.
6.7. The EESC welcomes and fully supports
the proposals set out in the communication
and the medium- to long-term view chosen
by the European Commission under the
Next Generation EU Plan and the overall
EU budget for 2021-2027 which will
require appropriate budgetary measures.
In particular, these measures should focus
on the implementation of the next
generation of sustainable tourism policies
and programmes, including national
business plans for the tourism sector aimed
at
capacity-building
in
SMEs,
representative organisations and social
partners, while taking sufficient account of
other EU priorities which are not
necessarily linked to the pandemic

The
Commission
welcomes
the
Committee's comments on the Next
Generation EU plan which it will consider
carefully when drawing up future
proposals.

6.8. Predatory practices of airlines: leisure
and business travellers alike lose money
when airlines book flights that are cancelled
shortly after payment. Airlines decide on
the spot whether to keep or cancel routes,
flights and slots, without any prior warning
to their customers. Customers are entangled
in voucher and rerouting practices. Refunds
take too long and account for less than 20%
of total cancelled/booking volume, draining
precious liquidity from consumers and
business.

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to a
sudden stop in air travel from the moment
European countries started to close their
borders. Airlines, as well as the carriers in
other transport modes, travel agencies
selling packages and other travel
intermediaries such as online travel
agencies were faced with a very difficult
situation and some did not reimburse
passengers, contrary to what EU law
prescribes (incl. Regulation (EC) No
261/2004 on air passenger rights).

The Commission agrees that for the longerterm future of EU tourism ecosystem, it is a
key to ensure the right support for the
green and digital transformation of the
tourism industry and SMEs, for boosting
innovation along the tourism value chain
and for equipping the workforce with the
skills for the future.
On 17 September 2020, the Commission
issued strategic guidance for the
implementation of the Recovery and
Resilience Facility in the framework of its
2021 Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy.
The
seven
flagship
projects
the
Commission encourages Member States to
consider in their national recovery plans
may steer useful investments and reforms
to build resilience and spur the green and
digital transformation of the tourism
ecosystem.
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6.9. The EESC notes with concern the
delicate balance between consumer rights
and COVID-19-based airline liquidity
problems due to cancellation of flights. The
EESC calls on airlines, passengers and EU
and national authorities to find suitable
solutions during the COVID-19 transition
period regarding alternative options or
reimbursement deadlines. The EESC rejects
unlawful practices of airlines sometimes
only offering vouchers or rebooking. The
EESC urges airlines to comply with
European legislation concerning passenger
rights (Regulation (EC) No 261/2004),
including the right to receive a full refund
after cancellation by the airline.
6.11. Intensive social dialogue generating
strong sectoral collective agreements that
cover all employees is needed for the
tourism sector, especially in the COVID
and post-COVID situations; the same
applies to the transport sector. This is the
best way of protecting employees in the
sectors effectively and of safeguarding
social peace, thus helping at-risk
companies. Every effort needs to be made
by all the relevant parties to step up social
dialogue and collective bargaining at all
levels in the sector.
6.12 Value added policies must be
coordinated with national tourism recovery
programmes at EU Commission level to
rebuild the European tourism sector. This
should of course be linked to the
coordination
of
national
anti-crisis
programmes and the rebuilding of air, sea
and coach transport which is suffering
significantly in many EU countries (Poland,
Italy, Spain and others).

The
Commission
rapidly
issued
Interpretative Guidelines in March 2020
and a Recommendation on vouchers in
May 2020, stressing the need for consumer
and passenger rights to be upheld, while
making vouchers more attractive.
The
Commission
also
launched
infringement
proceedings
regarding
passenger rights towards two Member
States in July 2020 and in mid-August an
informal dialogue with all Member States
and the United Kingdom.
The Commission has also received alerts
under
the
Consumer
Protection
Cooperation (CPC) Regulation (EU)
2017/2394 from BEUC, national consumer
organisations
and
Member
State
authorities. The Commission is in
exchange with the national bodies for the
enforcement of passenger rights and for
cooperation on consumer protection to
follow up on the alleged practices by
airlines, i.e. misinformation, imposing
vouchers and delayed reimbursements
(respect of Directive 2005/29/EC on unfair
business-to-consumer commercial practices
and of Regulation (EC) No 261/2004 on air
passenger rights) and to monitor the respect
of the passenger rights Regulations in all
four modes of transport).

6.10. A harmonised approach to the issue of On 13 May 2020, as part of the ʽTourism
vouchers and reimbursements is needed for Package’, the Commission adopted
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the entire tourism sector, including
individual tourism activities that are
currently not covered and where treatment
differs between sectors and Member States.

Recommendation (EU) 2020/648 on
vouchers for passengers and travellers as
an alternative to reimbursement of
payments for cancelled packages and
transport services in the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic37. EU law does not
regulate
the
conditions
for
and
consequences of cancellation of individual
services such as tourist accommodation,
car rental or leisure events. In the open
consultation for a New Consumer Agenda,
the Commission also asked whether
consumer protection rules for cancellation
of those individual services should be
harmonised at EU level. The feedback
received does not support at this stage a
legislative
initiative
to
harmonise
cancellation rules for individually booked
services currently not covered by EU law.

6.13. Intensive social dialogue, including
SME organisations, is needed to negotiate
updated sectoral collective agreements for
the tourism and transport sector, because
they will provide social peace and, thanks
to agreed solutions, will be the most
effective way of protecting employees and
thus helping at-risk companies and the
entire sector.

Social dialogue is an essential part of the
European social model. Social partners
play a vital role in addressing challenges
arising from current and emerging societal
and economic trends and are uniquely
placed to address work-related issues
through dialogue and negotiation. The
Commission promotes social dialogue and
supports social partners in various ways
6.14. In order for the tourism industry to (see 1.4.).
restart and grow, a comprehensive approach However, it is for the European social
is needed for skills and qualifications that partners to decide on the priorities of joint
are not always harmonised between action and the topics for collective
countries and where there is a lack of bargaining.
mutual recognition (e.g. licences for
skippers of small commercial vessels).
6.15. The European social partners in the
tourism services and transport sectors
should coordinate their efforts to come to
an agreement on social standards in these
sectors.
37

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/DE/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32020H0648
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N°9

38

Towards an EU strategy on sustainable consumption
(own-initiative opinion)
EESC 2020/1596 – NAT/789
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Peter SCHMIDT (DE-II)
DG GROW – Commissioner BRETON

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.2. The EESC calls for a comprehensive
EU strategy on sustainable consumption.
The most sustainable choice should be the
easiest choice for citizens. This requires a
systemic change in the way we produce
and consume. In particular, the
responsibility of producers38 to address
unsustainable consumption needs to be
better acknowledged. As markets will not
deliver
sustainable
outcomes
automatically, a strategy is necessary to
create the regulatory context and strategic
direction both for the private sector
(including through circular and sustainable
business models) and for public authorities
(e.g. through public procurement).

The Commission supports the view that
the EU should undergo a systemic change
in the way we produce and consume. It is
also well established that the present
market rules will not suffice. To that end,
he Commission has a well-functioning
framework of strategic documents, which
outline various levels of granularity to
enable this transformation. First, the
European Green deal sets a high-level EU
agenda – a new growth strategy to reach
sustainability both on the demand
(consumption) and supply (production
side). Among first deliverables of the
European Green Deal was the Circular
Economy Action Plan (CEAP). The new
CEAP includes initiatives related to
consumers, private business and public
authorities. The actions under the new
CEAP will deliver on circularity aspects
while taking account of other dimensions
of sustainability and just transformation.

1.3. The social dimension must be fully
integrated in the strategy along with the
economic and environmental dimensions,
to achieve a much-needed policy
coherence for sustainable development.
For too long the EU has concentrated on
market-based solutions and neglected the
citizens'
and
workers'
dimension.

The
Commission
promotes
the
Sustainable Development Goals and as
such considers the social dimension
relevant when addressing sustainable
consumption. In this regard when
preparing the Sustainable Products
Initiative, the Commission will analyse
the possibility to introduce requirements

Producers are responsible across sectors, but the specific situation of farmers must be recognised.
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Improvement of working conditions,
minimum wages, social protection,
investment in public services, inclusive
governance, fair taxation, etc. should be
included as sustainability criteria. This
would contribute to making our production
and consumption systems fairer and more
sustainable in the long run. It would also
contribute to the implementation of the
UN Agenda 2030.

linked to environmental and social
aspects along the value chain, from
production through use to end of life.

1.6. In the context of the post-COVID
recovery, the EESC calls on the
Commission, the Parliament and Member
States to work closely with the EESC on
developing a substantial and coordinated
programme of integrated policies that will
help Europe "build back better" and create
the conditions for a comprehensive EU
strategy for sustainable consumption.
The EESC recommends the following
specific actions for implementation:
-

Introduce product norms and bans
fostering sustainability, i.e. those
promoting product longevity and
sustainability

The Commission supports legislative
actions to increase sustainability and
safety of products placed on the EU
internal
market.
Numerous
legal
instruments provide to that end. To name
just a few: under REACH (European
Regulation on Registration, Evaluation,
Authorisation
and
Restriction
of
Chemicals), the Commission has
requested ECHA (European Chemicals
Agency) to prepare a restriction on
intentionally added microplastics; the
proposed revision of the Batteries
Directive fosters the durability and
recyclability of batteries placed on the
market. The Single Use Plastics Directive
has banned placing on the market of
many single use plastic products. Under
the Ecodesign Directive new product
requirements include more systematically
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requirements on product durability and
reparability.
Still, there is room to step up ambition.
The Circular Economy Action Plan has
announced
a
sustainable
product
legislative initiative aimed at making
products fit for a climate-neutral,
resource-efficient and circular economy.
The core of this legislative initiative is the
objective to widen the Ecodesign
Directive beyond energy-related products
so as to make the Ecodesign framework
applicable to the broadest possible range
of products and make it deliver on
circularity. The revised Ecodesign
Directive would intend to address several
aspects to foster product sustainability,
including product durability.

39

-

Prohibit Unfair Trading Practices
(UTPs)

The EU has adopted last year new rules
on UTP (unfair trading practices) in the
food chain (Directive (EU) No 2019/633
of the European Parliament and of the
Council of 17 April 2019 on unfair
trading practices in business-to-business
relationships in the agricultural and food
supply chain39. As announced in the
Farm-to-Fork strategy, the Commission
will monitor the implementation of the
Unfair Trading Practices Directive by
Member States. Such monitoring will
comprise among others an interim report
on the state of the transposition and
implementation of this Directive due by 1
November 2021, cooperation among
enforcement
authorities
and
the
Commission, annual reports by the
Member States and an evaluation in 2025.

-

Improve the competition rules for
collective initiatives that promote

The Commission launched a public
debate on how competition law can
further contribute to the Green Deal

OJ L 111, 25.4.2019, p. 59.
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sustainability in supply chains

objectives. This debate will inform the
review of the Horizontal Block
Exemption
Regulations
and
accompanying Guidelines, subject to any
specific conclusions as to require
amendment of current competition law
enforcement.
In addition, ongoing review of the
Commission’s Regulations on horizontal
agreements is analysing this question as
well. The evaluation process is on-going
and an impact assessment will be
launched in the first quarter of 2021.

-

Make social and environmental
clauses in trade agreements
enforceable

The Commission builds international
partnerships with key trading partners to
promote the uptake of its social and
environmental standards. For this reason,
the Commission strongly supports the
enforcement of social and environmental
clauses in EU Free Trade Agreements in
partner countries. The Commission nonpaper presenting a 15 Point Action Plan
on Trade and Sustainable Development40
elaborates on the use of social and
environmental clauses in Trade and
Sustainable Development chapters of EU
trade agreements enforcement through a
specific dispute settlement mechanisms.
In addition, the Commission provides key
advice and support to improve companies
and governments’ performance on
environmental standards and respect for
workers’ rights.
For example, in Asia, the ARISE+
(programme providing technical support
for
ASEAN
economic
integration)projects
target
notably
Thailand and Vietnam, while the
Responsible Supply Chains project
promotes Corporate Social Responsibility

40

https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2018/february/tradoc_156618.pdf
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under the Partnership Instrument.
Likewise, in Georgia, Moldova and
Ukraine, the Deepening DCFTA (Deep
and
Comprehensive
Free
Trade
Areas)Impact action under the SME)
Competitiveness Programme, supports
businesses in meeting more demanding
EU product standards, notably health and
safety standards for their workers, and
more efficient and less polluting practices
in compliance with EU and international
environmental legislation.
This helps pave the way for current and
future trade agreements that shape more
circular supply chains that respects labour
rights, and put European and foreign
businesses on an equal footing when it
comes to sustainable production. The
Commission also support increased
transparency and accountability of
Sustainable Development chapters of
Trade Agreements through participation
of civil society in the EU and the trade
partner countries
With regard to labour standards, the EU
supports the ILO (International Labour
Organization)-led Better Work project
that aims at improving the compliance
with international labour standards in the
export oriented garment sector in several
countries,
including
Bangladesh,
Vietnam, Cambodia, Indonesia in Asia,
Jordan in the Middle East, Ethiopia and
Egypt in Africa and in Haiti and
Nicaragua in Latin America. Better Work
operates at factory level but also globally,
working with international brands on
adopting business practices that promote
decent work and sustainable production
in the global value chains.
Commission services cooperate with ILO
on the Trade for Decent Work project that
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aims at supporting EU trading partner
countries, including those benefitting
from preferential export schemes, to
improve the application of the ILO
Fundamental Conventions in the export
sectors. The support includes bringing
labour law and practice in line with
International Labour Standards (ILS),
building the institutional capacity of
public administrations, social partners
and other relevant stakeholders to support
law reform and reporting, and
strengthening institutional frameworks to
facilitate social dialogue and conflict
resolution.
-

Improve corporate accountability
and increase the awareness of
companies on the environmental
(e.g. EMAS) and social aspects

The Commission agrees with the need to
improve corporate accountability. The
initiative on sustainable corporate
governance, as announced in the Circular
Economy Action Plan, due to be adopted
in 2021, will seek to make sustainability
considerations an integral part of
corporate strategies and board-level
decision-making. The initiative will
propose that corporate directors properly
take all of their stakeholders’ interests
into account in corporate decisions. This
includes duly identifying the company’s
sustainability risks and impacts and
mitigating negative impact through the
value chain (due diligence) and
implementing time bound and measurable
science based targets, as well as
identifying sustainability opportunities.
Raising corporate awareness is also
among Commission priorities. In this
context, it is right to point to the Eco
Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS)
which is a well-established voluntary tool
for organisations to improve their
environmental
performance;
the
Commission and the Member States are
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continuously working on ways to increase
the uptake of that scheme.
-

Introduce tax shifts from labour to
resource use

The Commission supports the view that
fiscal policy can be an effective
instrument in promoting resource
efficiency and sustainable consumption,
although. taxing resources still raises
questions, including impacts on social
equality and taxation of critical raw
materials.

-

Promote fair and green public
procurement,
with
minimum
mandatory criteria

-

Improve
transparency
by
introducing mandatory labelling
rules on origin, sustainability and
the social dimension

The Commission agrees with the
recommendation to promote green public
procurement and has announced it would
propose minimum mandatory criteria in
sectoral legislation (like the example of
the Clean Vehicles Directive).

-

Encourage bottom-up initiatives
and pilot interventions

The modernised procurement directives
give public buyers numerous tools to
procure green and socially responsible,
ranging from sustainable technical
specifications and award criteria to
sustainability conditions for the execution
of the contract. We have to make sure
they use them. The Commission will
therefore continue its outreach activities
on sustainable procurement, including the
development of professionalization tools.
The
Commission
supports
the
recommendation.
The
Commission
invests in mobilizing community of
stakeholders and actors at all levels of
governance:
EU,
national
and
regional/local. The EU Circular Economy
Stakeholder Platform is a prime example
of such initiative, which capitalizing on
strong
partnership
between
the
Commission and Social and Economic
Committee deliver a platform that can
inspire
and
nurture
multiplier
organizations at all levels.
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-

Address
marketing

advertisement

and

The Commission agrees with the
recommendations.
The
legislative
proposals announced in the Circular
Economy Action Plan will ensure that
consumers receive trustworthy and
relevant information on the products they
buy through:


the initiative to empower consumers
for the green transition which will
address practices which provide
misleading sustainability information
(ʽgreenwashingʼ)



the initiative on the substantiation of
green claims which will provide a
more harmonised approach for
providing reliable environmental
information by producers or sellers.

The presentation of both proposals is
planned in 2021.
-

Promote education on sustainable
consumption.

In the Communication on the European
Green Deal, the Commission announced
the preparation of
a European
competence framework to help develop
and assess knowledge, skills and attitudes
on climate change and sustainable
development.
This competence framework should serve
as a reference tool for the development
and assessment of competences on
environmental sustainability.
In line with this, the EU Biodiversity
Strategy for 2030 announced that in 2021
the Commission will propose a Council
Recommendation
on
encouraging
cooperation
in
education
for
environmental sustainability, which will
provide guidance for schools, higher
education institutions and teachers on
how to cooperate and to exchange good
practices across Member States on
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environmental sustainability education
including biodiversity learning and
teaching.
The Recommendation is also one of the
key
deliverables
under
the
Communication on the European
Education Area.
The
proposal
for
a
Council
Recommendation will build on the
existing work on key competences and
take a more ambitious approach in
promoting education for environmental
sustainability.
The Climate Pact Communication,
mentions the following initiatives to
promote climate literacy and integrating
climate science and solutions into
educational programmes in schools,
vocational education and training, higher
education and life-long learning:
- The EU’s new Education for Climate
Coalition will mobilise expertise, provide
resources for networking and support
creative approaches with teachers, pupils
and students.
- The Commission is mobilising its
eTwinning and the School Education
Gateway communities, bringing together
several thousand teachers and schools,
and the nascent Blue Schools network to
promote green education, skills and
behaviour change.
- The Commission’s Learning Corner will
contribute by providing learning materials
for children, teenagers and teachers
developed by the EU institutions, and the
European Youth Portal will help raise
young people’s awareness on the Climate
Pact and call to action.
- The Commission will also propose a
European Competence Framework to
90 / 274

help develop and assess knowledge, skills
and attitudes on climate change and
sustainable development.

41

2.5. In particular, the new Circular
Economy Action Plan (CEAP) includes a
specific action on empowering consumers
for the green transition and several
initiatives that could help manifest the
responsibility of regulators and companies.
The CEAP should widen the scope of
the 2018 "New Deal for Consumers",
which was mainly focused on protection
and
enforcement
rather
than
empowerment. The implementation of the
Farm to Fork and Biodiversity strategies is
also doubly important as the COVID-19
crisis has made it more urgent than ever to
increase the resilience and sustainability of
EU and global food systems. The
upcoming 8th Environment Action
Programme should be an opportunity to
address sustainable consumption more
decisively.

The Commission agrees with the need to
widen the scope for the 2018 ʽNew Deal
for Consumers’. The initiative to
empower consumers for the green
transition will indeed aim to amend
existing consumer law to provide
improved enforcement.

3.12. An obstacle to a coherent approach
to sustainable consumption is the current
fragmentation of EU policies. E.g.
regarding the implementation of the 2014
EU Public Procurement Directive41,
several
Commission
DGs
work
separately on providing guidance

The Commission’s services are closely
cooperating in the process of developing
different guidance and tools in the area of
public procurement. The Commission has
also created a one-stop shop ecompetence centre, where public buyers
can find information and reference to the

The Commission agrees with the need to
increase resilience of EU food value
chains, fragility of which has been
exposed in full during present COVID-19
crisis. At the same time, the Commission
is proud of the EU accomplishments
during first weeks of the COVID-19 crisis
in ensuring uninterrupted flow of critical
goods across borders with crucial
supplies of food and medical equipment.
The 8th Environmental Action Plan
(EAP) was adopted on 14 October 2020.
Like previous EAP’s, it provides a
framework for EU action in the field of
environmental and climate policy; it will
also reflect the new political context,
complement the European Green Deal
that outlines the EU’s environmental and
climate priorities, and include a new
monitoring mechanism to ensure that
Europe remains on track to meet its
environmental objectives.

Directive 2014/24/EU.
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documents to contracting authorities
("Buying Green" Handbook by DG
Environment42, "Buying Social" led by DG
GROW43 – in the process of being
updated) while there is a separate EC
notice
"Guidance
on
Innovation
44
Procurement" . This can be highly
confusing for contracting authorities in the
EU that wish to take an integrated
approach to sustainable procurement, as
laid down in SDG 12.3.

guidance tools
Commission45.

developed

by

the

3.3. To maintain its high consumption
levels, Europe is dependent on resources
extracted elsewhere. Europe is thereby, to
an increasing degree, externalising its
pressures on key environmental issues
onto other parts of the world. On the
whole, this model is no longer compatible
with a safe and sustainable future

The Commission is working with key
trading partners to shape secure,
sustainable and responsible supply of raw
materials from the EU and third countries
for the industrial value chains, while
promoting EU innovation and services for
the extractive sector. Many of the
materials sourced externally are classified
as Critical Raw Material. Communication
on Critical Raw Materials Resilience46
stressed that access to resources is a
strategic security question for Europe’s
ambition to deliver the European Green
Deal. Achieving resource security
requires action to diversify supply from
both primary and secondary sources,
reduce dependencies and improve
resource efficiency and circularity,
including sustainable product design.

4.2.
EU-level
policies
targeting
consumption have so far focused on
citizens' roles as consumers and on using
information-based policy tools to try to
influence consumers' behaviour. Key
examples include product eco-labelling,

The Commission does not share the view
that information based policy tools are
not able to influence consumers’
behaviour, as shown for instance by the
successful results of the EU Energy
label50.
Information
provided
to

42

EC Buying Green Handbook.
EC Buying Social.
44
EC notice - Guidance on Innovative Procurement (2018).
45
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/public-procurement/support-tools-public-buyers_en
46
COM(2020) 474 final.
50
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/sites/ener/files/documents/Final_technical_reportEvaluation_ELD_ED_June_2014.pdf
43
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awareness-raising
voluntary green
criteria.

campaigns
and
public procurement

consumers became a strong incentive for
manufacturers to innovate and compete
for a good score on their products.

4.3. These policy tools have had a limited
effect on unsustainable consumption. In
fact, there is little evidence to suggest
that improved information about
products' environ-mental performance,
such as eco-labels, result in real-life
changes in purchasing behaviour, let
alone at the scale required. This is due to
various rebound effects, subconscious
routines and habits47. Our choices as
consumers (be they household, privatesector or public) remain largely driven by
price and convenience48. However, it is
important
to
highlight
that
the
responsibility for such choices in the
existing system does not lie with
consumers, but rather with producers49. It
is the capitalist logic and the imbalance of
power in the supply chain that lead to a
"race to the bottom", prioritising price over
sustainability.

In addition, the Commission studies of
201851 and recent Eurobarometer study52
showed that consumers choose durable
and reparable products over others when
offered the choice.

4.4. It is also problematic to hold citizens
responsible for delivering more sustainable
consumption, while most products and
services do not reveal their true costs and
market and societal levers remain set on
encouraging
increased
material
consumption. The responsibility of the
private and public sectors to address
unsustainable consumption needs to be

The Commission agrees with the view
that civil society has a critical role in the
dialogue with the citizens on changing
consumption patterns. The European
Circular Economy Stakeholder Platform
should serve as a forum to continue
raising
awareness
on
sustainable
consumption.

The Commission believes that the
proliferation of (misleading) information
makes consumers’ choices towards
sustainable products more difficult.
Communication campaigns to promote
credible ecolabels such as the EU
Ecolabel, coupled to the initiatives on
Green Claims and Green Empowerment
mentioned above, can address the
challenge.

In addition, the Commission, in the

47

I.e. concrete behavioural changes, as opposed to people's stated willingness to change behaviour (research on
the latter has been summarised by LE Europe et al. (2018).
48
LE Europe, VVA Europe, Ipsos, ConPolicy and Trinomics (2018).
49
See footnote 1.
51
https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/consumers/sustainableconsumption_en#behaviouralstudyonconsumersengagementinthecirculareconomy
52
In 2019, when asked what would be the most effective way to tackle environmental problems, the
answer consumers most agreed with was “changing the way we consume” (33%). When it came to individual
actions in the past 6 months, 45% of consumers declared they avoided single-use plastic goods, 42% bought
local products, 31% avoided buying over-packaged products and 22% bought products with an environmental
label.
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better acknowledged and tools adopted to
help ensure – in a balanced and transparent
manner – that the healthier, more
sustainable and safer choice is the easier
and more affordable choice for citizens.
The EC should continue supporting civil
society-led pan-European campaigns on
sustainable consumption, focusing not
only on individual decisions by
consumers.

context of the promotion of the EU
Ecolabel, is supporting pan-European
campaigns,
featuring
sustainable
lifestyles ʽpowered by the EU Ecolabelʼ
in close cooperation with stakeholders.

4.10. An EU strategy on sustainable
consumption should include targets for
an absolute reduction of the material
footprint of European consumption. EUlevel targets can provide direction,
momentum and coherence both for other
governance levels and for private and
public innovators to help deliver the
wellbeing economy53.

In the Circular Economy Action Plan, the
Commission put forward a vision for a
regenerative growth model that gives
back to the planet more than it takes,
advance towards keeping its resource
consumption within planetary boundaries,
and therefore strive to reduce its
consumption footprint and double its
circular material use rate in the coming
decade.
The Commission plans to update the
Circular
Economy
Monitoring
Framework54 using official statistics as
much as possible and projects under
Horizon Europe and Copernicus data to
improve circularity metrics at various
levels not yet reflected in official
statistics, such as material footprint.
Indicators on resource use, including
consumption and material footprints to
account for material consumption and
environmental impacts associated to our
production and consumption patterns will
also be further developed and will be
linked to monitoring and assessing the
progress towards decoupling economic
growth from resource use and its impacts
in the EU and beyond.

4.13. An EU strategy should include The Commission agrees that digital
53
54

OJ C 106, 31.3.2020, p. 1.
COM(2018) 29 final
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initiatives to ensure transparent and
reliable information flows to support
sustainable consumption, making use of
the opportunities created by new and
emerging digital solutions. This could
also support companies who are willing to
innovate but currently lack metrics and data
to allow for a reliable assessment of the
ecological and social impacts of everyday
consumption.
SMEs,
start-ups
and
cooperatives,
which
are
essential
innovators and pilot platforms, are facing
this challenge in particular. Notably, the
EU also has an important role in the
harmonisation and verification of green
claims made on the internal market.
Currently, the high volume of such claims,
with various degrees of evidence to support
them, is creating confusion and possibly
eroding consumer confidence in the
legitimacy of any of these claims. The
EESC
therefore
welcomes
the
Commission's
ambition,
under
the
implementation of the new CEAP, to make
a legislative proposal aiming to ensure that
companies substantiate their environmental
claims.

technologies offer new and unique
opportunities to improve information
flows in the supply chains on
sustainability metrics.
As announced in the Circular Economy
Action Plan, the Commission will look
into the possibility of developing a digital
product passport in the context of the
Sustainable Product Initiative.
The digital product passport will be
beneficial to consumers, businesses and
public authorities providing reliable
information.
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N°10

Digital mining in Europe: new solutions for the sustainable production of
raw materials
EESC 2020/1559 – CCMI/176
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Marian KRZAKLEWSKI (PL-II)
Co-rapporteur: Hilde VAN LAERE (BE-I)
DG GROW – Commissioner BRETON

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

The follow-up given by the Commission to this opinion will be included in a
subsequent report.
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N°11

Public sector loan facility and amendment to the Just Transition Fund
COM(2020) 453 final
COM(2020) 460 final
EESC 2020/2765 – ECO/526
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Petr ZAHRADNIK (CZ-I)
DG REGIO - Commissioner FERREIRA

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

The EESC particularly recommends the
following:
3.13. The EESC is concerned by the fact
that the effective grant rate may be as low
as 5-7% compared to the total project cost.
This may not result in sufficient incentive
for projects getting financing.

The grant component will be provided in
combination with loans from the
European Investment Bank (EIB) under
this new facility. In the Commission
proposal, the grant component will be on
average 15% of the loan, and up to 20%
in less developed regions. This can have a
substantial impact on the ground.
Furthermore, the support of the European
Union through this grant and the loan
from the European Investment Bank will
be a reassurance for other investors and
financing bodies, helping to mobilize
their support to projects that would
otherwise struggle to access market
financing.

4.1. The EESC asks the European
Commission to specify more precisely the
extent of the just transition scheme within
the adjusted InvestEU Programme and
eligibility of Green Deal-based projects in
the strategic European investment window
as well.

The InvestEU Just Transition Scheme to be
implemented across all InvestEU policy
windows will support economically viable
investments by private and public sector
entities. The scheme will enable
investments addressing social, economic or
environmental challenges deriving from
the transition process towards EU climate
neutrality by 2050 and the achievement of
the Union's 2030 climate target and
located in the just transition territories
identified in a territorial just transition
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plan, in line with the eligibility of
investments under InvestEU and the
objectives of the territorial just transition
plan. Such projects can also be outside
these regions if they are key to the
transition within the just transition
territories, as specified in the territorial just
transition
plans.
For
instance,
infrastructure projects that improve the
connectivity of the just transition territories
may be covered.
The InvestEU programme is a market
driven and demand-led instrument.
Nonetheless, its policy objectives should
ensure investments to flow into
sustainable investments during the
recovery period and beyond. The
InvestEU Just Transition Scheme could
be particularly valuable for wide-scale
programmes generating sufficient streams
of revenues, such as energy efficient
renovation of buildings, clean urban
mobility programmes or support for
Small and Medium Enterprises.
The reduced budget allocation supporting
InvestEU agreed at the July European
Council and subsequently confirmed by
the co-legislators also had an impact on
the ambition level for the Just Transition
Scheme. Against this backdrop, the
investment expected to be mobilised
under the just transition InvestEU scheme
could be between € 10-15 billion.
The overall climate target of 30% applies
to the InvestEU programme as a whole
and covers the Just Transition Scheme
and strategic investments. Such strategic
investments shall inter alia contribute to
the Union’s green and digital transition
objectives.
4.4. The EESC recommends that the Purposely, in order to be able to meet the
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European Commission define and more
precisely specify the areas for synergy with
the other instruments of the Next
Generation EU to support the integrated
approach and, in parallel, to eliminate
overlaps.

potentially wide scope of development
needs of the territories impacted by
transition to climate neutrality, areas for
support under the Facility have not been
restricted. Synergies between funding
instruments shall nonetheless be ensured
by Member States. Programming plans
will define the different synergies and
complementarities in the different
territories ensuring synergies between
funding sources.
Such synergies shall be detailed both in
the territorial just transition plans and, if
applicable, in the national recovery and
resilience plans.
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N°12

COVID-19: Amendments to the CPR, ERDF and Cohesion Fund
COM(2020) 450 final
COM(2020) 452 final
EESC 2020/2766 – ECO/525
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Mihai IVASCU (RO-III)
DG REGIO - Commissioner FERREIRA

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

The EESC particularly recommends the
following:
1.5. The EESC is dissatisfied with
disparities on how different Member States
include and involve the social partners and
civil society organisations in the preparation
of Partnership Agreements and in the setting
up and implementing of programmes, as
well as within the monitoring committees.

The partnership principle is one of the
underlying principles of cohesion policy.
Partnerships, established under the
provisions of the Common Provisions
Regulation55 (CPR), need to be
implemented in accordance with the
multi-level governance principle and a
bottom-up approach. The Member State
shall involve the partners in the
preparation of Partnership Agreements
and
throughout
the
preparation,
implementation and evaluation of the
future generation programmes, including
through participation in monitoring
committees in accordance with Article 34
Common Provisions Regulation.
At least once a year, the Commission shall
consult organisations that represent
partners at European Union level on the
implementation of the programmes, and
shall report to the European Parliament
and European Council on the outcome of
that assessment, where the relevant
partners will be able to react.
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1.6. The EESC considers that special
attention must be given to the regions
severely affected by the COVID-19 crisis
and which face the most difficulties to
resume sustained economic recovery.
Social inclusion and reducing disparities
both between Member States and between
different regions are and should be the top
priority of Cohesion Funds

In accordance with Article 174 Treaty on
the Functioning of the European Union,
the European Regional Development
Fund (ERDF) will continue to pay special
attention to addressing the challenges of
disadvantaged regions and areas, notably
rural areas and areas that suffer from
severe and permanent natural or
demographic handicaps. The Commission
will ensure in the programming
negotiations and when the Partnership
Agreements and programmes are adopted
that these aspects are duly considered.
The Commission shares this consideration
that is also well established as one of the
underlying
principles
that
govern
Cohesion
policy
implementation,
especially in terms of sustainable
territorial development.
For instance, in April 2020, during the
first wave of COVID 19, the Commission
launched two packages of measures: the
so-called
‘Coronavirus
Response
Investment Initiative’ (CRII) and the
‘Coronavirus
Response
Investment
Initiative Plus’ (CRII+), which were
swiftly endorsed by the European
Parliament and the European Council.
That was supplemented on 27 May 2020
with the presentation of the Recovery
Assistance for Cohesion and the
Territories of Europe (REACT-EU)
package,
as
part
of
the
NextGenerationEU, Recovery package for
Europe. The REACT-EU regulation was
adopted in December 2020.
These three packages are concrete
examples of how the Commission assists
those most severely affected by the crisis.
They have allowed to purchase the
necessary medical equipment, provided
working capital to SMEs, and supported
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short term employment schemes, amongst
various other emergency measures.
1.10. The EESC recommends that the EU
should pursue policies for improving transborder cooperation in times of crisis. Better
protocols and enhanced collaboration
would allow for a streamlined and prompt
European response to any kind of
catastrophe.

In view of persistent or even recent
trans-border challenges, the European
Regional Development Fund (ERDF) in
particular foresees an inter-regional
innovation investment instrument to be
implemented in direct or indirect
management.
These investments will come on top of
the projects under the traditional
European Territorial Cooperation goal
(‘Interreg’) - the instrument for widescope trans-border development needs of
territories, some also impacted by
climate challenges and other difficulties.
Synergies and complementarity between
funding instruments will also need to be
sought by the Member States while
designing their strategies, ensuring
consistency between funding sources and
alleviating some of the effects of the
current COVID-19 crisis.
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Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.11 The EESC calls on the European
Commission to support exchanges of
experience
gradually
leading
to
methodological recommendations for
taking emerging risks and resilience into
account as part of the preparation and
assessment of development plans at urban
and regional levels.

The continuation of the URBACT
programme56 and the European Urban
Initiative (EUI)57 in the post 2020
proposals will be, amongst others,
dedicated to exchange of experiences and
knowledge
on
sustainable
urban
development. The priorities identified in
the territorial and urban strategies will be
defined according to the cities’ and
regions’ needs, and may focus on topics
related to emerging risks and resilience.

1.13 The EESC insists that a more
balanced representation must exist under
the partnership principle in urban and
regional development. A good example of
fair representation is provided by the
LEADER/CLLD programme, in which a
maximum of 50% of partnership members
may come from public administration. The
EESC
recommends
much
greater
involvement of target groups (urban and
rural residents, local NGOs and social
partners) to effective public-private
cooperation.

In order to reinforce the partnership
principle and to ensure close links
between the European Union and its
citizens and territories, cohesion policy
established the European Code of
Conduct on Partnership58, which makes
the partnership process more consistent
and transparent. Empowerment of local
and regional governments and ownership
by citizens and stakeholders is required so
that cohesion policy could deliver
significantly more in terms of positive
transformation on the ground. Partnership

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/fr/atlas/programmes/2014-2020/spain/2014tc16rfir003
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/brochure/explanatory_memo_eui_post_2020_en.pdf
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; OJ L 74, 14.3.2014, p.
1–7.
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principle should be strengthened when
preparing and implementing programmes
and territorial and urban strategies.
Increased use of Community-Led Local
Development - as an instrument to
implement cohesion policy will be
encouraged, in combination with capacity
building and networking. In 2021-2027
cohesion policy, Community-Led Local
Development is also one of the delivery
mechanisms under the obligatory
sustainable urban development under the
European Regional Development Fund.
Community-Led Local Development
under European Social Fund+ could also
receive 95% co-financing if programmed
under article 13 (innovative actions),
which provides an additional incentive.
It is reminded that the 5% minimum
budget of the European Agricultural Fund
for Rural Development support to
LEADER is maintained in the
Commission proposal for the Strategic
Plans Regulation59. The Commission is
also working on a long term strategy for
rural areas with the horizon of 2040.
1.15
Although
a
(cross-sectoral)
partnership is guaranteed in the
composition of the management and
advisory bodies, in practice the position of
private entities (whether local businesses
and NGOs or related LAGs and
associations) is significantly weaker in ITI.
This needs to be dealt with in the future, as
it does not result in a balanced view of the
community's development needs.

The Commission strongly believes that
involving local communities beyond local
authorities such as local associations,
non-governmental organisations, and
businesses for planning and decisionmaking helps local authorities to help
themselves and to target activities better
to local needs. It contributes to the longterm development of the area as local
partnerships have a potential also to
improve
local
strategic
planning,
spending and private sector involvement.

1.7 The EESC strongly supports a balance

Cohesion policy plays an important role
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between different types of territory in the
use of territorial and urban development
instruments. It recommends using the most
appropriate support instruments for each
type of territory, while respecting the
principle of subsidiarity, which will result
in the elimination of symptoms of
deprivation, backwardness and isolation in
the case of at-risk regions.

in promoting balanced development of all
European regions and all types of
territories, and is a key contributor also to
the Territorial Agenda, the Leipzig
Charter and the Urban Agenda.

2.7 In any case, in order to effectively
implement the Urban Agenda for the EU,
it is necessary to:

The European Urban Initiative in the post
2020 proposals60 aims, amongst others, at
supporting the Urban Agenda for the
European Union and at building the
capacity of urban authorities. The
continuation of the URBACT programme
will also provide capacity building
support. Multi-level governance and
multi-stakeholder cooperation will remain
at the core of the Urban Agenda for the
EU.

a) consider the basic needs of the partners
involved and pay attention to capacitybuilding
(mainly
for
horizontal
partnerships at city level). The EESC
recommends that European technical
assistance funds be used for this purpose;
b)
prepare
methodological
recommendations on principles of
responsible urban partnerships. It is
important to have a methodology for
monitoring and evaluating the Urban

60

61

The cohesion policy programmes need to
ensure that the relevant urban, territorial
and local actors are involved in the
process and their development needs and
potentials are taken into account. The
territorial instruments used to deploy
these programmes respect the multisectoral, multi-governance and multistakeholder strategic approach at the
relevant scale. Interventions shall be
based on integrated, multi-sectoral
territorial strategies that break sectoral
policy silos and deliver a coordinated
response to often complex, interlinked
and cross-sectoral territorial and urban
challenges, development needs and
potentials, addressing the economic,
social and environmental dimension of
sustainable and resilient development.

The assessment study of the Urban
Agenda for the European Union61
(published in November 2019) identified
some recommendations for its effective

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/newsroom/news/2019/03/20-03-2019-european-urban-initiativepost-2020-the-commission-proposal
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/studies/pdf/assess_uaeu_en.pdf
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Agenda, including indicators that will be
able to measure changes achieved. It is
necessary for partners, including Civil
Society Organisations, to be involved in
evaluation and monitoring.

implementation.
Five
criteria
(effectiveness, efficiency, relevance,
coherence and EU added value) were
assessed, mostly qualitatively. Several
partners were involved in the assessment
and consultation process, including Civil
Society Organisations (8% of respondents
NGOs). Some of the recommendations, as
well as guiding principles on the Urban
Agenda for the European Union, are
included in the document accompanying
the New Leipzig Charter. The monitoring
of the Urban Agenda for the European
Union, will be pursued in the next phase
of the Urban Agenda for the European
Union.

2.10 Although from a chronological point of
view, the issue of the EU's territorial and
urban agendas falls within a more distant time
period compared to the multiannual financial
framework, it is essential that it be adequately
reflected in the latter's future focus as well as
being adequately supported by it. Indeed, it
can be assumed that the future EU multiannual
financial framework will be fundamentally
affected by the effects of the ongoing COVID19 pandemic.

The Commission and the DirectorateGeneral for Regional and Urban Policy
remain committed to cooperating on the
Territorial Agenda, the Leipzig Charter
and the Urban Agenda, in particular in the
view of ensuring links with the Green
Deal, future cohesion and other relevant
European Union policies, including Long
term vision for rural areas62. Commission
cooperation is expected for promoting the
Territorial Agenda and Leipzig Charter
principles and priorities, strengthening the
territorial dimension in European Union
policies and instruments.
Synergies will be ensured with the main
thematic priorities of the current
Commission and the Multiannual
Financial Framework such as climate,
environment and digitalisation, as well as
the cohesion policy priority ʽEurope
closer to citizens’ on integrated territorial
development concerning both urban and
rural areas, urban-rural cooperation, local
initiatives, functional areas, geographic
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https://ec.europa.eu/info/news/european-commission-seeks-feedback-its-long-term-vision-rural-areas-2020sep-07_en
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and demographic specificities, territorial
cooperation, and territorial impact
assessment.
2.11 Due to the impact of the pandemic, it
will also be necessary to include in the
territorial and urban agendas not only a
development dimension, but also the
ability to withstand difficult-to-predict
risks in the form of asymmetric
exogenous shocks, which have a dramatic
impact on the sustainability of the
development trajectory.

The draft Territorial Agenda 2030 and the
draft new Leipzig Charter have been
revised to take into account the
implications of the COVID-19 pandemic
and its effect on policy making and future
development needs, and stress that
territorial development policies and
cooperation on joint objectives are
essential to increase the resilience of
municipalities, regions and countries,
while also strengthening their recovery
processes.
Asymmetric exogenous shocks are by
nature difficult to predict. The efforts to
ensure resilience and recovery of external
shocks such as the COVID pandemic are
reflected in the timely amended proposals
of the Multiannual Financial Framework
and the cohesion policy as well as the
adoption of new instruments such as the
NextGenerationEU.
Complementing
national efforts, the Commission will
continue striving for recovery and repair
of territories in the aftermath of
devastating exogenous shocks.

3.1.4 The EESC therefore emphasises the need
to build mutually beneficial partnerships
between urban and rural areas in order to
strengthen the sustainability and resilience of
local economic, social and environmental
systems. Partnerships of this kind may become
pillars of territorial cohesion in the future.

The Territorial Agenda 2030 and the New
Leipzig Charter share the place-based
approach, policy coordination and
effective multi-level policy frameworks
as common principles, and want to
strengthen cooperation between and
across spatial levels, including urbanrural partnerships.
The Territorial Agenda 2030 also
recognises the importance of cooperation
and networking within and between
cities, towns and their surrounding areas
in the same functional region.
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The European Pillar of Social Rights is
the Commission’s compass to ensure
equal
opportunities,
fair
working
conditions and social inclusion. It
includes several principles that also aim
at urban rural developments such as equal
access to education and other services,
access to housing and access to essential
services.
The territorial dimension of cohesion
policy acknowledges the role of cities in
the
harmonious
and
polycentric
development of Europe and its regions, the
need to manage concentration and
depopulation to make urbanisation
sustainable and to strengthen urban-rural
linkages. The policy objective ʽEurope
closer to citizens’ aims to provide
incentives for integrated territorial
development strategies beyond the
traditional operational level of cohesion
policy (national and regional), targeting
functional
territories
crossing
administrative boundaries, the subregional, urban or the local community
levels.
The Commission is preparing a
Communication on a Long-Term Vision
for Rural Areas exploring, among other
issues, the drivers behind demographic
changes and the urban-rural divide, in view
of proposing a development path with
possible actions. An EU-wide public
consultation, closed 30 November 2020,
was open for citizens and stakeholder to
express their views about problems and
opportunities and how rural areas should
be in 2040.
3.2.1 The EESC points out that the potential
for the implementation of integrated projects
under cohesion policy remains huge across the
EU. Interdisciplinarity and a focus on cross-

Policy objective 5 ʽEurope closer to
citizens’ of the cohesion policy proposal
for 2021-2027 has at its core the aim to
provide greater thematic flexibility for
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cutting themes (i.e. overcoming the extreme
spread of a silo mentality and an artificial
sectoral vision that actually prevent the
implementation of truly integrated solutions)
should be at the heart of the integrated
approach to the use of EU resources.

achieving results when it comes to
supporting integrated territorial, urban and
local development strategies. It can
combine all intervention fields available
under all the other policy objectives (such
as innovation, digitisation, economic
transformation,
green
transition,
connectivity and social inclusion). The
cross-sectoral elements are a legal
requirement for funding under the policy
objective ʽEurope closer to citizens’,
calling for integrated territorial strategies,
which have considered economic, social
and environmental linkages.

3.2.3 The EESC recommends that an
integrated territorial approach be adequately
reflected
throughout
the
partnership
agreement. Furthermore, it must be fully
interconnected and compatible with the
principle of a thematic focus, and no
interpretation in the form of a residual thematic
focus should be allowed.

The integrated territorial approach is at
the heart of European Union cohesion
policy. The incorporation of the
integrated territorial approach into the
Partnership Agreements is consistently
endorsed and checked during the
negotiations between the Commission
and the Member States.
In terms of thematic scope, Policy
Objective ʽEurope Closer to Citizen’
provides full thematic flexibility within
the scope of the Funds and the five Policy
objectives. The integrated strategies need
to be specific to city or territory and
should focus on the most relevant
challenges, development needs and
potentials.

3.3.2 The main regional development aid
instruments should respect this approach, and
specific ITI and CLLD-U projects should take
this broader context into account, otherwise
there is an increased risk of creating internal
peripheries ("no man's lands") which are not
sufficiently
supported
by
territorial
development policies, and whose future
development is therefore fundamentally
hampered. Logically, it is the major and
investment-related projects that predominate in

The cohesion policy regulation ensures
that the partnership principle and
involvement of relevant stakeholders guide
both programming and implementation of
the territorial instruments. Local and
regional authorities are encouraged to
design integrated territorial strategies
which are based on actual needs and
current developments.
It should also be noted that the Rural
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ITI, while those falling under CLLD-U are of
limited financial scope and, more often,
unrelated to investments, yet with great added
value.

Development Programmes and the future
Common Agricultural policy Strategic
Plans are based on a strong partnership
principle in their conception and
implementation. As to the financing, the
European agricultural fund for rural
development
provides
substantial
financing in favour of remote areas for
their infrastructures, village development,
service provision and training. This helps
ensuring that the risks of areas outside
structural funding is and will be
minimised.
Interventions
under
the
territorial
instruments shall be coordinated and
aligned between the different levels of
governance concerned in a given territory,
from
the
programming
to
the
implementation and monitoring, with
special attention to the involvement in
project selection to ensure strategic
consistency with local needs and
challenges. Under the shared management
of cohesion policy, it is the competence of
national, regional and local authorities to
choose the adequate interventions and
strategies for the specific areas. The
Commission encourages the proactive
involvement of local authorities, local
associations, voluntary groups, schools and
businesses in the design of the investment
interventions.

3.3.3 This also creates an area of mutual
compatibility between ITI and CLLD, on the
basis of respect for the principle of
subsidiarity. Thus, not only the relevant
metropolitan area or urban agglomeration, but
also the relevant rural areas or areas of smaller
cities should be included in considerations
relating to the ITI. On the other hand, CLLD is
a rationally applicable instrument that not only
serves to support local initiatives in rural areas,
but also to address community problems in

The territorial focus of the existing
territorial
instruments:
Integrated
Territorial Investments, Community led
local development, other territorial
instruments such as a dedicated urban
programme or priority axis can be used to
address territorial challenges. The
territorial focus depends on the context in
which these will be deployed. For future
urban/territorial strategies supported
110 / 274

urban agglomerations and urban parts of
metropolitan areas.

through cohesion policy objective Europe
closer
to
citizens,
Commission
recommends to focus on functional areas,
including urban-rural cooperation.
The management of an Integrated
Territorial Investments strategy poses a
coordination and cooperation challenge,
which requires appropriate governance
arrangements in place.
The territorial dimension of cohesion
policy supports Community led local
development in urban areas as well as
smaller cities, rural areas and in urbanrural cooperation. It is possible to
integrate
Community
led
local
development in an Integrated Territorial
Investment strategy of the area concerned.

3.3.5 The EESC is aware that due to ongoing
structural and technological changes, certain
territorial profiles within the EU find
themselves in a situation where – at least in the
short term – they are unable to help themselves
(e.g. regions with hitherto intensive coal
mining or those dependent on heavy industries
in decline) and that there are signs of market
failure. Territorial development instruments
should help these regions to find a viable
strategic solution in the form of a functional
diversification of economic activities and to
secure the necessary financial resources for
this development.

Complementing the Commission efforts
of other targeted programmes under the
Just Transition Mechanism, including the
Just Transition Platform, territorial
instruments can be used to further
mitigate the social, economic and
environmental
effects
of
regions
struggling
with
structural
and
technological changes. Under the shared
management of cohesion policy, the
choice to deploy these territorial
instruments remains a responsibility of
the Member States and the particular
regions.

4.4.1 In the context of modern territorial
and urban development, multi-level
administration that consistently respects
the principle of subsidiarity is both
necessary and a prerequisite. It is simply a
matter of creating suitable institutional
conditions for it to function effectively.
Here we refer primarily to real
competences,
administrative
and
procedural conditions, and a sufficient

The Commission strongly agrees that
multi-level administration is essential for
better implementation of projects and
programmes on the ground.
Cohesion policy supported integrated
territorial development strategies play a
key role, enabling to translate the
European and national policies/strategies
into a framework for taking local
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financial basis.

initiative to meet the local needs.
In terms of administrative capacity in
support of multi-level administration, the
European Urban Initiative includes an
urban capacity building strand. This
strand will focus on fostering a
community of practise supporting urban
practitioners and local stakeholders of
cities of all sizes throughout Europe to
improve their capacity to develop and
implement sustainable integrated urban
strategies and actions. These actions are a
continuation of the Urban Development
Network in the current programming
period.
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Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.3 The EESC believes that any recovery
plan for Europe must bear in mind the
consequences of this crisis, namely
Europe's dependence on other economic
areas for specific products and services. It
is clear that Europe must reflect on its
trade policy, boost innovation and turn to
good advantage its smart specialisation
strategy based on regions and a sectoral
industrial approach. The cohesion policy
was fundamental in the past for creating
the right conditions for industry, R&D
and infrastructure to develop solutions.
The EESC believes that the needs of the
moment require an even stronger policy
to support industries to relocate back to
Europe. Reindustrialisation is needed and
the time to do that is now.

The ʻNew Industrial Strategy for Europeʼ
of March 202063 underlined the
importance of an open strategic
autonomy, which means keeping the
European economies open while reducing
Europe’s dependency in the areas of
critical raw materials and developing key
future technologies necessary for the
competitiveness of European companies.
The Commission will also undertake a
screening of most sensitive value chains,
such as health. The evidence gathered
will inform the update of the industrial
strategy, which will also look at the issue
of increasing the resilience of value
chains.
Trade plays an important role in the
recovery. The EU has a significant trade
surplus. Smooth access to the export
markets can help European companies, in
particular small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) to recover quickly
from the coronavirus pandemic.
On
18
February the
European
Commission
adopted
a
new
Communication on an “open, sustainable
and assertive trade policy”. Reflecting the
concept of open strategic autonomy, it

63
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builds on the EU’s openness to contribute
to the economic recovery through support
for the green and digital transformations,
as well as a renewed focus on
strengthening
multilateralism
and
reforming global trade rules to ensure that
they are fair and sustainable.
1.5 The EESC agrees that there is still a
need to invest in full broadband systems
to allow rural areas to develop modern
agriculture and tourism activities.
Cohesion policy instruments have been
neglecting this need, or at least Member
States have been distracted from existing
opportunities
under
the
financial
programmes. To allow the development
of a "new form of agriculture", new
tourism activities and new "industries",
Member States' governments should be
encouraged to invest in broadband
infrastructure.

Cohesion policy has not neglected the need
to invest in broadband rollout and the
responsible Commission services have
been very active in this field in the current
programming period.
Developing broadband infrastructure is
primarily for market players. Targeted
support is available from the European
Regional Development Fund and European
Agriculture Fund for Rural Development
to co-fund provision of broadband
infrastructure to areas where the market
cannot provide, specifically in grey and
white areas. These are mostly rural, remote
and sparsely populated areas, where the
returns on investment are too low and too
risky for market players to invest on their
own.
The Commission has proposed enhancing
digital connectivity as a Specific Objective
to be supported by European Regional
Development Fund in the 2021-2027
period. Within the framework of the
European Semester exercise (2019 Country
Reports), the Commission identified
broadband as key priority for European
Regional Development Fund investments
in 12 Member States. The Commission
will bring up this issue in the negotiations
on the future Partnership Agreement with
the respective Member States.
The aims of the Digital Single Market
cannot succeed without fast, reliable and
affordable internet connection available to
all citizens, both rural and urban.
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Digitisation of agriculture and rural areas
is an important element of several EU and
Member States policies and initiatives. If
well combined, the instruments available
under the EU’s common agricultural
policy (CAP), Horizon Europe, cohesion
policy, the Digital Europe Programme, as
well as the new European Union Recovery
Instrument (EURI) or NextGenerationEU
(in particular Recovery and Resilience
Facility), can, together with national
funding, constitute a powerful framework
for the digitisation of agriculture and rural
areas.
In the next programming period post 2020,
financing for broadband will be again
available via several EU instruments and
funds, including via European Agriculture
Fund for Rural Development. In the
framework of the structured dialogue to
prepare the Common Agricultural Policy
strategic plan, the Commission will direct
its recommendations to the Member States
with the aim to foster and share
knowledge, best practices, innovation and
digitalisation know-how in rural areas, and
encourage their uptake. Concerning highspeed
broadband,
specific
recommendations will be addressed to a
number of Member States in order to
improve the availability thereof through
targeted investment interventions, thus
closing the gap between rural and national
coverage.
Besides funding, the Commission works in
several other fields in order to help
Member States to speed up the roll-out of
broadband, such as better mapping of
coverage, re-use of existing infrastructures
for new installations, new investment
guidelines etc.
In 2017, DGs AGRI, REGIO, CNECT and
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COMP launched a network of Broadband
Competence Offices to advise local and
regional authorities on ways to develop
broadband coverage, and help citizens and
businesses get better internet, especially in
rural and remote areas. There are today
116 of these Broadband Competence
Offices (BCOs), covering all Member
States and 88 regions across the EU. At
the same time, the Commission put in
place an Action plan for Rural
Broadband64, which comprised tangible
actions undertaken at Commission level
with a view to support Member States in
advancing broadband rollout in rural and
remote areas.
1.8 The EESC also agrees that the "Green
Deal" programme must be supported and
urges the European Commission to
provide clarification to Member States as
regards, for example, how the EUR 40
billion in the "Just Transition Fund" can
be used to "decarbonise" the economy.
This is one example of a good idea and
concept that should be promoted among
Member States, but it is still not very
clear how it is to be put into practice.

64
66

The Just Transition Fund regulation has
been agreed by the co-legislators in
December 2020 and is now being
finalised for publication. In line with the
European Council conclusions (17-21
July 2020)65, the co-legislators agreed on
an allocation for the period 2021-2027 of
€17.5 billion, of which €10 billion from
the NextGenerationEU.
The objective of the Just Transition Fund
is to alleviate the socio-economic impacts
of the transition towards climate
neutrality in the regions most affected.
The focus will be on supporting the
economic diversification of the territories
and the re-skilling and active inclusion of
workers, for example, by helping small
and medium enterprises to create new
economic opportunities, investing in the
clean energy transition and in the circular
economy, in line with the territorial just
transition plans. By alleviating the
transition costs, the support of the Just

https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/action-plan-rural-broadband_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes/overview-fundingprogrammes/structural-reform-support-programme-srsp_en
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Transition Fund is expected to accelerate
the transition towards a climate neutral
EU.
In May 2020, the Commission launched
the Just Transition Platform, with the aim
to assist Member States and regions
benefiting from the Just Transition
Mechanism, including the Just Transition
Fund. It encompasses a single access
point and a helpdesk, comprehensive
technical and advisory support, and will
establish dedicated project and expert
databases within one platform.
The 2020 European Semester country
reports (adopted on 26 February 2020)
zoom in on Nuts3 regions most
challenged by the transition towards
climate neutrality. Based on this
preliminary analysis, the Commission is
engaging in dialogue with the Member
States and relevant authorities, who are
currently developing relevant territorial
just transition plans and defining both the
regions and sectors/areas to be targeted.
The Commission already is providing
technical support to 18 Member States
through the Structural Reform Support
Programme (SRSP)66 to help them
prepare the territorial just transition plans.
The plans are strategic documents
identifying the most impacted territories
that outline how the Just Transition Fund
will be used to address socio-economic
challenges stemming from the transition
in the respective regions.
The Commission is working closely with
Member States, in line with the approach
used for the programming of cohesion
policy funds, on the 2021-2027 cohesion
policy
programmes,
including
66
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programming of the Just Transition Fund.

67
68

1.9 The EESC welcomes the "REACT
programme", under which EUR 55 billion
will be invested to support cohesion
policy, but it calls on the European
Commission to swiftly inform Member
States and provide clarification about the
conditions and distribution criteria,
bearing in mind the fact that these funds
must be allocated by the end of 2022.
REACT-EU funding will be distributed
among Member States in line with their
relative prosperity and the extent of the
effects of the current crisis on their
economies and societies, including on
youth unemployment. However, more
precise information is necessary for
achieving results. For the moment, it is
implementation that needs to be ensured rather a given amount of finance. Europe
needs a flexible, fast and simple
programme, entailing easier processes,
that can simplify access to finance,
irrespective of a company's size, origin or
sector if employment and added value is
the main issue.

The allocation method is described in the
annex to the REACT-EU legislation 67. It
differs from the normal cohesion policy
allocation method and aims to capture the
socio-economic impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on Member States.

3.4 The EESC states that a wellcoordinated European industrial policy is
fundamental, taking into account both the
current challenges of the COVID-19 and
post-COVID-19
situations
and
digitalisation and sustainability aspects.

In March 2020, the Commission presented
a ʻNew Industrial Strategy for Europeʼ,
with a focus on the twin green and digital
transition of industry. The Commission
will update the industrial strategy in 2021
to take into account of the COVID-19
impact, in particular the accelerated green
and digital transition and the changing
global competitive landscape.

3.6 Tourism and culture are two key
sectors that have been hit hard by the
pandemic. European funds should focus

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted
the need for a digital transition and
ensuring that all territories, businesses and

Allocations under REACT-EU for 2021
per Member State have been made
public68. They are based on the level of
prosperity, the magnitude of economic
contraction and the impact of the crisis on
the level and increase of unemployment,
including among young people, for each
Member State. The 2022 tranche will be
calculated using the same methodology
and communicated in autumn 2021, using
the most recent statistical data.

COM(2020) 451 final
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/reacteu_allocations_2021_2.pdf
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on determining tools for supporting
businesses involved in tourism and
culture, through innovation, digital
transformation
and
cross-sectoral
cooperation.

citizens can benefit from it. It is
recommended that the support under
REACT-EU focuses inter alia on the
digitalisation of SMEs, by means for
example of voucher schemes, especially in
sectors that were particularly hard hit by
the crisis, such as tourism or culture.
Tourism and culture will remain target
sectors for post-2020 cohesion policy
funding. Even though proposals for
cohesion policy already permit a broad
spectrum
of
funding possibilities,
including for those sectors, the
Commission proposed to create a separate
specific objective, without enabling
condition, under Policy Objective 4 (A
more social Europe implementing the
European Pillar of Social Rights) to help
exploit the potential of culture and tourism
in enhancing economic development,
social inclusion and social innovation.
This should improve the visibility of the
sectors and increase flexibility in
programming.

4.8 In this context, the EESC warmly
welcomes and fully supports the
proposals made by the European
Commission: the Next Generation EU
plan, including REACT-EU, and the
overall EU budget for 2021-2027. As
REACT-EU continues and extends the
crisis response and repair measures of the
new cohesion policy, the EESC strongly
recommends eliminating all possible
administrative barriers and burdens, both
on national and European public
administrations, so that efforts can focus
on dealing with problems relating to the
epidemic.

In the REACT-EU proposal the
Commission put forward a number of
simplifications in order to ensure that
these additional resources are swiftly
implemented, while at the same time
respecting
the
sound
financial
management principle. Some examples of
the simplifications: Member States will
be free to propose the most suitable
geographical allocation of the REACTEU resources (no split per category of
regions) and the split of between
European Social Fund and European
Regional Development Fund, there will
be
no
thematic
concentration
requirements, no performance framework
and a slimmed down programming (some
elements of the programmes will not have
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to be updated or required).
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Points of the European Economic and
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1.4. The European Union must furnish a
considerable share of the necessary
funding and ensure that implementation is
in line with the best existing practices.
The CAP should operate in close
conjunction with regional and cohesion
policies to ensure balanced territorial
development as both a consideration and a
requirement for any political decision that
has a local impact. A comprehensive
strategy for these territories requires
greater budgetary funding and precludes
institutions
working
in
isolation;
coordination, integration and policy
alignment are therefore key.

The needs of rural areas have to be
addressed through many angles. It is not
possible for any one single policy to deliver,
alone, on all this.
This is why in the Cork declaration of 2016
stakeholders called for a rural proofing
mechanism:
all
policies
should
systematically use a ʽrural lensʼ, notably as
regards the impact
and potential
contribution they could have on the
development
of
rural
areas
and
communities. ʽRural proofingʼ was included
by the Commission in its Future of Food
and Farming Communication of November
2017. The Commission has developed in the
framework of Better Regulation a dedicated
toolbox (No 33: Territorial Impacts69) with
methodologies and models that can be used
to analyse if a piece of legislation has
potential asymmetrical territorial impacts to
different parts of the European Union. In
the Commission Guidelines for Impact
Assessments70 Commission Services are
advised to examine possible impacts on:
ʽdifferent territories and regions (less
developed or prosperous regions, cities,
rural areas, border regions, overseas
territories etc.)ʼ;

69

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/law-making-process/planning-and-proposing-law/better-regulation-why-andhow/better-regulation-guidelines-and-toolbox/better-regulation-toolbox_en
70
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/better-regulation-guidelines-impact-assessment.pdf
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Commission services are in close
cooperation in order to coordinate their
efforts and to help member states and
regions to prepare their programmes for the
post 2020 programming period so that they
address territorial imbalances. However,
both policies are under shared management
and member states and regions have also to
create co-ordination mechanisms, avoid
ministries managing the different funds
working in silos, avoid gold plating, use the
integrated territorial tools offered by the
new legislative package to address local
specificities and unleash local potential via
integrated, participatory, bottom up local
strategies.
The Smart Village concept is a good
example of how several policies can work
together to unleash development of rural
villages from within, on the bases of local
potential and strengths.
The Commission plans to prepare, with the
participation of local authorities and local
stakeholders, a long-term vision for rural
areas that should contribute to fostering
these integrated and coordinated approaches
and result in unlocking the potential of rural
areas by tangible and actionable initiatives.
The EU will guide Member States and
monitor progress to ensure that European,
national, regional and local policies use
fully and coherently all the possibilities,
within the EU budget limitations,
supporting the development of rural areas
and make sure that all of them pull in the
same direction.
1.3. The EESC takes care to point out that
environmental degradation takes two
equally severe forms: excessive pressure
on air, water and soil due to the
concentration of economic activity in

The abandonment of the territory is a key
challenge for a number of rural areas and
will be considered in the long-term vision.
As underlined in the Report on the impact
of demographic change, rural areas that are
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urban areas, and the abandonment of large
areas of territory, whose biological and
landscape diversity declines irreparably
without respectful management to
maintain and enrich it.

faced with a significant population
reduction
may
experience
land
abandonment and increased risk of forest
fires and it generally becomes harder to
attract new investments.

1.5. The EESC recognises the potential
for territorial innovation and the need to
consolidate local strengths, reduce
disparities in development and boost
competitiveness. This requires the
construction of innovation support
ecosystems
which
boost
the
diversification of the economy and enable
living, creative, smart and responsive
territories to exist, allowing people to
choose where they want to live and work
in a dignified way, in both urban and rural
areas.

The Long Term Vision for Rural Areas
aims to enable rural areas to make the most
of their potential and to support them in
delivering innovative, inclusive and
sustainable solutions.

1.2. The EESC fully endorses the nine
objectives proposed by the European
Commission
for
the
Common
Agricultural Policy (CAP) 2021-2027:
ensuring a fair income for farmers,
increasing competitiveness, rebalancing
power in the food chain, taking climate
change
action,
protecting
the
environment, preserving landscapes and
biodiversity, supporting generational
renewal, maintaining vibrant rural areas,
and protecting food and health quality.
The CAP must also ensure that
agricultural production is maintained in
vulnerable areas.

The
Commission
welcomes
the
endorsement of the nine strategic
objectives of the Common Agricultural
Policy (CAP) 2021-2027.

The concept of Smart Villages that has
innovation in its heart has already proven
very useful to contribute to this objective.
In the Vision the Commission will
continue to exploit its potentials.

Regarding agricultural production in
vulnerable areas, the CAP proposals offer
support to farmers in areas with natural
constraints (typically mountain areas) or
areas with specific disadvantages resulting
from certain mandatory requirements, such
as Natura 2000 areas. In addition, the CAP
proposals offer favourable provisions for
the outermost regions, which benefit from
a special status under Article 349
recognising their structural economic and
social characteristics. Moreover, the
Commission has maintained the POSEI
Regulation (EU) No 228/2013, which
offers a specific legal framework for
agricultural support for the outermost
regions as particularly vulnerable areas.
Besides, Member States can take the
decision to differentiate direct payments
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amongst groups of territories faced with
similar socio-economic or agronomic
conditions, and hereby to provide
increased area-based income support in
areas considered most vulnerable.
1.7. Following the huge increase in
teleworking during the lockdown, the
post-COVID recovery plans are opening
up opportunities to consolidate a
paradigm shift that is no longer utopian,
in which jobs with high added value are
relocated to rural and mountainous areas.

The COVID-19 crisis may introduce
significant changes to society (increased
teleworking, appreciation for green spaces)
which rural areas could benefit from.
Further action at European level would
facilitate and support rural residents in
benefitting from the opportunities ahead
and ensure that they are not “left behind”.
In order to benefit from these
opportunities, access to high-speed internet
should be ensured. However, still 40% of
rural areas do not have high-speed
broadband access. The Farm to Fork
strategy includes the aim for all rural areas
to have access to fast broadband by 2025
so that they can benefit from the
opportunities ahead. The Connecting
Europe Facility will contribute to
improving
digital
connectivity
infrastructures across European Union
territories and the Digital Europe
Programme will support projects aiming at
improving deployment, best use of digital
capacities and interoperability. The longterm vision for rural areas will also be
anchored in the digital transition with the
aim of developing appropriate digital
infrastructure
allowing
for
better
accessibility of e-services.

1.4. The CAP should operate in close
conjunction with regional and cohesion
policies to ensure balanced territorial
development as both a consideration and a
requirement for any political decision that
has a local impact.

Indeed the Common Agricultural Policy
(CAP)
should
operate
ensuring
complementarities and synergies with
regional
and
cohesion
policies.
Complementarities among the European
Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF)
will be ensured in the programming
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documents presented by Member States to
the Commission such as Partnership
Agreements, CAP Strategic Plans (CAP
SP) and programmes.
The arrangements for the efficient use of
the ESIF covered by the Common
Provisions Regulation (CPR) will be
addressed in Partnership Agreements,
where Member States will present their
coordination and demarcation mechanisms
as well as complementarities with other
European Union instruments such as CAP
SPs programmes as well as though close
cooperation between the services dealing
with the different funds.
Similarly, Member States will describe in
their CAP SP the mechanisms set up at
national level to ensure coordination,
demarcation
and
complementarities
between the European Agricultural Fund
for Rural Development and other Union
instruments.
Complementarities
and
synergies will be also ensured for
LEADER
community-led
local
development strategies (CLLD), where
overall similar rules were maintained, and
the extended possibility to apply the lead
fund principle will facilitate the joint and
coordinated support to local development
from different funds.
3.2. In order to have an impact on rural
areas in the EU, with a special focus on
vulnerable regions, action should be
taken in relation to five aspects:




the spatial aspect: fostering balanced
development that streamlines flows
between rural and urban hubs in each
area;
the economic aspect: encouraging
decentralisation and diversification
as drivers for rebalancing income;

The Long Term Vision for Rural Areas,
foreseen for the second quarter of 2021,
will cover these five aspects as well as any
other elements relevant for the future of
our rural areas.
The Vision aims to create a debate at
European level on the future of rural areas
and the place they should have in our
society. A strong evidence basis is needed
for such a holistic vision for the future of
rural areas. The Communication will set
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the social aspect: ensuring access to
essential education, health, transport,
cultural and other services;
the environmental aspect, with a
view to a future based on agroecology and placing value on the
defence of biodiversity undertaken in
the EU;
the institutional aspect: creating an
accompanying ecosystem to facilitate
progress with regard to the other
aspects.

out a vision for the future of rural areas
with 2040 as horizon, building on the
outcome of a wide consultation process,
the result of the foresight exercise and also
drawing on the Report on the impact of
demographic change and the Green Paper
on Ageing (foreseen for Q1-2021). It will
go beyond the scope of agriculture and
embrace all relevant aspects for the future
of rural areas, including links with other
initiatives under the Green Deal and with
the Conference on the future of Europe. It
will also present practical and tangible
pathways to make the most of the
opportunities. An assessment of the
complementarity and the coordination
between different policies will be carried
out as part of the supporting analytical
work.
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1.2 In hearings that the EESC held in a few
countries (Belgium, Germany, Portugal
and Romania) selected in respect of the
2019 Digital Economy and Society Index
(DESI), it noted that many European
SMEs, in particular micro- and small
enterprises (93% of businesses in Europe)
have been slow to adopt digital solutions.
Those that have taken the plunge told the
EESC that they faced a number of barriers
hampering their operations.

The Digital Economy and Society Index
(DESI) confirms that there is a large gap
between small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) and large enterprises
in the adoption of digital technologies.
For example, 38.5% of large companies
already rely on advanced cloud services
compared to 17% of SMEs. As for ecommerce, only 17.5% of SMEs sold
products or services online in 2019,
following a very slight increase of 1.4
percentage points compared to 2016. In
contrast, 39% of large enterprises made
use of online sales in 2019.
The SME strategy is now more important
than ever as a crucial tool for the postcrisis recovery. It addresses the priorities
of the recovery period (sustainability,
digitalisation, resilience). The strategy
proposes actions under the three pillars:
1) capacity building and support for the
twin transition; 2) reducing the regulatory
burden and improving market access to
the Single Market and beyond; as well as
3) improving access to finance. With its
focus on supporting SMEs in the
transition to a digital and green economy,
the strategy is a key tool for helping
SMEs to recover from the crisis and
increase their resilience.

1.3 The EESC recommends that every

The

Commission

agrees

with

the
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effort be made to remove the main barrier,
which is the lack of comprehensive highquality broadband coverage across
Europe.

Committee and works towards achieving
EU wide coverage of high-quality
broadband. To that end the Commission
adopted, on 18 September 2020, a
‘Connectivity Recommendation’ urging
Member States to develop and agree
common best practices, in the form of a
Toolbox, by 30 March 2021, for the
timely rollout of fixed and mobile very
high capacity networks to support
economic recovery and build EU
resilience. This Recommendation builds
upon
the
European
Electronic
71
Communications
Code
and
the
Broadband Cost Reduction Directive72.
The latter promotes the rollout of highspeed networks by reducing deployment
costs through harmonised measures to
ensure network providers and operators
can share infrastructure, coordinate civil
works and obtain the necessary permits
for deployment.
The Commission is working on a review
of the Broadband Cost Reduction
Directive73, which will conclude by the
end of 2021. Moreover, the draft
ʻConnecting
Europe
Facility
2ʼ
Regulation, after its formal adoption, will
provide the legal framework for the EU to
invest in European very high capacity
broadband deployment, including fibre as
well as 5G. The European Parliament and
the Council share already a common
understanding
on
the
proposed
Regulation. Final agreement and formal
adoption is expected in early 2021.
Finally, connectivity is one of the

71

72

73

Directive (EU) 2018/1972 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 December 2018
establishing the European Electronic Communications Code (Recast); OJ L 321, 17.12.2018, p. 36–214.
Directive 2014/61/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 15 May 2014 on measures to
reduce the cost of deploying high-speed electronic communications networks; OJ L 155, 23.5.2014, p. 1–
14.
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/public-consultation-review-broadband-cost-reductiondirective
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flagships identified in the guidelines for
the Recovery and Resiliency Facility74.
The Commission will work together with
Member States to leverage Recovery and
Resilience Facility (RRF) investments in
connectivity infrastructures.
1.4 It noted that SMEs' digital technology
training needs in areas such as
cybersecurity, artificial intelligence and
blockchain are crucial, if not urgent. The
EESC therefore recommends that schools
offer compulsory courses in digital
technologies and that SMEs be able to
access training in these tools. In addition,
appropriate and affordable continuing
training for the self-employed, SME
managers and their employees needs to be
further supported and promoted.

The Commission agrees on the
importance of digital skills. The SME
strategy75, published in March 2020,
includes specific actions to support the
provision of trainings to improve digital
skills, via the set-up of Crash Courses for
SMEs and Digital Volunteers. The Digital
Europe Programme will support the
design and delivery of specialised
education
programmes
in
digital
technologies and on their applications in
different sectors.
The European Skills Agenda, published in
July 2020, puts forward a number of
concrete
measures
to
empower
individuals, also self-employed and those
working in SMEs, to engage in up and
reskilling, including on digital skills. For
instance, in the fourth quarter of 2021, the
Commission will put forward a new
initiative on individual learning accounts.
The European Skills Agenda also
announced the updated Digital Education
Action Plan and a proposal for a Council
Recommendation on vocational education
and training (which was adopted by
Council in November 2020), which both
aim at supporting the digitalisation of
education and training provision.
Furthermore, the Commission’s support
to the setting up of a network of European
Digital Innovation Hubs will allow the
provisions of training in advanced digital

74
75

https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/recovery-coronavirus/recovery-and-resilience-facility_en
COM(2020) 103 final.
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technologies for SMEs to support their
adoption.
Moreover, the second priority of the
Digital Education Action Plan (20212027) features seven initiatives that aim
to boost the basic and advanced digital
skills of Europe’s learners, teachers,
trainers as well as workers and job
seekers in a lifelong learning perspective.
For example, Action 9 sets out to develop
a European Digital Skills Certificate
(EDSC) recognised and accepted by
governments, employers and other
stakeholders across Europe; and Action
11 will incentivise advanced digital skills
development by extending the Digital
Opportunity traineeships to include for
example adult and higher education;
finally, Action 13 will address the need to
increase participation and careers of
women in digital and STEM fields,
including entrepreneurship. It will do by
continuing to organise ad hoc workshops
and trainings activities for girls at
primary,
secondary
and
tertiary
education.
The Recovery and Resilience Facility will
allow Member States to channel more
funds than ever into education and
training,
including
digital
skills
development. In their plans, Member
States are encouraged to provide
information on how they will contribute
to the seven European flagships, two of
which touch on digital skills. The flagship
on upskilling and reskilling looks at the
broader effort to upskill the labour force
and how our education systems need to
adapt and the flagship ‘Scale upʼ draws
attention to the advanced digital skills
necessary to develop and deploy digital
technologies.
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1.5 The EESC calls for appropriate
national tax coordination in this field, as in
half of the countries where hearings were
held the lack of such coordination entails
proportionately higher costs for SMEs
than for large companies and hinders
cross-border business. Indeed, ensuring
fair competition between SMEs and large
companies is essential for the proper
functioning of the internal market.

The Commission shares the Committee’s
view that differences between Member
States’ tax systems may create tax issues
for SMEs when they set up abroad or
carry out their activities across different
countries. These disparities can lead to
double taxation. They can also require
relatively more time and resources from
SMEs than from large companies, leading
to a disproportionate increase in the tax
compliance burden on SMEs vis-à-vis
large companies.
Notably, the Commission published in
July 2020 a Tax Action Plan76 that seeks
to address these issues. It sets out actions
to make taxation simpler, fairer and better
attuned to the modern economy over the
coming years. Notably, it focusses on
simplifying tax rules and procedures, to
improve the environment for businesses
across the EU. This includes removing
tax obstacles and administrative burdens
for taxpayers, so that it is easier for
businesses to thrive and grow in the
Single Market. This will in particular
benefit SMEs, which face a relatively
higher tax compliance burden than large
companies.
While much progress has been made in
recent years, certain types of companies
still engage in aggressive tax planning.
This threatens faith in tax systems, fair
burden sharing between taxpayers and the
level playing field between all businesses
in the EU.
The Commission will therefore continue
to take action against aggressive tax
planning. This is now more important
than ever, as the economic recovery from
the COVID-19 pandemic requires

For more information on the Tax Action Plan, see:
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1334
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Member States to secure tax revenues for
public investment and reforms and avoid
unfair competition between firms.
SMEs face proportionally higher tax
compliance costs than larger enterprises
and the lack of tax harmonisation remains
one of the main obstacles faced by
business when operating cross-border.
Ensuring compliance with single market
rules is of particular importance for SMEs,
as
they
are
often
affected
disproportionately
by
cross-border
restrictions. The Enforcement Action
Plan77 sets out a list of initiatives that aim
at addressing these issues, including the
Single Market Enforcement Task Force
with a contribution from the EU SME
Envoy and national Envoys’ network. The
Commission will monitor - and work with
- Member States, and will not hesitate to
take strong enforcement action where
necessary to ensure that the single market
benefits SMEs.
In addition, the
Commission is implementing the Single
Digital Gateway, which since the end of
2020, should allow citizens and companies
moving across EU borders to easily find
out what rules and assistance services
apply in their new residency.
1.6 The EESC would like to see
differences in legislation and excessive
regulation, standards and labelling
eliminated, as these are major barriers to
the digital and cross-border operation of
SMEs, entailing costs for compliance,
wages and external expertise, which
hamper businesses' growth.

77

The
Commission
supports
the
development of common standards to
support the European Single Market, thus
facilitating the cross-border operation of
SMEs without unnecessary barriers. In
the SME strategy,
the Commission
proposes initiatives to reduce regulatory
burdens, such as the network of national
SME Envoys or encouraging the Member
States to implement the Single Digital
Gateway in an SME friendly way. The
Commission shares the view that

COM(2020) 94 final.
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regulation should be adopted only when
needed and the EU SME envoy will raise
awareness on SME-related aspects in the
Commission’s Better Regulation agenda.
1.7 The EESC considers that SMEs' access
to financing is a priority in order to support
the investments that these businesses make
to adapt to the digital transformation of
society, trade and consumption patterns
and to the internationalisation of trade. It
notes that the Enterprise Europe Network
(EEN) is not sufficiently well known or
used by European SMEs, or by the digital
innovation hubs funded by the European
Union. Enhanced dialogue and cooperation
between the EEN and SME organisations
would make the system more effective.

The Commission agrees that, considering
the vital role they play in the EU
economy, it is vital to improve access to
finance for SMEs. The Commission is
working on a number of initiatives to
improve access to finance for SMEs,
including notably its SME strategy.

2.5 Recognising the impact of digital
technologies on SMEs, the EESC agrees
with the Commission's analysis and
considers that the three pillars on which the
Commission's SME Strategy for a
Sustainable and Digital Europe is based
(capacity-building and support for the
transition
to
sustainability
and
digitalisation; a reduced regulatory burden;
and improved access to the market and to
financing) are indeed priority areas. The
EESC emphasises that SMEs need
immediate financial support, because they
have been hit very hard by the economic

The €750 billion Recovery Package offers
a 70% reinforcement of EU funding in
addition to the €1.1 trillion Multiannual
Financial Framework. The bulk of the
money will be invested under the
Recovery and Resilience Facility, which
will be used by Member States for
reforms and investments to support a
resilient, green and digital recovery for
the EU.

In the SME strategy it is recognised that
support for SMEs should be nearby. It is
needed to upgrade and connect the
different
support
structures.
The
Commission will therefore upgrade the
Enterprise Europe Network (EEN)
including with Sustainability Advisors,
and the Enterprise Europe Network will
work closely with Digital Innovation
Hubs and others to ensure a seamless
support and advice service, including
with national, regional and local
authorities, including SME organisations.
The next contracting phase of EEN and
Digital Innovation Hubs will make this
collaboration a requirement.

The Parliament and the Council in their
political
agreement
reached
on
17 December 2020 on the proposal for a
Regulation establishing a Recovery and
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impact of the COVID-19 pandemic; as a
result, their employees are more likely to
lose their jobs.
The EESC therefore regrets that the
Recovery Plan for Europe, which is
intended to repair the economic and social
damage caused by the COVID-19
pandemic, and which was adopted by the
extraordinary European Council; held from
17 to 21 July 2020, is limited to EUR 750
billion, and that the 27 Member States
have curbed their ambitions, particularly in
the digital sphere, in order to gain the
endorsement of the so-called "frugal"
countries, as this will have an impact on
financial support for the digitalisation of
SMEs.

Resilience Facility78 decided to allocate at
least 20% of the funds to investment in
digital. Complementing these massive
investments with targeted reforms will
contribute to the green and digital
transition, to strengthen the growth
potential, job creation and economic and
social resilience of each Member State.
As such, the Recovery Package offers an
unprecedented opportunity to boost a
wide digital transition, including the
digitalisation of SMEs.
The Commission shares the Committee’s
view that support to SMEs’ digitalisation
efforts are of utmost importance, and
expect such support to be a sizable
component of Member States’ Recovery
and Resilience Plans.
Section 4 of the Guidance to Member
States on their Recovery and Resilience
Plans79 lists seven areas of reforms and
investments that can contribute to the
digital transition. ʻDigitalisation of
businessesʼ is one of those areas and
promotes, among others, the role of
Digital Innovation Hubs in ʻrepositioning in an advancing digital
ecosystemʼ.
Multiple Member States have already
signalled digitalisation of SMEs as an
important priority for their recovery.

78
79

COM(2020) 408 final.
SWD(2020) 205 final.
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The follow-up given by the Commission to this opinion will be included in a
subsequent report.
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The follow-up given by the Commission to this opinion will be included in a
subsequent report.
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554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Peter SCHMIDT (DE-II)
Co-rapporteur: István KOMOROCZKI (HU-I)
DG CNECT – Commissioner BRETON

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

The follow-up given by the Commission to this opinion will be included in a
subsequent report.
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N°20

Towards structured youth engagement on climate and sustainability in the
EU decision-making process (own-initiative opinion)
EESC 2020/1552 – NAT/788
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Cillian LOHAN (IE-III)
DG CLIMA – Executive Vice-President TIMMERMANS

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

The follow-up given by the Commission to this opinion will be included in a
subsequent report.

138 / 274

N°21

Carbon markets: emergence, structuring and challenges for European
industry (own-initiative opinion)
EESC 2020/2395 – REX/531
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Emmanuelle BUTAUD-STUBBS (FR-I)
DG CLIMA – Executive Vice-President TIMMERMANS

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential
1.1.1. Numerous carbon markets are
functioning in the world and the EU
Emissions Trading System (ETS) is not
working in isolation. These carbon
markets have different sizes and follow
different rules but they share common
features with the establishment of some
market mechanisms to measure carbon
dioxide and other greenhouse gas
emissions and to fix pricing per tonne.



European Commission position

The Commission observes, has dialogues
and cooperates with a number of
jurisdictions around the world, with
different forms of carbon pricing
mechanism, designed with different levels
of ambition in terms of emissions reduction
or climate action.

The closest cooperation is with jurisdictions
with multi-sector mandatory cap and trade
systems, where authorities determine the
emissions or allowances available, which
These local carbon markets should leads to a price revealed by the market, in
be monitored by the European some cases with mechanisms to set
Commission in order to identify boundaries for the lower or upper price.
the best practices that could be A linking agreement between the European
useful for revising the ETS and the Union and Switzerland for full, two way
directive
on
energy.
This linking of their cap and trade Emissions
knowledge and understanding of Trading
System
(ETS)
has
been
other carbon markets is also key implemented as of 2020.
for calibrating the Carbon Border There is bilateral cooperation with
Adjustment Mechanism, which California and New Zealand on cap and
should apply differently to trade. The Commission and some Member
countries with carbon markets and States engage, especially via the
countries without carbon markets.
International Carbon Action Partnerships
(ICAP) with operators of other cap and
trade systems. ETS (cap and trade and other
ETS) are also currently in place in Korea,
Quebec, Nova Scotia, seven officially
recognised regional pilots in China (Beijing,
Shanghai, Hubei, Guangdong, Shenzhen,
Tianjin and Chongqing), Mexico (a 3-year
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pilot), Tokyo and Saitama in Japan,
Kazakhstan as well as the Regional
Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI) States
(Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, Maryland,
Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New
Jersey, New York, Rhode Island, and
Vermont) covering only the power sector.

Since 2014, the Commission has been
cooperating with China to support the
development of its national emissions
trading system. This is due to start operation
in June 2021, initially covering emissions
from the power sector, and a plan to extend
the coverage to seven other energy intensive
sectors, similar to the coverage of the EU
ETS.

Other forms of carbon pricing have been put
in place including carbon taxes. Canada has
established a pan-Canadian approach to
carbon
pricing,
reflecting
different
mechanisms already in place in certain
provinces and requiring all to put in place
an ETS, carbon tax or use federal backstop
to ensure a minimum, rising carbon price
across Canada. Colombia has a tax and is
developing an ETS. Chile, South Africa and
others have carbon taxes.

There is diversity in the approach, sectors
covered, level of ambition and specific
design of the carbon pricing mechanisms
used, reflecting different national or
regional circumstances and political
priorities. Consequently, pricing levels are
different, as they arise from the objectives
the respective pricing mechanisms are
meant to achieve (cost-effective abatement,
ensuring certain levels of emission
reduction, introducing incentives to more
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CO2 efficient production etc).
1.1.2. The EESC considers that the
adoption of Article 6 of the Paris
Agreement is a key opportunity to
strengthen
climate
action
post2020.Therefore the EESC asks the
European Commission to obtain a clear
mandate from Member States to reach
the necessary compromise for the
adoption of Article 6 guidance during
COP26 in 2021.

The EU’s negotiating mandate is agreed in
the form of EU Council Conclusions which
currently mandate the pursuit of a robust
and ambitious outcome on Article 6. The
EU and its Member States also follow more
detailed negotiation lines as agreed in a WP
of the Council. The EU negotiates as a bloc
at negotiations under the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate
(UNFCCC), and will continue to work for
the adoption of robust and ambitious rules
under Article 6 at COP26.

3.4.1. A provision that links trade and
environment is found in Article 24.4 of
CETA, where Canada and the EU both
reaffirm their commitments to the
implementation
of
multilateral
agreements to which they are party. This
provision could be a bridge to
discussions between Canada and the EU
on the implementation of MEAs where
common concerns are shared, including a
basis for Canada and the EU to develop
or lead new cooperative climate
initiatives under the Paris Agreement.

The Comprehensive Economic and Trade
Agreement (CETA) Joint Committee, at its
first meeting in September 2018, adopted a
Recommendation on Trade, Climate Action
and the Paris Agreement which recognises
the importance of achieving the purpose and
goals of the Paris Agreement through
bilateral cooperation to promote mutually
supportive trade and climate change
policies. The Recommendation reaffirms
the Parties’ commitment to implementing
the Paris Agreement and it respects each
Parties’ right to set their own environmental
priorities, protections, and laws. It also
encourages enhanced cooperation on traderelated aspects of the international climate
change regime. The Recommendation has
featured in the work of existing governance
structures under the Trade and Sustainable
Development (TSD) and the Trade and
Environment chapters of CETA.

3.4.2. Article 22.3 of CETA calls for
cooperation on Canada-EU trade
promoting sustainable development.
The work plan under Article 24 includes
cooperative work on the impact of trade
and investment on environmental policy
and consideration of trade-related
aspects of the climate regime, such as
carbon markets and clean technology
transfer and development. Article 24.12
contains a list of 10 illustrative areas of
potential cooperation on environmental
matters between the parties, where some
would see CETA serve as a platform to

The EU and Canada have implemented the
Recommendation by organising a number
of activities including a conference ʽCETA:
Taking Action for Trade and Climateʼ
organised in January 2019 in Brussels and
follow-up workshops organised in 2019 and
2020 on clean tech and energy efficiency in
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"multi-lateralise"
development.

national

policy buildings and housing.



Joint EU-Canada work on Border
Carbon Adjustments (BCAs) is one
area of potential cooperation on
"trade-related aspects of the current
and future international climate
change regime." This cooperation
could be in the area of informationsharing and agreeing on best
practice, for example, in the areas
of calculating the embodied carbon
in traded goods or aligning
methodologies
to
address
competitiveness and leakage across
Emissions-Intensive
TradeExposed (EITE) sectors currently
covered in national compliance
emissions trading systems in both
Canada and the EU.



With support from affected
industries, such as cement or
aluminium, there could also
emerge viable opportunities for
joint
EU-Canada
sectoral
cooperative pilots on ETS design
and approaches to preserving
competitiveness
and
leakage
avoidance
(e.g.
common
benchmarks and methodologies to
calculate free allocations, common
BCA, etc.).

As stated in the response to points 1.1.1.
and 1.1.2., Canada does not have a national
compliance ETS. The Commission shares
information with third countries interested
in developing emissions trading systems on
the design of the EU ETS, including the
provisions for free allocation, based on
benchmarks, for sectors facing a significant
risk of carbon leakage’.

4.3. The EESC advises the Commission
to deepen its reflection on the various
policy options, such as a reformed ETS,
Carbon Border Adjustment, a VAT rate
adjusted to carbon intensity, and to
compare them in terms of:


The Commission is considering a set of
multiple complementary initiatives to
contribute to the increased ambition for
climate for 2030 and to the achievement of
climate neutrality by 2050. The introduction
of the Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism will accompany the EU’s
impact on carbon and investment
carbon pricing policies (in particular a capleakage, in a future situation of
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higher
prices
and
lower
availability of ETS allowances in
the EU,
legal certainty on compliance
with WTO rules,
acceptability by trading partners,
technical feasibility, specifically
regarding the existence of
globally accepted accounting and
measurement standards and of
reliable
and
recognised
databases.

and-trade system) which will remain the
cornerstone of the EU’s climate policies.
Moreover, the Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism will be an alternative to existing
measures aiming to address the risk of
carbon leakage in the EU’s Emissions
Trading System.

An impact assessment is being carried out
to support the preparation of this initiative
and to inform the Commission's decision.
The impact assessment will be based on a
dedicated study and will rely on the
findings of the parallel impact assessment
on the revision of the EU ETS, the impact
assessment of the revision of the Energy
Taxation Directive and the impact
assessment of the EU’s increased level of
ambition regarding climate change for
2030.
Several elements are being considered in
the assessment in order to design and
implement such a measure. Before any
proposal is made, all measures will first
have to be carefully assessed in terms of
economic efficiency, environmental, social
and financial impacts and legal feasibility,
in particular with respect to WTO rules and
other international commitments, and of
complementarity and possible interaction
with the Emission Trading System.

4.5.2. The use of a Carbon Border
Adjustment could also undermine the
UNFCCC's multilateral approach and
could be seen as a repudiation of
international cooperation in favour of
more unilateral approaches.

The European Green Deal emphasises that
the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism
is an instrument to be considered ʽshould
differences in levels of ambition
worldwide persistʼ.
In this context, the Commission remains
firmly committed to multilateralism. The
Paris Agreement as well as strong climate
diplomacy and leadership, are the EU’s
main instruments to achieve higher climate
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ambition globally and the EU will continue
to work with partners to raise the global
ambition.
4.5.3. The cost of some imported raw
material from third countries which have
poor climate policies will be more
expensive for their EU buyers. That
means that the price competitiveness of
some large European manufacturing
companies
(in
automotive
and
construction industries) that process
these raw materials could be decreased,
while EU exports of the finished goods
could be altered.

The effects of the Carbon Adjustment
mechanism on the EU markets and on
trade with third countries will be analysed
in the Impact Assessment of the proposal.

The EESC insists on the need to combine
and harmonise the various available tools
in order to combat the climate crisis. As
relevant international organisations and
businesses consider that the carbon
pricing signal is key to obtaining
effective progress in combating climate
change and in creating an attractive
environment for investments in the longrun in order to accelerate ecological
transition for public and private actors
(industry, transport, housing, agriculture,
etc.), the EESC pleads in favour of a
harmonisation of approaches across
different jurisdictions, ultimately leading
to the emergence of a comparable price
signal across different jurisdictions.

The Commission agrees on the importance
of carbon pricing.

It should be considered that the fact that a
carbon adjustment will make it more
expensive to import carbon-intensive
products, can at the same time spur
changes towards more sustainable products
in the EU and in third countries.

The experience of work on linking the EU
ETS to other cap and trade systems is that
systems need to be compatible but not
identical for bottom up linking, leading to a
common carbon price signal across shared
systems.

Regional carbon market convergence
requires the development of domestic
emissions trading systems.

The Commission and a number of EU
Member States have been involved in the
creation and development of initiatives to
bring together countries with a commitment
4.8.1. In the transition period before the to carbon pricing through ETS, including:
adoption of a comparable price signal, as
well as a common agreed methodology
to measure carbon footprints, regional  The Florence Process, a forum for
enabling interaction amongst policy
carbon pricing between like-minded
makers and experts from ETS in place.
countries (the EU-27, the UK,
Switzerland, Latin America, the US MidWest, South-East Asia and others) should
be gradually harmonised. The creation of  ICAP (The International Carbon Action
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such regional carbon markets will imply
common carbon market infrastructures (a
kind of Carbon Single Market) while
some carbon-specific mechanisms could
be put in place vis-à-vis third countries.

Partnership)- for governments and
public authorities that have implemented
or are planning to implement emissions
trading systems , with members in
Europe, North America and Asia
Pacific80 , for exchanges on design with
a view to the development of an
international carbon market through
linking of ETS.

The Commission and a number of Member
States also support the Partnership for
Market Readiness, an initiative launched a
decade ago by the World Bank, to support a
number of countries around the world
developing capacity and implementing
carbon pricing.
4.8.3. However, in order to avoid the
emergence of a carbon trade war between
countries and regional customs unions, a
WTO waiver that will establish the rules
according to which these Carbon Border
Adjustment Mechanisms (carbon tax,
mirror-ETS, standards) must be set up
and function in compliance with two
WTO key principles: proportionality and
non-discrimination.

80

As laid down in the European Green Deal
communication, the Carbon Border
Adjustment Mechanism ʽwill be designed to
comply with World Trade Organization
rules and other international obligations of
the EUʼ. Such position has been supported
by the European Council of 12 December
2019, which endorsed the objective of
achieving climate neutrality by 2050 and
include ʽdeveloping effective measures to
tackle carbon leakage in a WTO compatible
wayʼ. Therefore, a waiver from WTO
obligations will not be necessary.

https://icapcarbonaction.com/en/partnership/members
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N°22

EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030
COM(2020) 380 final
EESC 2020/896 - NAT/786
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Antonello PEZZINI (IT-I)
Co-rapporteur: Lutz RIBBE (DE-III)
DG ENV – Commissioner SINKEVICIUS

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.1.1. [The Committee] regrets that the
continued recommendations of the
European Court of Auditors for a more
timely application of biodiversity policy
have not been taken into account.

The Commission is aware of, and has
taken into account, the need for full and
timely implementation of the EU
biodiversity policy. To this end, the EU
Biodiversity Strategy for 203081 sets
time-bound and measurable biodiversity
targets, commits to strengthen the
implementation and enforcement of
environmental legislation, and to put in
place a strengthened framework for
biodiversity governance including a
monitoring and review mechanism to
enable regular progress assessment and
corrective action if necessary.

1.3. Efforts to protect remaining natural
resources need to be significantly increased
in the EU, through sustained awarenessraising and communication campaigns
targeting society and in particular young
people, highlighting the benefits of
protection measures.

The Commission fully agrees. It engages
in awareness raising and communication
campaigns on nature and biodiversity,
e.g. the Natura 2000 Award82 showcasing
the role of Natura 2000 in safeguarding
our natural heritage and promoting social
and
economic
wellbeing.
The
Commission is promoting widely the EU
Biodiversity Strategy for 2030, including
through social media, targeting in
particular the younger generation. The
Green Week 202083, a fully digital event,
was entirely devoted to the promotion of
EU nature and biodiversity policy

81

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1590574123338&uri=CELEX:52020DC0380
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/awards/index_en.htm
83
https://www.eugreenweek.eu/en
82
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covering a very wide range of aspects.
The Commission is further preparing
actions to better integrate biodiversity
into school, higher education and
professional training. In line with the
European Green Deal84, the EU
Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 and the
recently adopted Communication for
European Education Area to be achieved
by 2025, the Commission will propose a
Council Recommendation on education
for environmental sustainability in 2021
as well as a European Competence
Framework on education for sustainable
development. In addition, to increase
outreach to the local level, the
Commission plans to set up an EU Urban
Greening Platform in 2021, under the new
Green City Accord85: a European
Commission initiative with cities and
mayors, in coordination with the
European Covenant of Mayors, to make
cities greener, cleaner and healthier.
Furthermore, the upcoming Climate
Pact86 will aim at engaging citizens and
communities for climate and the
environment.
1.4. To this end, the EESC considers it
necessary, in agreement with the
Commission, to increase the size of
protected areas, in particular strictly
protected areas, limiting the impact on
agriculture and forestry as far as possible,
although this will in no way be sufficient
to halt the decline in biodiversity.

The Commission welcomes and thanks
the Committee for its support for the
commitments put forward in the EU
Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 and in the
EU Farm to Fork Strategy, inter alia with
regard to protected areas, agriculture and
forestry.

1.5. This is why the EESC believes that
there needs to be a significant increase in
efforts to restore habitats and combat

The Commission agrees on the need to
step up restoration efforts. A central
element of the EU Biodiversity Strategy

84

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1576150542719&uri=COM%3A2019%3A640%3AFIN
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/topics/urban-environment/green-city-accord_en
86
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/eu-climate-action/pact_en
85
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87

species decline caused mainly by poor
implementation of the legal framework and
insufficient funding for the necessary
measures.

for 2030 is an EU Nature Restoration
Plan which contains specific targets such
as to halt deterioration of all European
Union protected habitats and species and
to improve the status and/or trends of
30% of those not currently in favourable
status by 2030. Another element of the
EU Nature Restoration Plan is to develop
legally binding restoration targets in
2021. Insufficient funding has been
identified as a key factor of poor
implementation in the Fitness Check of
the EU Nature legislation87. The EU
Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 states that
at least €20 billion per year should be
unlocked for spending on nature.

1.6. The EESC believes that it is vital to
highlight the importance of ecological
connectivity and that, in this regard, a
trans-European nature protection network
needs to be set up to remedy the lack of
methodology in the Habitats Directive.

The Commission agrees that connectivity
is essential for the ecological coherence
of the Natura 2000 network, as stipulated
in Article 10 of the Habitats Directive,
and in line with the commitment in the
Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 to
establish a Trans-European nature
network by 2030.

1.7. The EESC recognises that, to achieve
the recovery objectives, new, legally
binding targets and sufficient independent
funding are required. However, the
measures taken voluntarily must also be
encouraged.

An impact assessment will underpin a
Commission proposal on legally binding
EU restoration targets, to be delivered in
2021. It will analyse a set of policy
options for restoration targets. In the
baseline scenario, the European Union
would implement the policies set out in
the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030
with the exception of legally binding
targets on restoration. A number of nonbinding measures would be put into place
to support restoration activities, including
the provision of guidance, financing and
governance mechanisms. Building on the
baseline scenario, the policy options will
consider the choices for legally binding

SWD(2016) 472 final
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targets for ecosystem restoration.
1.8. The EESC regrets that the new
financial plan 2021-2027 contains no sign
of full, effective, consistent integration of
biodiversity, and considers this to be a
worrying indication that there are – yet
again – significant discrepancies between
words and actions. This is also clear from
the various reports of the Court of Auditors
published during the last two years on the
incompatibility of agriculture, climate and
biodiversity policies.
4.13. The Commission states that there is a
need for EUR 20 billion per year. One of
the shortcomings of the biodiversity
strategy is that it states a need for EUR 20
billion per year of financing without
specifying either a) how this amount is
calculated or b) how it should be covered.
4.14. The new Multiannual Financial
Framework does not provide for this
amount. […] the EESC can see no sign of
this, and considers this to be a worrying
indication that there are – yet again –
significant discrepancies between words
and actions.

The revamped 2021-2027 Multi-annual
financial framework and the recovery
plan, combine the necessity to kick-start
the economic recovery while dealing with
some of the structural challenges that
need to be tackled in order to deliver the
European Green Deal.
Nature and biodiversity is a priority for
the European Green Deal Investment
Plan88. Member States will be able to use
various instruments to support actions in
biodiversity. The priorities of the
European Green Deal will be supported
by a variety of instruments, in particular
the European Regional Development
Fund, the Cohesion Fund, the European
Agricultural
Fund
for
Rural
Development, the European Maritime and
Fisheries Fund, the LIFE programme89,
REACT EU90, the reinforced Just
Transition Mechanism, the EU4Health
programme, Horizon Europe91 and the
Neighbourhood,
Development
and
International Cooperation Instrument.
The Commission also proposed under
InvestEU a €10 billion investment
initiative for natural capital and circular
economy.
The strategic plans under the Common
Agricultural Policy will play a central
role in supporting the achievement of the
targets set in the Biodiversity and Farm to
Fork Strategies. The European Maritime
and Fisheries Fund will support the
fisheries sector in the implementation of
the objectives of the Biodiversity
Strategy. Furthermore, a significant

88

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_24
https://ec.europa.eu/easme/en/life
90
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/docgener/factsheet/2020_mff_reacteu_en.pdf
91
https://ec.europa.eu/info/horizon-europe_en
89
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proportion of the EU budget dedicated to
climate action will also support in
biodiversity.
The
EU
recovery
plan
–
92
NextGenerationEU – will also offer
significant opportunities for scaling up
financing for nature, in order to support
the Green and Digital transition. It will be
important to prioritise biodiversity
through the Recovery and Resilience
Plans to be developed by Member States.
The guidance and template for Member
States’ Recovery and Resilience Plans,
adopted by the Commission in September
2020, reflect this key objective.
It should be recalled that the total
amounts of the Multiannual Financial
Framework
(MFF)
and
recovery
instrument depend on the outcome of
negotiations. Likewise, discussions on the
various sectoral legal acts related to
biodiversity are ongoing.
1.9. The EESC stresses that farmers and
forest owners cannot be expected to bear
the cost of protecting biodiversity. Rather,
providing this "public good and value"
should become a useful source of income
for them. It considers that the new
economic recovery plan could include
specific focus on this issue with investment
in staff and resources to protect the content
of the strategy.

4.12. This is also due to the fact that the
second pillar programmes, which are
particularly effective in terms of
biodiversity, are not only underfunded but
are also mostly organised in a way that is
unappealing to farmers in many Member

92

Rural areas play a vital role in delivering
the green transition and meeting the
European Union’s ambitious climate and
environmental targets. The Common
Agricultural Policy is absolutely crucial
for delivering on many of the
environmental ambitions of the Green
Deal. The Commission, in recognising
this, proposed in the revised Multiannual
Financial Framework 2021-2027 to
reinforce the budget for the European
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development
(EAFRD) by €15 billion (in 2018 prices)
to support farmers and rural areas in
making the structural changes necessary
to support the achievement of the
ambitious targets in the EU Biodiversity
Strategy for 2030 and the Farm to Fork

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/recovery-plan-europe_en
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States. For many years, the EESC has also
supported ways of, for example, making it
easier for farmers to take measures to
promote biodiversity, including, inter alia,
a sufficient incentive component. The
EESC stresses that while farmers and
forest owners must also be required to
protect biodiversity, they cannot be
expected to bear the cost of this. Rather,
providing this "public good" should
become a useful source of income for
them.

Strategy. In this context, Member States
will have the possibility to provide
farmers with support for the delivery of
environmental public goods stemming
from the implementation of voluntary
agri-environment-climate actions which
will be targeted to specific environmental
needs of Member States.
However, to our regret, the European
Council conclusions of July reduced this
amount to €7.5 billion, which comes on
top of the EAFRD allocation of €87
billion (in current prices).
In implementing the Biodiversity and the
Farm to Fork Strategies, the Commission
will closely monitor progress and
improvements in farm income.

1.10. The EESC considers it essential that
some parts of the protected areas should be
subject to strict protection (with nonintervention management). Only then can
pure (and not "managed") natural
processes take place.

The Commission agrees with the view of
the Committee and thanks for its support.
The EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030
called for strict protection of at least one
third of all protected areas, representing
10% of EU land.

1.11. The EESC notes that the target of
making 10% of land priority areas in the
agricultural sector is not reflected in the
CAP reform proposal currently under
discussion, which only mentions a
"minimum percentage" without specifying
a figure. The Committee recommends that
any objective decided on should be
realistic and shared.

Annex III on conditionality of the
Common Agricultural Policy reform
proposal includes Good Agricultural and
Environmental Condition 9 (GAEC 9)
that refers to a minimum share of
agricultural area devoted to nonproductive features or areas. Indeed, the
Commission proposal on GAEC 9 does
not fix a percentage of land contributing
to biodiversity. Based on their needs for
biodiversity purposes, Member States will
have to set a percentage of agricultural
area to be devoted to non-productive
elements at farm level This percentage is
to be in accordance with the needs at
national, regional or local level. In
addition,
under
the
new
green
architecture, GAEC 9 will be combined
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with interventions (eco-schemes and
management commitments) requiring a
higher share of land allocated to
landscape features and other nonproductive areas. The Commission will
make recommendations to each Member
State on the specific objectives of the
CAP, paying particular attention to
addressing the Green Deal targets, and
those stemming from this Strategy and
the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030. It
will ask Member States to set explicit
national values for the targets.
Studies indicate that at least 10% of nonproductive land and landscape features is
required to halt and reverse biodiversity
loss in agriculture. The Commission
considers that the objective of 10% of
high-diversity landscape features on
agricultural land is realistic. There are
indeed a certain share of the agriculture
area devoted to landscape features and
non-productive areas and these features
and area only need to be protected, in
particular
through
relevant
CAP
instruments. The efforts to reach the 10%
targets can be supported through CAP
instruments, without hampering the longterm agricultural productivity and farmers
revenues.
1.12. The EESC is very pleased to see
green infrastructure being strengthened,
and calls on the Commission and the
Member States to develop and implement a
coherent green infrastructure strategy.

The Commission welcomes the support
and takes note of the call. It will continue
working with the Member States to
integrate green infrastructure into a
coherent network of protected and
restored nature areas, promoting naturebased solutions to climate mitigation and
adaptation, disaster risk reduction and
other societal challenges, across policy
areas and European Union funding
instruments.
In this context, the Commission will
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continue to promote and support
investments
in
green and blue
infrastructure and cooperation across
borders among Member States, including
through
the
European
Territorial
Cooperation.
1.13. The EU should make trans-European
networks for green infrastructure (TEN-G)
an investment priority and provide them
with adequate, targeted funding.

The
Commission
reminds
that
negotiations on the envelopes for
individual EU funds, as well as the
sectoral legislations are ongoing. Member
States will benefit from a high degree of
flexibility to mobilise instruments
enhancing the biodiversity ambition. This
includes the deployment of green
infrastructure under the European
Regional Development Fund and the
Cohesion Fund, together with the LIFE
programme, Horizon Europe and Invest
EU.

1.14. The EESC calls on the Commission
to draw up a strong and comprehensive
strategy for forests and the forest sector.

The European Green Deal announced a
new European Union Forest Strategy
covering the entire forest cycle and
promoting the many services forests
provide. The Commission will propose in
2021 the EU Forest Strategy, in line with
the EU’s wider biodiversity and climate
neutrality ambitions. This Strategy will
build on the EU Biodiversity Strategy for
2030 and the European Green Deal. It
will aim to expand EU forests as well as
enhancing their quality and resilience, in
order to retain their function for both
biodiversity and climate, and to support a
more resilient and sustainable bioeconomy.

4.4. […] The existing legal framework
(essentially the Birds and Habitats
Directives) focuses on endangered species
and habitats, but biodiversity protection
goes far beyond that – these directives do
not cover insects or pollinators, and nor do

The Birds and Habitats Directives protect
all wild birds as well many habitats and
species of Community interest in the
European Union, both within and outside
of the EU network of protected areas
(Natura 2000). Natura 2000 forms the
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they cover ecosystem services or green
infrastructure.

core of EU-level green infrastructure. The
Directives also cover some pollinator
species and indirectly ensure the
preservation of a wide range of ecosystem
services by protecting various habitats
and species.
The impact assessment accompanying the
Commission proposal for binding EU
restoration targets (to be tabled in 2021)
will assess the potential gaps in existing
legislation and the options to address
them.
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4.8. The EESC recognises that, to achieve
the recovery objectives, new, legally
binding targets are required. The 2020
biodiversity strategy sets a target of
restoring 15% of degraded ecosystems.
Achievement of this target has been totally
inadequate, in particular because it was not
legally binding.

The impact assessment accompanying the
Commission proposal for binding
European Union restoration targets (to be
tabled in 2021) will analyse those factors
that prevented from delivering the 15%
restoration target by 2020.

4.9. The EESC welcomes the fact that the
strategy is addressing the issue of financial
needs more clearly. It has been recognised
for some time that there is insufficient
funding: until now only 20% of the needs
of natural protection areas, including those
in the Natura 2000 network93, have been
covered, and the EESC's financial
estimates have always been much higher
than those of Commission.

The EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030
states that at least €20 billion per year
should be unlocked for actions related to
nature. €20 billion per year is a
preliminary and conservative estimate of
the European Union’s biodiversity
funding needs. These figures are based on
an update of the 2018 LIFE impact
assessment and an extrapolation of the
Prioritized Action Frameworks – under
the Nature Directives – submitted by
Member States to the Commission at the
time of adoption of the Strategy. The
Commission is conducting a study to
assess in more details the funding needs
for implementing the EU Biodiversity
Strategy for 2030.

4.10. The Committee has also expressed
clear support for a separate funding line

Many European Union funds and
programmes – as proposed by the

See COM(2010) 548 final, p. 13.
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which is independent of the agricultural
budget, as has the European Court of
Auditors.

Commission – already have dedicated
measures for biodiversity and nature. The
Common Agricultural Policy has an
important role to play in that context, in
particular the European Agricultural Fund
for Rural Development. The LIFE
programme has a dedicated strand on
Biodiversity which will support the
implementation of the Strategy.

4.11. In its opinion, the Court of Auditors
observed that it is not clear what
proportion of CAP expenditure is
dedicated to biodiversity. According to the
Commission, around 8% of the EU budget
has been spent on protecting biodiversity
(EUR 86 billion in the period 2014-2020).
The Court of Auditors criticises the fact
that, despite this, no positive effects have
been recorded.

The Commission has taken note of the
criticism by the European Court of
Auditors (ECA). The proposal for the
new Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)
embeds mechanisms to tighten links with
environment, climate and food safety.
The
Commission
will
make
recommendations to each Member State
on the specific objectives of the Strategic
Plans, paying particular attention to
address the targets stemming from the
European Green Deal and the Farm to
Fork and Biodiversity Strategies. It will
ask Member States to set explicit national
values for the targets. As a second step,
the Commission will ensure that the
chosen mix of conditionality, ecoschemes and environmental and climate
management commitments serve the
overall purpose of guaranteeing the
increased environmental ambition of the
future CAP Strategic Plans, including in
respect of biodiversity objectives.

4.15. The EESC criticises the fact that, in
this biodiversity strategy, the Commission
fails yet again to implement the Council
recommendations of December 2019 on
financial
support
for
biodiversity
protection measures and does not propose
effective measures to end all subsidies that
are harmful to biodiversity.

The EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030
aims to strengthen the biodiversity
proofing framework and ensure that
European Union funding does no harm to,
and
supports,
biodiversity.
The
Commission is currently working on
operationalizing the ʽdo no significant
harm’ principle for the 2021-2027
Multiannual Financial Framework and
NextGenerationEU,
and
developing

In addition, in relation to the Council's
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request for more effective revision of
implementation and reporting in the area of
nature
protection
and
preserving
biodiversity, the Commission has yet to
propose adequate instruments.

sustainability proofing guidelines in the
context of InvestEU.

4.17. […] It is very much welcomed that a
very high priority has been given to strict
protection
(with
non-intervention
management) of primary and old-growth
forests. However, the EESC points out
that, in particular, privately-owned primary
and old-growth forests cannot really be
effectively protected without substantial
compensation payments.

Primary and old-growth forests are
estimated to cover as little as 2-4% of
Europe’s forest area. They are Europe’s
most valuable forest biodiversity areas,
and contribute to climate mitigation and
adaptation. The Commission will work
with the Member States and stakeholders
to provide support for their protection by
land owners.

The new EU taxonomy for Sustainable
Financing also includes screening criteria
for activities, including criteria to ʽdo no
significant harm’ to environmental
objectives. The Commission is also
carrying out a study aiming at providing
stakeholders with a toolbox for
identifying environmentally – including
biodiversity – harmful subsidies and
identifying the social, economic and
environmental impacts of their phasing
out. The Commission plans to set up in
2021
a
strengthened
biodiversity
governance and monitoring framework.
As part of this, it will consider a
mechanism for improved reporting and
review in line with the global post-2020
biodiversity framework and with the 8th
Environmental Action Programme. In
2023, the Commission will assess the
effectiveness of this approach and will
consider whether a binding framework is
needed.
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4.17. (continued) […] For state-owned
primary and old-growth forest land, the
EESC would have liked to see a
Commission
recommendation
on
suspending felling activities. Current forest
protection disputes in several EU Member
States show that there is significant
economic pressure on state-owned areas as
well.

Protecting primary and old-growth forests
in the European Union requires
preparatory work to define and map these
forests. The Commission has launched
this process with the Member States.
Once identified, Member States will be
responsible for ensuring their strict
protection, using national legislation and
tools. The Commission will assess by
2024 whether the EU is on track to meet
the 2030 targets or whether stronger
actions, including EU legislation, are
needed.
To the extent that primary and old-growth
forests are protected under the Habitats
and Birds Directives, the Commission
will continue to ensure the appropriate
enforcement
of
Member
States’
obligations.

4.23. As well as legally binding restoration
targets, a new legislative initiative is
announced to expand protected areas if the
Member States do not follow the
Commission's
guidelines
and
recommendations. The EESC deems these
legislative measures to be essential if the
Member States do not radically overhaul
their protection of biodiversity. The
legislative initiative announced for 2024
should therefore lead to the development
of a comprehensive biodiversity directive
that also addresses the other shortcomings
discussed in this opinion and which should
be accompanied by an impact assessment
providing a better assessment of trade
aspects.

The Commission takes note of the
Committee’s views on a potential future
legislative initiative.
The Commission plans to assess progress
in the designation of protected areas by
the Member States in 2024 and decide at
that time on the most appropriate course
of action. Strengthened measures may
then be considered, depending on the
results of this assessment. Any potential
legal instrument would be subject to an
impact assessment in line with Better
Regulation principles.
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N°23

From farm to fork: a sustainable food strategy
COM(2020) 381 final
EESC 2020/994 – NAT/787
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Peter SCHMIDT (DE-II)
Co-rapporteur: Jarmila DUBRAVSKA (SK-I)
DG SANTE – Commissioner KYRIAKIDES

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

Point 1.2. and related points 3.1., 3.2.,
3.3., 3.4.

The Farm to Fork (F2F) Strategy and its
implementation will enable the transition
to a sustainable EU food system that
safeguards food security and ensures
access to healthy diets sourced from a
healthy planet. It aims at reducing the
environmental and climate footprint of the
EU food system and strengthen its
resilience, protecting citizens' health and
ensuring the livelihoods of economic
operators.

A comprehensive EU food policy should,
according to the EESC, deliver: i)
economic, environmental and sociocultural sustainability; ii) integration
across sectors, policy areas and levels of
governance; iii) inclusive decisionmaking processes; and iv) a combination
of compulsory measures (regulations and
taxes) and incentives (price premiums,
access to credit, resources and insurance)
to accelerate the transition towards
sustainable food systems. The proposed
strategy doesn't reflect those objectives
sufficiently.

The F2F Strategy addresses all three
dimensions
of
sustainability
(environmental, social and economic) and
is based on an integrated food systems
approach, encompassing food production,
food processing and manufacturing, and
food consumption. It calls for collective
action and full engagement from all actors
in the food supply chain to ensure its
success. This concerns not only farmers,
fishers and aquaculture producers, but also
food businesses along the entire food
chain and public authorities at all
governance levels. The contribution of
fisheries and aquaculture as a source of
healthy food for EU citizens, as well as
the interconnectedness of actors and
activities related to aquaculture and
fisheries and throughout the food system
needs to be acknowledged.
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The F2F Strategy foresees a wide range of
measures – legislative, non-legislative and
other voluntary instruments - to reach
these objectives. The Commission, in
developing any legislative proposals, will
involve all the relevant stakeholders.
In the context of the F2F Strategy, a
legislative framework for sustainable food
systems will also be developed. This
framework will promote policy coherence
at EU and national level, mainstream
sustainability in all food-related policies
and strengthen the resilience of food
systems. Following broad consultation and
impact assessment, also covering the
international dimension, the Commission
will work on common definitions and
general principles and requirements for
sustainable food systems and foods. The
framework will also address the
responsibilities of all actors in the food
system.
Through EU budget guarantees, the
InvestEU Fund will foster investment in
the agro-food sector by de-risking
investments by European corporations and
facilitating access to finance for the small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and
mid-cap companies. Outside of the EU,
the European Fund for Sustainable
Development (EFSD) similarly intends to
use
development
assistance
for
guarantees, as well as blended finance, to
promote financing by the private sector in
developing countries in Africa, Latin
America or the Middle East, for
investments in sustainable agriculture,
rural entrepreneurs and agroindustry,
amongst others. The EU framework to
facilitate sustainable investments (EU
taxonomy) as well as the renewed strategy
on sustainable finance will also mobilise
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the financial sector to invest more
sustainably, including in the agriculture
and food production sector.
Point 1.3. and related points 2.3., 3.5.,
4.4.5.
The budget for the CAP must not be
decreased or kept at the current level, but
should be increased in line with those
objectives. Cuts to rural development
funding could be detrimental, given that it
contains some of the most relevant tools
for supporting the transition. While the
additional EUR 15 billion proposed under
the COVID-19 recovery package are
welcome and necessary, they are no
replacement for long-term commitments.

The Commission would like to highlight
that
the
Multiannual
Financial
Framework (MFF) of the Union is
decided by the Council, after receiving
the consent of the Parliament.
The European Council conclusions from
July 2020 foresee €387 billion for the
Common Agricultural Policy, including
the NextGenerationEU funding, i.e. an
increase of almost €22 billion compared
to the initial proposal.
In addition to the public funds allocated
in the common agricultural policy (CAP)
framework, private investments will be
important for achieving green deal targets
and more broadly for the successful
transition to sustainable food systems.
Furthermore, another important aspect is
to create consumer awareness and market
opportunities and thereby willingness to
pay for sustainable products.

Point 1.4., 4.1.3.
Approval of CAP Strategic Plans should
be conditional on Member States
adopting comprehensive plans to reshape
the food environment that link incentives
for healthy and sustainable food
production with the creation of new
markets for those products.

To help Member States in the preparation
of their CAP strategic plans, the
Commission launched a structured
dialogue with them. This process
included
providing
tailor-made
recommendations to each Member State
in respect of the nine specific objectives
of the CAP, so that the strategic plans can
better reflect the Green Deal objectives
and the Member States’ needs. One of the
specific objectives concerns societal
demands on food and health, which
embodies to a large extent the orientation
of the Farm to Fork Strategy of creating
closer links between food production and
consumption.
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In addition, the CAP recommendations
pay particular attention to the targets set
out in the Farm to Fork Strategy and
Biodiversity Strategy and invite Member
States to set national values for those
targets.
Point 1.5. and related points 4.2.1., 4.2.2.
and 4.2.3.
Fair food prices (reflecting the true cost
of production for the environment and
society) are the only way to achieve
sustainable food systems in the long term.
The EU and Member States should take
action to ensure that farmgate prices stay
above the costs of production and that
healthy diets become more readily
accessible. In order to do so, it will be
necessary to deploy the full range of
public governance tools, from hard fiscal
measures
to
information-based
approaches to make the true costs visible.

Affordability of food is one of the
cornerstones of the European food and
farm policy.
In order to help Member States improve
the availability and price of sustainable
food and to promote healthy and
sustainable diets in institutional catering,
the Commission announced a number of
actions. One of them is to determine the
best way of setting minimum mandatory
criteria for sustainable food procurement.
This will help cities, regions and public
authorities to play their part by sourcing
sustainable food for schools, hospitals
and public institutions and it will also
boost sustainable farming systems.
Raising consumer awareness of the true
costs of food is another important
measure.
As regards farmgate prices, competition
law enforcers throughout the EU have a
long practice of sanctioning downstream
players when they collude to lower the
prices paid to farmers, either directly (e.g.
buyers of raw milk, Spain 2015; for meat,
slaughterhouses and an auction market
buyer federation, France 2013) or
indirectly
(meat
buyers
colluding
upstream towards slaughterers).
As concerns exemptions for farmers from
competition rules: the Common Market
Organisation
(CMO)
Regulation
1308/2013 allows, inter alia, farmers to
join forces by forming Producer
Organisations (POs) that can set
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quantities and prices when selling on
behalf of their members.
Point 1.6. and related points 2.4., 4.3.2.,
4.3.3.
Cheap imports often imply high social
and environmental costs in third
countries. Without changes in EU trade
policies, the objectives of the strategy will
not be met. The Committee urges the EU
to ensure true reciprocity of standards in
preferential trade agreements.

The Farm to Fork Strategy clearly
recognises that the transition towards
sustainable food systems cannot be
successfully achieved by the European
Union acting alone. Through its external
policies,
including
international
development cooperation and trade
policies, the EU will pursue the
development of sustainable food systems
with all its partners in bilateral, regional
and multilateral fora. The EU will seek to
ensure the inclusion of ambitious
sustainable food related provisions in all
relevant
EU
bilateral
agreements.
Developing countries will be supported in
their transition to sustainable food systems
through a partnership approach and the
Commission will take into account
environmental aspects when assessing
requests for import tolerances for
substances no longer approved in the EU,
while
respecting
World
Trade
Organisation (WTO) standards and
obligations.
The EU is an important consumer of
products associated with deforestation and
the Commission has committed to
delivering, in 2021, a legislative proposal
to minimise and/or avoid the placing of
products associated with deforestation or
forest degradation on the EU market. The
Commission is currently working on a
related impact assessment and organised
an open public consultation, open until 10
December 2020. This legislative initiative
is included in the Commission Work
Program for the second quarter of 2021.
Moreover, the EU has been including
Trade and Sustainable Development
(TSD) chapters in all its trade agreements.
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The implementation of TSD commitments
is binding and is being monitored through
dialogue with EU trade partners in special
TSD Committees. Thus, the EU regularly
monitors and encourages these countries
to advance on their TSD commitments.
These include protection of both social
rights and environmental commitments at
the international level. They include the
uptake of practices related to Responsible
Business Conduct, sustainability assurance
schemes such as eco-labelling and fair and
ethical trade initiatives.
Point 1.7. and related points 4.4.1.
The strategy fails to address sustainable
land management and access to land. This
is a major omission given that it
represents one of the main obstacles to
renewal of the farming population,
without which the EU's basis for
sustainable and productive farming will
be lost.

Both the Farm to Fork Strategy and the
Biodiversity Strategy are addressing
sustainable
land
management
by
formulating minimum
targets
for
landscape
features
and
organic
agriculture. The Farm to Fork Strategy
also announces a Carbon Farming
Initiative that will promote a new
business model for farmers and foresters
by remunerating climate action; this can
also contribute to making sustainable land
management more appealing to young
farmers. Moreover, through the common
agricultural policy (CAP) significant
support is granted to farmers under
specific land management conditions. The
proposals for the reform of the CAP
strengthen these conditions.
On the other hand, access to land is
outside the scope of these strategies and
falls predominantly within the remit of
national policies.
When it comes to sustainable land
management, amongst other measures,
the Commission has for example set a
target aiming at 25% of agriculture land
to be under organic farming by 2030.
This must go hand in hand with the
market for organic food, which has
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already increased significantly in the last
decade and is set to continue growing.
Organic farming needs to be further
promoted. It has a positive impact on
biodiversity, it creates jobs and attracts
young farmers. Consumers also recognise
its value.
The strategy supports the shift to this type
of farming, but more needs to be done,
and similar shifts need to take place in the
oceans and inland waters. In addition to
CAP measures, such as eco-schemes,
investments and advisory services, and
the Common Fisheries Policy measures,
the Commission will put forward an
Action Plan on organic farming. This will
help Member States stimulate both supply
and demand for organic products. It will
ensure consumer trust and boost demand
through promotion campaigns and green
public procurement.
Point 1.8.and related point 4.4.6.
An impact assessment should be
undertaken for the different ways to
achieve every target set in the strategy,
taking into account the state of play in
each Member State.

In accordance with better regulation
guidelines, the Commission will carry out
impact assessments to support the
legislative proposals announced in the
Strategy (including those giving legally
binding effect to the targets), which will
ultimately be adopted by the European
Parliament and the Council. In the
development of these binding targets and
legislative proposals, the state of play and
the efforts made over the years by
Member States will be taken into account.
In addition, in the Farm to Fork strategy,
the Commission committed to make
recommendations to each Member State
on the nine specific objectives of the
common agricultural policy (CAP), before
they formally submit the draft Strategic
Plans. In this process of structured
dialogue, particular attention was given to
addressing the Green Deal targets through
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CAP
strategic
plans.
These
recommendations were adopted in
December 2020.
Point 1.9., 3.6. and 3.7.
The option of a European Food Policy
Council, as put forward in previous EESC
opinions, should be explored (including its
financial viability). Food policy councils
already exist at local level, bringing
together diverse food system actors across
a specific area to resolve challenges,
reconnecting cities to food production in
the surrounding regions and ensuring
effective governance of local and regional
food policies.
Point 4.3.1.
A Carbon Border Tax, as mandated in the
Mission Letter to the Executive VicePresident-designate for the European
Green Deal94, remains essential to prevent
EU farmers and food companies being
undercut by imports from countries that
fail to take climate mitigation seriously.
Silence on the Carbon Border Tax, carbon
pricing and GHG monitoring of imports is
therefore
regrettable
and
severely
undermines the ambitions of the Farm to
Fork Strategy and the Green Deal.
Points 4.4.2. and 4.4.3. on agroecology
and other farming methods that increase
biodiversity
However,
the
Farm
to
Fork
Communication still treats agroecology as
a niche option, to be supported among
other options through research policies
and CAP eco-schemes. It therefore fails to
identify the need to redesign and rediversify agriculture across the EU,

The Commission takes note of the
Committee’s proposal to create a
European
Food
Policy
Council.
Consulting and interacting with all
relevant
stakeholders
on
the
implementation of the strategy is of
utmost importance for the Commission,
which already seeks their views through
the various stakeholders’ fora and expert
groups covering, in a specific manner,
most of the areas of the Farm to Fork
Strategy.
As stated in the Green Deal
Communication, should differences in
levels of climate ambition worldwide
persist, the Commission will propose in
June 2021 a carbon border adjustment
mechanism, for selected sectors, to reduce
the risk of carbon leakage. This would
ensure that the price of imports reflect
more accurately their carbon content. The
Commission is in the process of assessing
possible options for such a mechanisms
and to which sectors it could apply.

The Commission does not see agroecology as a niche option. The EU has an
interest in a diversified farming structure
and in this context the best-known
example of agro-ecology – organic
farming – is explicitly supported by the
common agricultural policy (CAP).

94

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/mission-letter-frans-timmermans2019_en.pdf?fbclid=IwAR3MP8zmxW1jBVJhtBUtP2PKkEct5ibFjKVJTCoaxgRX6thxcdsylXhTPIk
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despite the need for such a shift to occur
in order to achieve the stated targets and
goals of the Farm to Fork Strategy and
Biodiversity Strategy (including pesticide,
fertiliser and antibiotic reduction targets).
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N°24

Equivalence of inspections – cereal seed in Ukraine
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EESC 2020/2029 – NAT/793
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Rapporteur: Arnold PUECH D'ALISSAC (FR-I)
DG SANTE – Commissioner KYRIAKIDES

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

2.1. The EESC observes that the audit
report notes that certain standards are not
fully aligned with EU requirements,
particularly those relating to the isolation
distance for certified seed for sorghum,
which are lower, the varietal purity of
parental lines used for the production of
seeds for hybrids of maize, and the content
of seeds of other species for certified seed
for maize.

Ukraine followed the recommendations of
the audit report and has aligned the
mentioned requirements with the relevant
provisions
in
Council
Directive
66/402/EEC on the marketing of cereal
seed.

2.3. Controls of competition must be
applied in both directions to make sure that
trading conditions are not distorted for
European organisations operating in the
EU.

The purpose of the Council Decision
2003/17/EC is to recognise that field
inspections concerning the seed-producing
crops of the species specified in Annex I of
the Decision carried out in certain third
countries are equivalent to field
inspections carried out in the European
Union. Such recognition is based solely on
the fulfilment by the third country of
objective administrative and technical
requirements, which the legislator refers to
in the above mentioned Decision.

2.6. The EESC recommends that before
taking any decisions, the Commission
carry out an impact analysis to ensure that
European producers (in the sense of
growers and seed businesses), and smalland medium-sized enterprises in particular,
will not be affected by this measure.

The legislator considered that there was no
need to take any other elements or factors
into account to decide about the
equivalence.
This
consideration
is
supported also historically. In previous
cases of equivalence recognition, no other
considerations (including economic, social
and environmental impacts) have become
part of the discussion. If the Commission
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was to extend the preparatory work to
elements other than the objective
administrative and technical requirements
referred to in legislation, without
proposing any change to the rationale, the
structure and the content of the Council
Decision 2003/17/EC itself, this approach
could be negatively perceived by third
countries. Equivalence serves also the
objective
to
promote
regulatory
convergence
around
international
standards (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and
EU).
2.4. The EESC underlines that certain
technical
aspects
concerning
seed
production methods differ between
Ukraine and the European Union, in
particular as regards access to plant
protection products. Ukrainian producers
in fact have access to a wider range of
plant health products that EU producers,
and have access to certain substances that
are banned in the European Union. These
divergences lead to a distortion of
competition and would result in products
which do not comply with EU health and
environmental standards being able to
enter the territory of the European Union.

In the context of the EU-Ukraine
Association Agreement, Ukraine has
committed to submit a comprehensive
strategy in the form of a list of the Union
legislation regarding sanitary and phytosanitary measures to which it intends to
approximate its domestic legislation. The
list includes plant health and seed
marketing legislation as well as legislation
on the genetically modified organisms
(GMOs) and plant protection products.95
This regulatory convergence will establish
a level-playing field for EU and Ukrainian
operators with regard to the sectors
mentioned.

2.5. The EESC notes that on the basis of
the European Green Deal, it is necessary to
protect, conserve and strengthen the EU's
natural capital and protect people's health
and wellbeing from environmental risks,
and therefore it is essential that Ukraine
stop using chemical products for seed
production which the EU has banned from
its territory.

95

Decision No 1/2019 of the EU-Ukraine Sanitary and Phytosanitary Management Sub-Committee of 18
November 2019 modifying Annex V to Chapter 4 of the Association Agreement [2020/282]
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Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

A political agreement on the Commission proposal for a EU4Health programme has been
reached by the European Parliament and the Council and the final wording is subject to the
outcome of the interinstitutional negotiation.
1.1. The EESC points out that the
coronavirus pandemic has demonstrated,
more than ever before, the need to
strengthen the European Union's role on
health, its capacity to react, manage and
coordinate, and its powers by means of a
"European Union of Health". This will
enable it to respond to the plight of the
public and of those in the health sector,
including frontline medical and paramedical
staff, and to meet their expectations of an
effective European public health policy,
providing for interaction between European,
national and regional levels through
"multilevel governance"96.

The Commission proposal for a EU4Health
Programme foresees a number of the
suggested
EESC
actions
and
the
Commission proposals of the European
Health Union package of 11 November
address these issues. (see also the below
point 6.7).

1.3. The EESC calls on the EU institutions
and the Member States to demonstrate the
political will to implement a "Health Pact
for the Future of Europe" that reflects the
fundamental values of the European Union,
including European solidarity, and the
pledges
made
both
internationally
(Sustainable Development Goals, the
promotion of human rights and the
application of international conventions)

The Commission is committed to help the
European Union and its Member States
achieve the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) and implement
the principles of the European Pillar of
Social Rights.

96

Committee of the Regions, Charter for Multilevel Governance in Europe.
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and at European level (priorities of the
German Presidency of the Council of the
European Union and delivering on the
European Pillar of Social Rights).
1.5. The EESC insists that when
implementing the programme particular heed
be paid to: combating social inequality in
health; access to high-quality healthcare;
continuity of care (including cross-border
care) in all circumstances; support for and
consolidation of universal health coverage
systems;
and
the
development
of
multidimensional European action in the
sphere of public health in line with the
principles of the European Pillar of Social
Rights, including "health care", "inclusion of
people with disabilities" and "long-term
care".

The Commission envisages many of the
actions called upon by the Committee,
namely health equity, timely access to
affordable, preventive and curative care of
good quality, continuity of care, ensuring
universal
health
coverage
and
implementation of the European Pillar of
Social Rights.
As regards adopting the guidelines on the
needs of the most vulnerable proposed by
the Committee, they relate to competencies
of the Member States, and therefore it is up
to the Member States to initiate actions in
this area.

1.5.1. More specifically, the EESC calls for
European guidelines to be adopted to meet
the needs of the most vulnerable among us:
people with a precarious existence, the
elderly and people with disabilities,
particularly those who have to live in
facilities
accommodating
considerable
numbers of people, which have been hit hard
across Europe by the pandemic and its
aftermath.
1.5.2. Special attention must be paid to
strengthening the rights of the elderly and
people with a disability; in particular, a
framework for joint assessment needs to be
drawn up providing for a personalised care
plan, prioritising assistance in the home or in
small residential homes, ensuring that
residential care is governed by criteria of
quality and accessibility, and providing the
long-term care that these people need. The
very high mortality rates in many care homes
for the elderly and for people with a
disability must focus attention on the need to
improve care home management, something
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that has been called into question in many
EU countries. As a general principle, the
entire policy of support for elderly people
should be reviewed, partly in connection
with the European Commission's work on
the impact of demographic change in
Europe. In line with work already carried out
on specific determinants of health, the EESC
calls for clear and innovative guidelines to
be drawn up, putting human beings and the
human rights of the elderly and the most
fragile people at the heart of priorities.
1.7. Given the ongoing emergency, the risk of
a resurgence in pandemics and the inspiration
offered by experience with the "Europe of
energy" and defence and civil protection
measures, the EESC proposes that a
European mechanism for coordination and
rapid intervention should be deployed as soon
as possible.

The current health security framework,
established by Decision 1082/2013/EU on
serious cross-border threats to health,
provides a limited legal framework for
European Union level coordination, based
essentially on an early warning and
response system; and the exchange of
information and cooperation within the
Health Security Committee.
The Commission has proposed on 11
November 2020 to strengthen the
coordination of measures at EU level when
facing cross-border health threats. The
proposal revises the mandates of European
Centre for Disease Prevention and Control
(ECDC) and European Medicines Agency
(EMA). In line with the State of the Union
Address by President von der Leyen, it
announced the creation and main elements
of EU Health Emergency Preparedness and
Response
Authority
(HERA).
The
authority’s mission will be to enable the EU
and its Member States to rapidly deploy the
most advanced medical and other measures
in the event of a health emergency, by
covering the whole value chain from
conception to distribution and use. This will
remain within the boundaries of the current
Treaty.
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1.8. A task force of experts must be set up
immediately to act as a knowledge and
resource coordinator to create a network of
the best virology and epidemiology centres
and the best diagnostic capacities.
7.3. The EESC considers it vital to establish
an analysis, prevention and response
simulation body within the ECDC which is
able to provide the data needed to plan
strategies and source the best available
resources extremely quickly.

The European Centre for Disease Prevention
and Control (ECDC) is working with
national competent bodies in several areas
of communicable diseases. The Commission
has addressed the Committee’s point in the
Covid-19 European Health Union proposals,
which proposes to strengthen the mandate of
ECDC so that it can support the
Commission and Member States in a
number
of
areas.
These
include:
epidemiological surveillance via integrated
systems enabling real-time surveillance,
preparedness and response planning,
reporting and auditing, provision of nonbinding recommendations and options for
risk management and capacity to mobilise
and deploy the EU Health Task Force to
assist local responses.

1.9. The EESC's idea is that, working in part
with the army's emergency response units,
this task force must make an inventory of
available and easily allocated resources,
including emergency departments, and must
provide for the dispatch of mobile units. It
must link up the best available resources, in
terms of artificial intelligence and IT support,
to develop simulations and strategies.

The revision of the health security
framework proposes a stronger and more
comprehensive legal framework for the
Union to prepare and respond to serious
cross border threats to health and public
health emergencies.
This includes strengthening preparedness
planning at EU and national levels, with
transparent framework for reporting and
auditing, including stress tests and regular
exercise, supported by ECDC and relevant
IT capacities.

1.12. The EESC strongly supports European
public/private partnerships in the field of
health along the lines of the IMI 2 Joint
Undertaking, and upholds the joint efforts to
redevelop European technology and
manufacturing by making greater use of
European scientific and health bodies
seeking to create a genuine European health
space.

The EU4Health programme proposal
mentions (in Article 9) that grants may be
used in combination with financing from
private-sector finance institutions and
private-sector investors, including through
public private partnerships.

3.2. The EU's objectives with regard to health
policy are promoting health, safeguarding

The Commission proposal for the European
Health Union package includes provisions
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against threats to health and coordinating
strategies between the Member States. The
COVID-19 pandemic has shown that
cooperation and coordination between EU
countries are vital for dealing with the crisis.

for additional tasks to both the European
Medicines Agency (EMA) and the
European Centre for Disease Prevention
and Control (ECDC) and addresses this
point.

6.7. The EESC emphasises that the agencies
should work together using a cross-sectoral
coordination mechanism, and pool their
efforts to generate proposals for the EU.
3.5. A Europe of health must be a priority for The Commission proposal for the
the Future of Europe: EU4Health is the first EU4Health
Programme
aims
at
step in this direction.
strengthening the role of health in EU policy
making.
3.12. We need a system that can meet future
demands and is crisis-resistant in order to
guarantee timely access to safe, good quality
and effective medicines in all circumstances,
tackle shortages of and dependence on
imported
medicines
and
active
pharmaceutical substances due to their being
manufactured outside the EU and, most
importantly, we need to be able to boost
cooperation and coordination between
regulatory authorities in the event of
emerging threats to health.

The Commission has announced in the
European Health Union proposals that it
will formalise and reinforce within the
European Medicines Agency (EMA): (i) the
current structure of the Steering Group on
medicines (EU Executive Steering Group on
Shortages of Medicines Caused by Major
Events), which will monitor events related
to the pharmaceutical area, which could lead
to future crises, as well as monitoring and
mitigating the risk of shortages of key
medicines; (ii) the Task Force in providing
advice on clinical trial protocols; (iii)
permanent structure to monitor and mitigate
shortages of medical devices (a Steering
Group for Medical Devices).
The proposals therefore provide a
framework that will boost cooperation and
coordination including an IT platform to
allow EMA and ECDC to monitor vaccines
safety and effectiveness studies following
authorisations – a major element in the
current landscape of pandemic management.
EU decentralised Agencies and the
Commission will be responsible for
implementing a new risk assessment
framework for all hazards, including rapid
and appropriate recommendation for
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response measures that Member States
should implement.
Finally, the European Health Union
proposals announced that the EU Health
Emergency Preparedness and Response
Authority (HERA) will, for example,
undertake horizon scanning and foresight to
anticipate
specific
threats,
identify
promising potential countermeasures and
underpinning competencies, and generate
and disseminate knowledge on these. It will
monitor and pool production capacity and
development facilities, raw material
requirements and availability, and ensure
that supply chain vulnerabilities are
addressed. It will support the development
of crosscutting technologies and solutions
sustaining multiple potential future threat
responses
(e.g.
vaccine
platform
technologies, or the application of digital
tools and artificial intelligence) as well as
the
development
of
specific
countermeasures, including through clinical
trials and data infrastructure. It will ensure
that sufficient production capacity will be
available when necessary, as well as
arrangements
for
stockpiling
and
distribution.
3.13. We need to invest on the ground,
strengthening local assistance and home
care in order to remain close to people
through
technologies
for
distance
monitoring,
telemedicine,
apps
or
personalised medical devices stemming
from the "4Ps" approach to medicine
(Predictive, Preventive, Personalised and
Participatory). We also need to invest in
boosting mandatory health insurance,
initially at national level and subsequently
to be coordinated more broadly at EU level.

The Commission, including through the
European Pillar of Social Rights, has
promoted universal health coverage.
Choosing the way to reach that goal (be it
via health insurance or establishment of a
system based on universal taxation) is up to
each
Member
State.
The
2018
Communication
on
the
‘digital
transformation for health and care’
indicates areas for action in order to
facilitate the use of eHealth, telehealth etc.
for more integrated and personalised care.

7.6. European campaigns and plans must be

The

EU4Health

Programme

proposal
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developed, with a stronger focus on the
most vulnerable. Promoting healthy
lifestyles, prevention and testing, setting up
integrated care and well-being pathways and
combating social inequality are just some of
the issues which must be tackled.

allows to promote actions which address
the collateral impacts of the health crisis on
people belonging to vulnerable groups with
a view to protecting people in vulnerable
situations, including those suffering from
mental illnesses and chronic diseases. It
allows to address inequalities in health.

8.1. The EESC stresses the need to focus on
checking and quality control indicators for
the programme's objectives. General
"macro" programme indicators are crucial,
but promoting and deploying European
resources to deal with one or more crises
requires a flexible system which, in order to
meet contingencies and changing demands,
must be able to continually produce ad hoc
"micro" indicators to respond to the constant
contingencies planned.

The EU4Health programme proposal
includes a set of indicators at objective
level (Annex II).

8.4. Whereas the Union's role in health
matters is to support the Member States, in
the case of training its role is a central one.
The role of verifying individual bodies in
the health training sector must be stepped up
(the EU must play a key role with regard to
teaching hospitals as they also train health
workers).

The EU4Health programme proposal
includes training related actions, such as
training and educational programmes for the
upskilling of healthcare and public health
workforce, and programmes for temporary
exchanges of staff.

9.1. The EESC firmly believes that direct
EU involvement in training health workers
should be increased, partly in view of the
fact that further reinforcing civil protection
systems creates the need for a new career
profile: that of expert in crisis coordination
and monitoring. A person matching this
profile must be present in every regional and
local branch of civil protection.
9.2. A pilot project could be envisaged to set
up a European school of university-level
training, organised together with European
universities.
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N°26

Compatibility of EU trade policy with the European Green Deal
(own-initiative opinion)
EESC 2020/1349 - NAT/791
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: John BRYAN (IE-II)
DG TRADE – Executive Vice-President DOMBROVSKIS

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.5. The EESC requests that the impact of
the Green Deal F2F and Biodiversity
Strategies for EU trade agreements, farming
and the agri-food sector must be fully
assessed with a detailed impact assessment.

The impacts of trade liberalisation in the
context of EU free trade agreements (FTAs)
are assessed through the process of
sustainability impact assessments (SIAs).
The objective of SIAs is to assess the
potential
economic,
social
and
environmental implications of the trade
and/or investment agreement in consultation
with stakeholders, and to produce
recommendations for negotiating parties.
The results of SIAs feed into the negotiation
process.
The Commission recognises the need to
better assess the impact of EU trade
agreements on biodiversity. Therefore, the
Commission has commissioned a study to
develop a methodology to assess the impacts
of trade liberalisation on biodiversity. This
methodology will be available by early
2021.
The Farm to Fork Strategy (F2F) was not
preceded by an impact assessment as it was
adopted in the form of a Commission
Communication. However, detailed impact
assessments will be performed in line with
the ʽBetter Regulationʼ approach for any
legislative initiatives under F2F. These
impact assessments will also include an
analysis of the potential consequences of
each relevant legislative initiative on trade,
agriculture, the environment, health and the
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economy.
1.7. The EESC proposes that all future EU
trade deals incorporate the Green Deal F2F
and Biodiversity strategies as global
standards on sustainability , recognising that
incorporating and implementing Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) and higher
standards into Multilateral trade deals is
extremely challenging. Greater progress on
SDGs and essential environmental and social
standards seem possible in bilateral trade
deals in the shorter term.

EU trade and sustainable development (TSD)
chapters all include provisions on
biodiversity (in addition to forest-related
provisions and climate). The EU has stepped
up monitoring and implementation under the
strategy set out in the 15-point TSD Action
Plan, which has led to a greater focus on
priorities, delivering results, as well as
enhancing monitoring in partnership with
TSD Domestic Advisory Groups, Member
States, and International Organisations).

3.25.
Monitoring
and
enforcement
procedures need to be clear, fast, efficient
and financially transparent; the costs must be
shared fairly, taking into account what is
affordable for small farmers.

As
the
Executive
Vice-President
Dombrovskis recently announced, the review
of this Action Plan will be accelerated and
launched already in 2021 (instead of by
2023). The Commission will launch a study
on best practices in TSD implementation and
enforcement. Moreover, the Commission is
also putting in place the Chief Trade
Enforcement Officer (CTEO) and a
complaint mechanism, to reinforce efforts to
ensure compliance with TSD chapter
provisions.
With specific regard to the F2F Strategy, the
Commission has acknowledged that a
sustainable EU food system requires
increasingly sustainable practices by our
trading partners and that bilateral EU trade
agreements with third countries and regions
can play a role in that respect. The EU will
build Green Alliances and seek support and
synergies from like-minded States. The EU
will also engage actively with developing
countries to accompany the transition
towards
sustainable food systems, i.e.
sustainable use of pesticides to avoid
disruptions in trade and to promote
alternative plant protection products and
methods, amongst others.
The F2F Strategy also makes it clear that all
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food imported into the EU must continue to
comply with relevant EU regulations and
standards.
At the same time, EU’s trading partners may
not be willing in every instances to fully
accept the European Green Deal and F2F
Strategy as global standards when
negotiating and concluding bilateral trade
agreements with the EU, as they may have
different starting points in terms of
environmental and sustainability policies.
Finally, the EU will also promote the global
transition to sustainable food systems in
international standard setting bodies,
relevant multilateral fora and international
events, including the 15th meeting of the
Conference of the Parties to the UN
Convention on Biological Diversity, the
Nutrition for Growth Summit and the UN
Food Systems Summit in 2021. In all of
these forums, the EU will seek ambitious
policy outcomes.
3.3. Internal and external trade operating in
the EU Single Market and under a free, fair
and rules-based policy on the world market
is critically important for the EU and its
450m citizens97. The EU's trade in goods
with the rest of the world was worth
EUR 3 936 billion in 2018.

97

This depends on whether one is referring to
EU28 or EU27: if EU28 with extra-EU28
then it would be €3.943 billion; however, if
EU27 with extra-EU27, then €3.972 billion.

Eurostat.
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3.4. EU agri-food trade statistics98 show that Here the following adjustments are suggested:
2019 was a record year. The export value of
 2019 Exports 150.0; Imports 141.6;
agri-food products came to a total of
Balance 8.4; Total 291.6
EUR 151.2 billion, while imports accounted
 2018 Exports 137.4; Imports 137.7;
for EUR 119.3 billion, bringing the overall
Balance - 0.3; Total 275.1
value of trade for the year to EUR 270.5
billion. The trade surplus grew by EUR 10.9
 The balance increases 8.7 from 2018
billion from 2018 to reach an all-time high of
to 2019.
EUR 31.9 billion. The food processing
All assuming EU-28 and HS chapter 1-24.
industry plays a vital role in trade.
As with comment on paragraph 3.3. above,
using EU-27 compared to EU-28 figures
would show slightly larger imports and much
larger exports, as UK is a large net importer
of food from the EU-27:

3.22. Key questions arise in relation to the
Green Deal F2F and Biodiversity Strategies,
EU Trade Policy and Sustainable
Development including: How realistic is it
that the EU can set and implement a new set
of higher standards above and beyond the
levels of the SDGs? Can the EU get their
trading partners to buy into implementing
the TSDs? Can the EU go another step and
get trading partners or even EU Member
States to buy into another higher level of
sustainable development through the Green
Deal? How far will the EU push the SDGs
and/or the F2F and Biodiversity Strategies in
future trade negotiations? What costs will
the Green Deal impose on European farmers
and the agri-sector? What impact will it have
on EU trade competitiveness?

98



2019 Exports 182.; Imports 143.0;
Balance 39.0



2018 Exports 169.6; Imports 139.4;
Balance 30.2

See reply to point 1.7. With regards
specifically to getting trade partners to buy
into implementing the trade and sustainable
development (TSD) aspects, it is worth
stressing that the EU engages in regular
dialogue with current trading partner
countries on the implementation of relevant
FTA chapters, including with respect to
sanitary and phyto-sanitary measures (SPS)
and trade and sustainable development.
In terms of the costs and benefits, the
European Green Deal provides economic
opportunities, not merely higher costs
(including environmental and public health
costs). Efforts must be focussed on
developing those economic opportunities,
such as organic farming or selling valueadded sustainable food products. The
European Green Deal aims for a wider
systemic transformation of the food system,

https://ec.europa.eu/info/news/2019-record-year-eu-agri-food-trade-2020-mar-27_en#moreinfo
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including the coverage of agricultural
production. The F2F focus on research and
innovation is key to ensure productivity is
maintained and so that reduction of use of
antibiotics, fertiliser or pesticides does not
lead to lower yield and revenue.
3.23. The EESC is of the opinion the EU
should implement legislation imposing due
diligence on companies throughout their
supply chains to identify, prevent and
mitigate environmental and social risks, as
well as human rights violations.

In the Biodiversity Strategy of May 2020, the
Commission announced that, to ensure
environmental and social interests are fully
embedded into business strategies, it will put
forward a new initiative in 2021 on
sustainable corporate governance. This
initiative, which may take the form of a
legislative proposal, will address human
rights and environmental duty of care and due
diligence across economic value chains in a
proportionate way according to different sizes
of enterprises.
The Commission Work Programme 2021
confirmed that a legislative initiative on
sustainable corporate governance should be
put forward by the end of the second quarter
of 2021. This initiative will consider the
introduction of, among others, mandatory due
diligence obligation to identify, assess and
mitigate adverse human rights, social and
environmental impacts in companies’ own
operations and across the value chain.

3.24. The EU needs to strengthen its focus
on the enforcement and implementation of
SDGs and standards in FTAs. Proper and
strong monitoring, implementation and
enforcement of all the aspects of trade deals
as they become more detailed and inclusive
is very important, and particularly as they
extend into the economic intangible
sustainable development areas such as the
environment and climate change. The latest
technology such as that available to the Joint
Research Centre (JRC) should be used to
monitor key issues like deforestation.

The Commission is already stepping up the
implementation and enforcement of its trade
agreements. See above for the Commission’s
actions to strengthen implementation and
enforcement of TSD chapters.
On deforestation in particular, the
Commission plans to propose in 2021 new
measures to address the issue of products
associated with deforestation or forest
degradation. The Commission is currently
conducting a related impact assessment and
organised an open public consultation that
was open until 10 December 2020. The
Commission intends to present in 2021 a
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3.56. EU trade policy needs to be very
conscious, in line with achieving the targets
set in the Green Deal and F2F, that EU
imports do not increase deforestation in nonEU trade partner countries. Some examples
of this problem include beef and soya
imports from Mercosur countries (Brazil),
beef and sheep meat imports from Australia,
and palm oil from Indonesia.

legislative proposal and other measures to
avoid or minimise the placing of products
associated with deforestation or forest
degradation on the EU market.
In addition, the Joint Research Centre
intends to launch an EU Observatory on
Forests that will provide objective
information on deforestation and forest
degradation and a Knowledge Centre for
Biodiversity (KCB), co-led by Directorate
General Environment, in cooperation with
the European Environment Agency to
support implementation of the EU
Biodiversity Strategy for 2030. The
objective is to improve the access to core
data and information. While its focus is
mainly the EU, the Knowledge Centre will
also assess the EU footprint outside of
Europe, support the EU contribution to the
implementation and monitoring of the post2020 global biodiversity framework.

3.27. The Green Deal F2F and Biodiversity
Strategies need to strongly support the
economic sustainability of European farmers
and the agricultural sector, and improve the
functioning
of
the
markets
while
contributing to a more economically,
environmentally and socially sustainable
agri-food sector. This is in line with the
EESC vision for the "sustainable economy
we need".

Generating fairer economic returns in the
supply chain is one of the key objectives of
the F2F strategy, amongst others by
strengthening the position of farmers and
fishers, and ensuring that they capture a fair
share of the added value of sustainable
production. Research and innovation,
digitalisation,
agro-ecology,
consumer
awareness and food pricing will ensure fair
incomes for farmers.
The new Biodiversity Strategy fully
recognises that, as guardians of our land,
farmers play a vital role in preserving
biodiversity. They are among the first to feel
the consequences when biodiversity is lost
but also among the first to reap the benefits
when it is restored. Biodiversity enables
them to provide us with safe, sustainable,
nutritious and affordable food and provides
them with the income they need to thrive
and develop. Improving the condition and
diversity of agroecosystems will increase the
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sector’s resilience to climate change,
environmental risks and socioeconomic
shocks, while creating new jobs, for example
in organic farming, rural tourism or
recreation.
3.31. Reducing fertiliser use must be based
on
solid
science
around
nutrient
management plans, soil testing, meeting the
nutrients needs of the crop, precision
application and maintaining the nutrient
balance in the soil.

Pollution is a key driver of biodiversity loss
and has a harmful impact on our health and
environment. Biodiversity is notably
suffering from the release of nutrients and
therefore the Commission committed in the
Biodiversity Strategy to promote the goal of
zero pollution from nitrogen and phosphorus
flows from fertilisers through reducing
nutrient losses by at least 50%, while
ensuring that there is no deterioration in soil
fertility. This is also included in the F2F
strategy and will result in the reduction of
fertiliser use by at least 20%. This will be
achieved by implementing and enforcing the
relevant
environmental
and
climate
legislation in full, identifying with Member
States the nutrient load reductions needed to
achieve these goals, applying balanced
fertilisation and sustainable nutrient
management, and by managing nitrogen and
phosphorus better throughout their lifecycle.

3.33. Improving animal health and welfare is
an important and desirable objective but
unfortunately it is not always rewarded in
the marketplace and the costs involved are
not often recovered. The CAP has a very
strong policy which guarantees that
European animals are raised in compliance
with the highest standards of traceability,
animal health and welfare and environmental
standards in the world. In terms of
international trade, reciprocity on animal
welfare standards should be one of the key
requirements in trade agreements with third
countries.

The Farm to Fork Strategy aims at upholding
high standards of safety and quality with
regard to animal health and welfare, while
meeting dietary needs and food preferences.
The enforcement of existing animal welfare
rules will be essential to ensure a fair
transitioning to sustainable food policies.
Moreover, the F2F Strategy foresees a
number of future actions related to animal
welfare. Notably, the Commission will
revise the animal welfare legislation,
including on animal transport and the
slaughter of animals, to align it with the
latest scientific evidence, broaden its scope,
make it easier to enforce and ultimately
ensure a higher level of animal welfare. The
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Commission will also consider options for
animal welfare labelling to better transmit
value through the food chain.
While the EU strives to achieve the highest
possible level of reciprocity on animal
welfare standards when negotiating and
concluding bilateral trade agreements with
third countries and regions, it is not always
possible or realistic to expect our trading
partners to fully take over EU animal
welfare rules.
3.50. The 1995 WTO SPS Agreement covers
the application of food safety, animal and
plant health regulations. Article 5(7) covers
the Precautionary Principle, now enshrined
in the Lisbon Treaty. Any attempt to alter
this other than at multilateral level would
have profound implications for the world
trade order and for the future credibility of
the Agreement itself.

The EU remains fully committed to the
precautionary principle, in accordance with
Art. 191 TFEU, as well as to the provisions
of 5 (7) of the WTO SPS Agreement. None
of our bilateral trade agreements will put this
into question.

3.51. The EU must insist on much stronger
equivalent social, environmental, animal
welfare and phytosanitary standards from
third countries exporting into the EU similar
to those they demand of European farmers.
Substandard imports into the EU cannot be
used to displace high standard European
produce, produced under the higher F2F and
Biodiversity strategies. Equally, Europe
cannot externalise its ambition on achieving
climate change targets through carbon
leakage.

The EU F2F Strategy acknowledges that a
sustainable EU food system also requires
increasingly sustainable practices by EU
trading partners. When negotiating bilateral
trade agreements with third countries and
regions, the Commission will insist on the
highest
possible
level
of
social,
environmental, animal welfare and sanitary
and phyto-sanitary standards.

3.52. The EU must also avoid any
temptation to make major concessions in

When negotiating bilateral trade agreements
with third countries and regions, the EU

Importantly, the EU F2F Strategy also
clarifies that all food imported into the EU
must continue to comply with relevant EU
regulations and standards, in line with the
EU’s international commitments. Raising
consumer
awareness
and
consumer
information, inter alia through future frontof-pack labelling, will mark product
difference in terms of sustainability.
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agriculture that would undermine domestic
production. The EU must also eliminate the
application of double standards in
agriculture, notably in connection with the
SPS and TBT Agreements in partner
countries.

carefully balances domestic agricultural
production and agri-food imports before
making any concessions. The interests of
domestic producers are fully taken into
account; the cumulative effect of
concessions granted to our trading partners
is considered as well.
To the extent possible, the EU aims at
aligning agri-food-related standards of
partner countries and regions with those
applied in the EU.

3.57. The EESC calls on the Commission to
better inform and raise awareness among
European consumers of the challenges of
deforestation
by
improving
the
environmental labelling of products, and by
establishing a European deforestation
observatory and an early warning
mechanism.

The study and public consultation mentioned
above include options related to labelling.
Any particular policy choice will only be
made based on the results of the impact
assessment. Overall, there will be a need to
justify any deforestation action on climate
and environmental criteria.

3.58. The EESC requests the Commission to
support, in conjunction with local
populations, the reforestation of deforested
areas and afforestation, in particular in Latin
America, sub-Saharan Africa and emerging
countries. The Commission also has to set
up financial support and technical assistance
to third countries (including State and nonstate actors), in particular, to preserve
"ancient" forest ecosystems.

The Commission welcomes this point. As
part of the next programming exercise, the
Commission is promoting a holistic
integrated approach to forests for socioeconomic, climate and biodiversity values,
called Forest Partnership that covers the
fight against deforestation, reforestation,
conservation and free-deforestation value
chain.
These Partnerships between the EU and
partner countries or regions will pursue
forest conservation, sustainable forest
management and good forest governance
recognising the specific needs of local
communities and indigenous peoples.
Considering the important financial needs to
ensure reforestation programmes, the
Commission will identify during the
programming ways to mobilise innovative
financial instruments like blending and
guarantees. In order to support the EU
Delegations and partners to design and
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establish effective forest partnerships, the
Commission has set up a new Facility, the
Forest for the future Facility.
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Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.4. The EESC calls on the EU to collect
more data on vulnerable supply chains,
notably on the risks of disruptions of
economic activities and the detection of
human rights violations. It also stresses
the urgency of assessing at global level
how international labour standards
address decent work deficits in GSC and
of closing identified governance gaps.

Existing global databases (e.g. OECDWTO TiVA data, WIOD) provide
aggregate data of global value chains
(GVCs) in about 30 goods and 17 service
sectors. Despite their aggregate nature,
they provide a first useful indication of
what GVC look like, and where
vulnerabilities could be located.
It is possible to assess the global supply
vulnerability of individually traded goods
using disaggregated international trade
data (HS 6 digits). Focusing exclusively
on trade in intermediates (excluding final
and investment products) it is possible to
map dependencies of products and
countries. To obtain a complete
understanding of GVCs information at
firm level is critical.
The Commission has emphasised that
Europe should foster social fairness in the
rest of the world.99
The International Labour Organization
(ILO) promotes labour standards and
decent work and the European Union
supports these efforts by including
fundamental labour standards in both GSP
unilateral and FTA bilateral arrangements,
promoting decent work throughout GSC
in these partner countries. The ILO
monitors
the
implementation
of

99

E.g. European Commission, Communication on building a strong social Europe for just transitions,
COM/2020/14 final, 14 January 2020
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fundamental conventions. ILO Declaration
on Social Justice for a Fair Globalization
recommends that member states establish
indicators or statistics, if necessary with
the assistance of the ILO, to monitor and
evaluate progress of the decent work
agenda100. Measuring decent work is
possible through the ILO Decent Work
Indicators101.
1.5. A second lesson is "policy" and
"genuine" investment in sustainability.
Ambitious actions need to ensure that
GSCs contribute to a fairer economic and
social model, based on sustainability and
decent work. Actions must be consistent
with
international
and
European
principles, notably in the Paris
Agreement, the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), the International Labour
Organization
(ILO)
fundamental
conventions, the European Green Deal
and the European Pillar of Social Rights.
They must form core elements of the
global, European and national responses
to the COVID-19 crisis.

100
101

The
Commission
agrees
that
sustainability is a key element in
rebuilding a resilient, and sustainable
economy post COVID.
EU trade policy supports the EU’s
sustainability objectives in multiple ways,
at
multilateral
(World
Trade
Organisation), bilateral (Free Trade
Agreements and unilateral (Generalized
System of Preferences) level. By means
of example, the decent work agenda is
supported by including core labour
standards in unilateral (GSP) and in
bilateral arrangements (via TSD Chapters
in FTAs). EU’s environment and climate
objectives are supported through parallel
work streams within the WTO, and
through the implementation of TSD
chapters in FTAs and within the GSP
arrangements. Also important are efforts
to promote responsible business conduct
through the uptake of international due
diligence guidelines (Organisation for
Economic
Co-operation
and
Development,
International
Labour
Organisation, United Nations). Through
development
and
international
cooperation, the EU supports compliance
with these guidelines and with
environment and social standards in third

ILO (2008) https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1744-7941.12190#aphr12190-bib-0021
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1744-7941.12190#aphr12190-bib-0022
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countries.
The Commission announced in its Work
Programme for 2021 a legislative
initiative on sustainable corporate
governance for the second quarter of
2021 ʽto foster long-term sustainable and
responsible corporate behaviourʼ.
The initiative is currently being prepared
in line with the Commission’s Better
Regulation guidelines. In particular, an
impact assessment will be prepared to
inform the Commission's decision.
After having collected feedback to the
Inception Impact Assessment102 on this
initiative, the Commission launched on
26 October 2020 an open public
consultation103 covering key elements to
be considered in the impact assessment.
The consultation closed on 8 February
2021, and the Commission services are
currently categorising and analysis the
received replies.
The public consultation is seeking
stakeholders’ views, inter alia, on the
need and objectives for EU intervention
on sustainable corporate governance and
on the topics of directors’ duty of care
and due diligence duty.
For its preparatory work, the Commission
will also use as inputs, among others, the
results of two studies on due diligence
requirements through the supply chain104,
and on directors’ duties and sustainable
corporate governance105, which support
mandatory rules on sustainable corporate
governance.
102

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12548-Sustainable-corporategovernance
103
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12548-Sustainable-corporategovernance
104
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/8ba0a8fd-4c83-11ea-b8b7-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
105
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/e47928a2-d20b-11ea-adf7-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
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1.8. It is vital for the EU and its Member
States to act consistently at national,
European, and international level,
coordinating initiatives and closing
identified gaps. The European Economic
and Social Committee (EESC) calls on
the European Commission (EC) to
develop a European Action plan on
human rights, decent work and
sustainability in global supply chains, in
agreement with the European Parliament
(EP) and Council, and building on social
dialogue
and
a
multi-stakeholder
approach.

The Commission and the European
External Action Service recently adopted
and a joint EU Action Plan on Human
Rights and Democracy 2020-2024106
which reconfirms the EU’s commitment to
support partner countries in their
implementation of the UN Guiding
Principles on Business and Human Rights
and to enhance the role of businesses in
identifying and addressing corporate
human rights violations.

1.12. Achieving multilateral progress
sometimes starts with ambitious unilateral
action. The EESC sees the EU as
uniquely placed to take the lead on due
diligence, in particular with a view to
European companies' global leadership.
Calling on the EU and its Member States
to secure more effective and binding
international instruments, it reaffirms its
support for a UN Binding treaty on
business and human rights107 and calls for
an ILO Convention on decent work in
supply chains

The EU has been leading the work for a
more ambitious international framework
on due diligence. This has resulted in a
number of important instruments such as
the OECD Guidelines for Multinational
Enterprises (MNEs), the OECD’s General
and sector specific due diligence
requirements (agriculture, garment and
footwear, minerals, financial sector), the
ILO Tripartite Declaration of Principles
concerning MNEs, the UN Global
compact and the UN principles on
Business and human rights.
In addition, the EU is closely following
the UN negotiations on a legally binding
instrument on business and human rights.
The EU has promoted an instrument that
provides a higher level of protection for
victims and a global level playing field for
companies. This includes that all
businesses should be included in a nondiscriminatory manner and that an
instrument should be consistent with the
UN Guiding Principles on Business and
Human Rights, including through the

106

EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy 2020-2024, 5.3.2020 JOIN(2020) 5 final;
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/10101/2020/EN/JOIN-2020-5-F1-EN-MAIN-PART-1.PDF
107
OJ C 97, 24.3.2020, p. 9.
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development and implementation of
national action plans in Member States
and partner countries. This instrument
should also be implementable and
supported by a critical mass of UN
members.
The EU and its Member States uphold and
contribute to updating the rules-based
global order of international labour
standards. They, in close contact with their
social partners and partner countries, also
continue cooperating with the ILO in the
implementation of the conclusions of its
2016 International Labour Conference and
to leverage at best its potential to promote
decent work in global value chains.
Decent work and the four pillars of the
Decent Work Agenda – employment
creation, social protection, rights at work,
and social dialogue – are integral
elements108 of the new 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development. Goal 8 of the
2030 Agenda109 calls for the promotion of
sustained, inclusive and sustainable
economic growth, full and productive
employment and decent work, and will be
a key area of engagement for the ILO and
its constituents. Key aspects of decent
work are widely embedded in the targets
of many of the other 16 goals of the UN’s
new development vision.in 2013 the ILO
published a Manual with Decent Work
indicators. 110
1.13. The EESC commends the EC for
following its call for EU legislation on
due diligence111 to be at the forefront of
the Action Plan. In order to level the

The Commission takes note of the
proposals by the Committee and will take
them duly into account when preparing
the initiative on sustainable corporate

108

https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_388407/lang--en/index.htm
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
110
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/--integration/documents/publication/wcms_229374.pdf
111
OJ C 47, 11.2.2020.
109
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playing field for European companies, a
binding
cross-sectoral
legislative
initiative on human rights due diligence
and responsible business conduct should
cover all companies established or active
in the EU, as well as the public sector,
and be responsive to the specific needs of
and constraints on SMEs.

governance in accordance with its Better
Regulation guidelines as explained in the
comments made in reply to point 1.5.
The Impact Assessment to be prepared by
the Commission will have due regard for
the comparative impacts and benefits of
possible policy options. It will also
consider
proportionality to
avoid
unnecessary red tape, particularly for
small and medium enterprises, and impact
on the level playing field.
These elements are also covered in the
recently
launched
open
public
consultation.

1.15. Workers and trade unions must be
part of the solution. Due diligence should
explicitly cover trade union and workers'
rights, notably the right to collective
bargaining and collective action, fair
working conditions and remuneration,
information and consultation, and health
and safety at the workplace. These key
human rights form an essential part of
decent work.

The Commission fully supports that
freedom of association, the right to
collective bargaining, other fundamental
rights at work and decent working
conditions such as fair wages and
working hours, safe and healthy
workplaces must form part of due
diligence in line with the UN Guiding
Principles on Business and Human
Rights.

1.16. European cross-sectoral and sectoral
social dialogue and national social
dialogue should assist its implementation,
including common initiatives and
projects, guidelines, capacity building,
agreements, support for companies in
undertaking due diligence obligations and
for trade unions in engaging in
discussions and negotiations with the
management.

The
Commission
underlines
the
importance of social dialogue in
providing support in undertaking due
diligence obligations. Over the last years,
European social dialogue has contributed
to the promotion of decent work in
various ways. In particular, through their
agreements to implement the 2006 ILO
Maritime labour convention and the ILO
Work in Fishing Convention in the EU,
European Sectoral Social Dialogue
Committees in the maritime and fishing
sectors have strongly contributed to
promote decent work in these globalised
sectors. Similarly, the Sectoral Social
Dialogue Committee in the textile and
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clothing sector supported the small and
medium-sized enterprises in this sector to
identify and address the risks of violation
of social, environmental or human rights
in their value chain.
1.16. To deliver on its comprehensive and
consistent approach, the Action Plan
should also frame an ambitious revision
of the non-financial reporting directive to
include all companies, being responsive
to the specific needs of and constraints on
SMEs, and specific key performance
indicators and targets. Legislative
measures on board of directors' duties at
EU level to act in the interest of all
stakeholders and for company activities to
contribute to the achievement of social
and environmental objectives.

The Commission plans to present a
proposal to revise the Non-Financial
Reporting Directive in the first quarter of
2021. In preparing this proposal, the
Commission is considering, amongst
other things, a possible expansion of the
scope of the Directive to include
additional categories of companies that
are not currently under scope, as well as
specifying in in greater detail the
information that companies should report.
The initiative on sustainable corporate
governance will need to be coherent and
consistent with the review of the Nonfinancial Reporting Directive.
The Impact Assessment to be prepared by
the Commission will have due regard for
the comparative impacts and benefits of
possible policy options. It will also
consider
proportionality to
avoid
unnecessary red tape, particularly for
small and medium enterprises, and impact
on the level playing field.
These elements are also covered in the
recently
launched
open
public
consultation.

1.17. In the framework of the new recovery
instrument Next Generation EU and of
other EU funding, the EESC suggests
specific conditionality and incentives being
linked to the respect for human rights,
decent work and sustainability objectives
in companies' activities and supply chains.

The
new
recovery
instrument
NextGenerationEU is embedded within a
revamped long-term EU budget, providing
for unprecedented EU funding to tackle
the socioeconomic impact of the
pandemic. The Recovery and Resilience
Facility (RRF) will support reforms and
investments in the Member States. The
Recovery Assistance for Cohesion and the
Territories of Europe (REACT-EU) will
192 / 274

foster crisis repair and a green, digital and
resilient recovery of the economy between
2021 and 2023.
Within the framework of the Recovery
Assistance for Cohesion and the
Territories of Europe (REACT-EU)
initiative, temporary measures for the use
of the European Social Fund + (ESF+) in
response to exceptional and unusual
circumstances are proposed to ensure that
under limited and specific circumstances
derogations to certain rules may be
provided to facilitate response to such
circumstances.
These
include
the
possibility to extend the scope for the
ESF+, such as support for short-time work
schemes which are not combined with
active measures and access to healthcare
including for people not in immediate
socio-economic vulnerability. They are
also proposed to allow for easing thematic
concentration
requirements
where
necessary as a temporary measure to
provide an effective response to such
exceptional and unusual circumstances
1.21. Trade elements of the Action Plan
objectives should be reflected in the new
EU Trade Strategy Review. Trade and
international investment agreements can
boost and ensure a more even
implementation of standards by both
investors and governments. Foreign
investors should be required to comply
with due diligence before they can benefit
from
an
international
investment
agreement. Free trade agreements (FTA)
must promote best practices on how to
include environmental and social criteria
in public procurement, and in no way
limit their application.

The EU takes a number of actions to
promote responsible business practices
throughout the whole investment cycle
through a mix of voluntary and
mandatory
legislation.
Investment
protection provisions in EU investment
agreements only cover investments made
in accordance with the laws and
regulations of the host country (which
include social, environmental, human
rights etc.) and investors cannot submit to
dispute settlement claims relating to
investments made through corruptive,
abusive or deceptive means. Moreover,
Trade and Sustainable Development
chapters in EU trade and investment
agreements include commitments by
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Parties to promote corporate social
responsibility/responsible
business
conduct based on international standards
and guidelines. The EU is committed to
strengthening
the
framework
on
responsible business conduct through
ongoing EU policy initiatives (mandatory
due diligence, update of non-financial
reporting directive etc.) and strongly
supports the work in the OECD, ILO and
in the UN on human rights.
The EU already promotes the inclusion of
ambitious environmental and social
criteria
when
negotiating
FTAs
procurement
chapters
with
third
countries, the only limitation being that
such criteria should not be used by in
tenders to discriminate among bidders.
1.22. The new Chief Trade Enforcement
Officer (CTEO) must have stronger
instruments to enforce Trade and
Sustainable
Development
(TSD)
commitments. A revamped Panel of
experts should be able to trigger a treaty
State-to-State
dispute
settlement
mechanism, with possibilities for
financial penalties or sanctions, and
remedies for the aggrieved party112. An
independent labour secretariat and
collective complaint mechanism should
complement enforcement of TSD
chapters113. The impact of Domestic
Advisory
Group
(DAG)
recommendations on investigating TSD
violations needs to be considerably
strengthened. Fresh approaches to labour
disputes should look into remedies
against non-compliant companies and in
addition look into a system inspired by
the EU Anti-Dumping measures to cover
112
113

The Chief Trade Enforcement Officer
(CTEO) and the complaint mechanism
will further strengthen enforcement of
TSD chapters. The effectiveness of this
new mechanism will be assessed once it
has become operational. As is well
known, the TSD chapters have a dispute
settlement mechanism that does not
include sanction-based solutions, which
will not change with the establishment of
the CTEO. Experience shows that
sanctions are not the most efficient way
of achieving the objectives, in addition to
their other shortcomings. As announced
by Executive Vice-President Valdis
Dombrovskis, the Commission will
organise the review of the 15-point TSD
Action Plan in 2021. In addition, the
Commission will carry out a study on best
practices on TSD implementation and
enforcement.

See footnote 3.
OJ C 227, 28.6.2018, p. 27.
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Social Dumping.
1.23. Leverage to secure ILO ratifications
remains greatest during the agreement
negotiations and before their conclusion;
this should therefore materialise into the
signed
agreement.
The
"essential
elements" clause should be extended to
cover ILO fundamental and up-to-date
Conventions ratified by all EU Member
States and the ILO be included in the
implementation monitoring of its
Conventions in FTAs. The EESC
suggests linking tariff reductions with the
effective implementation of TSD
provisions.

The 15-point TSD Action Plan gives
strong focus improving delivery of
results. For this, it foresees the
establishing priorities throughout a cycle
of an FTA, including the negotiating
stage up to ratification. The targeted preimplementation actions in Vietnam
showed that this strategy can deliver
concrete advances. In the case of
Vietnam, they already led to the
ratification of two ILO fundamental
conventions (C98 and C105) and to the
adoption of a new Labour Code in
November 2019. In addition, there is a
work plan for other necessary labour
reforms. Although some of the reform
work has lately been slowed down, not
least because of the COVID pandemic.
All the deliverables described above
regard commitments in the trade
agreement. Such development prepare the
ground for compliance of (future)
commitments.
The trigger for covering ILO conventions
under the essential elements clause is
currently whether they classify as human
rights, not whether or not EU Member
States have ratified conventions. Various
human rights recognized in the Universal
Declaration and Covenants and other
international human rights instruments
are implemented through international
labour standards, including the core
labour
standards
based
on
the
fundamental principles and rights at
work. As a result, the essential elements
clause covers the fundamental ILO
conventions and other international
labour standards that implement human
rights.
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In respect of ILO conventions and
commitments in FTAs, and as established
in the 15-point action plan, the EU has
intensified cooperation of the ILO. Such
cooperation translates into well-targeted
capacity building actions under the
specific project ʽTrade for Decent Workʼ.
This cooperation is embedded in a High
Level Dialogue between the Commission
and the ILO.
The Commission will assess the
feasibility of linking tariff concessions
with sustainability criteria.
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Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

General Comment: The public debate on the future of fiscal rules following the
economic governance review has been impacted by the need to focus on the immediate
challenges of the coronavirus crisis. The Commission will actively return to the review
exercise when the immediate challenges have been addressed.
1.6.[…] ensuring sufficient revenues and a
fair distribution of the tax burden by
combating aggressive tax planning and tax
fraud

The Commission is actively engaged in
combatting aggressive tax planning and
tax fraud. The implementation of the
Anti-Tax Avoidance Directives and the
Directive for administrative cooperation
serve to increase tax transparency and
strengthen anti-tax avoidance measures,
ensuring a level playing field in the EU.
The Commission also highlighted the
importance of the fight against
aggressive tax planning in its recently
issued guidance to Member States for
their Recovery and Resilience Plans.
Furthermore, in July 2020 the
Commission tabled a Package for fair
and simple taxation with a proposal to
amend the Directive on Administrative
Cooperation to extend the EU tax
transparency rules to digital platforms.
Member States will automatically
exchange information on income
generated by sellers on digital platforms.
This will allow national authorities to
identify situations where tax should be
paid. In the Communication on Tax
Good Governance in the EU and
beyond, the Commission also proposed
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a reform of the Code of Conduct,
notably to widen its scope to cover
further types of regimes and general
aspects of the national corporate tax
systems. Finally, the Communication
announced modifications to the EU
listing of non-cooperative jurisdictions,
which will include a review of the
geographical scope and the selection
criteria and improvements in the
transparency of the listing process.
1.6. […] implementing symmetrical
indicators showing surpluses as well as
deficits
4.1.4. Thirdly, surpluses and deficits should
be treated equally seriously for the
purposes of economic governance. This is
the only way to correct imbalances
between countries. […]

1.6. […] placing more weight on
employment and social development within
the Macroeconomic Imbalance Procedure
(MIP) or the European Semester, where an
integrated scoreboard with a set of
indicators representing key economic
objectives should be considered
4.1.5. […] Greater attention should be paid
in particular to the issue of wage growth

The Commission already provides
policy guidance to countries recording a
surplus, when appropriate. At the same
time, the concerns raised by budget
deficits and surpluses are significantly
different, entailing a difference in the
legal basis for the advice. Under the
stability and growth pact, which focuses
on the sustainability of public debt,
budget balances lower than the countryspecific budgetary objectives are more
of concern than budget surpluses.
Instead, budgetary surpluses may call
for policy action with regard to
macroeconomic
imbalances
and
macroeconomic stabilisation, including
with regard to the distribution of the
fiscal stance across Member States.
Under the current legislative framework,
the ability to steer the euro area fiscal
stance remains limited.
The European Semester is already
supported by a comprehensive list of
indicators and by scoreboards targeted
towards different analytical objectives.
For example, the inclusion of the labour
market indicators in the Macroeconomic
Imbalance Procedure (MIP) has helped
to better take into account labour market
adjustment issues linked to imbalances.
In the European semester there is also a
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lagging behind labour productivity in 15
Member States since 2010. Environmental
factors are not addressed, even though the
climate crisis could have a huge negative
impact on macroeconomic sustainability.
4.7.1. […] An integrated scoreboard with
all social, environmental, economic and
fiscal targets would help to introduce a
balanced approach.

1.7. […] strongly mitigating the influence
of
economically
and
technically
questionable indicators
[…] conducting further analyses in the
event of significant deviations, instead of
threatening the Member States concerned
with financial sanctions.

systematic follow up on the Social
Scoreboard supporting the European
Pillar of Social Rights.
The Commission finds it important to
allow such tools to remain sufficiently
targeted and not to dilute their
underlying focus. However, the
Commission shares the importance of
having an integrated analysis of
indicators where synergies and tradeoffs between objectives are properly
considered.
Both the structural balance and the
expenditure benchmark have their
respective strengths.114 Concerning the
estimates of the potential Gross domestic
product (GDP) and output gap, there are
not different calculation methods across
Member States. The commonly agreed
methodology applies and has been in
place for nearly 20 years. The significant
corrections to the structural balance are
linked more to economic uncertainty
rather than to methodological or
procedural concerns with the EU’s
commonly agreed methodology.
Since 2017 the Commission has given a
stronger role to the expenditure
benchmark when assessing compliance
with the preventive arm of the stability
and growth pact, and comparing it with
the information provided by the
structural balance.115 The prominence of
the expenditure benchmark allows the
provision of greater operational guidance
to Member States for the preparation of
annual budgets and help monitor their inyear execution. Compliance with the
expenditure benchmark is measurable ex

114

See the Vade Mecum on the Stability and Growth Pact – 2019 Edition, p. 35. Available at:
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/economy-finance/ip101_en.pdf
115
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-9344-2017-INIT/en/pdf
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post and, in general, is less affected by
factors that lie outside government
control.
There is no element of automaticity in
reaching the conclusion of a significant
deviation under the preventive arm of the
stability and growth pact.116 Ultimately,
the decision to impose an interest
bearing deposit on euro-area Member
States requires a Council’s vote.
Nevertheless, the Commission’s review
of the EU economic governance
framework launched in February raised
the question on the respective roles of
pecuniary sanctions, reputational costs
and positive incentives. The perspective
is how to strike an appropriate balance
between pecuniary sanctions and tools
incentivising macroeconomic stability
and sustainable growth.
1.7. […] placing more weight on increasing
revenue
4.1.3. […] Measures against tax fraud
already do much to ease pressure on public
budgets. However, annual losses due to
VAT evasion and avoidance alone are
estimated to amount to EUR 147 billion,
whereas the sum of the deficits of all the
EU Member States was EUR 114 billion in
2018.

The Commission agrees that measures
against tax fraud already do much to
ease pressure on public budgets, but
notes that it is incorrect to state that
annual losses due to VAT evasion and
avoidance are estimated to amount to
€147 billion. VAT Gap figures [see the
2020 study117] include not only fraud,
but also bankruptcies, insolvencies,
avoidance and other legal tax
optimisations as well as miscalculations
and errors due to the quality of national
statistics. The Communication towards a
more efficient and democratic decision
making in EU tax policy (COM/2019/8),
referenced to by the Committee, states
that the VAT Definitive Regime could

116

In case of breaches of the threshold of significance, an overall assessment is needed to lead to a Significant
Deviation Procedure. See Articles 6(3) and 10(3) of Regulation (EC) 1466/97: “A deviation from the mediumterm budgetary objective or from the appropriate adjustment path towards it shall be evaluated on the basis of an
overall assessment […]. The assessment of whether the deviation is significant shall, in particular, include the
following criteria […]”.
117
https://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/business/tax-cooperation-control/vat-gap_en
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help close that part of the VAT gap that
is due to tax evasion and tax avoidance,
and reduce fraud, but does not state that
the overall VAT Gap of €147 billion is
only due to VAT evasion and
avoidance.
1.8. […] applying the "golden rule" and
safeguarding the amount of public assets
required to ensure future productivity and
prosperity
4.3.1.
[…]Therefore,
the
EESC
recommends applying the "golden rule" for
public investment to safeguard productivity
and the social and ecological base for the
well-being of future generations. This
means removing net investment for the
future from the calculation of relevant
deficit indicators. […]

1.9. […] basing economic governance on a
balanced technical assessment as well as on
a more democratic decision-making
process by enhancing the role of the
European Parliament;
4.4.2. […] The European Parliament is to
be given a much more prominent role in
ongoing decisions within the economic
governance framework. Since many
aspects of the SGP only concern the euro
area, a special EMU grouping could be
responsible for this in the European
Parliament. The Eurogroup's decisions
should become more transparent

The composition of public expenditure is
not governed by the Stability and
Growth Pact (SGP) and are the result of
policy choices by Member States. At the
same time, the fiscal framework did not
prevent a decline in the level of public
investment in Member States. In light of
the low level of public investment, of
elevated public debt and of the
challenges posed by climate change and
digitalisation, the Commission’s review
of the European Union fiscal rules raised
the question on the role that the stability
and growth pact could play in
incentivising public investment, with the
view to reconcile public investment
needs to help tackle today and
tomorrow’s economic, social, and
environmental challenges with fiscal
constraints.
The Commission agrees with the
Committee that economic governance
should be based on a balanced technical
assessment. In this context, and in the
normal course of its duties, the
Commission prepares all the technical
assessments
underlying
its
recommendations, for instance:
 The Alert mechanism report (AMR)
identifies countries that need an indepth review (IDR) by the Commission
to assess how macroeconomic risks are
evolving, and to determine the
presence of imbalances or excessive
imbalances. It is the starting point of
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the annual cycle of the macroeconomic
imbalance procedure (MIP) and is
prepared in conjunction with the annual
growth survey.
 The staff-working document with the
analysis
accompanying
the
Commission’s opinion for the euro area
Member States’ budgetary plans
 The staff-working document with the
analysis of the Euro Area economy
accompanying
the
euro
area
recommendations
 Country Reports (which include, where
applicable, in-depth reviews under the
Macroeconomic Imbalance Procedure
(MIP)),
constitute
the
analysis
underlying
the
country-specific
recommendations
 Assessment of Member States’
Stability and Convergence Programmes
 The reports with the analysis
underlying steps under the excessive
deficit procedures.
The Commission has developed over
time a constructive political dialogue and
cooperation
with
the
European
Parliament, notably in the context of the
European Semester. Prominent forums
for the exchange of information and
discussion have been the Economic
Dialogues regularly organised by the
European Parliament, on the basis of the
provisions in the ʽsix-pack’ and the ʽtwopack,’ as well as the inter-parliamentary
conferences that take place twice a year.
The Economic Dialogues between the
European Parliament and Commission
covered i.a. the political priorities for the
EU and the Euro Area (EA), the main
economic surveillance decisions and the
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policy advice and coordination of
national policies. They took place in the
ECON or EMPL committees 2-4 times
per year, usually after the adoption of the
autumn, winter and spring packages.
The Commission has also participated in
the European Parliamentary Week
organised in the European Parliament in
the beginning of each year and in a
second inter-parliamentary conference
held in autumn in the Member State
holding the Presidency. In these
conferences, the Commission exchanged
information and discussed with national
and European parliamentarians examples
of best practices and key policy topics of
interest for economic governance.
1.9. […] making consultation of the EESC
mandatory as the competent EU body to
pass on civil society's views to EU
decision-makers
Together with
4.4.3. […]However, the EESC is not
mentioned at all in Title VIII of TFEU on
Economic and Monetary Policy, nor in the
provisions on economic dialogue in the
"Six Pack" and "Two Pack" rules. This
omission should be corrected in any future
changes to the economic governance
provisions in the TFEU, the "Six Pack" and
"Two Pack".

The Commission welcomes and takes
note of the valuable contributions from
the Committee.
The Commission is in frequent dialogue
with the Member States, social partners
and other stakeholders to exchange of
views on the challenges and policy
priorities and to closely monitor policy
implementation. This allows the
Commission and Member States to have
a continuous coordination of economic
policy priorities. Over the past years, in
the context of the European Semester,
the Commission has taken several
initiatives to promote dialogue, reach out
to stakeholders, and increase national
ownership of reforms. The Commission
has fostered a regular dialogue with the
European
Parliament,
national
authorities and social partners on
economic governance issues, inter alia
on the application of the fiscal rules, on
the MIP scoreboard, on the progress
made with the implementation of the
macroeconomic adjustment programmes,
203 / 274

or by consulting with Member States on
the analytical parts of their country
reports prior to the publication and
stepping up its presence on the ground
through the EU representations in the
Member States. In addition, multilateral
dialogue frequently takes place in the
Council and its preparatory bodies.
Moreover, in its Communication of 5
February 2020, the Commission invited
all stakeholders to engage in a public
debate to provide their views on how to
strengthen the implementation of the
economic governance framework. The
effective functioning of the surveillance
framework
is
the
collective
responsibility of all Member States,
European institutions and other key
stakeholders. A high degree of consensus
and trust amongst all key stakeholders is
crucial for the effectiveness of economic
surveillance in the Union. The public
debate should provide an opportunity for
stakeholders to share their views on the
functioning of surveillance so far and the
possible ways to
enhance the
effectiveness of the framework in
delivering on key objectives.
1.10. […] implementing a stabilisation
function in order to pursue a common
countercyclical policy
Together with

A number of official EU reports have
advocated the introduction of a central
fiscal stabilisation capacity118. The
European Central Bank and the

118

European Commission (2012), A blueprint for a deep and genuine economic and monetary union Launching a
European Debate, Communication from the Commission, COM(2012) 777.
Juncker J-C, with Tusk D., Dijsselbloem J., Draghi M. and Schulz M. (2015), The Five Presidents' Report:
Completing Europe's Economic and Monetary Union.
European Commission (2017), Reflection Paper on the deepening of the Economic and Monetary Union,
COM(2017)291.
European Parliament (2017), Resolution of 16 February 2017 on budgetary capacity for the euro area,
2015/2344(INI).
European Commission (2020). Economic governance review, Communication from the Commission to the
European Parliament, the Council, the European Central Bank, the European Economic And Social Committee
and the Committee of the Regions (COM(2020) 55 final).
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4.6.2. […] A stabilisation function has to
be introduced, but its support must be tied
to conditionalities in line with the SDGs
and the European Pillar of Social Rights. If
the European Stability Mechanism (ESM)
is used for this purpose, its intervention
must not be bound to conditions harming
sustainable and inclusive growth.

European Fiscal Board have also argued
in favour of it119.
Temporary instruments to allow the EU
to borrow in order to provide grants and
loans to Member States have been put in
place to help repair the economic and
social damage brought by the
coronavirus pandemic.
Beyond this specific crisis, in the event
of large shocks that are not policyinduced, the ability to steer the fiscal
stance for the euro area as a whole
remains constrained as long as it rests
exclusively on coordination of national
fiscal policies in the absence of a central
stabilisation capacity. At the same time,
in parallel of developing ʽrisk sharingʼ,
an effective framework needs to ensure
public finance sustainability.

4.6.3. […] A safe asset should be issued via
a vehicle under democratic control and
focus on supporting social progress and
sustainability. Joint government bonds
would also lessen the fragility of the
financial sector.

Under the Support to mitigate
Unemployment Risks in an Emergency
(SURE) and NextGenerationEU (NGEU)
initiatives, the Commission is issuing, or
proposing to issue, a safe common debt
instrument on behalf of the EU. These
bonds focus on supporting social
progress and sustainability as evidenced
by the fact that SURE is financed
through social bonds and that 37% of
NGEU funds will be spent directly on
European Green Deal objectives.
The Commission is of the opinion that
the question of a common safe asset and
of curbing undesirable tax practices
pertain to other on-going discussions and
not directly to the present review of
Economic Government frameworks.

1.10. […] deepening the banking and the

The Commission has adopted on 24

119

Draghi M (2018), Hearing of the Committee on Economic and Monetary Affairs of the European Parliament,
26 November.
European Fiscal Board (2019), Annual report 2019.
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capital market unions to further consolidate
the single market by introducing effective
regulation Together with
4.6.4. […] To efficiently mitigate the
financial market risk, the banking and
capital market unions also need to be
deepened
by
prioritising
efficient
regulation. […]

September 2020 a new capital markets
union (CMU) action plan that seeks to
deepen the CMU through, inter alia,
better and more efficient regulation.
Work on deepening the banking union
(BU) is also on going, with the High
Level Working Group on a European
Deposit Insurance Scheme resuming its
activities in September 2020.
The Commission is of the opinion that
the question of deepening the CMU and
the BU pertain to other on-going
initiatives and not directly to the present
review of Economic Government
frameworks.

4.2.1.
Redesigning
the
preventive
component of the SGP was intended to
ensure that the automatic stabilisers can
take effect during difficult periods. This
intention is welcome, but nonetheless
procyclical policies have persisted. The
main reasons were long-lasting economic
difficulties in many Member States, which
made countercyclical fiscal policy difficult.
Another cause was severe problems with
the indicators, such as a lack of certainty
over how to define the output gap and
different calculation methods for estimating
potential GDP in the various countries. The
complex
procedures
for
estimating
structural budget balances mean that results
are repeatedly subject to major corrections.
However, GDP itself is also a result of
statistical estimates which are subject to
errors and major retrospective revisions.
Moreover, there is no way to directly
influence the value of these indicators
through policy measures. The EESC

The Commission points out that, in line
with the statistical recommendations120,
GDP estimates may be updated when
revised international manuals are
introduced in the European system of
accounts as well as every 5 years
afterwards due to the introduction of
improved compilation methods and data
sources.
Additionally, the Commission points out
that the sentence suggesting that the
influence of policy measures on the
output gap indicators is only indirect
and difficult to monitor and assess
should refer explicitly to the output gap
indicators.

120

Practical guidelines for revising ESA 2010 data,
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/9530664/KS-GQ-18-012-EN-N.pdf/19dc3542-aa34-4b6ba981-8a4f244074e8
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recommends strongly mitigating their
considerable influence on the development
of
current
economic
policy and,
particularly, abandoning the concept of
structural budget balances.
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N°29

Combatting tax fraud, tax avoidance and money laundering
EESC 2020/997 – ECO/510
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Javier DOZ ORRIT (ES-II)
TAXUD – Commissioner GENTILONI

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.2. The EESC proposes launching a
European pact to effectively combat tax
fraud, evasion and avoidance and money
laundering. The EESC calls on the
European Commission to promote a
political initiative involving national
governments and the other European
institutions in achieving this goal, fostering
the consensus needed for this and involving
civil society. Cooperation between Member
States should be the main pillar of the pact.

The Commission places a high priority
on combatting tax fraud, evasion and
avoidance and money laundering.
It works with national governments and
civil society to achieve this end through a
wide range of platforms at political and
operational level, such as the Platform
for Tax Good Governance, which brings
together Member State representatives
and civil society.
Tackling tax fraud and avoidance
remains a priority for the Commission,
which has already taken many initiatives
in this respect over recent years, such as
the Anti-Tax Avoidance Directive
(ATAD)121 and its amendment122, and the
Directives
on
Country-by-Country
123
Reporting ,
and
Mandatory
124
Disclosure . The Commission also
continues to support the work of the
Code of Conduct on Business Taxation,
which looks into critical elements that
can lead to tax avoidance and evasion.
In addition, the Commission published a

121

Council Directive (EU) 2016/1164 of 12 July 2016 laying down rules against tax avoidance practices that
directly affect the functioning of the internal market.
122
Council Directive (EU) 2017/952 of 29 May 2017 amending Directive (EU) 2016/1164 as regards hybrid
mismatches with third countries.
123
Council Directive (EU) 2016/881 of 25 May 2016 amending Directive 2011/16/EU as regards mandatory
automatic exchange of information in the field of taxation.
124
Council Directive (EU) 2018/822 of 25 May 2018 amending Directive 2011/16/EU as regards mandatory
automatic exchange of information in the field of taxation in relation to reportable cross-border arrangements.
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call for proposal to set up a Tax
Observatory125 in 2021 to promote highquality research, create a public
repository of data and information, and
that can become an active voice in the
EU and internationally on tax evasion
and avoidance issues. The work of this
Observatory should facilitate bringing
together the interests of various
stakeholders (including parliaments, civil
society and taxpayers) in this important
area.
1.3. The EESC urges the European
institutions and the Member States to
provide the financial and human resources
required for the effective implementation of
existing European legislation and to agree
on a commitment to adopt all necessary new
legislative and administrative measures to
effectively combat tax offences and bad
practices, money laundering and the
activities of tax havens. This requires
permanent evaluation of the outcome of
implementing each measure.

The Commission’s Action Plan for Fair
and Simple Taxation supporting the
recovery strategy126, adopted in July
2020, set out a range of actions to
support Member States to enforce
existing tax rules and improve tax
compliance, ensuring they can secure
reliable tax revenues, and to help tax
authorities better exploit existing data
and share new data more efficiently, in a
way which will improve the enforcement
of tax rules and help combat tax fraud
and evasion more effectively.
Persuading
non-cooperative
tax
jurisdictions to adopt and follow good
tax governance standards is a policy
priority for the Commission. The EU list
of non-cooperative tax jurisdictions is a
key tool to that effect. The Commission
believes that once a jurisdiction is listed
as non-cooperative, there should be
consequences. EU Member States have
agreed to apply defensive measures
against EU listed jurisdictions in a
coordinated way. The Commission will
review and assess defensive measures
linked to the EU list to ensure that they

125

https://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/calls-tenders-grants-calls-expression-interest/TAXUD/2020/CFP-01eu-tax-observatory_en
126
Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council: An action plan for fair
and simple taxation supporting the recovery strategy, COM(2020) 312 final.
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are as dissuasive and effective as
possible.
The Commission adopted in May 2020 a
dedicated
Action
plan
for
a
comprehensive
Union
policy
on
preventing money laundering and
terrorism financing127.
The Action plan builds on six pillars,
placing emphasis both on the effective
implementation of existing rules – and
the related measures – and on the need to
adopt new rules for the establishment of
a single EU rulebook in the field and of
EU-level supervision. The Commission
intends to deliver on all these actions by
early 2021 in the first half of 2021.
1.4. The EESC considers the Member
States' commitment to putting an end to
unfair and damaging forms of tax
competition to be essential. This is also
reflected in what the earlier EESC opinion
on Taxation – qualified majority voting128
has to say on the need to press ahead with
the debate on the progressive shift from
unanimity to qualified majority voting on
tax matters.

The von der Leyen Commission has
maintained the view that all provisions of
the Treaties that can help forward the
important work on key tax policy
objectives should be utilised; this
includes provisions allowing for a use of
the ordinary legislative procedure. The
Commission is exploring how to make
use of those provisions.

1.11. The EESC calls on the European
Commission to assess the current list of
non-cooperative jurisdictions and to
consider the possibility of establishing
additional criteria to ensure that all tax
havens are included in that list. It also calls
for sufficient measures to be put in place to
prevent businesses or individuals from
carrying out unjustified transactions with
their financial institutions.

As stated in the Tax Good Governance
Communication,129 the Commission is
planning to establish additional criteria to
ensure the EU list continues to be
effective
and
comprehensive,
in
particular to tackle issues such as lack of
transparency of beneficial ownership and
ineffective exchange of information of
country-by-country reports.
In parallel, the Commission is working

127

Communication from the Commission on an Action Plan for a comprehensive Union policy on preventing
money laundering and terrorist financing, 7.5.2020, C(2020) 2800 final.
128
OJ C 353, 18.10.2019, p. 90
129
Communication from the Commission on Tax Good Governance in the EU and beyond, 15.7.2020,
COM(2020) 313 final.
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on a revision of the geographical scope
of the EU list of non-cooperative
jurisdictions, so that EU Member States
are able to identify additional countries
to be screened. The review of the
geographical scope of the EU list is due
to happen in the course of 2021.
Defensive measures will be stepped up to
ensure that the EU list is effective and
transactions
with
non-cooperative
jurisdictions kept under close scrutiny.
1.12. The EESC welcomes the introduction
of tax indicators into the European
Semester, appeals to the Member States to
comply with the relevant provisions in the
Country-Specific Recommendations (CSR)
and
proposes
that
the
European
Commission also include a procedure for
evaluating the efficiency, equity, sufficiency
and proper functioning of tax systems in the
Semester.

Tax systems are thoroughly reviewed in
the framework of the European Semester,
which uses notably legal and economic
indicators to identify tax avoidance or tax
compliance issues. Several Member
States have already received country
specific recommendations to improve the
fight against aggressive tax planning or
to reinforce the functioning of their tax
system to insure better tax compliance.
The importance of the fight against
aggressive tax planning was also
highlighted in the recently issued
guidance to Member States for their
Recovery and Resilience Plans.

1.13. The EESC calls for European
directives to cover works of art and other
high-value assets, in particular those placed
in free ports and customs warehouses; for
the progressive abolition of the schemes set
up in certain Member States for citizenship
or residence in exchange for investment;
and for the lack of transparency involved in
bearer shares to be brought to an end.

1.14.

The

EESC

considers

that

Free ports facilitate trade by reducing
customs formalities and duties. However,
it is not excluded that they may be
involved in tax avoidance and evasion
and exposed to financial fraud. The
Commission is looking into this issue to
identify possible cases of fraud and ways
to address those. The issue has already
been addressed in the fifth anti-money
laundering directive which also covers
trade of works of art carried out by free
ports, this is subject to a minimum
transaction value of €10 000.

the The Anti Money Laundering Directive
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provisions of the fifth Anti Money
Laundering Directive (AMLD) on a
centralised and public register of beneficial
owners of companies and trusts should be
applied to tax evasion. It further calls for
appropriate procedures to be put in place to
make it easier for SMEs to comply with
registration requirements.

(AML Directive)130 already envisages the
access of national tax authorities to
central registers of beneficial ownership
of companies and trusts, which will be
interconnected at EU level. The
availability and wider accessibility to
beneficial ownership information will be
a powerful tool to counteract tax evasion.
The Commission will seek to promote
with Member States the use of the
registers in particular with regard to
verifications purposes of information
exchanged under the Directive on
Administrative
Cooperation.
For
example, the inter-connectivity of the
registers will enable the competent
authorities of both sending and receiving
Member States to verify beneficial
ownership information which relates to
their residents.

1.15. The EESC supports a global solution
on the corporate taxation of companies with
a significant digital presence under the aegis
of the OECD's work, but if a solution is not
reached by the end of 2020, the EU should
resume its initiative for taxing large
digitalised companies.

The Commission welcomes the blueprint
reports on Pillar 1 and Pillar 2 on the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) project to
address the tax challenges from the
digitalisation of the economy, that have
been released by the OECD and
welcomed by the G20 Finance Ministers.
The Commission believes that they form
a solid basis for a final agreement by
mid-2021.
In line with the mandate from the
European Council, the Commission will
table a proposal for a digital levy in the
first Semester of 2021, which should
serve as a new EU Own Resource. The

130

Directive (EU) 2015/849 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 May 2015 on the prevention of
the use of the financial system for the purposes of money laundering or terrorist financing, amending Regulation
(EU) No 648/2012 of the European Parliament and of the Council, and repealing Directive 2005/60/EC of the
European Parliament and of the Council and Commission Directive 2006/70/EC (OJ L 141/2015) as amended by
Directive (EU) 2018/843 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 30 May 2018 amending Directive
(EU) 2015/849 on the prevention of the use of the financial system for the purposes of money laundering or
terrorist financing, and amending Directives 2009/138/EC and 2013/36/EU (OJ L 156, p. 43)
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exact design of this proposal is still to be
determined and Commission services are
exploring various options. This work
strand will need to be carefully calibrated
with the outcome of the OECD
discussions.
1.16. The ATAD should be revised to
include rules on tax treatment in relation to
low-tax jurisdictions and on the repatriation
of dividends or capital gains that have not
been taxed abroad.

The Anti-Tax Avoidance Directive
(ATAD) already ensures a minimum
level of protection for all Member States’
tax bases, a coherent and consistent
approach against tax avoidance, and a
coordinated EU implementation of some
of the recommendations of the
OECD/G20 BEPS-project.
Pillar 2 of the OECD project to address
the tax challenges from the digitalisation
of the economy aims to introduce a
global minimum effective rate of
taxation for companies. The Blueprint
report on Pillar 2 includes rules that will
ensure that companies that are not
subject to a minimum rate of corporate
tax can be subject to an Income Inclusion
Rule (IIR) that will top-up the tax paid
by these companies to the agreed rate.
The blueprint also includes an Under
Taxed Payments rule that will act as a
backstop to the IIR, and works by
disallowing the tax deduction or by
charging withholding tax on outbound
payments within a group where the
taxation of that payment would be below
the agreed minimum. These rules may
help deal with the situations described in
paragraph 1.16.
Pillar 2, when implemented in the EU,
may require amendments to some EU
Directives such as the ATAD. It may
accordingly enable political agreement
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on the Recast Proposal for the Interest
and Royalty Directive131.
1.18. The EESC calls on the Commission to
carry out a study on the role of "letterbox
companies" in tax fraud, evasion and
avoidance as well as money laundering and,
in the light of its conclusions, to amend the
ATAD, the Capital Requirements Directive
and the Anti Money Laundering Directive
in order to prevent offences being carried
out and bad practices being facilitated
through these directives.

The Commission has already committed
several studies, including on letterbox
companies and on offshore wealth, and is
closely monitoring the work of the
contractors. Possible new actions are
under consideration to tackle in a more
targeted way the use of legal entities
created for the sole purpose of
minimizing the effective level of taxation
of a given group, without real economic
activities taking place at the level of
these entities.
The 5th AML Directive already includes
a specific provision with respect to shell
banks. Its Article 24 provides that
ʽMember States shall prohibit credit
institutions and financial institutions
from entering into, or continuing, a
correspondent relationship with a shell
bank. They shall require that those
institutions take appropriate measures to
ensure that they do not engage in or
continue correspondent relationships
with a credit institution or financial
institution that is known to allow its
accounts to be used by a shell bank.ʼ
This wide-ranging provision represents a
key element ensuring that the Directive is
effectively preventing the abuse of the
anti-money
laundering
framework
through shell companies.

1.19. The EESC calls on the Commission
and the Member States to explore the
concept of minimum effective taxation of
corporate profits, and its possible
application.

The Commission remains committed to
ensuring that all businesses pay their fair
share of tax where it is rightfully due.
In this context, it remains committed to
working towards an agreement at
OECD/G20 level on both pillars of the

131

Council Directive 2003/49/EC of 3 June 2003 on a common system of taxation applicable to interest and
royalty payments made between associated companies of different Member States

214 / 274

global discussions.
If there is no consensus on minimum
taxation (Pillar 2) at the global level, the
Commission has announced that it
intends to act independently and
introduce legislation in the relevant
fields. In such case, the Commission is
likely to build on the landing point of the
OECD discussions. It is clear that EU
legislation on a minimum effective tax
(MET) in implementation of Pillar 2 or
independently (if there is no global
consensus) will have an impact on the
structure of the ʽgateway’ and criteria of
the Code of Conduct in both its internal
and external dimension.
3.9. The EESC supports the new Action
Plan for a comprehensive Union policy on
preventing money laundering and terrorist
financing and thinks it should be
implemented urgently. It supports the
creation of a European supervisory body
that ensures maximum cooperation between
Member States' tax authorities and FIUs and
that holds direct responsibility for
monitoring and investigating obliged
entities from all areas, and has sufficient
human and technological resources to adapt
to the continuous developments in crime. It
calls on the Commission to consider, as the
most appropriate formula for this, the
creation of a European Agency to combat
fiscal, economic and financial crime and
money laundering and to monitor
compliance with legislation and the
effectiveness of administrative actions. The
EESC thinks the EU needs to voice a single
opinion in international forums such as the
FATF (OECD), the G20 and the UN. The
EESC believes that the Commission should
help Member States by setting up training
mechanisms such as a European tax

The Commission is committed to rapid
implementation of all the actions listed in
its Action Plan of 7 May 2020. In line
with pillar II of the Action Plan, in the
forthcoming proposal to review EU rules
in the area of AML/counter-terrorist
financing the Commission will pay
particular attention to the need for clearer
and more detailed rules in order to
improve
supervisory
effectiveness,
including in the non-financial sector, and
will consider to what extent sanctions
can be harmonised to ensure a level
playing field across the Union and to
avoid that honest business has to face
unexpected
consequences
when
operating across the internal market. In
line with pillar III of the Action Plan, the
Commission will propose a system for
EU-level supervision that will leave no
weak links across all sectors and will
ensure consistent and high-quality
supervision across the EU.
The EU legal framework places great
emphasis on beneficial ownership
transparency for legal entities and
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academy, as proposed in its opinion on the arrangements. EU rules are stronger than
Fiscalis programme (10/2018)132.
the international standards in this field
and the 5th AML Directive has further
enhanced the EU framework, by
requiring the setting up of public
beneficial ownership registers for legal
entities and publicly available registers
for transparency for trusts and other legal
arrangements.
Furthermore,
the
Commission has commenced work on
setting up the system of interconnection
of national registers of beneficial owners,
in close consultation with the Member
States. The 5th AML Directive has taken
important steps to bring transparency to
trusts and similar legal arrangements. In
this regard, the Commission published
the report in question on 16 September
2020 (COM(2020) 560 final) assessing
whether trusts and similar legal
arrangements have been duly identified
by Member States and made subject to
the obligations of the 5th AML Directive.
The Commission also notes, however,
that stricter requirements for accessing
the beneficial ownership information of
such arrangements might be warranted in
line with data protection obligations and
in order to protect minors or other
vulnerable persons.
The Commission is committed to high
standards of transparency and accuracy
of beneficial ownership information
relating to legal entities, trusts and
similar legal arrangements, and will
closely monitor the implementation of
the registers to ensure they are populated
with high-quality data. The Commission
will also assess whether such rules, and
in particular the provisions on beneficial
ownership registers, need further
harmonisation in the forthcoming review
132

EESC opinion on Fiscalis 2021-2027, ECO/470 OJ C 62, 15.2.2019, p. 118
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of the AML rules. Subject to an
assessment of impacts on fundamental
rights, the Commission will also propose
to interconnect central bank accounts
mechanisms. Finally, the Commission
has recently launched a study to gather
evidence on the necessity and
proportionality of harmonising the
information contained in real estate
registers and on the need for
interconnecting them.
In what concerns the Committee’s
mention of a European tax academy, the
Commission together with Member
States’ Tax Administrations invested
since 2018, under the Fiscalis 2020
programme, in the development of a
common European Tax Competency
Framework (TaxCompEU).
TaxCompEU comprises a set of
methodologies and tools designed
specifically
to
assist
EU
Tax
Administrations in their ongoing staff
performance
optimisation
and
modernisation efforts. By placing
commonly agreed future-fit generic and
tax-specific competencies at the core of
Human Resources management in
national
tax
organisations,
the
TaxCompEU constitutes an HR, training
and performance management blueprint
for
improved
and
harmonised
performance of tax employees across the
EU.
The release of the full TaxCompEU for
national use - in all EU languages and
further equipped with operational
implementation support tools took place
on 27 November 2020. The full toolset is
published on the EUROPA website133.

133

https://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/eu-training/taxcompeu-eu-competency-framework-taxation_en
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3.11. The measures for supervising third
countries included in the fifth Anti Money
Laundering Directive will only be effective
with a realistic list of high-risk countries.
The EESC advocates a clear and transparent
methodology and shorter evaluation
periods. It believes that the new list, which
only includes 20 countries and territories,
should be approved as soon as possible and
should include some other countries, such
as those that have played a leading part in
recent scandals. It regrets the obstacles put
in place by some EU countries preventing
access to information on transactions in tax
havens.

The revised Methodology issued in the
Action plan on 7 May 2020 ensures a
robust, objective and transparent process
for identifying high-risk third countries
(HRTCs). On the same day, the
Commission adopted a delegated
regulation identifying third countries
which, due to strategic deficiencies in
their Anti-Money Laundering/Combating
the Financing of Terrorism (AML/CFT)
regimes, pose significant threats to the
Union’s financial system. This delegated
regulation updates the EU’s list of ʽhighrisk third countriesʼ. A further delegated
act is currently under preparation.
Following
consultation
with
the
Parliament and the Member States, the
Commission has considered in its
Methodology that a 12-month period to
implement EU Benchmarks is necessary
to give adequate time to third countries
to adopt the required reforms while at the
same time setting clear incentives for
them. In this sense, 12 months appears a
realistic timeframe to balance the time
needed by the third country with the need
not to expose the EU financial system to
excessive risk.
The revised Methodology further ensures
that in case of an overriding level of
risks, the Commission would still
proceed immediately with a listing.
Similarly, in case of emergency, the
Commission retains the option to
immediately proceed with a listing due to
exceptional circumstances raising serious
concerns.

4.8. The national FIUs should be supported The Commission is committed to provide
financially and technically to enable them to Financial Intelligence Units (FIUs) with
carry out their tasks effectively.
a strong support and coordination
mechanism. The Commission considers
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that for this mechanism to work properly,
it is important to enhance the current
tasks of the FIU platform, giving the
capacity to support joint analyses, and
promoting trainings, capacity building
and exchanges of best practices. It is also
important that the mechanism can
participate in AML rulemaking as
appropriate by preparing binding
templates and standards. The mechanism
could also host the FIU.net and
streamline how information is exchanged
between Member States' FIUs and the
FIUs of third countries.
The establishment of an ambitious
mechanism of support and coordination
will be designed in synergy with the
different measures involving the
European Public Prosecutor’s Office
(EPPO), OLAF, Eurojust, and Europol,
notably Europol’s European Financial
and Economic Crime Centre (EFFEC).
The Commission underlines that these
wide-ranging reforms related to the
processing, cross-matching and exchange
of financial intelligence between national
and European authorities responsible for
the detection, analysis, investigation and
prosecution of money-laundering cases
have to be fully in line with fundamental
rights while allowing measures that are
necessary and proportionate to the fight
against money laundering and terrorism
financing. The measures must in
particular comply with the EU
legislations personal on protection of
personal data.
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N°30

Between a trans-European super grid and local energy islands (owninitiative opinion)
EESC 2020/1448 – TEN/706
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Lutz RIBBE (DE-III)
Co-rapporteur: Thomas KATTNING (AT-II)
DG ENER – Commissioner SIMSON

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

The follow-up given by the Commission to this opinion will be included in a
subsequent report.
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N°31

Energy: women as equal players in the 21st century (own-initiative
opinion)
EESC 2020/1515 – TEN/705
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Laure BATUT (FR-II)
Co-rapporteur: Evangelia KEKELEKI (EL-III)
DG ENER – Commissioner SIMSON

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.1. create the conditions for access to
energy for all, reduce energy poverty,
and gather qualitative and gender-specific
data with appropriate indicators;

The Green Deal, including the Energy
Union, put consumers at the centre of the
green transition and the EU energy system.
The
internal
electricity
market
134
legislation
provides consumers, both
women and men, a better choice of supply,
access to reliable energy price comparison
tools and the possibility to produce and sell
their
own
electricity.
Increased
transparency and better regulation give
more opportunities for civil society to
become more involved in the energy
system and to respond to price signals.
The
Commission
also
prioritises
addressing energy poverty ever since it
became a policy priority in the Clean
energy for all Europeans135 package.
As women are often disproportionately
affected by energy poverty, policies and
measures on access to energy for all and
addressing energy poverty are particularly
relevant in the context of gender equality.
The Commission adopted an Energy
Poverty
Recommendation
and
136
Guidance . Member States, local
authorities and social housing associations
in particular are encouraged to use them to

134

COM(2019) 943 final; COM(2019) 944 final.
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/topics/energy-strategy/clean-energy-all-europeans_en
136
C(2020) 9600 final.
135
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better identify households at risk, improve
targeting of measures, use best practices
and better understand the variety of EU
support available, such as the EU Building
Stock Observatory and the EU Energy
Poverty Observatory.
Tackling energy poverty also has a central
role in the Renovation Wave initiative,
adopted in October 2020. Doubling the
energy renovation rate in the EU and
focusing
on
the
worst-performing
buildings will lead to smaller energy bills
and improved living conditions for
millions of Europeans.
The EU Energy Poverty Observatory is
currently working on improving the
collection and analysis of energy poverty
data to ensure it can be disaggregated
based on gender and shed light on the
gender-related aspects of energy poverty.
This work will update the existing
indicator dashboard. The Observatory is
also working with its academic partners,
Member State experts and local authorities
to consolidate existing data and work on
future projects.
The EU is also working on this issue in the
global context. The Gender Action Plan III
- EU's new Action Plan on Gender
Equality and Women's Empowerment in
External Action 2021–2025 adopted in
November 2020 establishes collection of
sex-disaggregated data related to energy
poverty.
1.2. strengthen and enforce existing
legislation on equality at both EU and
national level [together with other nonenergy specific recommendations eg 1.5.2.,
1.5.3., 1.8.)

In March 2020, the Commission adopted
the EU’s Gender Equality Strategy for
2020-2025 with an aim to achieve a gender
equal Europe, including a gender equal
economy. The strategy focuses, among
others, on the gender pay and pension
gaps, work-life balance, participation in
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the labour market and gender balance in
leadership.
The Commission will seek to complement
the existing body of gender equality
legislation by tabling in 2021 a proposal
for binding pay transparency measures.
The Commission will pursue its work
towards the adoption of its proposals for a
directive on improving the gender balance
among
non-executive
directors
of
companies listed on stock exchanges and
related measures (COM(2012) 614 final),
as well as for a directive against
discrimination based on age, disability,
sexual orientation and religion or belief
beyond the workplace (COM(2008) 462
final).
Moreover, the Commission will continue
its work on the implementation of the
existing equality acquis.
1.3. provide for a targeted policy on As confirmed also in its recent Gender
Strategy
2020-2025,
the
gender equality in energy professions Equality
Commission
has
an
active
policy
of
gender
because women's talents matter;
mainstreaming in all its policy areas,
including energy, under its equality
taskforce.
1.5.1. present gender-specific data for all
parts of the sector, including renewable
energy and energy poverty; consider the
opportunities for women, but avoid the
energy and digital transitions trammelling
women's careers and salaries;

In December 2020 the Commission
launched a study on employment of
women in the energy sector. The purpose
of the study will be notably to collect
gender-disaggregated
data
on
the
employment and participation of women
and men in the energy sector.
As noted under point 1.1 above, the EU
Energy Poverty Observatory is committed
to explore, clarify and facilitate action
where the energy transition is affected by
gender discrimination, particularly as
regards vulnerable energy consumers.
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1.7. change the mindsets of women The Commission is adopting such
themselves by means of role models, and practices. For instance, past editions of the
create a network of EU outreach teams;
EU Sustainable Energy Week (EUSEW)
featured events dedicated to women in
energy. In 2020 Directorate-General for
energy (ENER) organised the first
EUSEW Women in Energy Awards to
promote the exceptional achievements of
three energy professionals; the event
included a high-level panel to highlight the
issues around representation in the energy
sector.
1.7. change the mindsets of women These two recommendations could be
themselves by means of role models, and grouped, to show that the change of
create a network of EU outreach teams;
mentalities goes across genders: both
1.8. change men's mindsets and women and men can benefit from role
models, networks and training.
management training approaches.
3.2. The energy access gap
“The women responsible for managing
these households are the first to suffer,
often having to make a difficult choice for
themselves and their children between
putting food on the table or heating their
home ("heat or eat"). Energy policies do
not take into account problems related to
the division of responsibilities in
households, which is why energy poverty
should be considered from the point of
view of gender.”
Language used throughout the document,
e.g.:
-

-

Point 3.3.2.: “The position of women
is never considered as an issue in
itself, even though women are in a
weak position in the energy sector
and are always first in line for
redundancies during crises, regardless
of the nature of the crisis.”
Point 3.4.2.3.: “What is the added

The gender dimension of energy poverty is
not limited to the division of
responsibilities in households. Elderly
women are at higher risk of energy poverty
due to their higher life expectancy and
lower pensions. This risk is also shared by
lone female-headed households, also due
to lower incomes. In this context, consider
adding also these gendered aspects to the
text.

The Committee could consider amending
the sentences identified in the left
column, to avoid language that victimizes
women and reinforces gender biases, as
follows:
-

Use ʽunequal opportunities’ or
ʽunequal position’, instead of ʽweak
position’

-

ʽAdded value’ implies double
standards when considering access to
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value of women? Is it to be social, a
human face, capable of filing and
making the coffee? Or is it to be
technicians, engineers, researchers?”
-

Point 4.3.: “The Committee would
like to warn against two temptations:
1) creating reverse inequality, with
more women than men in the
renewable energy sector; 2) using the
energy and digital transitions to create
low-wage traps in an overly
"feminised" sector, and career traps
whereby women find that doors are
closed to them so that they cannot
develop their careers in traditional
energy sectors.

education
and
careers.
Equal
opportunities are to be granted as a
matter of justice and equal rights, not
because women should bring added
value in comparison to men.
-

Reverse inequality is inequality

-

Words such as ʽfeminised’ mix
sex/gender with gender identity and
gender roles. Consider replacing with
ʽin a sector where the majority of
workers are womenʼ.
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N°32

The future of EU air transport in and after the Corona crisis
(own initiative opinion)
EESC 2020/1239 – TEN/709
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Thomas KROPP (DE-I)
DG MOVE – Commissioner VALEAN

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.1. […] The EESC calls on the
Commission to promote tourism as a
cornerstone
of
its
development
cooperation.

For many developing countries tourism is
the main export commodity and it is
instrumental to achieve the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). Through its
development
cooperation,
the
Commission has regularly promoted
sustainable business practices in the
tourism supply-chain, in particular in the
areas of airports and airlines support,
hotels, services, man power, wildlife and
cultural heritage. In this connection, as
the tourism sector has been among the
hardest hit of all sectors by COVID-19,
the Commission is looking into the
possibility to further support to the
sustainable recovery of the sector, in the
frame of its policy orientations and the
cooperation instruments.

1.2. […] the EESC calls upon the
Commission to develop a comprehensive
road map for the recovery of the entire
European aviation sector; such an action
plan should include dedicated resources
to support all sub-sectors and their
workforce.

On 9 December 2020 the Commission
proposed a comprehensive Smart and
Sustainable Mobility Strategy. Its aim is,
to set the agenda for the EU’s work in
coming years and help the transport
sector bounce back better from the crisis,
and become greener, smarter and more
resilient, including in aviation.

1.5. […] the Commission should review
the EU's Aviation Strategy (adopted in
2015) […]

1.7. Once the European aviation sector

The
Commission
remains
fully
committed to the European Green Deal as
an economy-wide new growth strategy
aiming at no net emissions of greenhouse
gases in 2050 through a transition that is
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has regained its stability, the EESC
expects to see the Commission’s
commitment to a sustainable aviation
policy that unleashes the potential of the
European aviation sector.

just and inclusive.

4.2.5. […] the EESC reiterates the
priorities that the Commission should
pursue in order to regain and maintain
European competitiveness while ensuring
the necessary level of social protection.
4.4.2. The EESC insists, however, that the
funding of new technology and measures
designed to strengthen the sustainability,
resilience and scalability of the aviation
ecosystem should be integral elements of
an all-encompassing aviation roadmap,
which should be implemented with the
aim of providing the necessary support
for the recovery of the European aviation
value chain.
1.4. […] Passengers must receive
reassurance of the conditions under which
prepaid tickets will be refunded in the
event of cancellations during this crisis;
the Commission should also promote the
understanding that travelling by air
transport is safe, by encouraging binding
international agreements on appropriate
sanitary standards.
4.2.2. One issue of particular sensitivity is
the tension between the liquidity
constraints of passengers demanding
reimbursement of prepaid tickets, and
those of the airlines, many of which
would need to file for bankruptcy if all
reimbursements were actually made. The
upcoming revision of EU 261 should aim
to clarify the rules, in order to provide a

As regards reassurance of passengers in
respect of the full application of
passenger rights, the Commission recalls
that, in spring 2020, it has issued
Guidance in the context of the pandemic,
through the Commission Notice on
Interpretative Guidelines on EU
passenger rights regulations in the context
of the developing situation with Covid19137. In May 2020, the Commission has
also issued a Recommendation on
vouchers138. The Commission continues
to closely monitor the situation in order to
assess whether further action is needed.
As regards the safety issues, the
Commission notes that the European
Union Aviation Safety Agency (EASA)
and the European Centre for Disease

137

OJ C 89I , 18.3.2020, p. 1–8.
Recommendation (EU) 2020/648 of 13 May 2020 on vouchers offered to passengers and travellers as an
alternative to reimbursement for cancelled package travel and transport services in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic, OJ L 151, 14.5.2020, p. 10–16.
138
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win-win solution, in the interests of both
passengers and airlines […]

Prevention and Control (ECDC) Aviation
Health Safety Protocol currently offers an
effective risk mitigation, coupled with the
necessary efficiency and flexibility, so
that the objective of a safe and
harmonised resumption of aviation in
Europe can be achieved.
At European Union level, work is
underway by EASA and ECDC to
develop a common European aviation
testing protocol, supplementing the
already existing ECDC-EASA protocol
on Aviation Health Safety.

1.4. […] the Commission should also
secure planning stability by imposing a
moratorium on changes to the regulatory
framework that would hinder effective
recovery.
The EESC calls on the Commission to
seek and maintain a good balance
between the recovery measures necessary
to overcome the Corona crisis and the
desired adjustments to the financial
regulations arising from the European
Green Deal. The EESC urges the
Commission to avoid imposing additional
financial and/or regulatory burdens on the
sector, particularly in a recovery phase,
when the entire sector is financially
extremely weakened. This includes, but is
not limited to, the prolongation of the
waiver of the "use-it-or-lose-it" slot
provision for the 2020-2021 winter
season.
4.4.1. […] Like all other sectors, the
EESC stresses that aviation should adhere
to the long-term objectives of the Green
Deal. The EESC urges the Commission to
coordinate its actions on a global level,
notably at the International Civil Aviation
139

The Commission has put forward its
proposal for the recovery plan,
NextGenerationEU, together with the
proposal for revised MFF 2021-2027. The
recovery instrument should ensure
sustainable, inclusive and fair recovery
for the EU in line with the objectives of
the European Green Deal and the
Commission’s plans to ensure that Europe
is fit for the digital age.
As regards the avoidance of additional
burden, on 14 October 2020, the
Commission extended the slot waiver for
the
winter
2020/2021
scheduling
139
season . This is to provide airlines with
a relief from the use-it-or-lose-it principle
relating to slots. Similar measures have
been adopted in relation to airlines
licences or ground handling services.
Going forward, the Commission will
propose an amendment to the Slot
Regulation to ensure that any relief from
the use-it-or-lose-it principle is subject to
conditions that incentivise airlines to
make the most efficient use of their slots.
In addition, the future slot relief could be
more in line with the expected air traffic

Delegated Regulation (EU) 2020/1477.
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Organization. The EESC advocates
further expansion of a high-speed rail
network in Europe, with direct
connections to hub airports.
The EESC welcomes the fact that EU
Recovery Plan provides for investment in
future-oriented sectors. […] Markets for
sustainable aviation fuels, sustainable
technologies and data markets should be
actively promoted. […]
The EESC is pleased to note the various
funding initiatives for such alternative
fuels (power-to-x, synfuel) under the
EU’s current research funding instrument
(Horizon 2020) and encourages the
Commission to step up these efforts for
the next Framework Programme for
Research and Innovation (among other
funding instruments: Horizon Europe).

recovery.
Aviation, as other transport modes, will
need to fully contribute to the European
Green Deal. The Commission continues
to favour a basket of measures such as
improved fuel efficiency of aircrafts,
operational improvements - completing
the Single European Sky - market based
measures and uptake of sustainable
aviation fuels. The International Civil
Aviation Organization (ICAO) also has a
key role to play Carbon-neutral growth
from 2020 is the objective of ICAO’s
Carbon Offsetting and Reduction Scheme
for International Aviation (CORSIA). On
the basis of Council Decision, (EU)
2020/954, all Member States are taking
part in the current phase of voluntary
participation. The Commission also
favours the adoption of a long-term CO2
emissions reduction goal as well as the
use of sustainable aviation fuels (SAF)
internationally.
These fuels are expected to play an
important role in decarbonisation of the
aviation sector, in line with the EU’s
climate ambitions for 2030 and 2050.
Although sustainable aviation fuels (SAF)
can achieve emissions savings as high as
85% compared to conventional jet fuel, it
only represents a negligible share of total
jet fuel production and use in the EU. A
significant scale up is therefore necessary
in the years and decades to come. The
ReFuelEU Aviation initiative aims to
assess policy options to boost the SAF
market and unleash their sustainability
potential. It will result in a legislative
proposal to be adopted in early 2021.
The Commission further welcomes the
Committee’s support for the EU
Recovery Plan.
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1.6. The EESC recommends that the
Commission
consider
renegotiating
bilateral Air Service Agreements (ASA)
with non-EU countries with the aim of
preventing the distortive effects of state
aid, environmental regimes such as the
EU’s Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS)
and social imbalances, based on a level
playing field, so as to ensure continued
sustainable market growth.
4.2.1. […] In order to maintain planning
stability for stakeholders and consumers,
EU Air Service Agreements (ASAs) with
non-EU countries should be used as a
platform to jointly monitor the degree of
State aid granted during the Corona crisis,
with the aim of identifying and resolving
distortive trends. Market access should
play an important role in determining the
level of State aid in this context.
Retaliatory measures should be applied if
a non-EU country refuses to address the
issue of aid. Unequal environmental and
social standards between EU- and nonEU carriers need to be addressed in these
ASAs.
4.2.2. Over-capacity in the market,
combined with a foreseeable decline in
purchasing power during the forthcoming
global recession, may even require
temporary or structural changes to ASAs,
with a view to safeguarding reciprocity
during the recovery period.
4.2.3. The Commission could, and
should, initiate unilateral proceedings
against non-EU countries and their
carriers, if solutions cannot be reached
through negotiation (Regulation 2019/712
offers the option to initiate proceedings.).

Open and fair competition in international
aviation based on a level playing field and
high standards is at the heart of the EU’s
external
aviation
policy.
Where
authorised
to
negotiate
EU-level
comprehensive air transport agreements
with third countries, the Commission
therefore
systematically
suggests
provisions on, inter alia, fair competition,
transparency, environmental and social
matters.
EU
comprehensive
air
transport
agreements establish a modern and
transparent
legal
framework
for
international air transport. They deal not
only with traditional aspects of aviation
but
additionally provide efficient
mechanisms to address issues arising
from implementing the agreement, for
instance regular Joint Committee
meetings. State aid granted to air carriers,
environmental
and
social
issues,
according to the terms of the relevant
agreement, are all issues that can be
raised by either Party in the Joint
Committee. Violations of provisions by
either Party can be addressed and
resolved by the dispute resolution
mechanism of the agreement.
EU aviation agreements establish
reciprocal rights and obligations and
provide the necessary mechanisms to
ensure this is the case. The Commission
continues to closely monitor the impact of
COVID-19 in the implementation of these
agreements.
The Commission will consider applying
the mechanisms to enforce provisions on
fair competition contained in EU
comprehensive air transport agreements
should there be indications that the
provisions of the respective agreement
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have been violated. However, when
bilateral aviation agreements do not
contain adequate provisions concerning
fair competition Regulation 2019/712
could be relied upon. In line with Article 4
of the Regulation, the Commission is in
principle to initiate an investigation if there
is prima facie evidence of the existence of
a practice distorting competition, of an
injury or threat of injury to EU air carriers,
and of a causal link between the former
and the latter.
1.8. The EESC urges the Commission to
secure European competitiveness by
accelerating the necessary regulatory
steps to fully implement the Single
European Sky after decades of
unnecessary dispute between Member
States and the EU […]

The Commission adopted its amended
proposal for Single European Sky (SES)
reform, accompanied by a Staff Working
Document, on 22 September 2020. This
amended proposal follows the same
objectives as the initial proposal in 2013,
namely to modernise the management of
the European airspace, to achieve greater
resilience and scalability and to reduce
avoidable greenhouse gas emission by
flying more optimal routes. As a way to
increase cost-effectiveness of air traffic
management, the Commission proposes
to promote an EU market for data
services,
to
streamline
economic
regulation, to strengthen the Europe-wide
network and to boost common
technological solutions.

1.9. […] The EESC expects further EU
funds to be allocated to R&D, with the
aim of promoting environmentally
friendly products, services, procedures
and technologies without undermining
European competitiveness. Indeed, the
EESC calls on the Commission and
Member States to focus policy on
promoting globally applicable standards
for sustainability, including additional
environmental measures, when providing

Indeed, the Commission is aiming – via
the Single European Sky ATM Research
(SESAR) Joint Undertaking - at boosting
better coordination as regards definition,
development and deployment of safe,
innovative and sustainable technological
solutions.
Moreover, the Clean Sky 2 initiative
(2014-2024) was designed to build on the
Clean Sky 1, which aimed to develop
technologies with reduced CO2, NOx and
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financial aid by Member States.

noise emissions.
Furthermore, the Commission adopted in
September 2020 a Decision on the
Horizon 2020 Work Programme 20182020, which includes a call specifically in
support of the Green Deal. In this context
a specific topic on ʽGreen airports and
ports as multimodal hubs for sustainable
and smart mobilityʼ (LC-GD-5-1-2020)
was published and remained open until 26
January 2021. A number of aspects are to
be addressed in several areas dealing with
intrinsic
transport,
terminal-related,
energy-related and cross-cutting themes
with a particular focus on the local
generation and/or supply of green energy
(electricity, hydrogen, etc.), adoption of
sustainable fuels, optimization of traffic
and passenger flows and connections with
neighbouring cities. A total of €100
million is earmarked for this specific call
with 50% dedicated to airports.
The Work Programme for the period
2021-2022 for Horizon Europe is
currently under development and a
number of areas providing further R&I
support for the Green Deal are
undergoing discussion. These include the
development
and
deployment
of
disruptive technologies aiming at
reductions of up to 30% in fuel burn and
CO2 emissions (compared to existing
aircraft) by 2035, hybrid-electric aircraft
architectures, signification reduction in
local air pollution and noise, investigation
of improved passenger protection and
industry resilience to crisis, and measures
to maintain the leadership position of the
European aeronautical industry.

1.10. The EESC seeks reassurance that
the social partners who use the Social
Dialogue formula will continue to be

In addition to supporting the Social
Dialogue among ATM employers and
employees,
the
Commission
has
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involved in the development and
implementation
of
the
necessary
regulatory measures, and reiterates that it
is prepared to fully support the
Commission in its endeavour to promote
the swift recovery of Europe’s aviation
sector.

established an Expert Group on the
Human Dimension to ensure that proper
planning and accompanying measures are
put in place to follow the technological
deployment and to make sure that the
reform takes account of necessary human
and social factors.

4.3. […] Social dialogue will also be
necessary during the inevitable resizing in
most companies and should, therefore, be
fostered at European, national and
company level. This does not preclude the
EU institutions and Member States from
assuming their responsibilities in the
social field.

The Commission will continue to engage
with the social partners in the
development and implementation of the
regulatory measures. For example, in the
context of the upcoming Strategy, the
Commission organised a targeted
consultation with social partners on 16
September 2020.

3.3. […] The EESC has deep concerns
concerning the failure of the European
Union's Member States to implement
consistent and science-based approaches
to travel restrictions. Despite repeated
calls from the industry for a sciencebased, harmonised and coordinated
approach to new restrictions, differing
national approaches have emerged. Some
of these unilateral national measures are
contrary to expert guidance and further
damage consumer confidence. The EESC
urges the Commission to safeguard a safe
and transparent resumption of air traffic
in Europe. Member States should aim to
harmonise their gradual border openings,
in
line
with
the
Commission
recommendations.

The Commission welcomes the adoption
of the Council Recommendation on a
coordinated approach to the restriction of
free movement in response to the COVID19 pandemic, which is based on a
Commission proposal presented on
4 September 2020.
It should be seen as another step to reduce
the uncertainty that affects so negatively
the travel and tourism ecosystem. It aims
to address the confusion caused by the
different systems used by Member States
to classify regions across Europe.
Contrary to Point 19 of the proposal
prepared by the Commission (ʽWherever
possible, the possibility to undergo tests
for COVID-19 infection instead of
quarantine should be the preferred optionʼ)
the recommendation is not presenting
testing as the preferred option.
However, Point 26 of the recommendation
states that it ʽshould be regularly reviewed
by the Commission, with the support of the
European Centre for Disease Prevention
and Controlʼ. Further progress could
therefore be proposed as soon as the
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epidemiological situation allows it.
Last but not least, the Commission is
currently considering a possible testing
protocol for aviation, as a further step in
addressing the disruptions experienced by
citizens and businesses.
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N° 33

Conservation and enforcement measures – NAFO
COM(2020) 215 final
EESC 2020/2842 - NAT/796
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Gabriel SARRO IPARRAGUIRRE (ES-III)
DG MARE – Commissioner SINKIEVICIUS

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.1. The EESC believes that the
conservation and enforcement measures
adopted by the Northwest Atlantic
Fisheries Organisation (NAFO) should be
transposed into EU law, with a view to
achieving their uniform and effective
implementation within the EU.

The Commission thanks the Committee
for its support and shares the
Committee’s view.

1.2. However, the Committee is of the
view that the proposal presented does not
establish an efficient mechanism for
transposing the measures adopted by
NAFO and does not resolve the issue of
having to update these measures each year.

The
Commission
understands
Committee’s view on this point. The
Commission is in favour of simpler and
swift transposition methods, as the
content of the proposal contains already
binding international obligations for the
Union.
In the proposal, the Commission is
introducing more delegated powers to
enable a more swift transposition into
Union law, following a decision of the
Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organisation
(NAFO) Contracting Parties.

1.3. The Committee is in favour of a more
efficient, simpler mechanism and therefore
proposes drafting a regulation that contains
a single article stipulating that the
European Union must without fail apply
NAFO measures to its fleet.

The Commission understands the
Committee’s view on this point. The
Commission is in favour of simpler
transposition methods.
However, it is not possible to transpose
the NAFO conservation and enforcement
measures (CEM) in one single article.
NAFO CEM are addressed to the NAFO
Contracting Parties. Therefore, the CEM
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text cannot be applied as such, for
example by European Union individuals,
as it would be uncertain what the scope of
their duties is. EU Regulation must spell
out clearly how norms are to be applied
within the Union, by either Member
States, operators, or the Commission.
Clear identification of subjects and their
rights and duties is needed, in order to
ensure the transposition of these
international obligations.
This also ensures that all key rules are
available to operators in their language.
1.4. The EESC stresses the risks involved
in introducing a system of delegated acts,
granting the Commission the power to
legislate without following ordinary
procedures.

The Commission understands the
Committee’s concerns on this point. By
adopting this proposal, the Commission’s
intention is to find a way to simplify and
speed-up the transposition exercise. As a
result, the Commission introduces a
mechanism by which non-essential and
more technical parts of the regulation
could be amended by delegation. The
Parliament and the Council are still
involved in the drafting of delegated
regulation via experts groups. The
delegation is revocable and time-barred.
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N°34

Due diligence requirements (exploratory opinion)
EESC 2020/2926 - INT/911
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Thomas WAGNSONNER (AT-II)
Co-rapporteur: Emmanuelle BUTAUD-STUBBS (FR-I)
DG JUST – Commissioner REYNDERS

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.10. The European Economic and Social
Committee (EESC) affirms that it is time
for the European Commission (EC) to act
and propose legislation to the Member
States and the European Parliament (EP)
on mandatory due diligence that
acknowledges responsibility based on
current standards and offers a clear and
secure legal framework for European
businesses.

The Commission has announced in its
Work Programme for 2021 a legislative
initiative on sustainable corporate
governance for the second quarter of
2021 ʽto foster long-term sustainable and
responsible corporate behaviourʼ.
The initiative is currently being prepared
in line with the Commission’s Better
Regulation guidelines. In particular, an
impact assessment is being prepared to
inform the Commission's decision.
After having collected feedback to the
Inception Impact Assessment140 on this
initiative, the Commission launched in
October 2020 an on-line open public
consultation141 covering key elements to
be considered in the impact assessment.
The consultation is to be open until 8
February 2021.
The public consultation is seeking
stakeholders’ views, inter alia, on the
need and objectives for EU intervention
on sustainable corporate governance and
on the topics of directors’ duty of care
and due diligence duty.
For its preparatory work, the Commission
will also use as inputs, among others, the

140

https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12548-Sustainable-corporategovernance
141
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say/initiatives/12548-Sustainable-corporategovernance
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results of two studies on due diligence
requirements through the supply chain142,
and on directors’ duties and sustainable
corporate governance143, which support
mandatory rules on sustainable corporate
governance.
1.3. The material scope of the LI – either a The Commission takes note of the
directive or a regulation with their Committee’s proposals as regards the
respective advantages and disadvantages – scope and content of the forthcoming
should guarantee a broad coverage of the proposal and will take them duly into
HR and environmental rights definition account when preparing the initiative in
including workers' and trade union rights accordance with its Better Regulation
and ensure the inclusion of new guidelines.
developments in HR.
The Impact Assessment to be prepared by
the Commission will have due regard for
the comparative impacts and benefits of
1.4. Due diligence obligations, notably possible policy options. It will also
with regard to global value chains, must consider
proportionality
to
avoid
guide management decisions that aim at unnecessary red tape, particularly for
sustainable companies, economically, small and medium enterprises, and impact
ecologically and socially. In any case, on the level playing field.
environmental
impacts
should
be
These elements are also covered in the
considered of great importance for
open public consultation.
sustainable business conduct and be a high
priority in GVCs.

1.5. The LI should cross-sectorally cover
all
companies,
with
proportionate
requirements for SMEs established or
active in the EU, in order to avoid unfair
competition and an uneven playing field,
as well as the public sector. It should
require companies to abide by high
standards of responsible business conduct
but at the same time provide adequate
measures in line with the respective risk of
HR violations.
1.8. Victims whose rights are infringed and
142
143

The European Union has measures in

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/8ba0a8fd-4c83-11ea-b8b7-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/e47928a2-d20b-11ea-adf7-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
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their representatives, such as trade unions
and HR defenders, must have access to
effective remedies against negative
impacts they suffered.

place to ensure access to justice such as
the Brussels I recast, Rome II Regulation
etc. which also apply to victims of
corporate abuses.

1.9. It must be ensured that victims of
business-related HR infringements and
their representatives including trade unions
and human right defenders have, as a
matter of HR, guaranteed access to fair
proceedings, courts and authorities. When
it is unclear if the parent company, one of
its subsidiaries or suppliers with which
established business relationships exist is
potentially liable, one forum conducting
fair proceedings should have jurisdiction.
Accordingly, the Brussels I Regulation
should be modified to allow for a
proceeding in Europe, when HR
infringements are involved.

Both Brussels I recast and Rome II will
be subject to evaluation during this
mandate. A legal study on Rome II is
currently underway, and the issue of
human rights violations will be
thoroughly examined in the context of the
forthcoming evaluations.

1.11. A mandatory due diligence
framework would be realised by an agreed
standard that is enforced by proportionate,
effective and dissuasive sanctions, whereas
liability would have to be based on the
violation of a clearly defined set of HR.
Like in all liability regimes, an obvious
causal link must be established between a
fault, or a failure to prevent and certain
damage. In cases of quite atypical causal
cases there is consequently no risk
connection.

The Commission takes note of the
Committee’s proposals as regards the
content of the forthcoming proposal and
will take them duly into account when
preparing the initiative in accordance with
its Better Regulation guidelines.
Questions on how to define and enforce a
possible due diligence obligation and
relating to the company’s stakeholders’
interests are also included in the recently
launched public consultation.

3.10. Such an LI would have to start from
a holistic but also legally robust and
unambiguous
understanding
of
stakeholders in a company. Shareholders
are at the core of a group of stakeholders,
often incurring financial losses when
companies are connected with HR
infringements and the associated image
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damage. But more than just shareholders,
employees, their representatives at shop
and sector level and people affected by the
acts done at a company level, either by
living nearby or being exposed to its
impacts and often being organised in civil
society organisations have a stake in the
responsible management of business
affairs with DD for HR. All stakeholder
groups should be given due consideration
within a DD LI according to their
respective interests.
1.12./3.3. The development of innovative
information
technologies
(e.g.
"blockchain"), which allow all data to be
traced, should be encouraged for the
management of GSCs in order to minimise
administrative burdens and costs and avoid
redundancies. They provide security and
ensure traceability.

The Commission acknowledges the value
of innovative information technologies as
effective means for achieving greater
transparency and traceability in global
supply chains. In its development
cooperation with partner countries, the
Commission is already piloting the
possible use of traceability approaches
and standards through blockchain
solutions as part of a programme to
enhance transparency and traceability of
sustainable value chains in the garment
and footwear industry.

3.7. Through the influence of the European
internal market on world trade, a European
LI would further level the playing field by
requiring not only European companies to
adhere to HRDD, but also companies from
third countries which are providing goods
and services in the internal market. This
requirement for a level playing field
between EU companies established in the
EU and companies of third countries
selling goods and services and investing in
the internal market must be at the heart of
any new EU LI, otherwise EU companies
will suffer a competitive disadvantage.
Looking at practical examples in the
above-mentioned regulations on Timber
and Conflict Minerals, we see that it is

The preparations of the future sustainable
corporate governance initiative also
include considerations as regards the
scope of the initiative, including
possibilities to cover at least some third
country companies operating in the EU.
Furthermore, the Commission aims at
ensuring that a development cooperation
perspective is applied to support thirdcountry partners setting up the
appropriate frameworks ensuring that
both companies and individuals promote
and respect human rights, social and
environment standards. The complexity
of global value chains requires a holistic
approach to ensure a global level playing
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possible to leverage the internal market
also for international suppliers.

field.

3.19. The DD obligations should cover
actual and potential impacts. They should
also cover social and environmental
impacts, including on the basis of the
SDGs, as well as anti-corruption, corporate
governance
and
fair
taxation.
Environmental
impacts
should
be
considered of paramount importance for
sustainable business conduct. According to
the UNGP, OECD Guidelines and ILO
Tripartite
Declaration
definitions,
companies should carry out DD to
"identify, prevent, mitigate and account for
how they address their actual or potential
adverse impacts. Building upon those
instruments, mandatory DD should
include, while protecting legitimate
interests of business secrecy, assessing and
identifying actual and potential adverse
impacts, acting upon the findings in order
to cease and prevent negative impacts,
tracking the implementation and the
results, and communicating how impacts
have been addressed". The LI should be
built coherently with existing DD systems,
such as the UNGPs, to facilitate easier
implementation and to avoid redundancies.

The Commission is examining whether
the corporate governance initiative should
cover risks beyond social/ human rights,
environmental and climate change issues.

3.20. The LI has to prescribe clearly which
individual actions have to be taken by
companies throughout the whole DD
process to assess HR risk in coherence
with other EU binding legislation, such as
the revision of the Non-Financial
Reporting Directive144, which may need to
be adjusted accordingly in the future. […]

Coherence and consistency of the
initiative on sustainable corporate
governance with the review of the Nonfinancial Reporting Directive will be key.

3.21. Member States should ensure that
one or more national public authorities

The Commission takes note of the
Committee’s proposals as regards the

OJ L 330, 15.11.2014, p. 1.
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(e.g. labour or health and safety
inspectorates) have the responsibility to
monitor the respect of companies'
obligations. The authority should have the
necessary resources and expertise to carry
out controls, also ex officio and checks
based on risk assessments, information
received
from
whistleblowers
and
complaints. It should work in close
cooperation with and ensure the active
participation of the social partners.
Properly equipped OECD contact points
should play a role as well.

content of the forthcoming proposal and
will take them duly into account when
preparing the initiative in accordance with
its Better Regulation guidelines as
explained.
Questions on how to enforce the possible
corporate obligations and as regards
experience with cases or court
proceedings and possible difficulties to
get access to remedy are also included in
the recently launched public consultation.

3.23. In the existing systems on which a
mandatory LI may be based, implementing
and conducting a DD system does not in
itself always preclude liability, as damages
result from infringements of HR, not due
diligence oversights. When prevention
fails, victims of HR infringements still
need at least effective judicial remedies
guaranteeing full compensation for the
damages incurred. A DD system will serve
to illustrate the efforts taken in preventing
damages.
4.7. Companies should not be exposed to
frivolous litigation or an absolute liability,
as they can refer to their DD processes to
illustrate their involvement and actions to
mitigate and prevent the harmful impacts.
When a company has neither caused,
contributed to a damage nor could have
known about it, even though it has
conducted meaningful DD, no liability can
be attached. A DD process should address
the often cited problem of "corporate veil",
whereby victims often do not have the
resources or the possibility to illustrate the
specific chain of responsibility within a
GVC.
4.12. The EC should actively promote its

The

EU

promotes

the

universal
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DD policy at international level, i.e. in the
UN treaty process, in all the relevant
international organisations in order to
stimulate other jurisdictions to follow that
path.

implementation of the United Guiding
Principles on Business and Human
Rights, respect of the International
Labour Organisation (ILO) conventions
and responsible business conduct through
the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development guidelines for
Multinational Enterprises (OECD MNE
Guidelines). In its Joint communication
on an Action Plan on Human Rights and
Democracy for the period 2020-2024, the
EU has set the ambition to continue
further in this track notably through the
adoption and development of National
Action Plans on Business and Human
Rights by third-partner countries.
The Commission considers it important
that the level playing field it aims to
create on the internal market through its
initiative on sustainable corporate
governance should ultimately also be
achieved at global scale. EU development
cooperation has a role to play in working
with partner countries to develop a level
playing field at country level for all
businesses, whether European or not.
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N° 35

The rule of law and its impact on economic growth
EESC 2020/1261 – ECO/511
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Jukka AHTELA (FI-I)
DG JUST – Commissioner Reynders

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.5. The EESC calls on the European
Commission to make efforts to measure
the economic impact of the rule of law.
This includes developing a solid system of
measurement that takes the substantive part
of the rule of law as well as the procedural
part explicitly into account.

The Commission has been stressing the
importance of effective justice systems and
the respect for the rule of law for several
years in the context of the European
Semester.
As stated in the Commission’s Annual
Sustainable Growth Strategy 2021145,
ʽRespect for the rule of law and good
governance,
effective
institutions,
independent and efficient justice systems,
quality public administrations, robust anticorruption, anti-money laundering and
anti-fraud frameworks, an efficient
delivery of public procurement, effective
insolvency frameworks and efficient tax
systems are important determinants of a
Member State’s business environment. All
these aspects can have an impact on
investment decisions and on the rapidity of
all actors to start investment projectsʼ.
The Commission’s 2020 Rule of Law
Report146, which is at the centre of the
newly established European Rule of Law
Mechanism, provides a qualitative
assessment of the situation of the rule of
law in the European Union carried out by

145

Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the European Council, the Council, the
European Central Bank, the European Economic and Social Committee, the Committee of the Regions and
the European Investment Bank, “Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2021”, adopted on 17 September 2020,
COM(2020) 575 final.
146
Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic
and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, “2020 Rule of Law Report - The rule of law
situation in the European Union”, adopted on 30 September 2020, COM(2020) 580 final, {SWD(2020) 300326}.
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the Commission based on a detailed
methodology discussed with the Member
States.
It
further
reinforces
and
complements other EU instruments that
encourage Member States to implement
structural reforms.
1.7. The EESC welcomes the efforts of the
European
Commission
and
other
institutions to develop appropriate tools to
defend EU values and promote a rule of
law culture. However, the EESC considers
that the effectiveness of existing tools,
such as Article 7 TEU and the rule of law
framework and infringement procedure,
the annual EU Justice Scoreboard and the
new Rule of Law Mechanism, could still
be improved and should be complemented
by measures focused on the rule of law, but
geared more effectively towards economic
considerations.

The Commission has developed over the
years its ʽRule of Law Toolbox’ with tools
to promote and uphold the rule of law, and
is open to further develop it, in particular
to strengthen the effective capacity to
address problems early on through
preventive measures, and effectively take
action wherever needed to contain
problems when preventive measures fall
short.

1.8. In the European Semester, the
Commission should accelerate highlighting
the relevance of the rule of law as one of
the key elements underpinning a
competitive and sustainable economy. The
EESC recommends that national follow-up
review processes be created, which include
representatives from civil society and the
social partners, and that the overall
involvement of CSOs and the social
partners be increased throughout the
Semester process.

The European Semester has taken account
of the relevance of the rule of law to the
business environment in its work to
promote
growth-enhancing
structural
reforms in areas such as effective justice
systems and the fight against corruption.
The independence, efficiency and quality
of the justice systems of the Member
States are crucial to attracting business and
enabling economic growth.
In the 2020 European Semester cycle, the
Council, on the Commission’s proposal,
addressed
country-specific
recommendations to eight Member States
relating to their justice system, while a
further eight Member States were
identified as facing specific challenges as
regards the functioning of their justice
systems.
Justice and anti-corruption reforms can
have an important impact on the business
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environment and should therefore also be
carefully considered by Member States
when preparing their national Recovery
and Resilience Plans.
The Commission’s assessment contained
in the European Semester country reports
and regarding the implementation of the
country specific recommendations is based
on multiple sources. These include country
visits, in the context of which the
Commission services consult relevant
stakeholders, including representatives of
civil society and social partners.
The
analysis
contained
in
the
Commission’s 2020 Rule of Law Report –
for which the input provided by relevant
stakeholders has been an essential source –
will also in future be able to feed the
assessment in the framework of the
European Semester.
1.9. The EU's annual rule of law review
process should be made as open as
possible to civil society. The findings and
recommendations of the European
Commission should be discussed publicly
both at the national and the European level,
and followed up by specific measures to
address incidents and negative trends,
including for the economy. Civil society,
including the social partners, should be
involved more closely and also be involved
in the follow-up. The EESC has proposed
an annual forum of civil society
organisations, which would contribute to
the review cycle with its diverse
representation.

The European Rule of Law Mechanism,
with the annual Rule of Law Report at its
centre, takes into due account the
Committee’s calls for a broad discussion of
the rule of law situation in the European
Union, including the involvement of civil
society. The European Rule of Law
Mechanism aims at deepening dialogue
and joint awareness of the rule of law
throughout the European Union. It is a
yearly process in which the Commission
aims at preventing problems from
emerging or deepening, notably by having
open debates and by exchanging best
practices.
When preparing the 2020 Rule of Law
Report, the Commission relied on multiple
sources, which comprised written input
from Member States, but also input
received through a targeted stakeholder
consultation, where over 200 stakeholders
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provided written input. These stakeholders
included, among others, national and
European civil society organisations, and
professional associations. In addition, the
Commission conducted over 300 virtual
visits, during which rule of law
developments were also discussed with
relevant stakeholders, including civil
society representatives.
Following the publication of the 2020 Rule
of Law Report, the Commission intends to
conduct a genuine political debate on the
rule of law, not only between the Member
States in the Council, but also in the
Member States, notably in national
parliaments, and with civil society
organisations and other stakeholders.
The
Commission
welcomes
the
contribution of the Committee to carry this
debate forward, including through its
national member organisations.
1.12. It seems that awareness regarding the
crucial importance of the rule of law both
as a fundamental value but also as being
instrumental to economic growth is lacking
among the public in many Member States.
Therefore, the EESC calls for a permanent
awareness-raising strategy to alert EU
citizens to just how crucial the rule of law
is.

The Commission agrees that raising
awareness of the importance of the rule of
law is essential. In its Communication
ʽStrengthening the rule of law within the
Union – A blueprint for action’147, the
Commission highlighted the need for
proactive initiatives to promote the rule of
law within the European Union, including
regarding importance of the rule of law for
citizens and business.

147

Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and
Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions, “Strengthening the rule of law within the Union – A
blueprint for action”, 17.7.2019, COM(2019) 343 final.
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N°36

148

Contribution of civil Society to the Green Agenda and sustainable
development of the Western Balkans as part of the EU accession process
(own-initiative opinion)
EESC 2020/2228 – REX/528
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Dragica MARTINOVIC DZAMONJA (HR-I)
Co-rapporteur: Pierre Jean COULON (FR-II)
DG NEAR – Commissioner VARHELYI

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

3.1. The EESC believes that the Western
Balkans should align with and be
included in the European Green Deal,
including in the recovery from COVID19.

The Commission concurs with the
Committee on the importance of the Green
Agenda for the Western Balkans. It
welcomes the Committee's contribution as
a key input to the debate on this matter.

The EESC makes a series of suggestions
for how this should be done, and
underlines the role of civil society in the
green transition / advancing the green
agenda.

On 6 October 2020, the Commission
adopted the Communication on an
Economic and Investment Plan for the
Western Balkans148. This Economic and
Investment Plan aims to spur the long-term
recovery, backed by a green and digital
transition. A Staff Working Document
containing
Guidelines
for
the
Implementation of the Green Agenda for
the Western Balkans accompanies this
Communication. Based on the approach of
the European Green Deal, the Staff
Working Document sets out relevant
actions and recommendations to be
supported in the Western Balkans,
including alignment with the EU standards
and the acquis.

COM(2020) 641 final.
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2.6. The EESC identifies priorities and
challenges ahead including:

Concerning the specific issues raised in the
Committee’s opinion:

- The need for an accrued insistence on
reforms and conditionality of the EU's
engagement upon democratic reforms and
respect for core European values such as
the rule of law and fundamental rights.

- As indicated in the conclusions of the
Communication on EU Enlargement
policy adopted on 6 October 2020, the
Commission considers that a credible
enlargement policy built on strict but fair
conditionality and the principle of own
merits, will continue to drive forward the
transformation and modernisation in the
partner countries in an overall challenging
environment.
The Commission proposes to place an
even stronger focus on reforms in the
fundamental areas of rule of law, the
functioning of democratic institutions,
public administration and the economy.

2.7.
-Social partners and other CSOs, at both
EU and national level, must be
meaningfully involved in the entire
process of EU integration of the Western
Balkans; and their capacities should be
strengthened through technical and
economic support, by facilitating access to
European funding sources and by
involving them entirely in the accession
negotiations process.

1.3.
The recovery from the COVID-19 crisis
should endorse green policies and green
transition has to be an integral part of a
comprehensive and forward-looking

The Commission agrees with the important
role that civil society and social partners
can play in the sustainable development of
the Western Balkans, and with the
importance of them being involved in
relevant processes at local, central and
international level. It already provides
substantial technical, financial and political
support to civil society in the region,
through its Civil Society Facility and
through other efforts such as inclusion of
civil society in sectoral projects and policy
dialogue. It seeks to specifically encourage
civil
society
organization
(CSO)
engagement in green economy, climate
change etc.

The Green Agenda for the Western
Balkans is part of the Economic and
Investment Plan. Guidelines for its
implementation are provided in the
accompanying Staff Working Document
that aims at spurring the long-term
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recovery plan in the Western Balkans.

recovery in the region - backed by a green
and digital transition - leading to sustained
economic growth and implementation of
reforms required to move forward on the
EU path.

1.4. The Western Balkans should align
with and be included in important
European policies and initiatives, which,
by their geographical situation, is
particularly the case for the European
Green Deal.

The external dimension of the European
Green Deal identified launching a Green
Agenda for the Western Balkans as one of
its key initiatives. The Green Agenda for
the Western Balkans is adapting the
initiatives of the European Green Deal to
the realities and the needs of the region, in
a proportionate manner to ensure that the
Western Balkans take full advantage of
their economic integration with the EU.
The accompanying Staff Working
Document sets out relevant actions and
recommendations, including alignment
with the EU standards and the EU acquis.

1.7. The Western Balkans are highly
sensitive to the impacts of climate change
resulting in damage to general health and
the economy, and need urgent action to
better the quality of life for their citizens,
especially children and young people, by
a just transition to a greener model,
having in mind the 'no one should be left
behind' principle.

A set of concrete actions on
decarbonisation are included in the Staff
Working Document, including on climate
change adaptation and mitigation as well
as just transition.

1.8 The EESC calls for the future actions
towards greener Western Balkans to be
adapted to the region's specific challenges
and needs, including an adequate
regulatory
framework,
crossborder
activities,
innovative
technological
solutions, locally produced and consumed
energy and energy efficiency, sustainable
urban transport, road and rail networks,
public and private engagement, ICT and
fast internet deployment, agri-food
measures, etc.

All these elements are reflected in the
Green Agenda for the Western Balkans,
structured around five pillars: (1) climate
action, including decarbonisation, energy
and mobility, (2) circular economy,
addressing in particular waste, recycling,
sustainable production and efficient use of
resources, (3) biodiversity, aiming to
protect and restore the natural wealth of
the region, (4) fighting pollution of air,
water and soil and (5) sustainable food
systems and rural areas. The objectives of
these pillars should be pursued through
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concrete actions and supported by
mechanisms and financial instruments set
out in the Staff Working Document.
1.9
the
challenges
as
regards
decarbonisation, depollution of air, water
and soil, connectivity and climate change
in the Western Balkans can be turned into
opportunities by investing in research and
innovation, learning and adopting
alternative approaches, circular economy,
waste management, greener energy and
connectivity solutions, as well as active
measures to protect the rich biodiversity
of the region.

All these elements are reflected in the
Green Agenda for the Western Balkans, in
line with the Green Deal aiming at turning
environmental and climate challenges into
opportunities.

1.10 The EESC stresses the importance of
developing green skills within active
national and regional education/training
and skills strategies, with a particular
accent on gender equality, in cooperation
with relevant actors and within an
effective social dialogue.

The link between education and the Green
Agenda is further detailed in the Staff
Working Document. To be successfully
implemented, the Green Agenda for the
Western Balkans needs to be reflected in
the reforms of the education systems in
order to guarantee that people are
equipped and prepared for the labour
market and society of tomorrow. With
proper information and education, the
youth of the region can contribute
decisively to the implementation of the
Green Agenda. The European Green Deal
will also have to be translated into the
different components of Erasmus+, the EU
flagship programme for education
available in the region. In addition, the
approach is a twin green and digital
transition, with an emphasis also on
developing digital skills and approaches in
this context.
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N°37

EU and Africa: making an equal development partnership a reality
based on sustainability and common values (own-initiative opinion)
EESC 2020/1715 - REX/527
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Dimitris DIMITRIADIS (EL-I)
Rapporteur: Dilyana SLAVOVA (BG-III)
Rapporteur: Thomas WAGNSONNER (AT-II)
DG INTPA - Commissioner URPILAINEN

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.1. In a rapidly changing world with
significant problems but also new
opportunities, Europe has an obligation: to
use its multi-cultural, institutional and
socioeconomic legacy to enable global
sustainable development. The challenges
faced by developing countries in Africa
are very complex and we need to address
these in a sensitive and multidimensional
approach. We cannot only give wellmeaning advice, but massive financial
means from the EU and its Member States
are also necessary to invest in Africa to
achieve the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). This must be the main
purpose of the EU's international
partnerships, and respect for Universal
Human Rights (UHRs), which are
essential common values, must be the
foundation for any political engagement
within an equal development partnership
with Africa.

The Commission agrees on this approach.
Its proposal for the new Neighbourhood
and Development Cooperation Instrument
(NDICI) foresees that a Rights-based
approach will be applied to our
cooperation encompassing all human
rights. This aims to support the rights
holders in claiming their rights with a
focus on poorer and more vulnerable
groups and to assist partner countries in
implementing their international human
rights obligations.

1.2. In line with EU's New Consensus on
Development, the EESC advocates
promoting a decent life and good
prospects, creating a middle class and
supporting
equal
partnerships
by
strengthening sustainable social-liberal

The Commission welcomes the proposed
approach by the Committee.
The Commission would also like to refer
to the Council Conclusions on Africa of
June 2020 endorsing the Joint
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democratic structures in Africa, in line
with UHRs , including fundamental
labour rights (the International Labour
Organisation's (ILO) Declaration of
Fundamental Principles and Rights at
Work, which includes the Core Labour
Standards, and the Tripartite Declaration
of Principles concerning Multinational
Enterprises and Social Policy) , freedom
to conduct a business and the right to a
healthy environment, as well as the
SDGs. The EESC welcomes the Joint
Communication
Towards
a
comprehensive Strategy with Africa
and seeks to contribute to the
improvement of the new EU
comprehensive strategy with Africa.

Communication
ʽTowards
a
Comprehensive Strategy with Africaʼ149.

1.3. The current situation reveals critical
challenges but also promising prospects
for
EU-African
developmental
cooperation. Africa includes many of the
world's 20 fastest growing economies. By
2035, it will have the largest potential
workforce. A trade and investment
partnership on high level, based on UHRs
and sustainability, is necessary for both
sides, and development must be the focus,
instead of using development funds for
border security

The Commission’s view is that effective
border management contributes to a
number of overarching aims: ensuring
security; facilitating mobility and
international trade, thereby contributing
to development. Consequently, the
Commission considers that funding also
needs to be allocated to capacity building
(including equipment) in the field of
border management in partner countries.

1.4. The EESC welcomes the African
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA),
as it strengthens trade within the
continent, lessens dependencies and
moves away from a solely overseasexports-driven approach. It could be an
essential first step towards a free trade
area between the EU and Africa. The
EESC reiterates the important role of
organised civil society in the postCotonou agreement.

The Commission shares the view that the
African Continental Free Trade Area
(AfCFTA) is essential to strengthen intra
African trade and regional integration. It
will help to overcome negative effects of
COVID-19 on the continent. It is a
building stone towards a future continentto-continent free trade agreement. The
Commission supports the negotiation
phase of the AfCFTA and will contribute
to its implementation. The Commission is

Council Conclusion 9265/20, 30 June 2020
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engaging with civil society in the EU and
Africa on this process as well as on the
negotiations
on
a
post-Cotonou
agreement.
1.5. Long-term investment in intra-African
infrastructure to foster regional value
chains and a sustainable local economy
makes economic sense, is ecologically
sustainable and creates production
capacities including local, quality jobs. An
approach geared solely towards overseas
exports is unsustainable. In particular,
intercontinental economic collaboration
should favour local production in Africa,
whose main sectors should be sustainable
agriculture, energy and the circular
economy, as well as the traditional sectors
related to raw materials and construction,
which still need to be reformed in line with
the SDGs. Public funds will not
necessarily be used for private investments
in Africa, to the detriment of conventional
development
cooperation.
Therefore,
monitoring, checking and evaluation
systems that heavily involve of organised
civil society are absolutely vital.

The Commission agrees on the
importance of the sustainability value
chains and recalls that an analytical tool
has been developed by the Commission in
cooperation with European research
institutes and universities. It uses the
ʽValue Chain Analysis for Development’
(VCA4D) method to facilitate both public
and private investments around specific
value chains150.
The Commission is aware that Africa has
a ʽgrowth-inducedʼ food gap: the local
production currently does not keep pace
with income and population growth.
Hence, the Commission makes sure that
EU trade policies do not harm
development, as well as that EU support
goes to developing value chains and
access to markets for smallholders to
local, national and regional markets. As
farming remains largely a private sector
activity,
responsible
agribusiness
investments have also a major role to
play.
The Commission recognises that civil
society in the EU and Africa are vital
partners to ensure that investments and
growth foster regional value chains and
sustainable economies that benefit all,
that businesses respect human rights and
the environment and that progress is
made
towards
the
Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs).
In that light, the COVID-19 Recovery is
an opportunity to build back better,
greener and more resilient societies.

150

https://ec.europa.eu/knowledge4policy/projects-activities/vca4d-value-chain-analysis-development_en
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European investments should assist in the
twin green and digital transitions.
Substantial investments are essential in
the infrastructure sector to allow
sustainable agri-food chains to be
developed.
Reliable
transport
infrastructure as well as stable electricity
and water supply are necessary to create
an enabling environment to fight food
loss and waste.
1.6. Civil society, social partnerships,
social market economies and welfare state
systems should be successful models for
supporting sustainable development in
Africa, albeit tailored to the local culture
and
socioeconomic
circumstances.
Priorities for supporting African countries
should not only account for trade and
investment but also, and in particular, tax
policy, migration, development, the
environment, education, health, and
working and living conditions. This is
even more important in light of the
current COVID-19 (coronavirus) crisis, of
which Africa will suffer immensely.

The Commission agrees on the value of,
and the importance of and support for a
pluralistic, vibrant and independent civil
society in our partner countries in Africa.
Civil society needs to be able to carry out
their roles as actors of development and
governance, especially in the light of the
COVID-19 crisis which has brought
unlawful restrictive measures in some
countries. The Commission further
highlights the need for support for
governance, peace and security; human
rights and democracy and an enabling
environment for civil society in partner
countries. Such involvement will help the
transformative
change
towards
sustainable food systems in a bottom-up
way.

1.9. The empowerment of women in
Africa is a priority for the EESC, which
urges Institutions and the Civil Society to
work in favour of full gender equality in
the different social and economic levels
and in an active and constant way.

The Commission shares this view.
Gender Equality and women’s economic
empowerment continue to be a priority
for the Commission and it has strategic
importance in our cooperation in Africa.
The Commission would like to refer to
the latest implementation report of the
Gender
Action
Plan
II
which
demonstrates what has been done on
ensuring the physical and psychological
integrity of women and girls, their social
and economic empowerment and their
voice and participation. It also details all
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the efforts taken at institutional level. The
implementation report 2018 is available
on-line151, the implementation report for
2019 will be published in the near future.
On 24 November 2020, the Commission
adopted the new Action Plan on Gender
Equality and Women’s Empowerment in
External Relations 2020 – 2025 (GAP
III)152 to accelerate progress on gender
equality and women’s empowerment in
coherence with the EU gender equality
strategy. The Commission would also like
to refer to the Spotlight Initiative, a
partnership set-up between the EU and
the UN and backed by an unprecedented
investment of €500 million. The initiative
combats violence against women and
girls. Civil society organisations play a
key role in the Initiative, not only at
implementation level but also at
governance level.
1.10. Reversing migration is in many
aspects a critical issue. Only economic,
environmental and social development will
counteract the causes of involuntary
migration.
3.2.9. Reversing migration is a critical
issue. e.g., the EESC would like to
highlight reports of a brain drain from
Tunisia, where policymakers have to deal
with the fact that around a third of IT
experts – trained with the help of EU funds
– emigrate to work in the EU.

Migration is a normal phenomenon, and
our objective is to contribute to an
improved management of migration with
and by our African partner countries and
ensure a balanced, comprehensive and
coherent approach, based on the
principles
of
solidarity,
shared
responsibility and partnership. The New
Pact on Migration and Asylum offers a
fresh start to address this task.
Under the Pact, the EU will strengthen
and develop comprehensive, tailor-made,
mutually beneficial partnerships with
partner countries.
The EU’s cooperation with partner
countries in the area of migration
governance will continue to ensure the
protection of those in need and supporting

151
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host communities: build economic
opportunities thereby contributing to
addressing some of the root causes of
irregular migration and strengthening
migration governance and management in
all its aspect, including addressing
irregular migration, facilitating return and
readmission and making use of legal
migration. Efforts may also be targeted at
reducing the transfer costs of remittances,
and facilitating diaspora contributions to
development.
In line with the above-mentioned
comprehensive and balanced approach,
the Partnership Agreement between the
EU and the Organisation of the Africa,
Caribbean and Pacific States (OACPS),
currently in the final stage of the bilateral
negotiations and scheduled for signature
in late 2021, will address in a coherent
manner all the inter-linked dimensions of
migration.
The Commission proposes a 10% target
for migration-related actions within the
EU
development
instrument
(Neighbourhood,
Development
and
International Cooperation Instrument NDICI).
1.11. An international African Diaspora
Finance Corporation might be an ideal
platform to channel investments, governed
by African bodies and used for African
needs. It could also be an option for EU
investors.
AND
4.2.3. An international African Diaspora
Finance Corporation could coordinate the
use of African diaspora resources for
inclusive development and investment in
socially responsible ventures and schemes
in Africa. It could be an ideal platform to

The EU supports the mobilisation of the
diasporas in its cooperation with partner
countries, including better exploiting the
potential of remittances to help economic
development.
So far, the EU has supported existing
initiatives in the area of remittances and
diaspora’s investments, instead of
creating new structures. The EU is
already contributing to the International
Fund for Agricultural Development
(IFAD)’s
Financing
Facility
for
Remittances through the Platform for
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channel investments, governed by African
bodies, used for African concerns and an
option for EU investors. The investment
needed to achieve the SDGs in Africa
significantly exceeds the estimated annual
savings of African migrants. Hence, more
ways of (business) cooperation should take
place with the help of diaspora
organisations.

Remittances, Investments and Migrants’
Entrepreneurship in Africa (PRIME
Africa). The EU also supports the work of
the African Development Bank and the
African Union in this area, in the context
of the Africa-EU Partnership, via our
support to the African Institute of
Remittances, as well as the work
undertaken by the World Bank in Africa
on the matter, including through financial
support to the work of the World Bank
(WB) Global Knowledge Partnership on
Migration and Development (KNOMAD)
Trust Fund.
The African Union is already working on
the development of an African Diaspora
Investment Fund (ADIF) but this new
funding framework has not been endorsed
yet at Ministerial level.

1.14. Agricultural and food industries in
Africa should be supported, to improve
cultivation, reduce harvest losses and
enhance quality standards. Other objectives
in the agri-food sector are developing new
marketing and production methods,
promoting cooperative self-organisation
among farmers, food security, and
increasing trade along the entire value
chain. The EESC particularly opposes
"land grabbing" in Africa.

The Commission has a successful trackrecord in working on several cross-cutting
agri-food systems aspects, including land
governance, farmer organisations, value
chain development, access to finance,
sustainable agriculture, food crises, food
safety and trade. Through the new Farm
to Fork Strategy153 the Commission will
further promote a successful global
transition to sustainable agri-food systems
through a comprehensive, cross-sectoral,
and multi-stakeholder approach.
The Commission agrees on the
Committee’s proposal and suggests to
also refer to food crises and to highlight
the need to transition towards more
sustainable food systems.
The Commission is concerned about the
magnitude of food crises in Africa.
According to the 2020 edition of the
Global Report on Food Crises, Africa

153
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remained the continent most affected by
food crises worsened by weather
extremes,
climate
change,
conflict/insecurity, economic shocks, and
COVID-19.
The transformation towards sustainability
of food systems implies taking a holistic
and multi-sectoral approach. Nutrition is
an integral part of the food systems
approach.
Equitable
and
sustainable
land
governance and supporting farmers
organisations are very important for the
Commission and form part of its focus in
Africa.

154

1.15. EU and African stakeholders should
work together to make the Green Deal a
reality to save the planet and create a
decent life for everyone. With the
institutionalised involvement of organised
civil society, we could easily practise selfreflection and avoid past mistakes by new
means. Sustainable development can only
be achieved if it originates from and is
driven from within a country itself.

The Commission agrees on the
importance
of
engaging
beyond
governments with a broad base of civil
society actors throughout the Green Deal
and all priority areas of cooperation, not
least to increase awareness and citizens’
engagement around common global
challenges.

2.3. The EESC reiterates its approach: it
wishes to ensure a decent life and good
prospects for everyone, create a middle
class (being mindful of the correlation
between migration and income) and
support
equal
partnerships
by
strengthening sustainable social-liberal
democratic structures. However, preexisting local traditions and best practices
should be respected. The EESC has argued
for a development policy that creates good
prospects, structures and economic
opportunities for everyone in Africa.

The Commission agrees on
Committee’s approach as stated in
Joint Communication ʽTowards
Comprehensive Strategy with Africa
subsequent Council Conclusion
Africaʼ154.

3.1.2.

The Commission agrees on the particular

Trade

policy

should

consider

the
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a
and
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coherence for development in particular
with regard to tariffs, procurement and
taxes, should be mindful of existing
asymmetries, especially in terms of EPAs,
should support regional integration, should
include sections on sustainability that are
binding and be sanctionable, and should
modify investment protection so that all
UHRs are respected.

importance of Policy Coherence for
Development. New regulations or
agreements regarding trade, procurement,
or taxation are assessed on their effects on
developing countries. In line with this,
Economic
Partnership
Agreements
(EPAs) are asymmetric agreements, as
partner countries benefit from exceptions
and flexibilities not available to the EU,
including longer implementation phases.
To help EPA signatories further, the EU
provides Aid for Trade/trade related
assistance programmes that support
partner countries’ capacities and EPA
implementation, including support to
mitigate budgetary impact and to shift the
tax bases from external to internal
sources.
The Commission is committed that all EU
actions and policies where relevant have
to contribute to the European Green Deal
objectives. New EU free and preferential
agreements have to include binding
sustainable development chapters, and for
those agreements that do not have them
yet, it is envisaged to explore the
possibility to include such provisions.
Economic Partnership Agreements are
firmly anchored in the human-rights
provisions of the Cotonou Agreement.
These agreements do
investment protection.

3.2.5. The cost of trade in Africa is often
very high and many countries do not yet
comply with international quality, safety
and ecological standards. Quality
assurance infrastructure should be built to
support that African goods meet the
standards of their target markets, also in
Africa. In particular, support for African
countries should be geared towards
environmental, health and labour

not

cover

The Commission agrees with the
Committee’s opinion. The Commission
has been supporting this through different
initiatives and programmes regarding
technical barriers to trade and standards
such as the Standards and Trade
Development Facility (STDF).

260 / 274

conditions and protection structures.
3.2.9. Reversing migration is a critical
issue. e.g., the EESC would like to
highlight reports of a brain drain from
Tunisia, where policymakers have to deal
with the fact that around a third of IT
experts – trained with the help of EU funds
– emigrate to work in the EU

The EU’s migration policy aims to limit
the negative effects of brain drain by
promoting ethical recruitment and
circular migration.
The EU Blue Card Directive for highly
qualified migrants foresees the possibility
for Member States to include a
mechanism under which they may reject
an application for an EU Blue Card in
order to ensure ethical recruitment in
sectors suffering from a lack of qualified
workers in the countries of origin, for
example the healthcare, education and
engineering sectors.
The
Seasonal
Workers
Directive
facilitates circular migration, as it is
addressed to migrants coming to the EU
for short periods and going back to a third
country after the end of the contract.

3.3.2. Demand for energy in Africa is
expected to double by 2050. These
increased needs should be covered by
expanding the use of renewable energies.
Implementing the energy transition from
fossil fuels to renewable energy sources is
essential for mitigating climate change.
African countries can play a leading role in
the conversion of solar energy to electricity
using solar photovoltaic (PV) technology.
As well as providing electrical energy for
local use, large PV parks can also lead to
the production of e-fuels. The local
population should be able to partake in the
gains. Methanol and other synthetic fuels
appear to be alternatives to fossil fuels for
aviation, but could also prolong the use of
internal combustion engines in road
transport vehicles.

The Committee’s opinion matches with
the Commission efforts in the energy and
climate change sectors. The Commission
favours energy transition by using
renewable energy and it is strong on
Africa’s potential for hydrogen and
synthetic gases production from solar
power.

4.1.1. A fair and equal development

The

Commission

recognises

the
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relationship with African states should
promote decent work and uphold public
services. In particular, trade policy must
ensure that UHRs, the environment and
the right to a decent life are fully
respected. It must also account for the
needs of less developed countries. An
agreement for the Post-Cotonou era will
be a great opportunity only if it creates
quality jobs, boosts sustainable growth
and ensures the inclusion of organised
civil society. Notable development policy
experts argue that democratic regionalism
should guide the EU's development
policy, with particular relevance to Africa
and its societies, due to local special
circumstances.

importance of civil society inclusion in
international partnerships, ensuring that
agreed policies are truly effective,
sustainable, equitable and inclusive.

4.2.2. Long-term investment in intraAfrican infrastructure is needed (as
opposed to infrastructure to facilitate
exports overseas) to foster regional value
chains and a sustainable local economy.
This makes economic sense, is
ecologically sustainable and creates
production capacities including local
quality jobs. The overseas-export-driven
paradigm is still significant in Africa as
raw materials have strategic importance
to large economies (including the EU and
MS). EU investment must take another
approach based on a truly equal
partnership to ensure that everyone
benefits and, in particular, to foster
sustainable development in Africa.

The Commission agrees with this
approach, which is fully in line with the
Joint Communication ʽTowards a
Comprehensive Strategy with Africa’ of 9
March 2020. The Africa Strategy
represents an intensification of efforts to
move
away
from
an
outdated
donor-recipient paradigm to a partnership
of equals in which the interests and values
of both sides are brought together to
promote joint cooperation on areas of
common interest. One of its five key
areas promotes sustainable growth and
jobs. Sustainable investment is crucial to
stimulating entrepreneurship, sustainable
economic diversification, sustainable
industrialisation of the continent, better
integration of African countries into
regional and global value chains, and
reduction of dependency on raw
commodities exports. The promotion of
Circular Economy in Africa is a priority
for the Commission as it can contribute to
foster more sustainable regional value
chains (including of secondary raw
materials), decouple economic growth
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from resource use and environmental
degradation, create jobs and support
climate mitigation objectives. In addition
to regional approaches, the integration of
EU and African value chains, particularly
in respect of raw materials, can be
instrumental to raise standards and
achieve the objectives of the Green Deal.
4.2.4. As well as exporting raw materials
to be processed elsewhere, African
countries should be encouraged and
helped to establish sustainable domestic
industries so that profits generated by the
processing of raw materials stay in the
country. Revenues from the extractives
sector should be invested in infrastructure
and social services, and thereby actually
benefit the population.

The Commission agrees with this
comment and confirms that the focus of
the EU cooperation in this area is to
promote improved local governance and
dissemination of responsible mining
practices in the partner countries, in order
to develop the overall sustainability of the
sector and of its revenues.

4.2.5. Strengthening public security in
order to fight terrorism must stay a
priority. However, border security and the
provision of weapons have to be handled
very carefully. Development must be the
focus, instead of using development funds
to stop involuntary migration and arming
security
forces:
the
growing
"securitisation" aspect, in development
policy is potentially exacerbating the root
causes of migration

The
Commission
recognises
that
strengthening public security in the fight
against terrorism must remain a priority.

4.2.6. The EESC calls for EU rules on
human rights due diligence. It has
previously demanded of the EU the
binding implementation of human rights
due diligence, especially in international
value chains by the EU. Based on existing
measures and EESC concepts (e.g. a
rating agency), a binding due diligence
system would be very helpful for
sustainable development, particularly in
Africa, and strengthen the EU's efforts to

The Commission is supportive of due
diligence that is conducive to better
monitoring of environmental and human
rights risks in global value chains. To that
effect, the Commission’s initiative on
sustainable
corporate
governance,
currently under preparation, aims at
introducing new rules on corporate due
diligence to foster better identification
and
mitigation
of
companies’
environmental and human rights impacts

From a security point of view, it would be
important to underline the fight against
organised crime, as well as against drugs,
firearms or even trafficking of human
beings.
There is also a strong nexus between
security, development and fundamental
rights, which should be recognised.
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create an equal development partnership.

across global value chains.
EU development cooperation has a role to
play in helping its partner countries to
build the capacities to respond to, and
benefit from new EU rules on corporate
due diligence. Ultimately, international
efforts are needed to create a global level
playing field for inclusive and sustainable
businesses.

4.2.7. The merits of SME development
and cooperation between African and EU
SMEs can hardly be overstated. Mostly,
multinational companies are able to
manage the risks associated with business
ventures in Africa. To be able to use the
potential of SMEs in an equal
development partnership, SMEs need
dependable structures and institutional
support. The majority of Africa's jobs are
provided by SMEs. Financial services,
particularly on a cooperative basis, will
have to be improved and (where they do
not exist) developed to meet the needs of
SMEs, e.g. loans, local currency loans
and risk management.

The Commission agrees that Small and
Medium Enterprises (SMEs) are at the
core of economic dynamism of the
African continent. The EU’s strategy on
the private sector development aims to
develop local enterprises, boost women
economic
empowerment,
enhance
business capacities and provide business
development services. It also focuses on
improving access to sustainable inclusive
finance for Micro, Small and Medium
Enterprises (MSMEs) through innovative
sustainable financing mechanisms such as
under the European Fund for Sustainable
Development (EFSD) guarantees that can
unlock venture-capital and other private
investment. The Commission promotes
public-private dialogues with European
and African private sector to improve
framework
conditions
for
entrepreneurship and MSMEs, and
address business environment concerns,
as well as support local and regional
value chains integration.

4.2.9. Since taxation matters are tied in
with sustainable development goals
(SDGs), businesses should duly pay their
taxes in the country where their profits
are made through the creation of added
value during production processes, rawmaterial extraction and other such
activities"[1]. This principle is of

The Commission agrees with the
importance
of
domestic
revenue
mobilisation for reaching the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). This is also
in line with the Addis Ababa Action
Agenda and the Addis Tax Initiative, for
which a post 2020 agenda has recently
been adopted. It equally links to
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fundamental importance for an equal
development partnership. The EESC has
also argued for impact assessments of
bilateral double taxation agreements
conducted by the EU if there was a risk of
counteracting
EU
development
policies[2].
In addition to private investment, tax
revenues also play an important role in
financing
sustainable
development.
African countries are missing tax
revenues corresponding to double the
amount of all development funding they
receive per year. Measures against tax
avoidance and to eliminate corruption and
campaigns for more domestic revenues in
African countries are essential, combined
with training for officials of tax
authorities, courts of audit and ministries
of finance. Tax havens, either in African
states or the EU, hinder sustainable
development.

important work streams in relation to
Base Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS)
under the Inclusive Framework and
Transparency
and
Exchange
of
Information for Tax Purposes under the
Global Forum/OECD. In this sense, the
Commission supports the work on the EU
list of non-cooperative jurisdictions
which aims at tackling external base
erosion risks and promote fair taxation
globally. The Commission also monitors
Member States efforts to discourage tax
practices that may have harmful effects
through various instruments, including
the Code of Conduct on Business taxation
and the European Semester.
The Commission is supporting partner
countries in making best use of the
established transparency standards which
also help fight illicit financial flows.
The Commission also notes that while
double tax treaties fall under the
competence of the Member States, it
would encourage Member States to
conduct impact assessment analysis of
their treaty network.
The Commission in its dialogue with
third countries will also put emphasis on
the ‘polluter pays principle’, enshrined in
the Treaty on the functioning of the
European Union. The Commission would
also like to refer to its Communication155
on Tax Good Governance in the EU and
beyond, where it highlights that there is
indeed an under explored potential for
environmental taxes to contribute to more
equitable
societies
in
developing
countries. In many developing countries,
increasing the amount of revenues raised
through environmental taxation has also
the potential to reduce state dependence

155
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on aid and debt financing, and to facilitate
the mobilisation of domestic resources for
public services. As environmental taxes
are often harder to evade than e.g.
corporate or personal income taxes, they
also have the potential to strengthen state
accountability, improve tax morale and
enhance fiscal governance.

156

4.3.1. Including civil society, such as
social partnerships at shop and sector
level, in the institutional set-up of
European states has given the EU an
advantage. Organised civil society should
be heavily involved in the equal
development partnership, as this will
create stable structures for all EU
activities, especially for business. By that
our efforts would not just be focused on
profits, but also on sustainable
development in Africa, so as to create
long-term partnerships based on trust and
equality.

The Commission recognises that a
pluralistic and vibrant civil society is key
in devising policies that meet people’s
needs. Civil society is vital to fight
inequalities,
build
inclusive
and
sustainable societies and contribute to
transparency and accountability in partner
countries.

4.3.2. Erasmus+ should be extended to
strengthen cooperation between EU and
African states. The professional abilities
and knowledge of African graduates must
support sustainable development in their
countries of origin. A "brain drain" from
Africa to the EU should be avoided.
Education is a major stepping stone to

Erasmus+
already
strengthens
cooperation between the EU and Africa
and the Commission intends to reinforce
this cooperation, as outlined in the
Commission
Communication
ʽAfrica-Europe Alliance for Sustainable
Investment and Jobsʼ156. Partnering with
Africa to rapidly enhance learning,

Through the proposed Neighbourhood
and Development Cooperation Instrument
(NDICI), the Commission will continue
seeking to contribute to an empowered
and independent civil society, and an
enabling environment, in all partner
countries. Regular dialogue through
established platforms such as the Policy
Forum for Development on global and
regional level, as well as through Civil
Society Roadmaps in partner countries,
will be employed to ensure civil society
input to policy and interventions in all
priority areas of the Commission.
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improving the conditions of, in particular,
women and vulnerable groups and our
support should be targeted accordingly.

knowledge and skills, research and
innovation capacities, particularly for
women and youth, is also a priority of the
Joint Communication ʽTowards a
comprehensive Strategy with Africaʼ.
The short-term mobility opportunities
offered are circular, in that there is an
in-built return to the home institution
after mobility, avoiding brain drain.
There is currently a reflection to identify
the most effective measures to include
disadvantaged groups and institutions.
This investment in knowledge, skills and
competences will benefit individuals,
institutions, and society as a whole by
contributing to growth and ensuring
equity, prosperity and social inclusion in
Africa.

4.3.3. COVID-19 makes the challenges
even greater. Many health systems are
currently overwhelmed. We will have to
provide even more support to the African
states so that they can implement strong
health care systems that are ready for
challenges like COVID-19 on a biomedicinal and social-medicinal level.
Good health care must not be hindered by
a poor economy, a lack of governance,
poor accessibility or a lack of trained
personnel. Well-built welfare states in
Europe have largely proven themselves in
the face of the current challenge and
could be used as a role model to improve
health care systems in Africa, in
particular.

The Commission agrees that it is essential
that building back better includes
strengthening health and social systems to
make them more resilient and better
prepared for future shocks – particularly
in those countries most in need.

4.4.2. Africa needs a new approach to
industrial policy that is organised sector
by sector and coordinated internationally
to create larger markets and stronger
incentives for sustainable industries,
especially those not relying on fossil

The Commission agrees that Africa needs
more diversified economies, sustainable
industrialisation based on renewable
energies, circular economy approaches,
more local value addition, larger markets,
and better integration into regional and
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fuels.

global value chains. African partners
should be treated as equals and
international donor’s support should be
coordinated. The EU advocates this
approach in multilateral processes.

4.5. Cooperation and strengthening of
civil society in African states based on
UHRs and the SDGs – the EU's road to
success for an equal development
partnership

The
Commission
underlines
the
importance of good governance and
recognises that civil society actors are key
to achieving the Sustainable Development
Goals. Civil society organisations are
core actors in the monitoring process on
national and international levels, and will
remain
crucial
partners
of
the
Commission in the implementation of the
sustainable development goals.

4.5.1. Adopting a UHR-based approach,
developing
democratic
governance
structures, improving economic and
financial
governance
through the
transparent management of public
finances, and creating a credible system
to fight corruption based on an
independent judiciary all contribute to
establishing strong, self-reliant and stable
partners in business and development.
Organised Civil participation could
definitely ensure that all these measures
are implemented.
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N°38

The protection of unaccompanied migrant minors in Europe
(own-initiative opinion)
EESC 2020/2281 - SOC/634
554th Plenary Session – September 2020
Rapporteur: Özlem YILDIRIM (FR-II)
DG HOME – Commissioner JOHANSSON

Points of the European Economic and
Social Committee opinion considered
essential

European Commission position

1.1. The principle of "the best interests
of the child" should take precedence
over all other national and international
law.

The principle of the best interest of the
child is embedded across the current EU
legislation that frames the Common
European Asylum System (and in
particular in the Dublin III Regulation
(Regulation 604/2013) and the Asylum
Procedures Directive (2013/32/EU)). All
decisions
regarding
unaccompanied
children that are taken throughout the
asylum procedure must take into account
the ʽbest interests of the childʼ. The
principle of the ʽbest interest of the childʼ
is upheld in the New Pact on Migration and
Asylum and the accompanying legislative
proposals. More specifically:
- In the proposal for an Asylum and
Migration Management Regulation, the
Commission proposed to make the best
interest of the child the determining factor
when assessing the criteria to determine the
Member State responsible to deal with an
asylum application lodged by a minor.
-To help minors navigating through the
asylum procedure, the Commission
supports
the
provisional
political
compromise on the recast of the Reception
Conditions Directive (2018), which imposes
on the Member States the obligation to
assign a representative to represent and
assist unaccompanied minors, within 15
working days from their arrival in the EU.
In the 2016 proposal for an Asylum
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Procedures Regulation, the Commission
proposed that unaccompanied minors
should
be
appointed
a
guardian/representative within 5 days from
the making of the asylum application.
- Specific protective measures are already
provided for in the Return Directive in case
of minors whose asylum application is
rejected. Assistance must be provided even
before issuing a return decision, and
additional safeguards are in place to ensure
that return is in the best interests of the
child.
1.2. Call on the EU to develop a
coherent and uniform approach to
protecting
unaccompanied
foreign
minors in Europe.

The European Union has been actively
engaged to develop a coherent and
comprehensive approach to strengthening
the protection of migrant children,
including unaccompanied migrant children,
since the adoption of the Action Plan on
Unaccompanied Minors 2010-2014157. In
April 2017, the Commission adopted the
Communication on the protection of
children in migration, which represents a
detailed diagnosis of identified protection
gaps,
followed
by
detailed
recommendations of actions to be
undertaken by the Member States, with the
support of the EU and its agencies, to
strengthen the protection of children along
the entire migratory route.
The Commission monitors and supports the
implementation
of
the
2017
158
Communication .
The Commission considers that the 2017
Communication maintains its importance
and relevance, and it intends to continue
the work on monitoring and supporting its
implementation - as confirmed in the New
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Pact on Asylum and Migration.
Furthermore, the specific protection needs
of children in migration will also be
addressed in the forthcoming EU Child’s
Rights Strategy and the EU Child
Guarantee.
Additionally, the fight against child sexual
abuse is a priority for the EU. The
Commission
recognizes
that
unaccompanied minors are particularly
vulnerable to sexual exploitation. Further
to the Directive 2011/93/EU on combating
the sexual abuse and sexual exploitation of
children and child pornography, the
Commission adopted, on 24 July 2020 a
Strategy for a more effective fight against
child sexual abuse159.
It provides a framework for developing a
strong and comprehensive response to
crimes of child sexual abuse within all EU
Member States in their online and offline
form through eight specific initiatives, and
covers all children equally, including
unaccompanied minors.
1.6. Detention of children, regardless of
their administrative status, is absolutely
prohibited. [EESC] condemns this
practice in the strongest terms: it
violates the International Convention on
the Rights of the Child.

The Commission agrees that, as a rule,
children should not be detained. The
provisional compromise reached between
the Parliament and the Council on the
recast of the Reception Conditions
Directive stipulates this general principle.
Hence, children could only be detained in
exceptional circumstances, for the shortest
period of time, and as a measure of last
resort - as strictly defined by EU law, and
moreover, only where no effective
alternatives to detention are available.
Children can never be confined in prisons,
but only in specially designed facilities, and
the principle of family unity must be
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respected.
1.8. Commission should “draw up a
Directive on the protection of
unaccompanied minors that would serve
the best interests of the child”.

The Commission is of the view that, at this
juncture, the combination of existing policy
and legislative frameworks, together with
the proposals for the reform of the EU
asylum and migration policies, represents
an adequate basis for continuing to work
on reinforcing the protection of children in
migration. Nevertheless, the opportunity
for proposing a dedicated Directive can
also be given due consideration.

1.9. “[…] every unaccompanied minor
must be supported by a qualified
guardian who is assigned as soon as
possible and remains in this role until
the child comes of age. The guardian
must be informed of any decision taken
concerning the child and provide
support for as long as the child's case is
being processed. The guardian should
always be able to act in the best interests
of the child and should not have a
conflict of interest with the national
child protection services.”

The Commission is of the view that the
provisions on guardianship/ representation
for unaccompanied minors contained in the
provisional compromise reached between
the Parliament and the Council on the
recast of the Reception Conditions
Directive respond to the Committee’s
recommendations on this ground.

1.10.
in
accordance
with
the
"presumption of minority" principle, a
young person who presents themselves
as a minor must be considered a minor
until a final court ruling has been
delivered.

This is indeed an important legal
safeguard, which is guaranteed by Article
25(5) of the Asylum Procedures Directive
(2013/32/EU), and is of course maintained
in the context of the Commission proposal
for an Asylum Procedures Regulation of
2016 (COM(2016) 467 final).

1.12. Given that bone tests are not really
reliable, the EESC calls for them to
simply be stopped. Methods we know to

The Proposal for an Asylum Procedures
Regulation put forward by the Commission
in 2016160 allows the Member States to

Since the 2017 Communication on the
protection of children in migration, the
Commission has funded the establishment
of a European Guardianship Network, to
facilitate the exchange of practices between
guardianship authorities – and to ultimately
strengthen the guardianship systems across
the EU.
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be approximate should not be employed
just because no reliable verification
method is available.

choose the type of medical examination that
they deem to be most appropriate for
determining the age of an asylum applicant
in cases where the authorities have serious
doubts that the applicant is under 18.
However, the Commission recommends to
the Member States to rely on the European
Asylum Support Office (EASO’s) Practical
Guide on age assessment.161 This guide
recommends to use a gradual approach to
the age assessment - i.e. starting from nonmedical methods (e.g. examination of
documentation and circumstantial evidence,
interviews, psychosocial evaluations, etc.),
and where those are inconclusive, moving
on to medical non-invasive methods (i.e.
radiation-free methods, such as dental
examination, Magnetic Resonance Imaging,
ultrasound, etc.), and finally, making use of
invasive medical examination methods such
as radiology only as a last resort, where all
non-invasive
methods
have
proven
inconclusive.
As laid down in Article 24 of the Proposal
for an Asylum Procedures Regulation, while
the age assessment is pending and where the
result of the medical examination is not
conclusive, or includes an age-range below
18 years, Member States shall assume that
the applicant is a minor.
Article 24 also guarantees that medical
examinations cannot be applied without the
consent of the asylum applicant and her/his
appointed guardian, that the examination
must be performed with full respect for the
dignity of the individual, and that the refusal
by the unaccompanied minors or their
guardians to carry out the medical
examination may only be considered as a

Amended proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing a common
procedure for international protection in the Union and repealing Directive 2013/32/EU, COM/2020/611 final.
161
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rebuttable presumption that the applicant is
not a minor, and it shall not prevent the
determining authority from taking a decision
on the application for international
protection.
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