
With a sigh of relief, the EU welcomed Joe Biden as 

the clear winner of the US elections. After four 

years of a US administration that systematically 

tried to undermine EU unity, contrary to 

established US policy since WWII, we are looking 

forward to the new President. He knows Europe 

well and is convinced of the value – for the US and 

for ourselves – of European unity and of the EU as a 

stable US ally in many domains.  

Nevertheless, there will not be a cloudless honeymoon. The world 

is increasingly unstable and rough. Autocracy is on the rise. China is 

a challenger in many domains. Russia and Turkey are making 

waves in nearby waters. The whole of Africa is looking for direction. 

The rules-based international system is giving way to a power-

based approach.  

What could a promising EU-US trade agenda look like against this 

background?  
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The public perception of trade in the US has shifted of late. The 

high cost of recent random escalations in trade wars has shown 

businesses and the public the value of wise conduct in trade policy. 

Moreover, public concerns about the side effects of trade on labour 

and the environment may be given more weight in trade policy, 

especially in a Democrat administration. No doubt the US will also 

place EU-US trade relations in a wider context of issues such as 

defence spending and a common approach to China, in which 

other partners such as Japan and South Korea also play a role. 

There is no prospect for a comprehensive trade agreement any 

time soon. The wounds of the TTIP have still not healed. And 

maybe even before the TTIP ran aground it was never a realistic 

possibility due to the many substantial differences in points of 

view. However, there is a series of issues where important concrete 

steps can be made. 

In the digital field, there are clearly diverging views. But there is 

also common ground. The huge market power and privileged tax 

situation of a very small group of very large tech companies with 

winner-takes-all characteristics is a concern in the US as well as in 

Europe. As long as the EU can define common cause with the US 

instead of unwisely presenting its policies as directed against the 

US, much could be achieved. 

On environmental goods, techniques and standards, progress 

could also be made. A key issue here is the development of a 

Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism. It is unlikely that such a 

mechanism will be so clearly within the boundaries of WTO rules 

that it will not be challenged. To avoid WTO disputes, it should be 

developed from the outset in close cooperation with major trade 

partners. Now that the US is intending to subscribe to the Paris 

Agreement again, there is fertile ground for achieving this. 

As far as subsidies are concerned, now that the WTO procedures in 

the Boeing-Airbus case are – finally – finished, negotiations on 

resolving this issue should begin. 

A pressing issue is to put the WTO machinery in motion again. 

Restoring the function of the Appellate Body may be do-able. 

A much more complicated question is the key issue regarding how 

to incorporate into the WTO's market-based system a major 

economy – namely that of China – whose internal way of operating 

clashes with the WTO's system and which is not willing to adapt. 

China is of course the major issue for both the EU and the US. There 

are many common concerns: disciplining state-owned enterprises, 

subsidies for trade and investment, investment screening, forced 

technology transfers, IP and reciprocal market access. There is also 

agreement between the EU and the US as to the fact that China is a 

systemic competitor, but views diverge on the right approach to 

tackling these issues. The concept of 'decoupling' tech 

communities may have particularly far-reaching consequences. 

A diversified approach might be instrumental in reaching the 

common goal. 

The EU recently launched its concept of 'open strategic autonomy' 

to strengthen its position in the world. This is key for trade policy 

too. Full autonomy for the EU is neither feasible nor desirable. 

Nevertheless, the EU should certainly strive for a greater degree of 

autonomy. In an unfriendly world, the EU must be more able to 

take care of itself in emergencies. This does not mean 

protectionism. However, in fields such as energy, defence, key 

technologies and raw materials, the EU must aspire to be a world 

leader. It should invest in its own strength. That is the best basis for 

being a good ally, as well as a good trade partner.  
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The transatlantic relationship has gone through 

 a turbulent period in recent years, and the 

outcome of the US elections offers hope for better understanding 

and deeper cooperation between the EU and the US. We can 

expect a change in rhetoric and a perception of the EU as an ally, 

as well as a greater willingness to engage in dialogue. 

Both sides of the Atlantic should work together on a common 

positive agenda, not only for bilateral relations, but also for 

cooperation on multilateral issues and the resolution of disputes 

arising from unilateral action. It is now also time for both sides not 

only to share concerns on some issues, but also to increase 

collaboration, in order to find common ground and ways to 

address these concerns.  

Priorities should include finding solutions to problems such as the 

Airbus-Boeing trade dispute and ending the uncertainty created 

by invalidating the Privacy Shield. As multilateralism has 

undergone a deep crisis and protectionism has been on the rise, 

reform of the WTO, amongst other things, is also crucial.  
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My former colleague at the European Parliament, MEP Maria Da 

Graça Carvalho, shared her first-hand experience and described her 

strategic role in the Horizon 2020 Programme. She underlined how 

the public sector is key in providing support, and how important 

research partnerships can be for the patient community as a whole. 

Bringing the perspective of a European company active in rare 

diseases for many years, Annik K-LaFlamme (SOBI) gave an 

overview of the challenges that mid-size rare disease-focused 

companies face. The rare disease space is, indeed, particularly 

challenging due to the small, dispersed patient population, the 

vast uncertainties and the long, risky investments. Hence the 

importance of a sustainable business model to invest in R&D. 

To make sure companies keep investing, and patients access the 

most advanced innovations, a thorough overhaul of the pricing 

and reimbursement systems in Europe is needed, involving all 

stakeholders, as underlined by Julien Patris from Alnylam, a 

biotech company which has been investing for 20 years and has 

launched two products without yet making a profit, with ongoing, 

increasing investment in R&D. A new model has to be found to 

ensure rapid access to sustainable innovation for biotech and 

society. 

These two examples demonstrate how difficult it is to strike a 

balance between providing the best solutions for patients and 

ensuring the sustainability of smaller innovative companies. 

When we talk about investment, we talk about creating a future-

proof, predictable environment so that SMEs can receive support 

throughout their journey, from research to market access. It is 

critical to incorporate innovative payment models and a modern 

approach to value.  

Taking a more global view, let us imagine how our healthcare 

environment will be, not in a few months but in decades. A long-

term, collaborative approach is the key to the future of rare disease 

patients.  

However, if the EU is to remain competitive in pharmaceutical 

innovation and provide for patients, carers and all those dear to us, 

constant attention will be needed from decision-makers and 

modern regulatory and legal frameworks. 

It is fair to say that health has never received such interest from the 

highest level of the EU. The momentum is historic. The European 

Health Union, presented by European Commission president, 

Ursula von der Leyen, puts forward ambitious proposals, including 

the European Pharmaceutical Strategy, to ensure that Europe 

remains an innovator and world leader. A key part of healthcare 

innovation in Europe is developing new solutions for patients 

living with rare diseases. 

As a member of the EESC I had the opportunity last week to open 

an event organised by SME Connect, a platform bringing together 

SME experts and EUCOPE, the European trade association 

representing small and medium-sized pharmaceutical companies, 

to gather the views of the different stakeholders in rare disease 

therapy development.  

Entitled Case studies on rare disease therapies development – 

A laboratory of ideas for European innovation leadership, the event 

provided a useful reflection on the important issues at stake: 

fostering home-grown European innovation, attracting 

groundbreaking biopharma companies to come and invest in 

Europe and providing the best therapies for rare disease patients.  

As a member of the Board of the European Institute of Innovation 

and Technology (EIT), my interest is in strengthening the EU 

healthcare system to ensure better health for citizens. An 

integrated, coherent EU health strategy can play a crucial role for 

rare disease patients, equipping European companies with the 

right tools to develop the safest and most innovative solutions for 

patients. 

The current EU legislation on rare disease treatments, the Orphan 

Medicinal Products (OMP) Regulation, provides a solid framework 

that needs to be further enhanced to benefit patients and to 

enable the EU to remain competitive globally. We need a holistic, 

integrated and predictable EU environment for the development 

of OMPs to encourage companies to reinvest in rare disease R&D.  
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The COVID-19 pandemic has certainly put the spotlight 

on the crucial role played by innovative biopharmaceu-

tical companies in Europe. Possible vaccines are now 

being assessed by the European Medicines Agency 

(EMA) and, given the remarkable efforts to provide safe 

vaccines for all, no-one can deny the importance of a 

vibrant pharmaceutical sector in the EU.  



London and the Gulf region. It will therefore be necessary to be 

consistent in combating subsidies to non-EU carriers, particularly 

from the Gulf, in order to safeguard the EU's aviation infrastructure. 

If unfair competition is not brought to an end, sanctions will need 

to be imposed in order to preserve sustainable jobs in the future. 

Practices such as bogus self-employment and a lack of social 

protection in EU aviation itself must not be accepted. 

The European Green Deal must bring an end to the unacceptable 

decades-long dispute between the Council and the Commission/

Parliament on the establishment of the Single European Sky, in 

order to allow an immediate EU-wide reduction of around 10% in 

CO2 emissions. The worldwide aviation industry has agreed on 

global measures to limit CO2 emissions; there should be no 

additional distortions of competition for EU airlines in this regard.  

In addition, Europe's high-speed rail network needs to be further 

expanded, with direct connections to hub airports. 

Markets for sustainable aviation fuels, technologies and data must 

be actively promoted. Fossil-free liquid fuels have great potential 

for achieving climate-friendly aviation, but a great deal of R&D 

work is still needed before such fuels will be available at a 

reasonable cost. 

In this connection, support initiatives need to be further developed 

for alternative fuels of this kind (power-to-X, synthetic fuels). 

Funding for new technologies and measures to boost the 

sustainability and resilience of the aviation ecosystem must be an 

integral part of an overarching roadmap for the aviation sector.  

Thus, even in the depths of the crisis, there are prospects for 

getting back to a flourishing and sustainable EU aviation industry 

that can in future continue to bring people together inside and 

outside Europe.  

The Aviation plays a pivotal role for trade and tourism, as well as 

for connections inside Europe and with the rest of the world. It 

employs around 2 million people, and around 6 million jobs are 

associated with it. It contributes EUR 110 billion to EU GDP – well 

over EUR 500 billion including tourism.  

Aviation and tourism also make a significant contribution to GDP in 

many developing countries. Many years' worth of important 

humanitarian progress has already been undone. Globally, the EU's 

wide-ranging aviation industry also promotes trade and tourism 

for parts of the world in dire need of sustainable integration into 

the global economy. The crisis has seriously exacerbated this 

situation not only within the EU, but above all in Africa, Latin 

America and parts of Asia. 

First of all, however, passengers' confidence in flying needs to be 

restored. The EU needs to work towards international agreements 

on hygiene standards – such as effective rapid testing – to show 

that air travel is largely safe. Multiple studies have shown that air 

transport is one of the safest modes of transport in this respect too. 

The European Aviation Safety Agency (EASA) and the International 

Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO) have developed guidelines in 

this regard. It is unfortunate that it has not been possible to 

implement science-based uniform travel restrictions; this 

patchwork of rules has further undermined consumer confidence.  

In particular, flight cancellations due to constant rescheduling 

continue to fall below the EU's high consumer protection 

standards.  

The EU has established a temporary framework for State aid that 

makes it possible to compensate companies for coronavirus-

related losses and to limit job losses. 

The crisis requires immediate action to safeguard the 

competitiveness of EU aviation. A balance needs to be struck 

between the recovery measures needed to tackle the crisis and the 

European Green Deal. Bilateral aviation agreements with non-EU 

countries need to be reviewed without delay, and ongoing 

negotiations need to be readjusted; a level playing field is the 

order of the day. 

Unless we promote the EU's competitiveness, air traffic could 

continue to shift to hubs in the vicinity of the EU, such as Istanbul, 
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The coronavirus pandemic is the biggest crisis in the aviation and 

tourism industry since World War II. 

To October 2020 alone, the air passenger transport market 

contracted by around 80%. Losses amounting to hundreds of 

billions of euros have brought with them unprecedented threats 

for all actors in the aviation value chain and for their jobs.  



Pietro De Lotto (CCMI), Dimitris Dimitriadis (REX) and 

Laurenţiu Plosceanu (SOC) started the Presidency of 

their respective sections and consultative committee. In 

the following, we will present you their priorities: 

The inaugural plenary session of the EESC's 2020–2025 

term of office, held from 27 to 29 October, confirmed 

Employers' Group members in key positions for the first 

half of the 2020–2025 term.  Employers’ Group members  

 meeting the UN SDGs by 2030 in terms of economic, social and 

environmental sustainability, which demands a range of 

actions and intervention, both internally in the EU and in terms 

of the external relations of the Union; 

 the pandemic crisis and the new health conditions that require 

more European solidarity, flexibility and preparatory, 

preventive actions; 

 continuing to protect and extend the European model in the 

world, and especially among our eastern and southern 

neighbours.  

The EU has the capability, and, even more, a historical obligation, 

to contribute progressively in this phase of global structural 

changes. Instead, the threat of being trapped in a path of 

heightened introversion is to the fore, being the result of intra-EU 

imbalances and deficiencies. The EESC, and especially the External 

Relations section (REX), can help meet these challenges, which 

leads us to the following proposed plan of prioritised activities: 

 Effective targeting of EU trade and production (industrial) 

policy towards strengthening the European comparative 

advantage(s) worldwide 

 Europe could take the lead in realising the UNCTAD's appeal for 

multilateralism around the idea of a global Green New Deal 

At the same time, the transatlantic integration of traditional 

developed economies vs the non-OECD, "aggressively" growing 

economies is giving rise to a new bipolarity, while environmental 

sustainability (of which the COVID-19 pandemic is probably a new 

element) is emerging as a key issue for the survival of the planet 

and provoking a dynamic debate about the future. 

All of this is leading to deep structural changes that question the 

very basic systemic cornerstones of our society and give rise to 

significant challenges that we must turn into opportunities. 

In this rapidly transforming environment, the EU has to readdress 

its own position and role in the world. Adjusting accordingly the 

tradition of the progressive European acquis will help the Union 

(i) to reverse the deepening of intra-EU spatial and social 

disparities, (ii) to overcome the currently emerging lack of 

transnational and interregional solidarity and (iii) to reverse the 

risks that threaten European integration.  

Specifically, we need to take action with respect to: 

 migration and the refugee crisis, resulting from deepening 

economic disparities, local political disorder and military 

interventions; 

 environmental deterioration and the climate crisis, and turning 

the necessary transition from challenges to economic and 

social opportunities; 

 aggravation of regional antagonisms and conflicts;  

 overstretching of global financial and (thereby) political 

anxiety; 

The unprecedented accelerated development of know-how and 

technology and the transition towards a low-carbon economy is 

generating an exponential increase in potential productivity. On 

the other hand, financial over-accumulation and the widening of 

social and spatial disparities are deepening the recessive pressures 

on the world economy.  
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The pandemic has caused a European and global health, social 

and economic crisis. While the pandemic was unexpected and 

exposed a certain lack of preparedness in many respects, dealing 

with its consequences and finding viable solutions fall firmly 

within the Consultative Commission on Industrial Change’s (CCMI) 

core business of anticipating and managing change. The CCMI 

therefore has an important role to play in the comprehensive 

effort to adapt EU policy to foster the next EU generation.  

In particular, it is clear by now that the impact of this crisis on 

sectors is not homogenous. Some sectors have been harder hit 

than others and, while COVID-19 has had a disruptive impact on 

some (such as the aerospace, automotive, aviation, transport, 

tourism, arts and entertainment industries), for others it has 

offered new opportunities and a higher profile 

(e.g. pharmaceuticals). And in all sectors, the impact of the 

pandemic is still speeding up existing structural change to meet 

the challenges of digitalisation, automation and decarbonisation, 

amongst other things. That is why the CCMI will play its part in 

closely following the adoption, implementation and evaluation of 

the effects of the EU recovery plan. In particular, the CCMI can offer 

the other institutions its expertise and extensive knowledge and 

experience in assessing the effects and needs that the pandemic 

has created in the various industrial sectors.  

About the author: 

Pietro De Lotto is a member of the EESC 

Employers' Group since 2010 and has been the 

Spokesperson of the EESC SME Category from 

2017 to 2020. In 2020 he became President of the 

EESC's Consultative Committee on Industrial 

Change. He was General Manager of Confartigianato Vicenza from 

2009 to 2020 and was CEO of Qhub Vicenza and the Digital 

Innovation Hub (DIH) Vicenza. He studied International Political 

Sciences and worked as a senior researcher and aggregate 

professor of international economics at the University of Trieste. 

 Reassert the spatial economic and political orientation of the 

EU:  

 Contribute to the economic and financial integration between 

NAFTA and the EU, assess the benefits of cooperating under the 

Chinese Road and Belt Initiative and especially the 17+1 

initiative  

 Last but not least, migration is a crucial international issue that 

needs to be tackled today, as well as part of a long-term 

strategy focusing on the push factors involved.  

In the light of the above, I am convinced that the EESC and 

especially the REX section can make a decisive contribution 

towards the EU becoming a key agent for progressive 

socio-economic and political change worldwide. It is our historic 

duty to meet this obligation by effectively exploring and 

courageously proposing the necessary measures.  
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We are experiencing the most far-reaching 

transformation in all industrial and service sectors. We 

could describe this as a really rapid metamorphosis 

rather than a smooth change. For this reason we need to 

be realistic, managing the current emergency but also 

looking beyond, by adopting a positive, pro-active 

approach to steering the changes ourselves. 
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As part of this mission of navigating through uncharted waters in 

an EU that needs to deliver an effective and just pandemic recovery 

and tackle new and old societal challenges, my main directions of 

action will be: 

 ensuring consistency with all the other sections on cross-

cutting issues at EESC level; 

 enabling external coherence in order to promote the SOC 

section's opinions; 

 significantly improving the section's specific communications 

in a context of erosion of the EESC's credibility; 

 generating a space of convergence between the EESC groups' 

specific interests; 

 maintaining the internal consistency of the SOC section's 

priorities. 

The following priorities were proposed: 

 economic and social recovery from the impact of the pandemic 

period; 

 economic and social imperatives imposed by climate change; 

 the future of work; 

 ongoing digitalisation; 

 demographic change and migration; 

 strengthening the health sector, with a focus on prevention; 

 digitalisation of education; 

 reskilling and upskilling of the labour force in order to ensure 

the competitiveness of the business sector; 

 European pillar of social rights; 

 gender equality and gender mainstreaming; 

 enhancing the link between the recovery funds and respect for 

the rule of law; 

 enhancing resilience in the face of Brexit, EU-US relations, and 

all the other geopolitical developments and global trends that 

are shaping the world. 

The first urgent priority for the coming months will inevitably be 

the recovery from the COVID-19 crisis. In a recent statement that I 

published together with Stefano Palmieri, president of the EESC's 

Section for Economic and Monetary Union and Economic and 

Social Cohesion, and Cristian Pîrvulescu, president of the EESC 

Group on Fundamental Rights and the Rule of Law, we emphasise 

that the recovery funds and budget need to be accessible and to 

be distributed as fast as possible. The current blockage by two 

countries that are using their veto to prevent the budget being tied 

to the rule of law is concerning. The rule of law is a central element 

of our union and cannot be disregarded. If the budget is not 

agreed on as soon as possible, it will harm all parts of the EU's civil 

society. 

About the author: 

Laurențiu Plosceanu has been a member of 

the EESC's Employers' Group since 2007, and 

president of the EESC's Section for Employment, 

Social Affairs and Citizenship (SOC) since 2020. He 

has been president of the Romanian Association 

of Building Contractors (ARACO) since 2007, and vice-president of 

the Romanian General Industrialists Union (UGIR) since 2016. 

Previously, Mr Plosceanu worked as a human resources manager, 

as well as a member of the Board, for Energoconstructia SA (1992-

2000); he was CEO at ABC Asigurari Reasigurari SA (2000-2007), 

vice-president of ARACO (2002-2006), president of the Romanian 

Association of Insurance SMEs (ARMMA) (2005-2007), and co-

president of the Romanian Alliance of Employers' Confederations 

(ACPR) (2007-2013). He also acted as president of the Social 

House of Construction Workers from 1999 to 2016. 

The EU's economic and social resilience are facing huge 

challenges generated by the pandemic's development 

and the political response to it. We need to effectively 

stand up for the EU and national values across the EU! 

The social partners and civil society need to be part of 

current and future solutions. The SOC section has to play 

its role, as does the EESC, in properly and wisely 

developing proactive changes for the times to come! 
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The EESC Employers' Group agrees with the European 

Commission's Autumn 2020 Economic Forecast, which makes it 

clear that Europe's economic rebound has been interrupted by 

the resurgence of the pandemic. The second wave of the 

COVID-19 pandemic is leading to continuing high levels of 

uncertainty and downside risks, such as a rise in 

unemployment, growing deficits and public debt, reduced 

investment activity and consumer spending and a labour 

market downturn in the European economy. The EESC 

Employers' Group believes that the current high level of 

uncertainty could make the Autumn Economic Forecast less 

accurate and that the economy might be even harder hit than 

predicted by the European Commission. 

Fostering innovation and empowering start-ups will help us not 

only to protect current jobs, but also to create new ones, 

closing the existing inequality between those having a job and 

those who don't. Having provided more than half of all new 

jobs in the last five years, innovative companies are clearly 

Europe's engine for job creation. To foster this potential, 

Europe needs macro-economic policies that bolster demand 

and support healthy companies. In the medium term, a 

structural transformation and reallocation of resources must 

take place in order to tackle low productivity, the transition to 

a low-carbon economy and rising inequalities in some Member 

States. The EESC Employers' Group calls on the European 

Commission to pay particular attention to solvency tools, 

where needed, to support viable firms suffering from liquidity 

squeeze, while facilitating an orderly winding-down for 

companies that have become obsolete. We agree that the best 

policy response is to deliver on the expectations of the 

NextGenerationEU, which represents a unique opportunity for 

a fast and transformative recovery. Setting this in motion and 

engaging with the private sector should be given the highest 

priority. 

The Employers’ Group calls for a synchronised fiscal push to 

improve prospects for all. Fiscal policy must play a leading role 

in the recovery, making sure that the level of expenditure does 

not unnecessarily compromise fiscal soundness. We 

acknowledge that the fiscal response to the crisis, coupled with 

lower revenues, will complicate Member States' fiscal 

sustainability. Governments should look for high-quality 

projects and strengthen public investment management to 

ensure that projects are competitively selected and resources 

are not lost in inefficiencies.  Looking forward, we call on the 

European Commission to reassess the parameters of the 

Stability and Growth Pact. 

Lastly, following the latest developments in the EU-UK 

negotiations, it is imperative that both sides remain committed 

to do everything in the weeks ahead to deliver an agreement 

that provides a sound competitive environment for companies, 

combining good market access with level playing-field 

provisions. 

In response to the European Commission’s Autumn 2020 

Economic Forecast, Employers’ Group President Mallia asked three 

economists of the EESC Employers’ Group (Antonio García del 

Riego, Mary Doyle and David Sventek) to prepare a concise 

response to this forecast. The statement was reviewed by the 

Group's vice presidents. It was published as a Group statement on 

the Employers' Group website, promoted on Social Media and sent 

out to the Employers’ Group’s partner organisations.  
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