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Andrej Stuchlik1 

Contribution to EESC event “Strategic Foresight and EU 

Decision-Making – Economic Aspects”, 22 June 2021, 

Brussels2  

 

Economic aspects of strategic foresight – considerations in public 

authorities (app. 10 min) 

 

Dear Stefano, colleagues, dear participants, 

 

First, let me thank you very much for the invitation to contribute to this 

timely workshop. Timely indeed, because recently we look at strategic 

foresight mainly from a foreign policy perspective:  

Think of the latest EU buzzword in this context: “strategic 

autonomy”. Undeniably, this discussion touches upon many economic 

aspects such as future prices for energy for instance. However, the 

perspective applied remains rooted in security policy concerns and is not 

a genuinely economic one.  

In addition, that discussion was triggered by vulnerabilities 

exposed during Covid-19: This means that unlike what we usually do 

in strategic foresight, we don’t speak about risks and trends in the future 

                                                      
1 Senior Policy Advisor, European Investment Bank, General Secretariat, Office of the Permanent 
Representative, Brussels, a.stuchilk@eib.org. This represents the personal views of the author and 
may not, under any circumstances, be interpreted as stating an official position of the European 
Investment Bank. 
2 https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/agenda/our-events/events/strategic-foresight-and-eu-decision-
making-economic-aspects/programme  
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but actual problems, already known today. In this sense, unfortunately, 

the Covid-19 pandemic has worked as real-life stress test for 

politicians.  

If we agree that strategic foresight is about trying to deal with 

possible futures in plural, it means that the opportunities and 

challenges linked to those futures will be very different as well. So far so 

logical, but also so trivial.  

 The main task for public authorities is then to find ways to organise 

their activities most effectively against this inherent uncertainty, 

whether it is rule setting or market intervention as is the case of 

promotional banks such as the EIB.  

 Coming back to the example of Covid-19: The key question, as the 

historian Adam Tooze recently put it, is less how we will overcome the 

crisis and embark on a recovery trajectory. The key question from a 

foresight perspective is rather whether we know more today, whether 

we are now better prepared than we have been.  

 

Please bear with the usual caveat: I do not speak on behalf of the 

European Investment Bank but in my own capacity. As such, I would like 

to develop three quick arguments:  
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Firstly, I would like to draw your attention away from vulnerabilities 

towards capabilities, and make a case in favour of strengthening the 

Single Market.  

In my second argument, I would like to illustrate how another EU 

buzzword could actually become a nucleus of economic growth in the 

near future: linking the so-called “twin transitions”. That means investing 

in climate action and the digitalization of EU economies.  

My third argument claims that we are still underestimating the 

disruptive economic impact of climate action and sustainable finance.   

 

I. Strengthening the Single Market 

Let me come to my first point. Admittedly, there are less boring topics 

than talking about how to strengthen the Single Market. It is always too 

little, always unfinished.  

I presume that few of you are regularly looking at single market 

scoreboards or transposition deficits3. Well, I certainly don’t. But you will 

see in a second how it matters from a foresight perspective:  

                                                      
3 
https://ec.europa.eu/internal_market/scoreboard/performance_by_governance_tool/transposition/inde
x_en.htm#indicators  
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 Some 20 years ago, nearly a third of the combined value of the 

world’s 1000 biggest listed firms was in Europe. This figure dropped by 

almost half.4   

This is not to say that European companies did not grow, but to 

note that U.S. and in particular Chinese competitors grew much quicker.  

Some would argue that the rise of US tech firms since 2000 simply 

reaped the benefit of being at the right place at the right time, to 

generate winner-takes-it-all moments.  

What is striking however is that also a traditional company like 

Walmart has been more profitable than EU equivalents during the last 

two decades.  

During this time, the EU’s share of the world’s total GDP fell from 

around 35% to 25%. From a geopolitical view, this becomes even more 

challenging if you think about where the top European firms generate 

their revenue. Their share of export-driven income is around 50% and 

only 30% in the US.    

True, much of this assessment of growing international 

dependence is behind the call for becoming the opposite, to become 

more autonomous. 

                                                      
4 See „The land that ambition forgot”, in: The Economist, 5 June 2021.  
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However, EU regulators should not forget one of the key sources 

of American corporate success: Access to a liquid capital market and 

venture capital that does simply not exist in Europe. 

From a banking perspective, we see that equity finance is better 

adapted to absorbing losses and supporting risk-taking activities, 

including innovation.5 What is key: investments need to have the risk to 

fail: Think of BioNTech and CureVac. The EIB invested in both. 

No one can tell today which company will be the next Apple in 20 

years. E-mobility looks promising today, but from an engineering 

perspective, fuel cells and hydrogen are more convincing energy 

sources.  

 In the absence of comparable access to corporate finance from 

capital markets, we need something different to anticipate and prepare 

for future shocks in the EU: reducing investment barriers and ring-

fence flows of public investment.  

In order to increase the capability of the Single Market, we need to 

find ways to emulate the shock absorption function and liquidity 

provision of functioning capital markets.  

Building on previous crises, financial instruments can be quickly 

set up as such temporary buffer tools.  

                                                      
5 EIB Investment Report 2020/2021: Building a smart and green Europe in the COVID-19 era, 
Luxembourg, 21 January 2021. 

https://www.eib.org/en/publications/investment-report-2020
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II.  The ‘twin transition’ and green innovation 

Let me briefly turn to two specific sectors and my second argument, 

linking the “twin transitions”.  

From a foresight perspective, the duality of digitalisation and 

climate action means to combine a lesson learnt from the past and to 

commercialise a trend in the future already today.  

 European corporates did not catch up from the boost in 

productivity their US counterparts have seen in the mid-1990s. At the 

same time, mitigating climate action is as much a necessity – which only 

recently became politically salient – as it also provides economic 

opportunities. 

First, digitalization can act as an enabler and accelerator of firms’ 

development and competitiveness. 

Secondly, the ambitious goals set forward by the green deal 

provide an opportunity for European firms to shore their competitive 

edge on green innovation. 

What is true for Europe’s overall economic attractiveness is true for 

the digital sector as well: Europe is simply not generating the biggest 

players. Today several Chinese companies are emerging as important 

players in the digital sectors, alongside US companies.  
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We must not forget: It is not only the top players that are missing: 

European firms are lacking in digitalisation more generally. By 2020, 37% 

of European firms had still NOT adopted any of the new wave of 

digital technologies, compared to 27% in the United States.  

With EU firms being smaller on average than those in the U.S., this 

is likely to become a major disadvantage for fast tracking the adoption 

of digital technologies.  

 However, when thinking about the climate crisis, it should be clear 

that this is not possible with our current technologies.  

Luckily, Europe is leading the way on green innovation and on 

combining the potential of green and digital technologies, despite its 

lag in digital innovation and adoption. At the intersection of the digital 

and green, Europe has 76% more patents than the US and four times the 

amount of China.  

Building on that lead would not only mitigate climate change but also 

improve the global competitiveness of the European economy.   

As with competitiveness overall, Europe’s share among the top 

2500 companies that spend most on Research and Development, is 

decreasing. It is particularly low in the segment of new entrants since 

2016. 



8 
 

If policy-makers want the EU to stay AHEAD in the development and 

uptake of digital-green technologies, they have to address some of the 

barriers that hold back innovation.  

 

III. Climate action and sustainable finance  

Let me conclude with expanding a bit on the climate topic and its long-

term impact. I believe that we will witness a similar development in 

finance to what we currently see with centrist political parties:  

Since 2015, “going green” has become mainstream politics to the 

extent that it effectively transcends standard lines of political conflict.  

Scientific evidence was long available but only today it seems, has the 

topic gained such momentum that it affects all centrist parties.  

On a side note: I looked into the first ESPAS report from 20126. 

Obviously, the report did not make predictions about the political 

landscape: But the topics of climate change and the rise of an 

increasingly individualistic society were already there.   

 Back to my argument: Inasmuch as green parties thrive on their 

first-mover advantage, financial actors will seek to duplicate the 

same benefits. Take the example of BlackRock. The world’s largest 

asset management firm has recently changed its policy7: instead of 

                                                      
6 https://www.iss.europa.eu/sites/default/files/EUISSFiles/ESPAS_report_01_0.pdf  
7 See e.g. Larry Fink’s 2021 letter to CEOs, BlackRock, January 2021.  

https://www.iss.europa.eu/sites/default/files/EUISSFiles/ESPAS_report_01_0.pdf
https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/investor-relations/larry-fink-ceo-letter


9 
 

looking at climate risk mainly as “investment risk”, the company now 

sees a “historic investment opportunity with the world moving to net 

zero”.   

 From a rule-setting perspective, this is good news for the EU. EU 

regulatory authorities can play an important signaling and anchoring 

role, as it is already happening with the EU taxonomy for sustainable 

finance.  

 

I tried to illustrate some economic aspects along three different time 

spans:  

1. Learning lessons from the past to improve the capabilities of the 

Single Market; 

2. Supporting innovation to potentially reap benefits from green tech in 

the medium-term, and 

3. Anticipating the disruptive effect of sustainable finance in the long- 

run.   

 

I am looking forward to the discussion.  

 

Thank you very much! 

 


