
With its objective to decarbonise the EU economy, 

the European Green Deal (EGD) is a game-changer 

that will revolutionise our economy, our society 

and our relations with the rest of the world . 

Fighting greenhouse gas emissions responsible for global 

warming is crucial for the future of humanity. Europe took 

the lead years ago, when other actors where hesitant even to 

recognise that the climate was changing too fast. European 

climate leadership was paramount in the period when the US 

had retreated from the Paris Agreement and China was 

becoming the first polluter on the planet.  
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With COP26, the urgency to act has finally been recognised by 

everyone, with the US back in the game, China committed to go 

neutral by 2060 and India by 2070. Meanwhile, the European 

Union is still frontrunner in this race against the clock: it is Europe's 

role to lead by example. It is also in our interest to modernise our 

economy quickly, remaining or becoming world leader in recycling 

and the circular economy, carbon capture in the atmosphere, 

green hydrogen, solar and wind power plants. 

Besides being our last chance to save the planet, the EGD can be 

seen as Europe's unique opportunity to revert the geopolitical shift 

towards the Pacific.  It is an opportunity to show that the Old 

Continent's model is still the most viable one, with its democratic 

system, its market economy and its political governance crucially 

involving civil society.  

The EGD will affect our position in the global arena: Europe is the 

biggest global market, and the effects of us moving towards net-

zero emissions, shifting from fossil fuels to renewables, and 

reducing energy dependency, will be felt everywhere. Just think of 

our oil and gas imports from Russia and Algeria, or the fact that 

Saudi Arabia is planning to convert its economic model away from 

oil. 

In line with our traditional commitment to multilateralism, we 

need to consider repercussions on third countries. Our relationship 

with Moscow can get complicated if Russia becomes unstable 

because declining fossil fuel exports plunged it into an economic 

crisis. At the same time, while we shut down coal power plants and 

reduce oil consumption, our dependency on gas imports will 

temporarily rise before we switch to 100% renewable energy. This 

could compromise our negotiating position with our big Eastern 

neighbour, and our efforts to secure the geopolitical space around 

us. 

Although the United States under Biden have re-joined 

international efforts to limit global warming to 1.5°C, they are still 

wary of our Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), which 

they view as a possible protectionist measure. On the other hand, 

Europe cannot give up the mechanism as it is our way of 

preventing carbon leakage thus preserving the interests of our 

economy, including SMEs. To avoid new trade conflicts with the 

other side of the Atlantic, we need to clearly explain  that they 

have nothing to fear from the CBAM, considering that they now 

share our environmental goals. 

Equally, we must help the weaker countries, those that have 

contributed less to global warming but will pay a higher price for 

its consequences. Together with France, Germany, the US and the 

UK, the European Union has launched the Just Energy Transition 

Partnership with South Africa, which should now be extended to 

other African countries. This will be our way of leaving no one 

behind, and ensuring effective European climate leadership. 

The EU should start immediate negotiations with our closest 

neighbours, to help them reach their goals within the right 

timeframe. This requires close cooperation with the Western 

Balkans, also in preparation for their future EU membership, and 

with the Southern shore of the Mediterranean, which is vital to us 

and can offer a great scope for collaboration, as shown by plans for 

solar energy production in the Saharan area. It is not about 

perpetuating our energy dependency from abroad, but about 

offering cooperation to a region that needs a project for the future. 

Concerning dependency from abroad, there is also the burning 

issue of critical raw materials. China provides 95% of all rare earths 

used in the world for new technologies. This did not happen 

because rare earths are actually rare, but because we have been 

idle. It is time to act and diversify our supply sources. This does not 

just apply to raw materials: our semiconductors come from Taiwan, 

and if that supply chain is disrupted, our industry will stop. As 

pointed out by the French Presidency of the Council, we must 

produce our semiconductors and chips in Europe. It is the only way 

to be autonomous and sovereign. Energy and industrial policy are 

foreign policy. 

As I said in my concluding remarks at the conference "Geopolitics 

of the European Green Deal", we have the science, technology, 

funding possibilities and ideas. What we don't have is time: the EU 

must act fast, and the EESC will follow developments voicing the 

opinions and ideas of civil society at all stages of this exciting 

process.  
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somewhat in 2021 and has allowed us to shift from crisis 

management to recovery. Although we are not yet in a 

post-pandemic situation, I am positive that in 2022 the situation 

will further improve as the impact of the vaccines continues to 

increase. 

In 2022, the Employers' Group is fully committed to continuing to 

work for a business environment that makes European businesses 

more competitive, encourages entrepreneurship and provides 

favourable conditions for innovating, investing, operating and 

trading. There are a number of important matters for our 

businesses, such as continued gearing up for the climate challenge, 

the EU fiscal rules and the discussions on a post-pandemic 

economic model, all of which are on our agenda for 2022 whilst at 

the same time we must continue with our mission of connecting 

the business world with the European level and finding the best 

solutions for the challenges Europe is facing. 

I am looking forward to our continued 

cooperation in 2022.  

Stefano Mallia 

President of the EESC Employers’ Group 

Dear reader, 

First and foremost, let me wish you, your family and your loved 

ones a healthy and successful 2022. 

Looking back on 2021, I would like to thank you for all the excellent 

work we carried out together. Despite all the challenges we faced, 

we still managed to achieve some important milestones. Internally, 

the Employers' Group has adapted to the challenging situation that 

emerged in 2020 with the pandemic and operated efficiently in 

2021. Together, we made our position known on many crucial 

topics for European businesses, such as the recovery from the crisis, 

the EU Industrial Strategy, the green and digital transition and the 

Conference on the Future of Europe. 

In this context, I would also like to highlight the ongoing successful 

cooperation with our partner organisations that was again evident 

in the many joint events in 2021. Without doubt, we create the 

biggest impact for all sides when we work closely with our 

stakeholders and I am looking forward to continuing and 

strengthening these collaborations in 2022 as well. 

From an economic point of view, 2021 has taught us to how to 

operate in the "new normal". After the chaotic conditions that 

businesses had to endure in parts of 2020, the situation stabilised 

Rising US-China tensions give further reason for Europe to focus on 

its own digital capabilities. We must base our digital sovereignty 

on global competitiveness and build on cooperation among our 

Member States to be a global standard-setter, including in the 

trustworthiness of technologies. Technological excellence rests on 

a strong industrial base, intensive innovation and investment. 

Therefore European companies need an overall business 

environment that provides them with favourable conditions 

compared to foreign competitors. While promoting innovative 

businesses, steps must be taken to ensure that all businesses – 

including MSMEs – are encouraged and supported so that they are 

able to be involved in progress. Investment in digital infrastructure 

and the development of the single market in data are additional 

essential enablers of proper digital development . 

Moreover, a successful digital transformation requires all 

Europeans to have solid, comprehensive digital skills. Specific 

attention needs to be paid to people that are most vulnerable in 

terms of exposure to the digital gap. 

There is also a vital role for the public sector to play in digital 

development, through the digitalisation of public services and 

administration. This is a way to enhance not only the efficiency of 

these services but also to facilitate inclusive access to them. 

To turn the strength of European cooperation to good advantage, 

multi-country projects are valuable for promoting the EU's 

excellence in digital technology by combining resources and 

disseminating good practices across borders. In this regard we 

welcome the idea of the European Digital Infrastructure 

Consortium as a tool to combine EU and national funding with 

private financing for the purposes of the programme. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has impressively demonstrated how 

crucial technology is for Europe's economic and health resilience. 

To succeed in one of the biggest transitions of our generation, we 

have to   guarantee the involvement of various stakeholders in 

shaping, implementing and monitoring policy programmes and 

related national roadmaps. Finding the right path to digital 

sovereignty will be a crucial element in Europe's economic, social 

and environmental development.  

Europe's digital transformation and sovereignty are 

matters of existential importance. It is time to accelerate 

the digital transition in an inclusive, future-oriented and 

cooperative way, if Europe does not want to be left 

behind other major global players.  
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Ultimately, the aim is not to just improve GDP numbers. The aim is 

to improve the social and economic well-being of the people in 

Europe, i.e. their income, health, social connections, safety and the 

environment, both today and tomorrow. And this is where social 

partners and civil society organisations need to be much more 

involved by policy-makers in addressing grievances and fears of 

social hardship and in formulating and implementing solutions on 

the ground. While trade agreements are key to strengthening 

companies' supply chains and to find alternative suppliers in order 

to ensure that exports and imports work well, social partner 

dialogue is key to ensuring that the people in the EU understand 

why decisions are made, what strategy is being followed and how 

this benefits their economic and social well-being. Foreign direct 

investment screening, anti-dumping and subvention measures, 

anti-coercion and international procurement instruments are 

useful parts of the EU's toolbox, but they feel a million miles away 

for workers and citizens if there is no explanation of how research 

or new technologies contribute to the eradication of economic 

disparities and of social inequalities. Therefore, we need to 

communicate how this translates into increasing people's welfare 

and their economic, social and environmental well-being. 

To gear our industry towards a successful future, Europe needs to 

combine the technical task of defining ecosystems and strategies 

with getting Europe's citizens on board. Only in this way, the 

sensitive balance for Europe's future industry, which enhances 

competitiveness as well as the well-being of citizens, can be 

found.  

However, this is the task European decision-makers and the 

incoming French EU presidency are faced with. The EU 

Commission has approached this task with administrative zest, 

mapping the European economies, organising sectors into 

"industrial ecosystems", preparing complex dashboards, and 

defining roadmaps and pathways.  

Businesses are also feeling the pressure and the need to adapt to 

new global competitors, reinvent business models and reassess 

supply chains. And that by no means applies only to large 

multinational companies. SMEs, too, are searching for access to 

new markets and are faced with competition from inside and 

outside the EU.  

Workers, while they find themselves despite or because of the 

pandemic in a strong negotiating position, with employers 

offering signing bonuses and other perks, nonetheless also face 

structural and even disruptive change. Labour-intensive industrial 

manufacturing processes in Europe are more and more automated 

or otherwise reduced, and new fields of competence, especially in 

the IT sector on the other hand are rapidly developing and 

searching for talent. Thus, the principle of "leaving no one behind" 

in the context of the ongoing structural change process remains 

highly relevant and should be guiding political actions, particularly 

with regard to the development of skills.   

Historically, openness to trade, investment and other forms of 

international collaboration has been a strength and source of 

growth and well-being for the EU. Turning protectionist and 

aiming for economic self-reliance is a dead-end street. Europe 

lacks the natural resources for this approach and thus needs to 

find ways of remaining open to the world, explore alternative, e.g. 

circular economy models, and promote broad industrial 

cooperation across Member States. The EESC supports the EU's 

ambition for an open strategic autonomy, to reduce one-sided 

dependencies in critical areas and strengthen its capacity to set 

and implement its own priorities. Open Strategic Autonomy is 

characterised by the existence of production capacity in future-

oriented sectors within the European Single Market, especially for 

high-value goods where it is essential to maintain the EU's 

technological and innovation potential. The competitiveness of 

the European Single Market largely depends on developing and 

accessing the full potential of all national European economies, 

which are still at very different levels and thus need different and 

targeted policies to achieve real upward convergence.  

About the author: 
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Finding the right mix of economic activity to benefit employers 

and workers alike, with a sustainable GDP that also ensures the 

needs of all citizens are met, is no easy task. Throw in a demand for 

global technology leadership and it becomes even more difficult.  
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fight isn't over, and this issue will still be the subject of numerous 

debates and a degree of demagoguery. 

On sovereign issues governed by the Treaties, migration and the 

right to asylum will be reformed. The Schengen area will be 

politically strengthened by reforming its governance, to the 

benefit of the Council. 

On the digital front, political agreements will allow France to 

propose a directive on taxing GAFA (Google, Amazon, Facebook, 

Apple), and also on regulating their activity, with the aim of 

increasing cybersecurity for all users. Our work on the DMA and 

DSA laws will be highlighted. 

All these policies require financial resources. For this reason, 

Mario Draghi and Emmanuel Macron opened a debate on 

European fiscal rules in the Financial Times, while launching a new 

growth strategy. This growth strategy should allow for massive 

investment to finance the twin green and digital transitions. A new 

growth strategy would require common investments and more 

suitable fiscal rules. Specifically, these challenges, which require 

"large-scale investment in research, infrastructure, digitisation and 

defence", also entail revising the current fiscal rules, which have 

been suspended since the start of the pandemic. These rules, 

which are both "too obscure and excessively complex", have 

"constrained the actions of governments during crises and 

overburdened monetary policy". Political reflections on this touchy 

subject could come to a head during the summit on 10 and 

11 March.  

Will we once again witness the same phenomenon that was 

behind the NextGenerationEU initiative? Nothing is certain. France 

will need to give further signs of its good faith, as the deficits in the 

State's budget and foreign trade still obscure France's declining 

unemployment.  

During these six months, ahead of the Czech and Swedish 

presidencies, France will push for initiatives towards a European 

minimum wage. The French presidency is aware of the existing 

social model in the Nordic countries, which could eventually help 

to create a European social model, given the quality of the 

dialogue between employers' associations and employee unions. 

By contrast, President of the Renew Europe Group of the European 

Parliament Stéphane Séjourné has cited Bulgaria as a country that 

needs to join initiatives aimed at reducing social dumping. The 

EESC Employers' Group will make sure that its arguments speaking 

against a directive on minimum wage are heard in the debate. 

Another major subject: the rule of law. The French presidency will 

not hesitate to sanction Poland if there is evidence of interference 

with judicial independence or pressure on journalists. There is also 

a focus on Hungary. Stéphane Séjourné considers the country to be 

very corrupt and is awaiting the Hungarian parliamentary elections 

in April before adopting a position. 

As for our Ukrainian neighbour, the French presidency will increase 

the EU's involvement in this area, where currently only Russia and 

the United States play a role. A new European credo should be 

presented and proposed in particular to break away from the rule 

on unanimous voting before being able to officially react in cases 

of crises. The last French presidency in 2008 under Nicolas Sarkozy 

has contributed to bring a halt to the war in Georgia with Russia, 

with the French president overstepping his usual authority and 

indicating the way forward . 

On the very topical subject of COVID, the French presidency wants 

to increase collective responses. The presidency believes that the 

first wave clearly demonstrated the disparity between responses 

and the inefficiency of closing borders. By contrast, the European 

initiatives that followed, namely vaccine purchase, distribution and 

exportation, the EU COVID QR code, and data privacy are examples 

of EU success.  

Another important field of cooperation, the reindustrialization of 

the EU, should see many proposals during this semester. 

On environmental issues, the French presidency will deepen the 

Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism, which it already presents 

as one of Emmanuel Macron's successes. Discord over nuclear 

energy was the focus of the Commission's non-taxation proposal, 

which the French presidency is committed to making a reality. This 

Under the motto "Recovery, Strength and a Sense of 

Belonging" France holds the presidency of the Council of 

the European Union for the thirteenth time. Paris won't 

be the only place in the spotlight, with Strasbourg 

hosting the CoFoE, as well as other events.  
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Enhancing networking, cooperation and partnerships with other 

businesses and stakeholders also helps speed up the recovery, 

digitalisation and greening capacity of SMEs. It will also ensure that 

SMEs are closely involved in preparing the transition pathways for 

industrial ecosystems. While the COVID-19 pandemic has boosted 

the uptake of digitalisation for the digital frontrunners among 

SMEs, it has also deepened the digital divide for those that were 

lagging behind. More in-depth work is needed to assess the 

opportunities and challenges that SMEs, especially the most 

vulnerable ones with the least resources, face due to the green 

transition, and to support their success in this endeavour. The 

process can be facilitated and assisted by SMEs' representative 

organisations, and special support measures and funding for joint 

actions should be designed and provided for that purpose. 

The role of the SME Envoy network, EEN and SME organisations in 

publicising and spreading information about all support measures 

to the widest possible audience of SMEs is pivotal, and their 

structures and working methods must be constantly developed so 

as to better meet these needs. The ties between SME organisations 

at EU and national level and the SME Envoy network should be 

made even stronger. This will make it possible to achieve a more 

interactive model with constant, direct links and consistent, close 

and comprehensive connections between SMEs and their 

representative organisations and a better understanding and 

recognition of the role of the SME Envoy. SME Envoys translate and 

tailor EU policies into measures and support schemes in their 

relevant Member States and arrange the practical measures to deal 

with the particular situation of each and every SME, so that no one 

is left behind. The appointment of an EU SME Envoy, which has 

been delayed for too long, must happen as soon as possible to 

really get this process underway.  

A fit for the future policy and regulatory framework need to 

provide SMEs with certainty, consistency, clarity and a level playing 

field. This must abide by the principles of better regulation and 

conduct competitiveness checks when introducing new or revising 

existing policy measures, while maintaining a high level of 

environmental and social protection. Streamlined administrative 

procedures are needed to avoid focusing resources on activities 

that hamper efforts to develop business. 

There is a need to create and develop a network of "financial and 

funding ombudsmen", who monitor the implementation of the 

measures geared towards improving the short-term liquidity of 

SMEs. Such a network would promote SMEs' access to funds; 

collect and analyse qualitative data to learn whether and how 

intermediary banks use financial instruments to reach the SMEs 

most in need of financial resources and why credit is not granted to 

them; and may also mediate more overarching disputes between 

SMEs and financing and funding providers. The European 

Commission and Member States need to draw up and swiftly 

implement a one-stop-shop process for SMEs so as to ease and 

accelerate access to EU funds. 

Enabling the fluid operation of both internal and international 

markets is an important short-term policy measure and the 

Member States must make a special effort to provide opportunities 

for SMEs to bid for and win public contracts. They must also speed 

up public investments in general so as to increase companies' 

turnover, and ensure effective application of the Late Payments 

Directive.  

Enhancing competences and skills, including digital and green 

skills, is key for SMEs. This applies to entrepreneurs, enterprise 

managers and workers alike. The demand for new skills requires 

adjustments in vocational education and training as well as 

upskilling and reskilling. Good VET practices should be promoted 

and exchanged through relevant EU initiatives in cooperation with 

SME organisations and Member States. Much more should be done 

to ensure the availability and accessibility of sufficient and 

applicable advisory services – with the vital support of SME 

organisations.  
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SMEs are the backbone of the EU economy - hence, economic 

recovery depends largely on how successfully they adapt and 

operate in the new post-pandemic reality, shaped by the profound 

changes imposed by the digital and green transitions. To be able 

not only to survive, but also to thrive, grow and expand, driving 

the EU economy forward and creating good quality jobs and well-

being for citizens, SMEs need the EU and Member States to work 

harder to provide them with a favourable business environment 

and proper funding and support measures.  
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Organised as part of the Conference on the Future of Europe 

(CoFoE), this launch event of the Employers' Group Manifesto 

entitled "Making the EU Capable of Action", was the perfect 

opportunity to help shape a new vision for Europe's future.  

Based on the speeches by the keynote speakers, the panel debate, 

comments and questions from the audience, the following 

conclusions can be drawn: 

1. Re-infuse hope and optimism into the European project 

As the pandemic continues to evolve, Europe, European 

institutions and European employers need to be creative and 

courageous in order to reassess and adapt to the fast-paced, 

complex and unpredictable global environment. Building forward 

better can only be done successfully if an entrepreneurial mindset 

is added to the recipe - to deliver competitiveness, resilience and 

flexibility, and ultimately build a more inclusive society.  

However, we must not forget that we are not starting from scratch. 

The European Union remains a historically unique project of peace 

and freedom, stability and prosperity, with its social market 

economy balancing the inclusiveness and wellbeing of its citizens 

with economic growth.  

What is certain is that the Conference on the Future of Europe must 

re-infuse hope and optimism into the European project and raise 

awareness of the cost of non-Europe.  

2. A more competitive Europe: enhancing prosperity for 

present and future generations 

For enterprises and employers across Europe, the Conference 

should concentrate all its efforts on delivering tangible results in 

the post-COVID rebuilding of the economy, ensuring that Europe 

becomes the most attractive place to start, run and grow a 

business. 

The discussion highlighted the need for an effective, strong and 

more competitive Europe – a Europe that leads the world in the 

green and digital transitions while maintaining and enhancing 

prosperity for present and future generations.  

To achieve this, the EU's main tasks should be the completion of 

the Single Market, the promotion of a strong industrial base and 

The event 'Setting out a New Vision for the Future of 

Europe' brought together a number of innovative CEOs, 

EESC members, representatives of the EESC Employers' 

Group partner organisations, representatives of 

European sectoral organisations and the online 

audience, with the special participation of 

Herman Van Rompuy, President Emeritus of the 

European Council.  

resilient international supply chains, innovation in key enabling 

technologies, and a forward-looking climate policy coupled with 

industrial competitiveness and reliable framework conditions. 

3. Making full use of the current institutional framework 

In this new context of permanent crisis, with all its discontinuities 

and unpredictability, rather than revisit the Treaties, which would 

consume years of political energy, the EU should make full use of 

the existing institutional framework. Undoubtedly, the Union can 

achieve many of its objectives without amending the Treaties, as 

the texts still provide for almost unused means of speeding up 

decisions. As a matter of fact, the pandemic has proven that a 

recovery fund could be set up and joint purchasing of vaccines 

decided with the current division of powers. 

4. Breaking the silos: cross-sectoral partnerships to enable 

innovation and growth 

In a highly volatile world, the networking capacity of working 

across silos, forming highly agile networks both locally and 

globally across digital ecosystems, represents a key element to 

enable innovation and growth, promoting a sustainable growth 

model for Europe. 

A culture of partnerships and collaboration should be 

strengthened in Europe, particularly  between governments and 

enterprises (large and small alike) at all levels. Cities and regions, 

where innovation hubs, SMEs, universities, and research labs are co

-located can lead to the call to reinvent Helmut Kohl's Europe of 

regions as an inclusive participatory approach that enables 

innovation and growth.  

5. Collaboration between governments and enterprises to 

succeed in the twin transition  

To accelerate the green and digital transitions, various initiatives 

need to be brought together in one coherent policy, allowing us to 

systematically identify the opportunities, trade-offs and 

compromises between these two transitions. 

While it's undeniable that European industry has lost many battles 

in the last two decades when it comes to technology and the 

ability to monetize it, Europe is well-positioned to win the 

renewable energy battle. Collaboration between governments and 
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businesses is key to developing a clear strategy and new 

environment-friendly and sustainable business models with 

reduced  energy use, renewable energy targets and sustainability 

as the core business growth strategy. To achieve this, we need clear 

and transparent information systems and simple digital tools for 

data collection, validation, mining and linking data to products to 

increase the level of trust and transparency. This is true for old 

economies such as steel, as well as the new digital economy, in the 

twin transition to the green and digital transformation.  

Particular attention should be paid to SMEs. We need to bridge 

knowledge gap of SMEs to attain green deals and climate 

neutrality. To achieve this, education, the deployment of disruptive 

technologies and a bottom-up approach will be of utmost 

importance.  

6. New sustainable business models 

Europe’s future is closely linked to the future of its industry and  

strong ambitions require strong and innovative companies. The 

future of businesses depends on their ability to adapt and reinvent 

themselves through new, more sustainable business models. The 

transversal activation of transformation at all levels of an 

organisation – especially in large corporations - is the basis for 

activating new business models. Engaging employees at all levels 

of an organisation, as well as all stakeholders in the ecosystem, is a 

condition for triggering the shift from linear to circular economic 

growth. A layer is needed to ensure the interoperability of data and 

connectivity across diverse technology platforms. 

Without the engagement of stakeholders inside and outside 

organisations, and without enabling technologies, Europe will not 

achieve a carbon-neutral continent and ensure that others act in 

the same way. In this context, data transparency creates trust and is 

key for network intelligence.   

7. Talent, education, and skills fit for the future 

To succeed in the digital and green transition in a way that will 

benefit the whole of society, businesses and governments have a 

particular responsibility to build a strong dialogue. The importance 

of skills and education is a core shared responsibility to innovate 

across the entire ecosystem - critical for Europe’s competitiveness. 

This is about entrepreneurial learning, activating risk-taking and 

mistake-making, building a new mind-set and a pioneer mentality 

to attract the top talent to Europe - both women and men. Part of 

this responsibility is making sure that education is fit for the labour 

market and that digital skills are taught across the entire 

population.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xd9AWe1W3nE&t=1s
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xd9AWe1W3nE&t=1s
https://europa.eu/!qRGjVK
https://europa.eu/!qRGjVK
https://europa.eu/!Qxx7C9
https://europa.eu/!Qxx7C9

