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Cast your mind back 12 months to when European
countries were grappling with their first clusters of
COVID-19. There were no proven treatments, not
enough personal protective equipment (PPE) and

no vaccines. In fact, at that time, there was concern
that developing a vaccine could take a minimum of
two years – and there was no absolute guarantee
that it would be possible.

Fast forward to today and the picture is brighter, even with
continued travel restrictions and social distancing. More people
have now received a vaccine against SARS-CoV-2 than have been
diagnosed with COVID-19. Vaccination has gone viral. How has this
startling success story been written?
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The simple answer is that science and collaboration delivered.
Companies, governments, academics, regulators and others turned
their full attention to solving a shared problem.
While human ingenuity was the active ingredient, the recipe for
COVID-19 vaccine breakthroughs is far from simple. It includes
decades of investment in basic science, expertise in vaccine
development and crucial manufacturing knowhow. This is
supported by a dynamic regulatory system and a
robust intellectual property (IP) regime.
Formula for success
Much of the above is universally celebrated, but there is a
temptation in some quarters to pull at the threads of the IP system
that helped to build up the knowhow that was unleashed on
COVID-19 one year ago.
IP can be complex to understand, but the core principles are
simple. The goals are to encourage creativity and reward
innovation – whether for inventing electric vehicles, writing novels
or formulating new vaccines. It would be dangerous to make an
exception for vaccines. For a start, vaccine development is
unpredictable and costly. And, ordinarily, it takes time.
In highlighting the success of a handful of COVID-19 vaccines, we
must acknowledge that many more vaccine candidates have not
progressed through clinical trials. Unfortunately, this is normal. For
example, after years of research and investment, we are still
working on a vaccine against HIV.
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The World Health Organization and the European Commission
have publicly recognised that IP is not a barrier to increased
capacity to produce COVID-19 vaccines. It is skills, infrastructure
and technical knowhow that are key to increasing capacity
and producing the billions of doses needed. Simply issuing a
compulsory license, while the challenge is a lack of capacity, would
not mean factories across Europe could suddenly start producing
COVID-19 vaccines.

This reality was clearly articulated by Thierry Breton, European
Commissioner for Internal Market, who, when speaking to the
media, recently said "it is not an intellectual property subject; it is a
matter of having factories, (…) Just because I give a patent to a
company in India, for example, it would not change anything."
Expanding capacity
The challenge of scaling up manufacturing capacity to meet global
demand is best solved by those with expertise. And it is already
well under way. Vaccine and non-vaccine companies are working
together to significantly expand the volumes that can be produced
this year.
In addition, companies that have developed COVID-19 vaccines are
working with global partners in countries such as India and South
Africa using technology transfer. This is being facilitated by wellestablished licensing agreements and will ensure billions of doses
are available to low and middle-income countries.
Bringing the fruits of innovation to people around the world is in
everyone's interest. We know no one is safe unless everyone is safe.
That is why vaccine companies have worked closely
with CEPI, GAVI and the WHO in support of the COVAX facility.
The system works
All of this is being done without jeopardising the system that has
given us COVID-19 vaccines. The expertise found in vaccine
manufacturers exists because of the incentives provided by IP.
Maximising the impact of innovation will be achieved through
technology transfer and licensing.
The worst of the COVID-19 pandemic will pass. We will still want a
sound IP system next year and the years after that. It is essential to
our capacity to find new vaccines against HIV, TB, malaria and a
universal flu vaccine. It is essential to our innovative medicine
ecosystem. And it will be invaluable in rising to the challenge of
future disease outbreaks.

Guest contribution by

Nathalie Moll
Director General at EFPIA (European Federation of
Pharmaceutical Industries and Associations)

There are clearly divergent opinions on how to deliver decent
minimum wages across Europe and the Employers' Group has been
actively contributing to the debate. It is clear that a directive on
minimum wage might not be appropriate and could even be
damaging, especially in times when our economies and societies
are confronted with the unprecedented challenge of the COVID-19
pandemic.
To start with, the legal situation regarding the EU initiative on
minimum wages is highly complex. The EU can adopt legal
instruments on working conditions on the basis of Articles 151 and
153(1)(b) TFEU. The Treaty stipulates that the provisions of
Article 153 shall not apply to "pay". On the other hand, there is EU
case law and existing directives that have dealt with the issue of
pay as a key working condition.
Therefore, it is highly advisable for the Commission to adopt a
balanced and cautious approach, following the plead of a growing
number of voices are calling upon the EU institutions to use a
Council recommendation instead of a directive. Indeed, nine
Member States expressed that wish in a letter sent to the German
and Portuguese Presidencies of the Council of the European Union.
The EESC has previously stated that further efforts are needed to
ensure convergence of wages and establish minimum wages in the
Member States, whilst also stressing that the competence and
autonomy of the national social partners regarding wage-setting
processes must be fully respected in accordance with national
practices. These efforts should also be aimed at strengthening
collective bargaining, which would also contribute to fairer wages
as a whole.
At the same time, wage-setting should be governed by economic
realities, should be based on economic factors and should not
exacerbate the situation for crisis-hit, struggling businesses and
SMEs. Wages represent payment for work done and are one of the
factors that ensure mutual benefits for companies and workers.
They are therefore linked to the economic situation in a country,
region or sector. Any change may have an impact on employment,
competitiveness and macro-economic demand.
It is undeniable that the minimum wage is a key economic policy
tool, which must remain a matter for decision-making at national

© Shutterstock/Viktoria Kurpas

Wages are an important aspect of the European Union's social
market economy model. Ensuring decent minimum wages in all
the Member States helps achieve a number of EU objectives,
including ensuring upward wage convergence, improving social
and economic cohesion, eliminating the gender pay gap,
improving living and working conditions and ensuring a level
playing field in the single market.

level so that it takes into account Member States' political,
economic and social developments. It should be used and
managed with great caution, especially when the European Union
and its Member States are still facing an economic recession of
historic proportions with dramatic consequences for people and
businesses. This is why we regret the fact that no impact
assessment was conducted on the Commission's proposal on
employment and the economy as a whole.
Another valid concern is the fact that, by having an impact on the
minimum wage level, the proposal will influence all pay levels. This
could have negative effects on employment, particularly for young
people and low-skilled workers, and could aggravate noncompliance, which could also push a number of low-wage workers
towards informality. Establishing thresholds in a proposal for a
Directive – being even indicative, is too far-reaching, as they,
besides the question of EU competence, might interfere with the
collective bargaining systems, pre-setting expectations and
creating asymmetric bargaining power for one of the parties.
There is also a risk that the proposed binding target of
70% coverage would weaken social partners in the long term. In
fact, one way to achieve such a target in some countries would be
to introduce a system which would automatically extend collective
agreements to all companies and workers, thereby reducing the
role of social partners and weakening collective bargaining.
By expressing all these concerns we believe we can help the
European Commission and other institutions to possibly reconsider
their legislative intentions so as to prevent exposing Member
States and businesses to uncertainty in these trying times and
allow them to work, recover and thrive so that wage increases
come as a natural result, together with economic revival.
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Hindsight is always perfect, and it is easy to be wise after the
event. The future, on the other hand, is notoriously hard to predict,
and it is even harder to prepare for specific future needs. But that,
of course, cannot mean that we should give up trying to prepare.
On the contrary, we need to redouble our efforts, using collective
intelligence from a multitude of sources to render our economies
and societies more resilient and adaptable so that they can deal
with future changes.
The Commission's new approach of producing strategic foresight
reports and mainstreaming the process as well as the results into
policy-making in all fields therefore receives our full support.
Scanning horizons, developing scenarios, assessing megatrends,
identifying emerging issues, and judging their probability and
relevance for the EU are excellent tools for improving the EU's
awareness and preparedness. Since change is constant, foresight
needs to be too. The process must be annual and cyclical as well as
inclusive. And to be meaningful, it also must be understood and
applied by decision influencers from many fields, such as those
representing civil society and the social partners. Not only can they
help avoid "blind spots", but they are also the link for improving
awareness and understanding of foresight amongst citizens.
For all the praise we shower on the Commission's decision to
mainstream foresight into its policy-making processes, however,
the first strategic report for 2020 still leaves a lot of room for
improvement. Many of the instruments of foresight were not
applied and the insights gleaned have not actually shown up in the
relevant political circles, i.e. the Commission's annual work
programme and the better regulation agenda. While this can still
be explained and tolerated as teething problems due to the
method being newly introduced into the decision-making process,
it must change quickly. It doesn't bode well that the topic for the
next strategic foresight report, strategic autonomy, was a purely
political choice, not rooted in the foresight process. Had the
method been applied properly, perhaps a different issue, such as
the EU's military and defence situation, would have emerged as
deserving much higher attention.
Another gap in the way the Commission is currently setting up the
strategic foresight process is the lack of a permanent monitoring
and control mechanism that would allow ex post evaluations, e.g.
by civil society representatives, on whether the most up-to-date
foresight tools are being used and if they are indeed being
channelled in a way that informs policies and the preparation of
major initiatives. Such quality control is key for the validity of the
process.
The focus of the EESC opinion on Strategic Foresight (INT/918) is of
course not only on the methods, but also on the content. The 2020
strategic report was attempting to chart "the course toward a more
resilient Europe". It has done so by identifying and analysing four
dimensions: "social and economic", "geopolitical", "green" and
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"digital". The EESC, including in an opinion by the ECO section (ECO
537 “Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2021”), broadly agrees
with the results of the analysis and with the political
recommendations. It welcomes the introduction of "resilience
dashboards", meant to highlight vulnerabilities and resilience
capacities. The dashboards are designed to include multiple
dimensions of resilience and their interlinkages, providing a holistic
picture. It also commendable that they draw upon existing sectoral
indicators and monitoring tools, such as the Social Scoreboard and
the monitoring report on progress towards the SDGs in the EU.
Gathering facts and data, creating a clear view and joint
understanding of where we stand as an economy and society is a
good idea. But in the context of foresight it is not enough. It
ignores the strategy dimension. The dashboards will be able to
depict the status quo. But they will only provide added value for
decision-makers if the insights can be compared and measured
against a pre-defined objective. Otherwise, we are just fumbling
around in the dark.
The EU can only benefit from engaging in strategic foresight for its
policy-making. Ultimately, though, the process must be properly
applied and mainstreamed into the Union's way of working. All EU
institutions and the Member States have a responsibility for
making use of strategic foresight and contributing their specific
expertise to it. With ESPAS, the European Strategy and Policy
Analysis System, there is already a nucleus in place on which the
envisaged EU-wide foresight network in partnership with the
relevant national ministries can build, and where the EESC is
structurally represented. Nonetheless, as representatives of civil
society and the social partners, not only do we have an interest in
better foresight-based policy-making by the EU, but we will also be
able to contribute our specific expertise to improving as well as
monitoring and controlling the Commission's proper application of
foresight in its strategic decision-making.
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The extreme uncertainty about the future in terms of the duration,
magnitude and impact of the pandemic has created a vicious circle
of dampening business and consumer confidence and tightening
financial conditions, which have led to job losses and reduced
investment. This is the context in which we should assess the action
plan for implementing the European Social Pillar of Social Rights
(EPSR), presented by the European Commission on 4 March.
The European Commission proposes three new headline targets for
the European Semester and a Recommendation on Effective Active
Support to Employment following the COVID-19 crisis (EASE),
which provides guidance to Member States on active labour market
policies and indicates how countries could use EU funds to support
policies, including those available under NextGenerationEU and the
Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF).
The three headline targets to be achieved by 2030, namely an
employment target of at least 78% of the population, 60% of adults
in training each year and a reduction of 15 million people at risk of
poverty or social exclusion, are desirable but very ambitious
considering the current pandemic.
The action plan, which is supposed to be given political backing at
a special EU summit in Porto on 7-8 May, also opens up the way for
new legislative proposals at EU level, albeit to a lesser extent than
feared.
As employers, we continue to believe that the road to a strong
social Europe goes through competitive companies, economic
development and growth, particularly in a post-pandemic recovery.
Above all, the main prerequisite for a strong and vibrant Europe is
that people have jobs to go to. Over-regulated labour markets
benefit neither competitiveness, companies, workers, nor EU
citizens.
The immediate policy focus should be to enable a secure and rapid
restart of the economy. We must avoid any initiatives that do not
support this focus, and a specific competitiveness check should be
undertaken for all new initiatives.
It is indisputable that free movement in the internal market should
be improved and Member States must be challenged to bring
down barriers to free movement, particularly with regard to
services.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has been an unprecedented shock,
causing simultaneous disruptions to both supply and demand in
an interconnected world economy. On the supply side, infections
have reduced labour supply and productivity, while lockdowns,
business closures and restrictions have also caused supply
disruptions. On the demand side, layoffs, loss of income and
worsened economic prospects have reduced household
consumption and firms' investment.

There must be zero tolerance of fraud and irregularities. However,
more legislation is not the solution; instead, existing rules must be
implemented and enforced. Rules and regulations should be
transparent, fair and predictable, including on public procurement,
to ensure fair competition .
To fight the acute skills shortage, it would be worthwhile to
facilitate labour immigration. Mutual recognition of diplomas and
certificates from schools and higher education between Member
States can also be improved. The envisaged initiative on
micro-credentials could be useful in this context, as could support
for apprenticeship training schemes run by companies, where
employers have the decisive influence over course design.
The development of new forms of work must be supported, not
over-regulated. Global competition, growing digitalisation and new
business models require legislation that supports innovation and
flexibility in terms of working methods, working hours and labour
mobility.
Health and safety in the workplace is already a priority in the EU.
Companies and trade unions are working towards the
zero-accident vision, also as it is a key element in attracting workers
with the necessary skills.
In all this, the role of the EU should be to provide incentives and
facilitate the sharing of information and knowledge between
Member States and the social partners in the formulation,
implementation and evaluation of labour market policies.
Since social and labour market policies are a competence of the
Member States and thus subject to the principles of subsidiarity
and proportionality, the European Commission must better respect
the division of competences between the national and EU levels,
making sure that EU legislation is reserved for truly cross-border
issues.
The focus must now be on the European Semester and on making
sure that new and existing objectives are met by Member States.
About the author:
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The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted how resilience
is properly built only by securing a fully functioning
Single Market. This was the main message of EU
Commissioner for the Internal market, Thierry Breton,
who joined the Extraordinary Employers' Group meeting
(1 March) to discuss a wide range of topics from the
vaccine roll-out, to the revised EU Industrial Strategy
and Europe's sustainable recovery.
"We should always remember that we are the largest market in the
world. When dealing with countries like China and the US, we need
to make it clear that we are a force to be reckoned with and part of
this will involve putting money towards key technologies,"
Mr Breton added, stressing that the right level to deliver on our
industrial ambition is the European one. "Investing together will be
crucial to ensure our technological advantage and meet our
climate ambitions."
A wide range of pandemic restrictions will be lifted at different
times throughout the EU and this distortion of the Single Market
cannot be fully prevented. However, Commissioner Breton added,
the means and the level of support that are made available need to
be the same for all.
Commissioner Breton drew attention to the fact that COVID-19 has
highlighted a number of needs facing our economy, for example
that Europe has to strengthen its industrial autonomy. Europe has
to form strategic synergies that will enable us to be more
industrially sustainable. Also in this context, the revised Industrial
Strategy must help businesses to make progress, even in these
difficult times. Furthermore, NextGenerationEU has unprecedented
amounts of funding that can be deployed to build the Industrial
Europe of tomorrow. The twin transitions, resilience and a sound
value chain are among the most important areas for
reconstruction.
"Europe is the most important industrial player and we have
everything in favour to fulfil our ambitions – if we can keep our
SMEs in good health," emphasised Commissioner Breton.
Restrictions had had to be imposed in recent months, but with
SURE and other tools, the impact had been mitigated. The
European Commission is trying to act very swiftly together with
Member States to continue to support SMEs in this difficult time.
Members of the Employers' Group voiced their concern that in
recent months, new legislation had been approved that would
increase the bureaucratic burden for companies, particularly for

SMEs. Businesses need less not more red tape. Commissioner
Breton explained that the "One-in-one-out" principle of the better
regulation agenda is a start to limit bureaucratic burden, but the
goal is to develop an approach based on effectiveness and which
will focus on one-stop shops and platforms.
Employers' Group President, Stefano Mallia, focused his
intervention on the vaccine rollout: "It is clear that only through a
massive and timely delivery of vaccines to our citizens can we start
to regain stability and confidence; both ingredients that are
extremely important for a speedy and strong economic recovery.
We have won the science battle and now we have to win the
industrial production battle. We are confident that industry is
reacting in the right manner, production capacities are being
pooled together and that the right policy decisions will be taken.
Vaccination passports could also play a crucial role in bringing
further confidence to the market." Commissioner Breton agreed
with the points raised and added that he was working to boost the
production capacity of EU pharmaceutical companies.
In conclusion, the EESC Employers' Group and Commissioner
Breton were in broad agreement on the topics discussed and the
same business-oriented language was spoken to constructively
forge the right legislative environment, allowing companies to
operate with certainty, flexibility and security. The EESC Employers'
Group firmly believes that business and enterprises are is the
indispensable partner to adapt our societies to the future and
should be given the opportunity to play a constructive role.
Future meetings:
On 15 April the Employers’ Group will meet Nicolas Schmit,
Commissioner for Jobs and Social Rights at an Extraordinary Group
Meeting. Topics discussed will be social issues, such as the action
plan on the implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights
(EPSR) and the Porto Social Summit.

The delayed launch of the Conference on the Future of
Europe could provide a good opportunity to focus on
the most pressing post-pandemic expectations of
European companies, workers and citizens. While the
latest economic data from the Winter Forecast are
encouraging, civil society organisations and citizens are
very much concerned about future economic prospects.
Companies and entrepreneurs continue to be worried about the
economic situation, as they see their reserves drying up and as
protracted lockdowns continue to hamper their operations longer
than expected. Without a rapid solution to the COVID-19 pandemic
in Europe and the world, expectations of higher GDP growth are
unlikely to be realised.
While we as employers consider that the most pivotal political and
economic policy for is the roll-out of vaccines through an increase
in production capacity, there is a clear case for the Conference on
the Future of Europe shaping new ideas for a fully-fledged health
union.
It is undeniable that the delay in the vaccine roll-out calls for more
inclusive action. The window of opportunity to re-engage with EU
citizens before the next European elections might close rapidly
with a crisis of these proportions if we don't swiftly restore
confidence and prosperity.
So, we welcome the joint declaration signed by the presidents of
the Council of Ministers, the European Commission and the
European Parliament, which puts an end to a long stalemate
surrounding this event. And we totally support prime minister
António Costa's call for the Conference to be held "as soon as
possible", "focusing on the wishes and anxieties of citizens" rather
than on the EU institutions.
The Union conceived by its founding fathers as a project of peace,
although important, needs to be adapted to new realities and
reinvented so that it remains a forward-looking project that can
reinvent itself to preserve peace, prosperity and democracy.
It is indeed extremely important that that we start off on the right
note and that the right messages are delivered. So let me set out
three absolute musts:
First, the Conference should aim to create a structured and
virtuous participation mechanism around the recovery, reform and
resilience plans, so as to strengthen the mechanisms for inclusion
and participation on the future of Europe.
The Conference should aim to adopt a new approach to seeking
input into EU policy-making, adding a real impact to EU policies. It
must ensure that what the citizens debate is ultimately translated
into EU policy-making. The process should be structured in a way
that becomes permanent in the long run.
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Second: Although it is important to include the accidental citizen, it
seems more important to strengthen the role of organised civil
society, representing hundreds of citizens' organisations. This
Conference cannot be about the loudest voice, which can be
manipulative.
Democracy
is
about
numbers
and
representativeness.
This is why the EESC MUST be at the core of the Conference, as a
PERMANENT member of the executive board and not, as is spelled
out in the declaration, as an occasional observer. The EESC should
be given the platform, the authority and the right to contribute
and make use of its network, as it did, for instance, when it
engaged with UK civil society on Brexit, and delivered very useful
input to Michel Barnier, the EU's negotiator with the UK.
The founding fathers founded the EESC precisely because these
intermediary bodies are at the core of democracy. So we need
more, not less of its input.
Third, the outcome. We shouldn't repeat the mistakes of the past,
generating frustrations on the lack of delivered concrete results.
A simple report to the European Council will clearly be insufficient.
We need to already have clear in our heads what will happen after
that final report so that we can speak about it and reassure the
people we are going to talk with, explaining to them clearly how
their concerns are going to be addressed. This is why we must also
clarify the approach to adopt when filtering the debates: every
individual, every organisation, every little entity will put forward its
concerns and its ideas. It is therefore vital to establish how the
various ideas and concerns are going to be taken onboard.
It is clear that we have the chance now to seize the moment and
clearly demonstrate how and why the EU is relevant to its citizens.
We need to genuinely engage and listen in order to transform the
EU before 2024. A failure to meet citizens' concerns would simply
give a further boost to the populists; and as I am sure you agree,
there are already too many of them.
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Europe's future is closely linked to the future of its
industry. European companies must be put in the
position to offer solutions for today's challenges in
order to make our continent more competitive and
more resilient to upcoming developments and possible
shocks. This is even more true in the face of the
pandemic that has turned our world and our business
environment upside down.
To keep pace with these radical changes, Europe has to adapt in a
realistic manner to the situation and provide its companies and
industries with a business environment that first helps them to
recover and then helps them in the transition to a new economic
model. This is only possible with an Industrial Strategy that is
adapted to this new situation.
On 4 May, CCMI Employers' Group members and delegates
discussed the update of the New EU Industrial Strategy with
Mr Nicklas from DG GROW, Mr Olivieri from BusinessEurope,
Mr Martins from Eurochambres, Mr Coppenholle from Cembureau,
Mr Chazerand from DIGITALEUROPE, and Mr Kluge from the EESC
Workers' Group.
With 85 % of future growth predicted to take place outside the EU,
Europe's outlook for its industrial competitiveness does not look
too rosy. This makes it all the more important to update the
Industrial Strategy in such a way that it address structural
challenges that hinder the full exploitation of the Single Market.
Beyond the urgent completion of the Single Market, participants
identified a long list of necessary measures: from the safe
deployment of AI, to strengthening R&D&I, from promoting data
access to upgrading the framework for intellectual property, and
investing more in skills and training. Another key priority was
access to finance and encouraging public and private investment.
In all regards, the needs of SMEs have to be addressed in a more
targeted strategy.
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According to EU employers, the industrial strategy is closely linked
to two of the main trends that are shaping our century, the twin
transitions. Only if Europe becomes a leader in digitalisation and
sustainability and delivers on its goal to be carbon-neutral by 2050
will Europe successfully compete at the global level. EU companies
can provide the technological solutions to achieve climate
objectives, but to realise the twin transition will require a clear
investment plan and a proper legislative ecosystem are needed to
make sure that the Recovery and Resilience Facility is put to good
use.
To translate words into action, the focus of the Industrial Strategy
has to be on implementation, implementation and
implementation. For all measures, responsibilities have to be
identified and the monitoring around Key Performance Indicators
has to be upgraded.
To fulfill Europe's strong industrial ambition, companies must be
heard when updating the New EU Industrial Strategy. European
businesses are ready and willing to drive the green and digital
industrial transitions, but to achieve a sustainable economic
growth agenda and bounce back from recession, Europe needs
speedy action – and the time to act is now.
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