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Foreword

What an extraordinary year 2020 was! And what an extraordinary challenge it is to drive Europe
o a sustainable recovery in 2021!

Itis a commonplace at the time of crises that the world will not be again what it was before.
This is perhaps doubly true this time, due to Covid-19 and its manifold conseguences.

With an EU diving into health policy coordination, a counter-cyclical budgetary component
financed by joint debt issuance, reinforced Kurzarbeit schemes and a youth guarantee, there
seems to be a Social Democratic momentum. However, it remains to be seen whether in the
period of recovery we manage 1o keep the Green Deal and the social agenda in focus, and
whether we are able to step up European solidarity. The answers to these guestions will de-
termine our future for a very long time.

The Progressive Yearbook 2021 presents some key issues of the past year, including the
emerging concept of the Health Union, the rule of law conundrum, pioneering policies like the
Child Guarantee, and the added value of Social Democratic governments.

In the past year, the US elections were the most important, while in 2021 the German
Bundestag elections will be the most significant. This yearbook offers readings on both. Pre-
dictions cover the economic recovery, the developments in Belarus, and the (so far ghost)
conference on the future of Europe.

In 2020, FEPS had to learn to work amidst the extraordinary circumstances, to adapt to
the conditions of confinement, to organise research projects and public events online, and to
maintain close collaboration with our member foundations despite it all.

In 2021, we look forward to continuing the move to a new operational model, to returning
to our new headquarters, and to putting these newly learned skills at the service of the pro-
gressive recovery and partnerships.

Laszld Andor

Ania Skrzypek
Hedwig Giusto
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Looking Back 11

2020 European Chronology*

January
2 January Iranian Major General Qasem Soleimani is killed in US drone strike
5 January Croatia holds second round of presidential elections. Zoran Milanovic¢

from the Croatian Social Democratic party SDP is elected president

7 January Pedro Sanchez (PSOE) is re-elected Prime Minister in Spain

8 January The Duke and Duchess of Sussex emancipate from the British royal
family

9 January WHO announces mysterious coronavirus-related pneumonia in Wuhan,
China

11 January China records its first coronavirus death

23 January Wuhan, China, is placed under an unprecedented lockdown

24 January First European case of Covid-19 is reported in France

31 January WHO declares the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic a Public
Health Emergency of International Concern

31 January The United Kingdom officially withdraws from the European Union

February
5 February The US Senate acquitted President Donald Trump and the impeachment

trial (over charges that he asked Ukraine to investigate former Vice
President Joe Biden and his son Hunter) comes to an end

6 February Ireland holds parliamentary elections. Sinn Féin makes unprecedented
gains but Fianna Fail, Fine Gael and the Green Party form coalition
government

11 February The World Health Organisation names the coronavirus disease Covid-19

21 February Clusters of Covid-19 cases are detected in Lombardy and Veneto
(Italy)

29 February Slovakia holds parliamentary elections. Leader of anti-corruption

movement Igor Matovic becomes Prime Minister.

*

Special thanks to Fernando Rejon Sénchez for compiling this chronology.
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8 March

9 March

9 March

10-13 March

11 March

15 March

17 March

18 March

23 March

26 March

30 March

30 March

2 April

4 April

23 April

24 April

March
Thousands march in Spain on Women'’s Day despite coronavirus fears
[taly issues first nation-wide quarantine in Europe

The Dow Jones industrial average suffers its worst single-day point drop
ever. The coronavirus pandemic triggers a global recession as numerous
countries go into lockdown

Cheltenham Festival (horse racing event) with 440,000 participants fuels
the deadly spread of coronavirus in the UK

WHO declares Covid-19 a pandemic

France holds the first round of municipal elections. The second round,
initially planned for 22 March, is postponed to 28 June due to the
pandemic

EU leaders agree on closing the EU's external and Schengen borders

Central Bank announces the €750 billion Pandemic Emergency
Purchase Programme

EU finance Ministers agree on the suspension of the Growth and Stability
Pact in order to ease Member States’ fiscal rules

The European Parliament goes fully digital and uses remote participation
for the first time in its 62-year history

The Hungarian Parliament passes the Act on the Protection Against the
Coronavirus (“enabling act”) which aims to extend the “state of danger’,
allowing the government to rule by decree for an indefinite period

2020 Summer Olympics, planned to take place in Tokyo from 24 July to
9 August 2020, are postponed to 2021, due to the pandemic
April

The European Commission proposes the creation of the SURE
instrument (to support Short-Time Work arrangements with loans up to
€100 billion)

Sir Keir Starmer (shadow Brexit secretary) is elected UK Labour Party
leader with 56 per cent of votes on first round

The number of confirmed cases of Covid-19 in the EU and the United
Kingdom surpasses one million

The European Commission launches the Coronavirus Global Response
initiative aimed at supporting partner countries’ efforts in handling Covid-19
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May

11 May Several countries, such as Spain, Iran, ltaly, Denmark, Israel, Germany,
New Zealand and Thailand, begin to ease their lockdown restrictions

18 May France and Germany propose €500 billion EU recovery fund

21 May UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres launches UN initiative dubbed
Verified to fight Covid-19 misinformation

25 May The police kiling of George Floyd (in Minneapolis) sparks a wave of
demonstrations and riots across the world to demand an end to police
brutality and racial injustice, giving rise to the “Black Lives Matter”

movement

27 May The European Commission presents the NextGenerationEU recovery
package

June

4 June 100th anniversary of the Treaty of Trianon (partitioning of Hungary
following World War One)

10-11 June FEPS Call to Europe IX — version 2.0 on Climate Justice and Gender
Equality is held online

16 June UK government extends meal voucher programme for the summer
period following the campaign by Manchester United striker Marcus
Rashford

28 June France holds second round of local elections. Socialists and Greens win

control over key cities such as Paris, Lyon and Marseille

28 June Poland holds first round of presidential elections (incumbent President
Andrzej Duda is in pole position)

29 June The number of confirmed cases of Covid-19 worldwide surpasses 10
million
30 June The Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress of the

People’'s Republic of China unanimously passed a new national security
law for Hong Kong, setting off a fresh wave of mass protests

July
1 July Russia holds a referendum on a constitutional amendment that enables
President Vladimir Putin to seek two further six-year terms beyond
2024
10 July Turkey's highest administrative court issues a ruling paving the way to

revert Hagia Sophia into a mosque
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13 July

5 July

21 July

3 August
4 August

9 August

10 August

13 August

24 August

16 September

18 September
21 September
21 September

27 September

28-30 September

29 September

G

President Duda, supported by the Law and Justice Party of Poland, wins
the second round of presidential election and remains Polish head of
state

Croatia holds parliamentary elections. The ruling Christian-democratic
party obtains a surprise victory (Davor Bernardic steps down as Social
Democratic leader)

EU leaders agree on the NextGenerationEU recovery plan and Multiannual

Financial Framework (MFF) for 2021-2027 in a four-day summit
August

Former king Juan Carlos leaves Spain amid a corruption investigation

Two explosions of unsafely stored ammonium nitrate kill over 220 people
in Beirut, Lebanon

Belarus holds fraudulent presidential elections. President Aleksander
Lukashenko reportedly wins a landslide with over 90 per cent of the
vote. The rigging of the election sparks unprecedented civil unrest in the
country

German SPD choses Finance Minister Olaf Scholz as candidate for
Chancellor (ahead of Bundestag elections to be held in 2021)

Israel and the UAE agree to normalise relations, marking the third Israel-
Arab peace deal

EU Commission proposes to provide €81.4 billion in financial support for
15 member states under SURE
September

Ursula von der Leyen delivers State of the Union speech at the European
Parliament (announcing European “Bauhaus”)

FEPS UNited for a New Multilateralism conference is held online
Commemoration of the 75th Anniversary of the United Nations

In delayed regional elections, ltaly's left defeats far-right bid to take
stronghold Tuscany

Deadly clashes between Armenia and Azerbaijani forces erupt over the
disputed region of Nagorno Karabakh

The second edition of the FEPS Annual Autumn Academy (AAA) takes
place online

Worldwide death toll from Covid-19 exceeds one million
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October
3 October Pope Francis travels to Assisi to sign an encyclical laying out his vision
of a post-Covid world built on solidarity, fratemnity, and care for the
environment
10 October Armenia and Azerbaijan agree on a ceasefire to halt hostilities in the

ongoing Nagorno-Karabakh conflict

11 October Lithuania holds parliamentary elections. Homeland Union (Christian
Democrats) expand their majority and Ingrida Simonyté is elected Prime
Minister

11 October In Vienna municipal elections the Social Democratic Party of Austria

remains comfortably in first place with small gains

21 October The European Commission issues EU SURE social bonds for the first
time
30 October In Poland the biggest protests in decades with over 100,000 participants

are held against abortion ban

31 October Slovakia begins a programme to screen its entire population for
coronavirus with antigen tests in a global first, involving 45,000 medical
workers, army and police

November

3 November Tumultuous presidential elections take place in the United States. Joe
Biden is elected as the 46th President of the United States (and Kamala
Harris becomes Vice President-elect). Incumbent President Donald
Trump refuses to concede

11 November The European Commission presents first set of measures to create a
European Health Union

15 November Moldova holds 2nd round of presidential elections. Maia Sandu becomes
the first women elected President in the history of the country

9 November Pharmaceutical companies Pfizer and BioNTech announce the
completion of phase lll trial of a Covid-19 vaccine, showing more than
90 per cent effectiveness

December

6 December Romania holds parliamentary elections. Social Democratic Party wins
the election with 28.9 per cent of the vote (but without majority needed
to form government)

8 December First patient in the world receives the Covid-19 vaccine in the UK
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9 December

16 December
17 December

24 December

European Council reaches agreement with Hungary and Poland over
MFF rule of law mechanism

European Parliament awards Sakharov Prize to Belarus opposition
EU MFF for 2021-2027 is adopted
EU and UK reach post-Brexit trade deal
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Europe’s fight for health and unity
Laszlé Andor

In March 2020, European countries were suddenly overwhelmed by the Covid-19 pandemic
originating from China. The unprecedented nature of this shock may explain why most national
governments, together with leaders of the EU institutions, responded to this emergency with
delays as well as inconsistency. On the other hand, it was quickly understood that the chal-
lenge was to tame a healthcare, economic and social crisis simultaneously. The search for
appropriate tools and strategies began.

Covid-19: a medical emergency

What did the world know about the new coronavirus, or Covid-19, in March 20207 Not much,
apart from the fact that it probably started to spread from a market in the city of Wuhan in
China, and that various animals may have played an important part in transmitting it to humans.
It was feared, and then quickly proven by statistics, that Covid-19 was much more dangerous
than, for example, the better-known influenza virus. Covid-19 would spread faster, and it would
also be deadlier. Five to six times deadlier.

As more and more people fell ill also in Europe, and Covid-19 became the top issue of
public discourse, our dally life changed. More frequent hand washing was recommended to
all, and hand sanitising gels appeared in public and workplaces. People dropped the habit of
the handshake, occasionally replacing it with fist or elbow contact. Kisses have been counter-
advised, even in intimate relationships. Wearing face masks became increasingly common,
and often mandatory in closed spaces.

While all such behavioural adjustments played an important part, the central element
in the anti-Covid strategy of European governments is the enforcement of social (or rather
physical) distancing, and the ‘lockdown’, at least in the first phase when the spread of the
virus had to be brought under control with courage and determination. Quick and com-
prehensive lockdown paid off where it was applied, and the failure to cancel major sports
events or mass rallies resulted in an explosion of the disease in ltaly and Spain, as well as
in the United Kingdom. Not preventing the domestic travel of the population (from North
to South, from urban to rural locations) was also a sign of initial policy failure, especially in
France and ltaly.
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The emergency measures were inevitable to the extent that there was no known vaccina-
tion to prevent Covid-19 or treatment to cure it. And in the absence of effective vaccination,
our society has to be prepared for further lockdowns if needed. However, the patterns of the
various lockdowns can differ, depending on many factors, including the intensity of the pan-
demic, the resilience of healthcare systems, and economic considerations. \Whether and how
exactly to limit shopping, and to what extent standard schooling should be suspended, have
represented major dilemmas for governments. When taking emergency measures, govemn-
ments have to factor in the lack of adequate attention to other (conventional) diseases in case
the fight against coronavirus is prioritised. They also have to factor in the consequences of
lockdowns and other restrictive practices on mental health.

Since those contracting Covid-19 do not show symptoms for about a week (on average),
the availability and intensity of testing became a strategic factor in the phase of taming the
pandemic and also when the name of the game was pushing it back. It was understood that
eliminating coronavirus requires tremendous coordination and collective sacrifice, while eradi-
cating it is practically impossible. According to top US expert Anthony Fauci, 70-85 per cent of
the population would need to be vaccinated to reach herd immunity (or population immunity),
meaning that a large portion of a community becomes immune to the disease thus making the
spread of it from person to person unlikely.

Trial and error

In Spring 2020, government policies as well as public expectations were aligned on a model
dubbed ‘Hammer and Dance’. This assumed that in the first phase, when the pandemic finds
societies and their governments unprepared, infection would skyrocket, and only be pushed
back by severely enforced distancing and lockdown. This might be a relatively short period,
a matter of a few months. However, it would be followed by a much longer period, when vari-
ous lockdown measures would be gradually eased but reinforced again if the spread of the
virus accelerates again. The general assumption was that the scale of the problem would
never return to the level experienced in the first period. However, in the last quarter of 2020,
we saw that this expectation was wrong, at least as concems Europe and North America, and
not without consequences.

In other words, it was not only in the first phase of the crisis response that ‘trial and error’
became a widespread phenomenon, but also (and perhaps even more) in the second half of
2020. It was understood that countries that pushed back Covid-19 effectively, especially in
East Asia (South Korea and Taiwan to be mentioned first of all), applied rigorous testing and
contact tracing. This did not, however, result in a unique best approach that could have been
copied in other countries. Some in Europe (eg, Slovakia) embarked on comprehensive testing
of the population, but this, just like contact tracing, remained a matter of capacity and subject
to various other considerations.

The most well-known example of a failed attempt is the short-lived British strategy of herd
immunity without vaccination, which became unpalatable as soon as it was understood that it

G
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is based on the calculable death-ratio of the older generation. And the UK was not alone in this
approach. It could be found in the Dutch as well as the Swedish anti-Covid-19 policies, and
in every other country where the enforcement of the lockdown strategy was not too forceful.
Sweden remained committed to a public trust-based policy which, by the end of 2020, had
produced a higher level of fatality than comparable European countries.

Herd immunity without mass vaccination was surely not the only flawed idea. For example,
some governments attributed great importance to contact tracing, ie, a process of identify-
ing the people who may have come into contact with someone already known to have been
infected, but without mass testing or adequate restrictions on mass gatherings and meetings.
The military was rolled out here and there either to help with logistics or with control, and the
autumn period also saw curfews of various types becoming popular. Travel restrictions be-
came widespread, with attempted selectivity linked to the presence of coronavirus in various
countries or regions of origin.

The first lockdown in the spring was essentially about
saving the health systems of EU member states by avoid-
ing a sudden rise in coronavirus cases, which would have The first lockdown

been unmanageable by the hospitals. The most frightening in the spring was
situation was observed in March 2020 in (North-) Italy, where essentially about
doctors had to decide who received treatment and who had saving the health
less chance of surviving. Within a few months, the pandemic systems of EU

in Europe was tamed and health capacities were restored, so
a new phase with fewer restrictions was allowed. However,
the virus came back after the holidays, and the ‘dance’ began
anew, with another round of restrictive measures.

The second lockdown cycle in the last quarter of 2020,
however, was different from the first. What was at stake this
time around was not so much the healthcare but the educa- by the hospitals
tion system, and especially primary education. We all tumed
to online teaching and learming in the spring, but this forced
experiment showed that the performance was inferior to conventional schooling. Without an
effort to partly restore standard forms of education, the next generations would suffer, and
knowledge and skill inequalities would grow enormously. For schools to be reopened, and
parents to be allowed to focus on work if they could, there would need to be sacrifice else-
where. This not only had to be coordinated but also publicly consulted.

member states by
avoiding a sudden rise
in coronavirus cases,
which would have
been unmanageable

Economic and social consequences

The impact of the coronavirus crisis on economic growth was immediate and heavy. Among
the OECD member countries, GDP dropped substantially in the first quarter of 2020, despite
the fact that most governments in OECD countries had put meaningful containment measures
in place as early as the second half of March. The second quarter of 2020 recorded a dra-
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matic fall in all OECD countries, without exception. On average, GDP was expected to fall by
13.2 per cent in the second quarter of 2020 across the OECD, exceeding the rate of decline
at the time of the Great Recession (2009). GDP fall was expected to be particularly severe in
Spain and in the UK (-19 per cent), but also in France and Ireland (-18 per cent).

Some specific sectors, like tourism, (long-haul) transport, hospitality, and entertainment,
suffered massively in 2020 and these sectors contributed disproportionately to rising unem-
ployment. By contrast, digital products and services saw a rise in demand, which meant that
the digital giants experienced further growth and rising market shares as a result of Covid-19.
The need to continue certain types of economic activity despite the health emergency gave
rise to a new term: key workers. Very often those key workers originated from other countries,
which required special transfers to get them to their workplaces, after the first phase when they

were simply sent home due to medical concems.
In 2020 one could detect a significant, if not compelling,

In 2020 one could contrast between the austerity-focused answer to the euro-
detect a significant, zone debt crisis in the 2010s and the wilingness to engage
if not compelling, in counter-cyclical policies, job as well as income protection
contrast between during the current ‘coronavirus recession’. This time around it
the austerity- is not only progressives but also most liberal and conservative

focused answer to forces that have adopted or advocated Keynesian policies.
Fiscal restrictions but also competition rules were sidelined
very quickly. The rise in public debt as a result of Covid-19
was a given, suddenly making the somewhat controversial
Moderm Monetary Theory (MMT) the intellectual winner of the
. . . day. But even outside the cult of MMT, it had to be recog-
cyclical policies, job nised that public investment had suffered just too much in
as well as income the previous (neoliberal) decades, and a major correction was
protection during the | \o5qcq.
current 'coronavirus Suddenly, what Richard Nixon had said 50 years earlier
recession' became very true: “we are all Keynesians now” (even if this
was a kind of emergency-Keynesianism, in many cases one
without conviction). But allowing public deficits to grow well
Peyond standard ceilings was not the only policy: practically, all European governments in-
troduced either short-time work schemes (STW, or Kurzarbeit), or wage subsidies, or new
income protection schemes, or a combination of them. These schemes varied greatly in terms
of generosity, but in most cases, they had to be extended well into 2021.

A variety of studies looked into the effects of Covid-19 from the point of view of intergen-
erational and gender balances. It was established without difficulty that as a life-threatening
virus, the new coronavirus is particularly dangerous for the old generation. Younger people
can also fall victim to it, but mainly if there is an underlying health condition, like diabetes or
obesity. The threat to youth was more indirect; even though the elderly died disproportionately,
the economic burden on the young increased, due to their high representation in essential
jobs and the gig economy. Similarly, significantly more victims of Covid-19 have been men
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than women. But again, the burden on women, especially on
those working in the health and care sectors, grew dispropor-
tionately in 2020. The Covid-19 health
The Covid-19 health crisis and the resulting economic re- crisis and the
cession provided an opportunity for progressive governments
to demonstrate their added value, and this indeed became
widely acknowledged, especially in cases like Finland, Den-
mark, or New Zealand. Sensitivity to the gender aspects of
the crisis is one of the most important features of this special
performance. The key is to emphasise policies that ensure
the most vulnerable members of society have a safety net on
which to rely during the crisis, and policies that ensure that the added value
restart of the economy is done with more social fairmess and
improving income distribution patterns.

resulting economic

recession provided
an opportunity
for progressive
governments to

demonstrate their

Budget revolution: solidarity reborn

In two recent crises, the European Union spectacularly failed to produce coordination and
solidarity. First, with the euro area debt crisis, almost all the wrong policies were tried before
the path of shared recovery was found in 2012, Then in 2015, the refugee crisis exposed
deep divisions that prevented the EU from acting forcefully and saving the lives and dignity of
migrants. The reputation of the EU suffered both internally and worldwide as a result.

It is vaguely right to say that the pandemic is a symmetrical crisis, but in the imbalanced
context of the Economic and Monetary Union, the coronavirus-driven recession can lead to
hugely asymmetric consequences, further increasing the vicious (path-dependent) polarisa-
tion between North and South. The nasty spats in the Eurogroup were quickly foiled, but
a sustainable solution that would represent a win-win arrangement for the entire EU requires
a grand bargain, which eventually came about in July 2020. Although many steps still have to
be taken for the implementation and effectiveness of the new recovery instrument, May 2020
saw a spiritual change which, if sustained, can tum out to be a game changer not only for the
short-term economic recovery but also the longer-term reconstruction of the EU.

After discussing the subject in a record storming 100-hour long meeting, the European
Council of July 2020 decided to create an effective fiscal capacity against the recession that
has been triggered by the Covid-19 pandemic. The main products are the newly conceived
anti-crisis fund (NextGenerationEU, or NGEU), and the seven-year EU budget (Multiannual
Financial Framework, or MFF) to which the NGEU is attached. In terms of size, the most sig-
nificant component of the package is the Recovery and Resilience Facility, which consists of
large-scale financial support (up to €310 billion in grants and up to €250 billion in loans) to both
public investments and reforms, focusing on green and digital transformations.

But a breakthrough in one area does not necessarily mean progress everywhere. Quite
the contrary: sometimes there is a price to be paid for a critical advance, and we saw an
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example of that here. The European Council was about to include a decision on a serious
and effective rule of law mechanism as part of the MFF deal, but eventually the adopted
language did not go beyond the usual generalities. The main reason is that the European
Peoples’ Party (EPP) is unable to sort out its internal divisions on this question. But another
reason is that the so-called frugal four (Netherlands, Austria, Sweden and Denmark, later
followed by Finland to make it the frugal five), decided to misuse their political capital, and
instead of focusing on improving the functioning of the EU budget they were keen to achieve
symbolic victories.

While this could be portrayed as prudence, and the democratic representation of taxpay-
ers’ interest, the frugal group did cause significant damage to the EU budget and through that
to the community spirit. Instead of using the post-Brexit opportunity to bury the poisonous
practice of rebates, they asked for them to be increased even further. In the conventional
budget (MFF), the frugal group weakened the tools that represent a clear European added
value in resource allocation and that deliver European added value (eg, Erasmus, Just Transi-
tion). And in the new budget component (NGEU), they insisted on reducing the transfer share
in favour of the loan share, making it a little bit less effective to help the regions that suffer most
from the pandemic-driven recession.

Eventually, the new budget package was adopted at the end of 2020, after the Euro-
pean Council and Parliament agreed on all elements of the jigsaw puzzle. However, given the
deeper than expected recession, and the stubborn divergence within the euro area, it was
already doubted by experts (eg, Philipp Heimberger) whether the funds would be sufficient to
counteract the risk of economic and social polarisation.

German leadership and presidency

The repositioning of Germany in the European debate was a precondition for the new fiscal

approach to emerge at EU level. Chancellor Angela Merkel, who had already brought about

major U-tumns in German domestic politics (on family policy

and nuclear energy, as well as immigration), now orchestrated

The repositioning another one that has extraordinary significance for the survival

of Germany in the of the European Union. The fact that Germany, thanks to SPD

European debate was polticians and intellectuals, shifted away from its own frugal

a precondition for the 'egacy in time, makes it possible today for Berlin to be the

new fiscal approach driver of this process.

to emerge at EU level In May 2020, one week before the Commission's MFF

proposal, Angela Merkel publicly aligned herself with Em-

manuel Macron's position on economic governance, who

had not received adequate response from Germany for years.

Ironically, the controversial decision of the German Constitutional Court on ECB competences

contributed to the shift of position in Berlin, by setting limits on ECB action and, perhaps unin-
tendedly, prompting fiscal policy into action to avoid the risks of over-reliance on the ECB.
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The German presidency of the EU Council in the second half of 2020 was an additional,
very favourable, circumstance that facilitated the necessary political decisions. The German
coalition government took over the rotating presidency of the Council of the European Union
on 1st July, at a critical time which, even without the Covid-19 crisis, would have been a de-
cisive juncture. Coronavirus and its aftermath allowed the German government to play an
extraordinary role in shaping the future of the EU, and the earlier presidency plans had to be
adapted accordingly.

The preparations of an EU presidency take several years and thus the German priorities for
the second half of 2020 had to be developed well before the actual start. In a larger basket of
policy issues, resetting EU-UK and EU-China relations stood out as major items. It was also
assumed that Germany would have a deal-making role to play on the Multiannual Financial
Framework (MFF), should earlier attempts fail to deliver the EU’s seven-year budget. And the
German agenda just grew and grew as the preceding presidency, that of Croatia, became
engulfed by the coronavirus pandemic and its consequences exactly at half-time. It is also
true that the community expects less from smaller and newer member states holding the
presidency.

The Covid-19 crisis quickly showed that the minimalist approach of the EU’s role in
emergency management was not sustainable. This role involves not only ex-post solidarity
coordination, but also the establishment of greater safety and stabilisation mechanisms,
including in finance. Consequently, the German presidency did not simply have to broker
a new budget for the European Union, but to create consensus on one that had to be rein-
vented within only a few weeks. This is the area where the Covid-19 crisis triggered the most
profound paradigm shift for Europe, which could also be called the Copernican revolution
of EU public finance.

Besides fiscal affairs, the social dimension of the German presidency is also worth men-
tioning. The German coalition government was preparing for Council conclusions that would
endorse minimum standards at EU-level for national minimum wages. The idea is not to define
a uniform level of minimum wages in all EU countries, but to make setting minimum wages
transparent and predictable and to ensure the involvement of social partners. A general re-
quirement is that the institution of the minimum wage should contribute to a decent standard
of living for all workers in the EU. The German presidency’s ambition, on the other hand, went
beyond the question of minimum wages and stretched to minimum income schemes. More
precisely, Germany wanted to see minimum standards at EU-level for minimum income pro-
tection schemes, in order to protect people from poverty and social exclusion everywhere in
the EU, and to facilitate labour market inclusion and serve as an economic stabiliser in times
of crisis. In the current circumstances, the importance of minimum income schemes is also
highlighted by the need to combat the socio-economic consequences of the Covid-19 pan-
demic. Overall, the German presidency helped bring about significant steps forward in the so-
cial dimension, and also helped prepare the ground for the ambitious Portuguese presidency
of the Council.
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An EU that does not blink

Although widely celebrated during the summer holiday period, the EU's new fiscal package
was not a done deal until December. The seven-year financial framework (MFF) and the re-
covery budget (NGEU) of the European Union were taken hostage by a bitter dispute over the
rule of law. The European Parliament established itself as a guardian of EU values, imposing its
requirements at least on the spending machinery of the Union.

Following the July European Council, the German presidency was working on a smooth so-
lution, which the majority of MEPs considered too light to be able to deal effectively with certain
rogue govermments in the East. However, once the European Parliament had ensured that the
mechanism would be equipped with real teeth, the two most affected governments, Hungary
and Poland, expressed their readiness to veto the fiscal package altogether. But it became clear
that the Parliament’s position was indeed rooted in popular support: over three quarters of Euro-
pean citizens wanted to see a connection between rule of law requirements and EU spending,
including more than 7 out of 10 Hungarians who also agreed with this conditionality.

Out of the two countries in focus, Hungary in particular infuriated the democratic-minded
majority in 2020, since it was just too striking from the very start of the spring lockdown
that Prime Minister Viktor Orban would use the health emergency as another opportunity for
a power grab for himself, and also an asset grab in full daylight for his entourage. The Polish
government, on the other hand, faced a series of street demonstrations against its overreach
on reproductive rights, while also experiencing some instability within its ruling coalition. The
standoff ended with an agreement on the conditionality mechanism that followed the demands
of the European Parliament, while at the same time allowing for some delay in implementation
of the mechanism (due to the need for legal checks by the Court of Justice, and guidelines on
procedural details by the Commission).

Those who had thought this process was exclusively targeted at Viktor Orban, and that the
EU could somehow instantly punish him with discretionary measures, voiced their disappoint-
ment. But they were hoping for something that was not on the
cards anyway. Essentially, the question was whether meeting
rule of law standards was simply among the EU accession
criteria, or if it should be something constantly monitored and
consistently sanctioned during membership as well. Enacting
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was trying to negotiate a Brexit that at least partly delivers what

he had always promised: the UK having its cake and eating it




LookinG Back 29

at the same time. But the consistency of the EU position, as represented ever since the ap-
pointment of Michel Barnier as chief Brexit negotiator, remained firm and paid off. Following
the announcement of the EU-UK deal just before Christmas, Martin Kettle, a columnist for The
Guardian, commented: “Britain leaves the EU with its sovereignty compromised, its economy
weakened — and its leader walking a tightrope”.

Leaving the EU was always an emotionally charged political proposition, and not an eco-
nomic one. However, the effects of Brexit were not only the subject of speculation on the UK
side but also on the side of the remaining 27 member states. The lose-lose nature of Brexit
left no doubt that economic damage would be caused not only in the UK, but also on the
continent. On the other hand, losing the most reluctant member of the European integration
process raised some hope about a greater readiness of the remaining member states to pull
together and deepen solidarity.

Already under the Juncker Commission, the Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO)
was launched to develop cooperation in the field of defence policy. And the European Pillar
of Social Rights was also adopted as an all-EU framework as opposed to applying only to
the euro area, which was an option floated while there was still some optimism the UK could
remain in the EU. Arguably, the lack of UK participation (and its obstruction) was an important
factor behind the relatively rapid creation of the new fiscal framework in the EU, and promoters
of ideas like the Health Union had found the development of a new policy area — where hith-
erto the subsidiarity mantra applied — much more difficult when they were facing fierce English
euro-scepticism.

Towards a Health Union

The idea of a Health Union had already been raised before Covid-19, but the pandemic made
it truly irresistible. It was reflected in the first State of the Union speech delivered by Commis-
sion President Ursula von der Leyen in September 2020, when she took the royal road to
thank all the frontline workers of Europe and gave a positive
response to the July decision of the European Parliament re-

garding the creation of a Health Union. As compared to the A shared health
time until recently when those who wanted to shrink the Brus-  response mechanism
sels bureaucracy routinely pointed to the health portfolio as could make a

one to be culled in the absence of real competences, this is
now the territory of real breakthrough.

Needless to say, a Health Union would not mean that the
EU would take over the healthcare services or health insur-
ance within the member states. However, a shared health re-
sponse mechanism could make a difference in case of future
shocks, and a strengthened joint procurement mechanism
would result in significant economies. Minimum standards in economies
healthcare enshrined in a directive would help to prevent Eu-
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ropean healthcare breaking up into first and second (and possibly third and fourth) classes,
and the stress-testing of national healthcare systems could help spot weaknesses that require
reform and investment to deliver according to citizens’ expectations. The setting of minimum
standards and stress-testing have to take place by paying attention to the fact that the Eastern
enlargement of the EU, together with some of the asymmetric recessions, triggered large-
scale migration of medical staff, including doctors as well as nurses, from the East towards the
West and the North. Without some rebalancing effort, these tendencies could cause irrevers-
ible damage to the capactties in the countries of origin, and thus contribute to more general
EU-sceptic sentiment there too.

However, the first practical task of the EU is to push back vaccine nationalism, which is
areal danger highlighted by many, including Pope Francis. In his Christmas message, the pon-
tifex opined that political and business leaders must not allow market forces and patent laws
to take priority over making Covid-19 vaccines available to all, and he condemned nationalism
and “the virus of radical individualism”. Assuming a new role in coordination, the European
Commission has made a great effort to ensure that all member states receive vaccine based
on a fair distribution principle, and also that the roll-out began simultaneously everywhere in
Europe. EU High Representative Josep Borrell has also outlined a vision for an international
coordination role. In his view, vaccines must be treated as a global public good and distributed
based on medical needs. In the Covid-19 context, the EU has had to assume a role in the
coordination of the development and dissemination of the vaccine, the roll-out of which started
at the end of December 2020.

What happened in 2020 demonstrates that healthcare as well as public education are
central parts of our civilisation, or the ‘European way of life’. It is therefore not primarily the
overall consumption levels that will have to be restored after the pandemic, but the systems
that support our social cohesion and enlightened values, with equality at the centre. The EU
institutions, now committed to promoting the European way of life, have to play a role in forg-
ing consensus around this strategy. European coordination can help establish similar policies
and similar practices in social behaviour, by which the legitimacy of crisis response measures
can be strengthened, and by which our chance to survive the pandemic and preserve our
European civilisation at the same time will also improve.

Pondering the future of Europe

Finally, we need to mention the greatest non-event of 2020, which is the launch of the long-
awaited Conference on the Future of Europe (or CoFoE). The idea of a conference was devel-
oped at the time of the 2019 European Parliament elections, and the subsequent establish-
ment of the Commission and the election of various leaders. European liberals were seen as
the main promoters of the conference, and this was also confirmed by the designation of the
former Belgian prime minister Guy Verhofstadt to chair it. According to the original timetable, it
would have been launched on Europe Day 2020, but due to the Covid-19 crisis, it also suf-
fered delays.
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On 30 June 2020, the presidents of the European Commission, the European Parliament
and the Council officially kicked off the negotiations on a joint declaration (JD) for the CoFoE.
By outlining the objectives, content, scope, composition and governance structure of the
conference, the JD will provide the cormerstone of an inter-institutional mandate for a complex
two-year process. This process will determine whether the conference eventually leads to
much-needed reform of the EU. The positions already set out by the three institutions overlap
in some parts. Nonetheless, there are at least three key issues where the three institutions
diverge profoundly, and compromise will probably be hard-fought; firstly, determining leader-
ship; secondly, the question of treaty change; and thirdly, the post-conference follow-up. The
positions of the Parliament and the Council, in particular, have remained diametrically opposed
to each other on these issues, while the Commission has been much more cautious. The Ger-
man presidency showed no enthusiasm at the start on the CoFoE, and remained consistent
on this position until the very end.

Irrespective of the dynamics of the conference, a different
European Union is already emerging from the Covid-19 mael-
strom — first of all, in matters related to the EU budget, since
anew type of fiscal capacity has emerged. This was only pos- Union is already
sible by breaking some taboos. To start with, the 1 per cent emerging from the
‘celling’ has been broken, since the combined share of the ~ Covid-19 maelstrom:
new instruments as compared to the total EU gross national  first of all, in matters
income amount to 1.8 per cent. Second, the EU countries will related to the EU
porrow jointly, and will do so for the sake of counter-cyclical budget, since a new
stabllisation. And third, atthough you might have heard athou-  type of fiscal capacity
sand times in the past decade that the EU was not a transfer
union, cross-country transfers will now be implemented from
borrowed resources (to be repaid by 2058).

The EU performed better in 2020 than in the previous crisis
partly because it immediately connected the economic crisis response with a social agenda.
Already in March, the Commission had put forward a proposal for the creation of a European
instrument for temporary support to mitigate unemployment risks in an emergency, or SURE,
as it is called in short. But the social crisis response did not stop at offering loans in support of
Kurzarbeit schemes. The Commission also came forward with a reinforced Youth Guarantee
initiative, which was followed by a Child Guarantee initiative, inspired by the Youth Guarantee
concept. In the following rounds of consultation, the Commission also put forward a legal
instrument for minimum wage coordination, and another one to ensure pay transparency and
thus promote gender equity in the economy. Unemployment re-insurance, which appeared in
the von der Leyen programme in 2019, and among the tasks of two EU commissioners (Paolo
Gentiloni and Nicolas Schmit), had to wait for the right momentum.

However, the question is not only about short-term relief but about the longer-term trajec-
tory of the post-Covid era. The EU must therefore ensure that the environmental and social
commitments outlined before the crisis do not get lost, but are instead reinforced in this new
era. In the first phase of her mandate, Ursula von der Leyen highlighted the Green Deal, with

A different European

has emerged

1
o

o PROGRESSIVE
% YEARBODK 2021



28

a single target to be attained by 2050. She then came forward with a robust social agenda.
She entrusted these policies to Social Democratic commissioners: the first one to Frans Tim-
mermans and the second to Nicolas Schmit. Together, they have to ensure that the Green
Deal and the social agenda mutually reinforce each other and show the way to recovery. At the
same time, a third progressive commissioner, Paclo Gentiloni, has the task of orchestrating the
reform of EU economic governance and protecting the recovery from premature cuts.

With a well-engineered reconstruction strategy, the EU can find a way back to the spirit
of “smart, sustainable and inclusive growth”. Its leaders will find partners in the new American
leadership, which also considers the Covid-19 pandemic a reminder that our most critical
challenges do not stop at national borders and can only be dealt with through coordinated ac-
tion. Through transatlantic cooperation, a new chapter of multilateralism can be opened, with
a strong focus on global sustainability and resilience.
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Compassionate
and visionary leadership
Key lessons of Social Democratic
governance in times of Covid-19

Ania Skrzypek

The Covid-19 pandemic has triggered an unforeseen reaction from European citizens. People
— the same people that until a year ago were very vocal in expressing their mistrust in politics
and institutions — instinctively turned to their national government to receive care and cure in
a moment of deep crisis. Furthermore, they found a feeling of mutual solidarity, particularly in
the first stages of the lockdown, and naturally longed for a more robust welfare state, These
are not changes that one can consider permanent or long-term. Yet they have had significant
implications for politics and for political parties, and for the Social Democratic ones in particular,
which are strongly committed to values such as solidarity, and have traditionally been cham-
pions of the European welfare states. The new public mood has allowed for welfare policies
o be recognised as essential, that during the 2008 financial crisis were considered simply too
costly. What is more, the crisis has offered the opportunity for the Social Democratic parties
in government to set the direction rather than merely manage the crisis. Empathy and com-
munication focused on safeguarding jobs have become fundamental tools for establishing
a connection with the European people.

At the end of 2020 social media were flooded by memes that would immortalise the passing
year as a complete disaster. The depiction varied with some suggesting ‘all down the drain’
and others implicitly offering the hope that from the absolute low in which the world had found
itself, there was no other way but upwards. Simplistic as they were, they did not of course
reflect the pain connected with the losses every society had experienced, and they did not
take account of the fear and the longing for any kind of viable idea when this is all over. But
while this terribly aching side of Covid-19 was quite understandably not depicted in the widely
shared popular art pieces ahead of the New Year, neither were too many references to the
world of politics, with the exception of the fact that Donald Trump had lost his bid and would
not be continuing as the American president.
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One might wonder why there was so little politics there, and the right answer does not
seem to be the often-repeated one about growing estrangement between society and institu-
tionalised poalitics. In fact, the opposite seemed to be happening because when the pandemic

hit, citizens turned to those they may have distrusted before
but who were at least familiar and could offer some kind of
In their hour of need, anchoring point in these turbulent times. In their hour of need,
people instinctively people instinctively looked to their respective national govern-
looked to their ments — from whom they expected care and cure. And as that
happened, the previously unthinkable suddenly became real-
ity: the concept of welfare state re-emerged as an embodi-
ment of people’s greatest desires. Moreover, its resurrection
overnight erased the past and painful narratives: those of the
1990s (dismissing the state as too weak to face the chal-
lenges of globalisation); those of the early 2000s (when in the
midst of the financial crisis, the argument was coined that the
welfare state was simply unaffordable); and those of the last decade (when the topic of the
state was mainly hijacked by nationalists).

But while the citizens turned towards their states, it was not just an anchoring point that
they were looking for. In fact, the more the respective countries proceeded with implementing
varying degrees of lockdown, the more the sense of solidarity, community and mutual respon-
sibility became apparent. The iconic daily gesture of clapping hands for medical personnel
—and all others on the frontline of the battle with the pandemic — was a symbol of a profound
change in attitude: the more isolated people were, the less they were individualised; the more
in lockdown, the more appreciative they were of intrapersonal relations; and finally, the more
alone people were, the more they felt ‘'we are in this together’.

These transformations are of profound sociological, and consequently political, impor-
tance. Especially for Social Democrats, who frankly have been having a rough decade (if not
longer), leading some to question their very sense of existence. The less friendly observers
called the Social Democrats’ historical mission, especially in 2008, financially irresponsible;
the more friendly claimed Social Democrats were victims of their own success: having ac-
complished so much, they had to accept not being a ‘political force on the rise’ any longer.
So, for these more friendly observers a return to concepts such as solidarity, community and
welfare state could have been seen as a hope, as if their time had finally come. But learning
from the past (even from the 2008 crisis), one should not indulge in the illusion that there will
be an automatic correlation between the ongoing changes and the growth of popular sup-
port for the centre left. No, if recent history has taught Social Democrats anything, it is that
the pendulum does not swing in their favour by default.

Quite the contrary. Social Democrats faced an incredibly tough test in 2020 — especially
when in power. Ambushed by the pandemic, they needed to set the course, keep it steady
and make tough choices. These generally boiled down to the decision between a path ex-
clusively focused on ‘managing’ the apparent crisis, or the trickier road that would make them
respond to the crisis but without giving up their agenda and aspiration to finally govern. All six
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Social Democratic prime ministers in the EU opted for the lat- Social Democrats
ter, which puts another historical mark on the past year. After faced an incredibly
years of having been accused of being old-type, establish- tough test in 2020 -
ment and glued-to-any-kind-of-power parties, Social Demo- especially when in
crats tumed this characteristic to their advantage. They found
the courage to show that their institutional embedding, their
predictability and experience, allow them to master the art of
governing, no matter the context. This article aims to highlight
and discuss this epic achievement, which has remained un-
der the popular radar.

power. Ambushed by
the pandemic, they
needed to set the
course, keep it steady
and make tough
choices

The strong leaders of today

The arrival of Covid-19 in Europe was sudden, but gradual at the same time. It had been
feared while it had been conguering other continents, but back then leaders considered that
the European welfare states would prove resilient and that they would manage to prevent
a large-scale expansion of the disease. When the virus hit Europe in the early months of 2020,
however, it was like a storm that saw entire countries surrender and declare a state of emer-
gency within a matter of days.

Politically speaking, Social Democrats were not in the best of places at this point. Yes, they
had had an unexpectedly good result in the European elections (looking at the composition
of the European Parliament) and were well positioned in the context of the EU institutions (see
FEPS Progressive Yearbook 2020), but they were struggling when it came to the national level.
In the north, in Finland, there was a new government, talked about extensively by media. The
friendlier comments saw the historic breakthrough of a coalition of four govemning parties, all
headed by women. The less friendly ones doubted if Sanna Marin was up to the job of prime
minister, and made unflattering comparisons to the Spice Girls and the like. In neighbouring
Sweden, although remaining the first party in numbers, Social Democrats no longer enjoyed
the same position of primacy as before. Every decision was subject to tough negotiations and
was announced with a footnote listing the parties that would endorse it. In Denmark, half a year
after the parliamentary vote, Mette Frederiksen kept facing questions about her party's identity
and if her strategy would pay off in the long term.

The situation was no easier in the south. Portugal is ruled by a stable government coalition of
centre-left parties and was initially quite exceptionally spared by Covid-19. But in neighbouring
Spain, Pedro Sanchez quickly found himself facing one of the gravest situations in Europe. It
emerged just when he finally could have assumed he would get to govemn, after turbulent years
marked by a leadership contest in his PSOE; repeated national, regional and European elec-
tions; and very difficult coalition negotiations which, after a previous breakdown, finally brought
the PSOE and Podemos into a common cabinet. In parallel, in Malta, it was the time when the
prime minister, Joseph Muscat, had to resign due to a scandal caused by the murder of journal-
ist Daphne Caruana Galizia, and when Muscat was then replaced by Robert Abela.
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These were the beginnings of 2020, which would suggest that when the pandemic hit, it
could have been, colloguially speaking, anyone's game. Looking at the popularity of the centre-
left parties 12 months ago and today, it seems that, if anything, Social Democrats in power have
solidified their positioning. POLITICO's poll of polls shows that the Finnish SDP started the year
with 15 per cent of support and as the third party, and ended it with 21 per cent and as the
leader in polls, reflecting a level of popularity that has been stable since the end of April. Social
Democrats in Sweden uphold their frontrunner status, with 24 per cent in January 2020 and
27 per cent in December, while the polls showed them at 31 per cent in May and distancing
both the Sweden Democrats and the Moderates in the second half of the year. The Danish
Social Democrats grew from 26 per cent to 32 per cent, expanding the gap between them and
the liberals (who lost 5 per cent) and seeing their leader doubling her popularity already in April
(reaching 72 per cent job approval). The PSOE, in Spain, kept 27 per cent (with 30 per cent
being their top score in July), while Podemos dropped from 15 to 11 per cent, which indicates
that the decisive factor is not simply to ‘be in government’. The Maltese Labour Party started the
year with 61 per cent, reaching 66 per cent in the summer, but it fell back to 58 per cent in early
2021. In Malta, the situation is perhaps somewhat different from the earlier quoted results, since
the gap with the opposition Nationalist Party is narrowing. Finally, the Portuguese PS began with
36 per cent and rose to 38 per cent (while the coalition partners noted small drops).

These numbers tell a story that has not yet been explained. Many important political analysts
focused in the first half of 2020 on the rising popularity of leaders, and in the second half on the
contrasting plunge of so-called ‘populist’ leaders. The analysts also alluded to the already quoted
so-called rally round the flag effect, which boosted governments’ trust-ratings in the polls. Until
now, however, not much attention has been paid to the dimension of political parties, although
the conclusions for Social Democrats in power in this area are particularly encouraging. The
respective personalities of their leaders mattered a great deal, but what seems to have weighed
equally much was the nature of their politics and the content of the policies they delivered.

With the people and for the people

The earlier mentioned idea that Covid-19 put an end to the argument about the gap between
politics and society, as the citizens turmed to their representatives and institutions in the search for
care and cure, is of course only one side of the coin. The other is that Social Democrats in power
articulated a message of confidence in the people of the country right from the start. This was
a qualitative change, as previously they had tended to speak about ‘them, the ordinary citizens’,
while now they started addressing citizens directly. This contributed to an image of parties who
listen and respect, who are ready to lead while being humble and humane at the same time.
The most telling example of this image comes from Finland. In her first parliamentary
speech after the Covid-19 outbreak, Sanna Marin insisted that only “by helping and sup-
porting each other, can we get through difficult times”.! Marin kept explaining that the state

1 Prime Minister Sanna Marin, ‘By helping and supporting each other, we can get through difficult times’,
Government Communications Department, 17 April, Press release 262/2020. (https://valtioneuvosto.fi/
en/-/10616/paaministeri-marin-auttamalla-ja-tukemalla-toisiamme-jaksamme-vaikeiden-aikojen-ylitse).
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of emergency affected everyone, putting limits on everybody
and making people give up many things. She called on Finns ) )
to take a moment to reflect how much great work was be-  Social Democrats in

ing done by so many, whilst she gave reassurances that the power articulated
government would do everything in its powers to provide a message of
support. In another address in April, Marin expressed her confidence in the
deep appreciation for citizens’ compliance with the meas-  people of the country
ures which made it possible to stop the spread of the vi- right from the start.

rus. While she thanked each and every one, she especially  This was a qualitative
thanked “hga\thcare vvorkgrs, teachgrs, cleanerg, police of- change, as previously
ficers, public transport drivers, retail and catering workers they had tended to
and many other groups of professionals for keeping society
functional”, This connected her speech to the sentiments
present across society. But beyond this connection, which
could perhaps be credited to skilful rhetoric, she said some-
thing else, something truly extracrdinary for a prime minister;
she recognised that the government had also made mis- citizens directly
takes, and gave as an example the fact that the situation

had continued too long of passengers arriving from abroad

at Helsinki’'s Airport without being subject to medical controls for Covid-19. She insisted that
all experiences are to be seen as lessons, reaffirming the readiness to learn from them and
1o reinforce the country’s capacity to deal with the crisis.

On information and communication throughout the crisis, Marin insisted on a twofold ap-
proach. First, an understanding that all measures that are taken should initially be debated
in parliament, giving the opposition the possibility to react but also to take ownership of the
strategies to counteract the pandemic. In her parliamentary speech in April, she acknowl-
edged that all the parties took the pandemic very seriously and cooperated extremely well,
with a sense of duty in these extraordinary times. In parallel, the government expanded the
communication channels towards the citizens. Second, she invested heavily in an information
and communication campaign.

This campaign used a number of tools, all driven by an understanding that the govern-
ment needs to be accountable but that its actions will only translate into a universal effort if
there is a solid communication about them, allowing people to take their share of respon-
sibility alongside common guidelines. To begin with, the National Institute for Health and
Welfare (THL) was tasked with sending an information package on the coronavirus in both
official languages of Finland to every household. THL was then further mandated to translate
the work of experts into guidance and support for citizens. As part of this, a smartphone
application was developed in parallel with the online service omalo.fi, offering everyone the
possibility to answer a questionnaire to assess at any time if they were showing Covid-19
symptoms. For the government, this embodied the principle that everyone has the right to
healthcare and to information. Beyond that, as early as March, the prime minister also initiat-
ed cooperation with the Finnish Media Pool (part of the National Emergency Supply Agency)
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and PING Helsinki (an internet influencers company). The aim was to “support social media
influencers in sharing information on the coronavirus with their followers”. This added to the
official communication and traditional media channels, which do not currently always reach
all parts of society.

These first steps were broadly welcomed by the population, encouraging the government
to go even further. At 11:00am on 23 April, a “coronavirus info session for children” took place,
featuring the prime minister herself, alongside the minister for education Li Andersson, and the
minister of science and culture Hanna Kosonen — a first in Finnish history. The event was or-
ganised in partnership with communication agencies, which facilitated the participation of 7-12
year old children via a videoconferencing system. The conference was not only a self-standing
event, transmitted also via YouTube, but next to the live-feed it provided recorded material to
be used in distance teaching and young people’s media channels.

Months later, the government announced a series of 27 “Lockdown Dialogues”, which
would yet again focus on connecting citizens and institutions in a conversation about life
in Finland and how it had been under the Covid-19 emergency measures. Citizens had
a chance to share their experiences, which were later compiled in a report. The selected
participants represented diverse social groups (parents of young children, teachers, young
people, pensioners, activists, prisoners on probation, immigrants, managers, freelancers,
cultural sector professionals, entrepreneurs, researchers, but also officials from central gov-
ernment and municipalities). Unsurprisingly, the common thread of the conversations turned
out to be anxieties around Covid-19 and its aftermath. While the results were universally
available on a special website, summarising the dialogues, a government press release
stated that for many people the crisis seemed to have brought to the surface a new kind
of awareness of their own privileged position and a desire to help those who are less for-
tunate.

This reinforced the idea of a new ‘Finland Forward” communication campaign, which would
operate first as an online platform showcasing all the big and small acts of solidarity. Marin
insisted it could be about anything, including “someone going to the shop on behalf of an
elderly person, someone else helping a pupil with their distance learning assignments...”. It
would be there to inspire, but above all to pay tribute to the fact (quoted also in the figures of
Finland's statistic survey) that “in Finland most people say they have helped others during the
pandemic”.

All these efforts have proven very successful. Surveys conducted both during the first
and second waves of the pandemic showed that close to all (95 per cent plus) citizens felt
well informed, able to follow government instructions, and even “happy or fairly happy” to do
s0. They considered authorities” commmunications on the situation as “reliable and balanced”.
But beyond that, it brought Sanna Marin and the SDP (which she has led since August 2020)
recognition from voters as being “knowledgeable, reliable, and trustworthy”, The growth in
popularity was unprecedented. And great numbers of citizens would consider Marin as a solid
candidate for the country’s presidency. Many others also came to consider backing the party
in local and parliamentary elections.
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Back to ‘jobs, jobs, jobs’ — to have a hope for the future

One could say that the communication of course mattered a great deal, as it was the only
connection among people otherwise left in isolation for so many weeks and months. And as
explained in the previous paragraphs, it was not only the tools, but above all the humble tone
and the interactivity, that made a qualitative difference, compared to the political messaging
that for so long had been captured by an aggressive tone. It was possibly a turning point, al-
lowing a move away from a period of electoral victories by ‘those, who finally told them’ (as
populists were often described) towards those ‘who actually listened and responded’. But the
next point is that it is not only how you communicate, but also what you have to say and what
you intend to do, that is important.

In the early days of the pandemic, it quickly became clear that this would be not only
a health crisis, but a multilayered one. Social Democrats in power managed to anticipate this
right from the start. Among many other examples, some very telling evidence of this is the
speech given by the Swedish prime minister Stefan Lofven at the end of March.? “The Covid-
19 virus is testing our country, our society and all of us as fellow human beings. Every person
now needs to mentally prepare for what is coming (...) Lives, health and jobs are at risk. More
people will get the disease, more people will have to say a final farewell to a loved one (...) The
only way to manage this crisis is to face it as a society, with everyone taking responsibility for
themselves, for each other, and for our country (...) I, as Prime Minister, and the Government
I lead, will take every decision that is necessary to protect the lives, health and jobs of as many
people as we possibly can”.

The first thing that the Swedish government therefore opted to do was to make a tempo-
rary change to the labour law regulations, which would serve as an incentive for people to
consider staying home from the moment they sensed they could be positive for Covid-19. The
change in regulations translated into making sickness benefits available for employees from
day one of ilness and a temporary suspension of the medical certificate requirement (until the
eighth calendar day of the sick pay period).

Secondly, as early as mid-March the government announced a new “crisis package for
Swedish business and jobs”,® which was based on an agreement between four parties. The
package included payouts of 300 billion SEK and focused on contributing to the employers’
wage costs with the hope that this would enable more jobs to be preserved in the period of
economic slowdown. According to the proposal, the central government would assume re-
sponsibility for the cost of all sick pay in April and May, and also there would be compensation
for the self-employed in the form of standardised sick pay for up to two weeks. To reinforce
liquidity, companies would be allowed to defer payment of the employers’ social security con-
tributions, preliminary tax on salaries, and VAT.

2 Speech from Prime Minister’'s Office, Prime Minister's address to the nation, 22 March 2020, published 23
March 2020 (www.govemnment.se/speeches/2020/03/prime-ministers-address-to-the-nation-22-march-
2020/).

3 Crisis package for Swedish businesses and jobs, published 16 March 2020 (https://Avww.government.se/
press-releases/2020/03/crisis-package-for-swedish-businesses-and-jobs/).
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In the following weeks, the proposals were further updated. The phenomenon of short-term
layoffs was tackled by providing a supplementary system of support for short-time work schemes.
This would see a temporary reduction of working hours, the costs of which would be shared
between the government, employers, and employees. Next, it was paired with a “crisis package
for jobs and transition”, which would be a set mix of five policies: 1) temporary reinforcement
of unemployment insurance; 2) more active labour policies (including grants to municipalities to
fund more summer jobs for young people, as well as green jobs); 3) more places for students
and more distance learning for higher education; 4) more opportunities for vocational education
and training throughout the country; 5) removal of the income celling for student aid (so that help
and medical care students could help the sector without their student aid being reduced).

While these policies were put in place to cushion the first shock, the government continued
its efforts to find ways out of what transformed into a more permanent situation than previously
expected. In that spirit, the Swedish government looked at ways it could not only help busi-
nesses but make them more resilient and sustainable. It then raised the capital contributions
to Aimi Féretagspartner AB (a national company co-owned by regional and city councils) and
the Swedish Export Credit Agency to ensure that credits for SMEs across the country were in-
creased. Further guarantees were issued on up to 70 per cent of the new loans to be provided
under the supervision of the Swedish National Debt Office by banks to companies — all with
clear guidelines that read (amongst other things): “it is expected that the guaranteed loans will
not be used for bonuses or variable renumeration to senior officers”. The government then also
started looking for strategies that would help businesses (such as hotels, restaurants, and du-
rable consumer goods) while no economic activity was possible in their sectors. The strategic
solutions included renegotiations of rents and support to pay 50 per cent of the rental costs.
All these loans and tax reliefs would have a temporary character, and their implementation as
well as impact would be closely monitored.

As the crisis persisted and the expectation of further negative impact by a global economic
recession became stronger, the Swedish government continued to provide further assist-
ance. This went beyond financial help. One of the additional objectives was to help people in
sustaining themselves and to help businesses in ‘weathering the crisis’ while readapting and
reorientating their activities. This covered a broad range of activities. When it came to assisting
people, the government opted to accelerate efforts to provide safety and to increase various
life opportunities. This meant changes to the unemployment insurance scheme (to make it
more accessible) and more assistance for individuals in transition (including expanding the
number of places at universities and other higher and vocational education institutions).

The Swedish government also offered its support to those businesses ready to adjust to
operating in the new circumstances, and it provided financial support for various adaptations —
for example, restaurants which could refocus on selling more takeaway food; taxi companies,
which could switch into deliveries; or manufacturers, which could start producing healthcare
materials. The criteria for eligibility included companies having a minimum turnover in the previ-
ous year and a loss of tumover of at least 30 per cent (calculated in March and April). In those
sectors where such adjustments would prove impossible, the government looked at tempo-
rarily easing regulations.
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With all these measures already in place before the summer, the Swedish minister for
finance Magdalena Andersson was able to report that the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic
was decisively cushioned and that both the recession and the unemployment levels were
likely to be less than expected, even if growing public debt and the deficit it would cause
would require a longer time to recover. Most importantly, however, many Swedes could hold
onto their jobs, and businesses (including SMEs that had been well off before the crisis) could
either carry on or be assisted in refocusing. Those in need were offered adequate protection
and opportunities (including training) to be able to get back on their feet. The government
was equally confident that the help it provided would also matter in the times to come — as
the government help packages were not only focused on the ‘here and now’, but also tried
to use the crunch momentum to inject funds for future-oriented strategies. An example of this
was the additional funds that would back the Swedish Climate Act, which would assist green
industries in employing more people. The incentive to speed up the work on that Act may have
been the absence of the foreign seasonal workers in the time of harvest, but the outcome was
effectively a further greening of the Swedish economy.

These Swedish government policies illustrate the overall direction of European Social Dem-
ocrats in power in 2020. First of all, they correctly anticipated that the pandemic would result
in a multilayered crisis and they reacted with the painful lessons of 2008 in mind. They were
ready to do more than just try to manage, they were governing, and they did it guided by the
very core Social Democratic principles in mind: safeguarding jobs, protecting and helping the
vulnerable. As the Swedish government supported its fish farmers, the Spanish government
of Pedro Sénchez was quick to provide help to its land farmers, also by calling upon the Eu-
ropean Union to revise — at least temporarily — the rules of the Common Agriculture Policy. He
was supported in this endeavour by his Maltese counterpart, Robert Abela.

Secondly, the various loans were to be granted with strict conditions. The rules in Swe-
den included no bonuses for senior managers. But there were more, and they transcended
borders. In Finland only those companies that had not suffered losses in the previous years
were to be eligible for the credits, to make sure that the painful collective effort helped those
who could keep people employed and make themselves resilient for the future. In Denmark,
Mette Frederiksen coined the rule that only those businesses that had duly been paying taxes
in Denmark could expect to be helped by the state, making a clear case for justice and an
immensely relevant step in the fight against tax havens.

Thirdly, the support and investments have been provided with a long-term perspective
in mind. Pedro Sénchez's government, with Salvador llla as the minister for health, opted to
give substantial support to the healthcare services. This support was designed not only to
overcome the results of the cuts from a decade ago, but also to ensure the workforce and
supplies that could make Spanish healthcare provision one of the most modern in Europe.
In Malta, Robert Abela and his government had to find ways to sustain the economy, which
S0 heavily relies on fisheries, tourism and culture. Digitalisation helped in providing a partial
answer —making the necessary and initially only temporary transformation gain prospects also
for the future, as virtual tours and performances started increasing in popularity. Experiencing
a similar migration of many activities into a virtual space, the Finnish government set up a spe-
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cial commission to analyse the impacts of the Covid-19 crisis and the digital leap (especially
connected with teleworking), aiming to design ways in which the country could regulate and
benefit from digitalisation in the future.

Finally, political colours actually do matter

In substance, Social Democrats in power have re-established themselves as humane and
responsible political parties. They have shown that it is possible to govern by ‘putting people
first’, while safeguarding jobs and creating new (also green) jobs at the same time. But possibly
the most interesting development of the last year was that finally, when the governing Social
Democrats were literally faced with a mortal enemy — Covid-
19 — they stopped hesitating about their true colours. They
dropped the ‘there is no alternative’ narrative (which they had
gradually assumed and which had been haunting them since
at least the 1990s) and they shook off the almost obsessive
search for conciliatory policies. Instead, they acted upon the

Social Democrats
in power have
re-established
themselves as

humane and
responsible political
parties. They have
shown that it is
possible to govern by

values and principles on which the movement was built. They
allowed themselves to be authentic, which not only empow-
ered them, but also made people look up to them again.

We have explained how the retumn to the commitment to
jobs offered Social Democrats the confidence to take ade-

quate economic decisions, proving that it is still possible to
put the economy at the service of the people. But there have
been more actions that they have taken in these incredibly
challenging times which have proven Social Democrats’ re-
established commitment to values such as solidarity, equality,
and freedom, as well as to principles such as democracy and
gender equality.

A good illustration of these principles can be seen in Pedro Sanchez's speech of 4 April,*
when Spain was well into the fight against the first wave of the pandemic and was, as Sanchez
said, moving closer to a hope of finally flattening the curve. The Spanish prime minister com-
pared Covid-19 to a kind of civil war. His conclusion was that while the country would have
to activate all its resources, it first and foremost had to “protect those people and families
that are most vulnerable, so that Covid-19 does not also leave with these civilian victims (...)
a veritable legion of social victims”. But while recognising the challenges ahead, he remained
hopeful, stating that “we can appreciate that the new world, that we are already entering, will
not be the same as yesterday’s world, and much less like the one before that, when people
lived ignoring others and society lacked any form of collective protection. There is no selfish or

'putting people first',
while safeguarding
jobs and creating new
(also green) jobs at
the same time

4 Press briefing by President of the Government on new measures to combat COVID-19, 4 April 2020 (ht-
tps:// www.lamoncloa.gob.es/lang/en/presidente/intervenciones/Paginas/2020/20200404 press-briefing.
aspx).
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individual solution (...), our strength comes from being able to count on one another”. He also
mentioned the need to protect the elderly, the young and women.

The words of Pedro Sanchez have been playing out in the government’s actions, starting
with gender equality, which Sanchez's cabinet has made a top priority right from the start.
When the pandemic hit, special attention was given to its gender-related consequences.
Reports, including the periodical ones by the Carlos Il Health Institute, noted that women
found themselves in increasingly vulnerable positions again. They constituted the majority of
care workers (76 per cent of healthcare professionals in Spain) who were at the frontline of the
fight with the pandemic (and hence more exposed to being infected). Women were the first
to be overburdened in domestic circumstances (teleworking became the norm for many and
schools closed, adding full-time childcare to daily professional duties). The figures showing
the number of women affected by domestic violence also increased. The government was
determined to act, putting additional resources into support for women on the labour market
(including an extraordinary subsidy for the lack of activity of people, under the Special System
for Domestic Workers) on the one hand, and into preventive and care programmes, as well as
projects assisting victims, on the other.

The Spanish government’s line was exemplary, but similar or even broader-reaching ac-
tions were also taken by the Social Democrats in power in other countries. In Finland, the
government accomplished a “New Government Action Plan for Gender Equality”, which was
adopted at the dawn of the first phase of the pandemic. It spelled out many issues including
improving gender equality in work life and families, combating gender-based discrimination
and violence against women, increasing pay transparency, improving the status of sexual
minorities, and promoting gender equality in the EU and internationally. In Sweden too, the
government recognised that “those already disadvantaged were affected the most”, includ-
ing children and young people, as well as women (especially young women), older people,
LGBTI and people with disabilities. Against this backdrop, the Swedish government asked the
Swedish Gender Equality Agency to reach out to victims of violence. And the National Board
of Health and Welfare was assigned to allocate 100 million SEK to non-profit organisations in
order to assist them in their fight against the increased vulnerability resulting from the Covid-19
outbreak. In this area, the Swedish government’s activity was unprecedented. The country
was also one of the signatories of the “Joint Press Statement Protecting Sexual and Repro-
ductive Health and Rights and Promoting Gender-responsiveness in the Covid-19 crisis™
(signed by 59 countries).

Gender equality is one — but far from the only — example of how Social Democrats in power
acted upon their core values in 2020. Another example is international solidarity, where 2020
saw all Social Democratic governments in the EU not only sustaining, but also reinforcing,
existing global cooperation.

5 Joint press statement Protecting Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights and Promoting Gender-re-
sponsiveness in the COVID-19 crisis, published 06 May 2020, Joint press statement by 59 countries
(https://www.government.se/statements/2020/05/joint-press-statement-protecting-sexual-and-reproduc-
tive-health-and-rights-and-promoting-gender-responsiveness-in-the-covid- 19-crisis).
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The Swedish government spoke up forcefully against the anti-democratic behaviour mani-
fested by several countries’ governments, where the ruling forces used the pandemic as
a pretext for changes that not only do not protect people, but also limit basic freedoms and
impede the rule of law as well as human rights. To build a coalition, the Swedish government
launched the “Government’s Drive for Democracy” initiative, featuring a series of digital con-
versations with foreign ministers and representatives of key intergovernmental organisations.
Furthermore, Sweden remained engaged in international aid. The government argued that in-

terational work would not only be about managing the crisis,
but also about pursuing the mission to build a “sustainable,

Social Democrats equitable and gender-equal world”. It therefore allocated fur-
chose to break away ther funds to the UN, the International Red Cross Movement
from the confining and in support of multilateral organisations and development

narrative of 'it cannot  Panks. | | | |
be afforded', looking Spain too argued that global cooperation remains crucial.

at principles-driven Already in April, the Humamtar\an Action Ofﬂce and NGO De-
C partment of the Spanish Agency for International Development
initiatives not as ‘ ‘
i Cooperation activated emergency agreements of the NGO
spending, but as ‘ ' . '
) . consortium of Medicos del Mundo and Faramundi, alongside
investments in a Accion contra el Hambre, to offer additional funds in several
prosperous future countries in desperate need of humanitarian action (including
in the Middle East, Africa and Latin America). Furthermore,
Spain was among the key instigators of the Conference of
Donors in solidarity with Venezuelan refugees and migrants; and it kept repeating that all coun-
tries should rally behind the UN Secretary General's Agenda to forge multilateralism.

The commitment of these countries’ respective governments to act in accordance with
their values not only showcases that Social Democrats in power stayed true to their move-
ment's principles, but also manifests a qualitative change. During the previous crisis of 2008,
austerity was a mantra. Cuts affected many welfare programmes, gender equality initiatives
and international cooperation. This time, however, Social Democrats chose to break away
from the confining narrative of ‘it cannot be afforded’, looking at principles-driven initiatives not
as spending, but as investments in a prosperous future. This, despite all the limitations of the
Covid-19 era, might be a liberation in the long term.

Key lessons for Social Democratic leadership

Looking back at the past months, it seems that progressives in power contributed to an
incredibly important transformation. Truly governing with clear values and a clear mission, in-
stead of merely trying to manage the situation, was what boosted the respective prime minis-
ters’ approval ratings, even doubling them in some cases, and was what solidified the parties’
positions. They moved away from being seen as traditional, old, organisations, confined by
institutional anchoring and addiction to power, to being seen as the governing, responsible
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and capable parties that have the necessary strength to lead
through the most turbulent times.

They may have benefited, as others have, from the impulse
that drove people towards their governments and states when
the pandemic hit. But this drive counted only for the begin-
ning, while the extraordinary achievement of Social Democrats
was to keep up and fortify the newly established connection
between politics and citizens. They sustained and invested in
communication channels, broke free from the dominance of
the radical forces that were winning votes with the slogan ‘we
will tell them’. They moved to being the key interlocutors — the
ones that listen, understand, care and respond. The ones that
prove to be humble and, when needed, admit their mistakes.

What made their governing qualitatively different this time
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Progressives in power
contributed to an
incredibly important
transformation. Truly
governing with clear
values and a clear
mission, instead
of merely trying to
manage the situation,
was what boosted
the respective prime
ministers' approval

was also the readiness to shift the paradigms and indeed to
put people first; to commit to Social Democratic values and
to act upon them; to think and proceed with the long term in
mind. This allowed them hope, confidence and emancipa-
tion from the TINA-dogma (there is no alternative), from austerity and from the overwhelming
search for conciliatory solutions. This rediscovered authenticity, combined with the ability to
e humane and humble, is at the core of what the polls consistently showed last year. And
it is also the reason why it is no longer an impossible dream to think about Social Democrats
elsewhere returning to the helm.

But — to end on a note of caution — nothing happens by default. The fact is that societies
have recovered their sentiments of solidarity, that societies long for more robust welfare states
or that there is an understanding that European cooperation needs to translate into improve-
ments for all. But all these convictions, no matter how broadly shared, do not automatically
tum citizens into centre-left movements’” members or supporters. There is a long way to go,
which will require a great deal of effort to build and rise up on the newly built fundaments. No
matter how difficult it may get, it is reassuring that the ideclogical compass, and the willingness
to persevere and to seek a better, more egalitarian world, are back in place!

ratings and solidified
the parties' positions
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3
-
% YEARBODK 2021






Proaress IN Eurore 49

The Gonference on the Future of Europe
Increasing citizens’ ownership
for a better EU

Gabiriele Bischoff

In 2020 the Covid-19 crisis stopped many human activities all over Europe. One of them was
the planned Conference on the Future of Europe that was scheduled to start on 9 May. At the
beginning of 2021, we are still adjusting to the new circumstances that the pandemic and the
fight against it have forced on us, but we now have the technological tools and experience to
hold conferences in a virtual environment. No further time should therefore be wasted, as the
issues at stake which the Conference on the Future of Europe should address to correct the
dysfunctionalities of the European Union are too urgent to admit any further delay. Yet we are
still struggling and in political deadlock over the format of the conference. This is, however, not
a secondary feature, since it will affect the ability of this initiative to take on board the voices
and opinions of European citizens, youth and civil society organisations, which have too often
been overlooked.

A delayed festival of European democracy

The date of 9 May 2020 should have marked the start of the Conference on the Future of
Europe. It was chosen in the spirit of Robert Schuman who, on 9 May 1950, laid the basis of
the European Union as we know it today by proposing the establishment of a European Coal
and Steel Community, “the first concrete foundation of a European federation indispensable to
the preservation of peace”.

The launch of the urgently needed and long-awaited Conference on the Future of Europe
was planned for 9 May 2020, exactly 70 years after the signing of the Schuman Declaration
and 75 years after the end of the second world war. This Europe Day should have been a fes-
tival of democracy, celebrating the further development of the European integration process
under the leadership of its citizens. That was the initial plan.

But then the European Union was hit by a global pandemic at the start of the year, and this
plan was turned upside down. The outbreak of Covid-19 has had far-reaching consequences
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on the social and economic level. The urgent need for a coordinated European response with
a thorough recovery plan for citizens and industries, especially in the most affected regions,
has meant that other important initiatives have had to be postponed. The Conference on the
Future of Europe was one of them.

Europe at a crossroads

The European Union is currently facing some extremely serious challenges. It did not need
a pandemic to show us this, but the current context has highlighted the urgent necessity of
reforms even more. To take an example, one of the immediate reactions to the outbreak of
the pandemic was the closure of internal borders in the Schengen area, and it is shocking
to witness workers' rights still being ignored today because there are no pan-European legal
frameworks to protect these people — particularly cross-border workers.

The list of challenges to be tackled with great urgency is long: breaches of fundamental
rights, rising social inequalities within the Union, big environmental challenges and the climate
emergency, outdated asylum and migration policies that lead to inhuman situations at the EU’s
external borders, and the creation of a sustainable economic system for all. The list could
easily go on.

Only eleven years after the Lisbon Treaty came into force,
the question now arises as to whether the EU'’s legal and po-
litical framework is fit to address our current challenges. In
the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, some of the obsta-
came into force, the  joq 16 the creation of an effective and sustainable EU have

Eleven years after
the Lisbon Treaty

question arises as at least been partially removed, as has been shown by the

to whether the EU’s  introduction of new EU own resources. However, a recur-
legal and political rent and problematic pattern can also be seen, which was

framework is fit to already evident in the management of previous crises, such
address our current as the financial crisis over ten years ago or the refugee crisis
challenges after 2015. The EU did not manage to solve the fundamental

problems that caused these crises, but instead limited itself to

damage control by fighting the symptoms. Now, the time has
come to reflect on the systematic dysfunctionalities of the European Union, and how these
can be overcome in the future.

The Conference on the Future of Europe is an opportunity to address these pressing
questions and to find suitable solutions. This needs to be done in close cooperation with
European citizens, as past experience has shown that it is not enough to let only the Euro-
pean institutions deal with major challenges. By involving EU citizens directly in this debate
they will be both empowered and instilled with a sense of ownership of the outcome of the
debate.

We need to make sure that the Conference on the Future of Europe is not just the sum of
27 national conferences. Instead, truly European exchanges are needed, and the conditions
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must therefore be created for a real European debate that does not stop at national borders.
Furthermore, this conference is also a great opportunity to create a European space for de-
bate and a pan-European political sphere. The vehicles for this debate must be the agoras
with European citizens who meet in public in the most diverse places all over the EU. At the
same time, the technical means to create a European dialogue should also be made available.
Indeed, thanks to the language tools already used by the EU institutions to accommodate their
multilingualism, and thanks to the enhancement of digital working spaces due to the social
distancing obliged by Covid, these technical means are already available! They comprise, for
example, the multiingual conference platform announced by the Commission. As many citi-
zens as possible need to be integrated into the discourse through opportunities to participate
in side events held both digitally, and in other formats.

Battle of concepts - citizens as drivers or as passengers

Holding a Conference on the Future of Europe, as announced by Commission President
Ursula von der Leyen in her candidature speech to the European Parliament, was something
on which all the institutions were quickly able to agree. What remains open, however, is what
the conference will look like in concrete terms. The set-up of the conference will determine
whether this initiative prepares the EU’s roadmap for the coming years or whether the confer-
ence ends up as another half-hearted initiative without any real impact. The three European
institutions have now published their respective proposals on how the Conference on the
Future of Europe should be organised.

A proposal by the European Parliament

In a resolution dated 15 January 2020, we MEPs called for the Conference on the Future
of Europe to be organised with two closely interwoven dimensions. Firstly, we suggested
a conference plenary with institutional representatives from the European Parliament, national
parliaments, the Council, the Commission, the European Economic and Social Committee,
the European Committee of the Regions, the social partners, and organised civil society.

The second dimension, which is key, involves citizens’ assemblies. These would be com-
posed of EU citizens who are selected at random, according to representative criteria that
reflect the diversity of the EU. These so-called Citizens’ Agoras would be complemented by
Youth Agoras, which would take into account the special role of young Europeans in the future
of Europe.

No thematic priorities would be defined by the institutional plenary in advance. Instead,
these priorities would result both from the outcomes of the agoras and from the results of
Eurobarometer surveys to be carried out for this purpose.

In the agoras, broadly defined policy areas would be discussed in parallel with the delibera-
tions taking place in the conference plenary. The Parliament’s resolution includes examples
of areas such as European values, fundamental rights and freedoms, democratic and institu-
tional aspects of the EU, environmental challenges and the climate crisis, social justice and
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equality, economic issues including taxation, digital transformation and security, and the role
of the EU in the world.

The Citizens’ Agoras would aim to formulate political priorities for each of these broad
policy fields and, in close cooperation with the institutional representatives, would eventually
draw up concrete proposals for the implementation of these political pricrities at EU level. The
proposals would be submitted to the plenary, which would then decide on their feasibility, in
consultation with representatives from the agoras.

Proposal of the European Commission

The European Commission has also proposed an open, inclusive, transparent, and struc-
tured citizens’ consultation in principle. The Commission’s proposal sketches a concept of the
Conference on the Future of Europe in which citizens and experts would meet at regular inter-
vals in panel discussions on specific topics. In addition, a new online platform would ensure
the transparency of the debates and promote broad participation. However, the Commission
does not stipulate in concrete terms how the proposals made by citizens would be managed.
The Commission’s proposal is thus business-as-usual in terms of citizen engagement, and
does not go beyond the citizens’ dialogues with which we are already familiar.

Proposal of the Council

The Council adopted its position on the Conference on the Future of Europe only in June.
However, after more than half a year of internal discussions its position remains quite vague.
In terms of structure, the Council foresees a subdivision of the conference into different levels.
Structurally, this resembles the proposal of the European Parliament. In terms of content, the
Council's proposal is fully in line with the 2019-2024 Strategic Agenda: the focus is on sustain-
ability, social challenges, innovation, competitiveness and transformation, fundamental values,
rights and freedoms, and the interational role of the EU.

However, like the Commission, the Council omits the sustainable impact and concrete
implications that the results of the conference should have on future EU policies. A report to
the European Council is foreseen as the ultimate output of the conference, and this could be
a ‘'source of inspiration’ for the future development of EU policies — but not more than that.
Such disregard for the results of the conference is unacceptable given the importance of citi-
zen involvement in shaping and legitimising the European Union.

Joint declaration of the institutions

Having presented their respective positions, the three institutions should now be negotiat-
ing a joint declaration on the Conference on the Future of Europe. This declaration is key, as it
will set out the framework for the organisation and activities of the conference. Its content will
thus be crucial to the success of the whole project. However, the negotiations have stalled,
meaning that the structure and scope of the conference still remain unclear.

Looking at the major challenges ahead for the European Union, it is particularly frustrating
that the current delay is mainly due to the disagreement within the institutions over the chair of
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the conference. It is clearly unacceptable that the conference — already significantly delayed
by the circumstances caused by the pandemic — has been further postponed because of this
political deadlock. Anyone who seizes the importance and necessity of a Conference on the
Future of Europe for the European integration process should show a certain pragmatism and
willingness to compromise in this context. In the end, we need to make sure that the delays
encountered thus far do not lead to a shortened ‘conference lite” at the expense of the depth
of debate. A meaningful debate throughout the Union will take time. It is therefore important
to ensure the two-year framework of the conference, whether this means it eventually ends in
2022 or 2023,

Strengthening democracy through meaningful citizen
participation

“Your voice was heard today in Brussels. Because Europe can only succeed with the support
of its citizens”. Those were the words of Angela Merkel in December 2018 after the conclusion
of the so-called 'Citizens’ Dialogues’ organised by the Commission in cooperation with the
member states. But what has remained of this? The results of the dialogues were discussed
at a summit of heads of state and government, and promises were made for the results to be
taken into consideration for the future. Two years later, aimost no concrete legislative proposals
have emerged from them. The European Citizens' Initiative has a similar ‘success' rate. It is no
wonder that more and more people are dissatisfied with the democratic participation system
at EU level.

It is thus high time to give Europe’s citizens a direct voice,
and to reflect on the recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic
with innovative citizen participation at EU level. The Confer-
ence on the Future of Europe offers a unique opportunity to
tumn this need into reality. One of the greatest dangers to the success of the
success of the conference is that it raises expectations that ~ conference is that it
cannot be met. There needs to be a clear agreement on the raises expectations
impact of citizen participation. This includes information, for that cannot be met
example in the form of a feedback process, on what ultimately
happened with the citizens' proposals.

One of the greatest
dangers to the

Seize the opportunity of the zeitgeist

At the last European elections, the first increase in voter turnout for decades showed that
citizens of the Union increasingly want to participate in European political debate. We must
build on this wave of interest.

By contrast, many citizens were also disappointed after the last European elections that
the promise was broken of their vote having a direct influence on who would be the next
president of the European Commission. This was also the reason why approval ratings for
the EU’'s democratic system dropped for the first time in years in the Eurobarometer after the
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election of von der Leyen as Commission president. To calm the critical voices, the new Com-
mission president raised the prospect of legally anchoring the Spitzenkandidaten principle and
transnational electoral lists, provided that there was sufficient support for this. Commenting on
public participation in the conference, von der Leyen said at the time: “People must be at the
centre of all our policies. | therefore hope that all Europeans will play an active part in the Con-
ference on the Future of Europe and that they will play a leading role in defining the European
Union’s priorities. Only together can we build our Union of tomorrow”. The conditions must
now therefore be created to ensure citizens’ participation.

Broad participation as a success factor

Broad participation will be crucial to launch an inclusive and collaborative debate among
European citizens. To deliver the promised bottom-up process, the conference must go be-
yond the usual EU-friendly and well-informed stakeholders, and address all citizens. The con-
ference should differ from previous formats of civic participation in the EU by enlarging the au-
dience. In an inclusive and open process, those Europeans who do not feel directly impacted
by European politics, or who feel the EU is not delivering for them, and who have doubts and
reservations about the EU, should also be involved. It is only if we also take their criticism seri-
ously that we can jointly draw up proposals that will lead to a more effective and accepted EU.
It is precisely through broad citizen participation that the legitimacy of much-needed reforms in
the EU can be increased. It will also be particularly important for citizens to understand clearly
how they are involved in decision-making processes and what the ultimate impact of their
participation is. Feedback loops must be created in a way that citizens can permanently moni-
tor which proposals have been accepted and which rejected or amended and why. It is only
a transparent process that can create the necessary trust for meaningful citizen participation.

Giving European youth a voice

At the same time, the meaningful participation of young Europeans must also be guaran-
teed. The current Covid-19 pandemic is having catastrophic consequences, especially for
young people. An entire generation is currently being deprived of normal school and university
life — perhaps even until they graduate. This affects socially disadvantaged young people in
particular. In member states such as Spain, youth unemployment has again risen rapidly in the
current pandemic. More than 40 per cent of the under 25s in Spain are currently unemployed.
We must offer these young people prospects. The Conference on the Future of Europe should
serve as a first step in this direction, allowing young Europeans to actively voice their concems
and priorities, but also their fears and criticisms. The fact that the younger generation wants to
be part of the political discussion is shown both by the increased turnout of younger people
at the last European elections, and by continuing protest movements such as the Fridays for
Future, which are driven mainly by young people. This is why the European Parliament is call-
ing for separate Youth Agoras. The young generations, who are naturally particularly affected
by decisions on the future of Europe, must be given the necessary space to shape these
decisions.
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Innovation as a means of inclusion

One of the key questions to be answered in connection with the organisation of the confer-
ence is how to achieve the widest possible participation in order to obtain the strongest pos-
sible democratic legitimacy.

Close cooperation with the regions

A key factor in reaching EU citizens will be working closely with European regions. By their
very nature, European regions have particularly close links with citizens and can thus develop
their own mobilising power. The regions and their representatives must therefore be directly
involved in the conference. At European level, the Committee of the Regions will be a strong
partner in this respect. Indeed, the Committee of the Regions has repeatedly stressed the
importance of the conference and pledged its support. For the European Parliament, it is
particularly important that the Committee of the Regions should be directly represented in the
plenary session of the conference. We have to make sure that the debate on the future of the
European Union is not only conducted in Brussels but also extended to the European regions.
After all, the impetus provided by the conference will ultimately have a very real impact on citi-
zens' dalily lives. Conference-related discussions must not get bogged down in capital cities.
Rural areas in particular have an important role to play here. It is thus important to ensure that
the agoras and other events are not just held in the usual places, but also in remote areas.

Civil society as a partner

Another important factor in citizen mobilisation for the conference is cooperation with or-
ganised civil society. Here, too, we can draw on the experience of the last European elections,
when civil society groups in particular were able to increase voter interest. Important contacts
include trade unions, citizens’ initiatives, welfare organisations, and a wide range of asso-
ciations. In Germany, for example, there are more than 600,000 registered associations and
another 100,000 unregistered associations. These figures show the immense potential for
mobilisation when these civil society groups are involved in the discourse. At the same time,
however, it is also important to remain in close contact with those sectors of civil society that
are already shaping political developments in the EU, as partners. Political groups in particular,
such as the S&D, can draw on a large network of partners to take the debate on the future
of Europe to the whole of civil society. As the house of European civil society, the European
Economic and Social Committee can play an active role with the involvement of NGO.

Culture as a communicator

In addition to reaching out to citizens in the regions and through civil society organisations,
consideration should also be given to how to involve the European cultural landscape in the
democratic process. The current pandemic very clearly highlights the special role that culture
plays in our lives. Whether it be a cinema, a musical evening in a pub, a concert, a theatre or
a club, many of the well-known cultural events are currently having to be cancelled or post-
poned. This hits us all hard because culture is an essential part of our lives. The special signifi-
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cance of culture also makes it an ideal space for communication and discourse on social is-
sues. The cultural sector has always served in a variety of forms to deal with political issues.

Cultural practitioners have proven time and again that they have an interest in cooperating
to further develop the European idea. At the Berlin Conference 2020 in early November, for
example, workshops such as ‘Performing Europe’ and 'Cultural Capitals and Arts Festivals for
Furope’ discussed how cultural practitioners and politicians could be encouraged to cooper-
ate more closely. In recent years, the Creative Europe programme has also established a link
between the creative industries and the European Union. These approaches should be used
in the framework of the conference in order to work together on creative and innovative solu-
tions to the challenges facing Europe.

Time to act

The early months of 2021 will be crucial in determining how the Conference on the Future of
Europe develops. Various scenarios are conceivable as a result of the negotiations on a joint
declaration by the institutions.

However, it is clear that the time of waiting and postponing must come to an end. At the
beginning of the pandemic, the conference had to be postponed because of the emerging
health crisis and the unknown effects of Covid-19. Enough time has nevertheless now passed
for adaptation to the new circumstances and for the start of the conference to be organised
in the digital space. The end of the conference will now need to be postponed until at least
the end of 2022 to reflect the importance of the issues to be discussed. Since the current
legislature of the European Parliament will end in 2024, no further delays can be allowed if the
initial results of the conference are to be implemented in this legislative term.

In her contribution to last year Progressive Yearbook, Iratxe Garcia Pérez, my colleague and
group leader in the European Parliament, quite rightly pointed out that the S&D has a special

role to play in the planning and implementation of the Confer-
The Conference on ence on the Future of Europe. Perhaps part of this special role
the Future of Europe could be to take the first steps towards launching the Confer-
ence on the Future of Europe, even if there is not yet com-
plete agreement among the institutions. If this initiative does
not start soon, there is a risk that the momentum for a truly
European conference will fade.
It was Jean Monnet, the author of the Schuman Declara-

is a unique chance,
and perhaps the last
chance for the time
being, to strengthen

Europeans' tion, who once said: “Man does not accept change unless
confidence in the he sees the imperative of the hour, and he does not see the
EU and to develop need unless he is in crisis”. The current pandemic poses im-
together a vision mense challenges for the entire European Union and the con-

for the future of our sequences of the crisis are likely to be with us for a long time
society to come. At the same time, the Conference on the Future of

Europe is a unique chance, and perhaps the last chance for
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the time being, to strengthen Europeans’ confidence in the EU and to develop together a vi-
sion for the future of our society. We must therefore launch the conference promptly to give it
the necessary space for the important discussions on a common tomorrow. Let us seize the
Schuman moment!
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Green recovery
‘Let’s reimagine our future’

Said El Khadraoui

We live in extremely complicated and challenging times. Confronted with the most serious
health crisis for many decades, and anxious about the economic and social repercussions that
will follow, we have to navigate tectonic shifts that are characterised by growing geopolitical
tensions, a digital industrial revolution that is changing our economic system at a pace never
seen, and a climate challenge that is even threatening human life on earth if no urgent action
is developed on an unprecedented scale.

Nevertheless, many recovery plans designed to relaunch the economies are unique oppor-
tunities to foster long-term thinking and create the fundamentals for a more sustainable, cli-
mate-neutral and circular economy. And yet this will not automatically become a successful
undertaking. It will require smart and strong governments and the contribution of all actors
in society. At the same time, five years after the conclusion of the Paris Agreement, there is
also renewed momentum to address climate change. Recent announcements by California
to become climate-neutral by 2045, Japan and South Korea by 2050 and China by 2060,
as well as the reintegration of the United States into the Paris Agreement, are all signs that a
shared vision and global agenda on climate change are in the making. The COP26 gathering
in Glasgow later this year can be a unique opportunity to take stock. With the United States
back in the game, there is also the hope that international institutions can once again play their
bridging role, even though international tensions and competition will remain strong.

The Covid-19 crisis shows how health and environmental emergencies are actually closely
linked, much more than most of us previously thought. Peter Piot, the director of the London
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, recently predicted more pandemics in the future
because of our inability to live in harmony with nature, the growing urbanisation and popula-
tion pressure on natural habitats, and the hyper-connected world that accelerates the dis-
semination of viruses. Climate change, for its part, will further increase the risks of mosquito-
transmitted diseases.’

1 Politico (2020), Interview with Peter Piot, EU Confidential Podcast, 12 November.
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The Covid-19 crisis also reveals a number of weaknesses, such as the lack of prepared-
ness and coordination between EU member states on health emergencies. Despite warnings
from scientists, we were not ready. It is another wake-up call that demonstrates the need for
the EU to be much more proactive, to think more strategically about possible future risks, and
to discuss ways to address these as well as its implications for how the EU should function. A
better exchange of information and streamlined data about the evolution of the crisis, and the
need to have a strategic reserve or even local production of protective medical equipment, are
just two examples of issues that have recently been debated.

Furthermore, the crisis brings previously existing challenges clearly into focus and high-
lights an acceleration of trends that otherwise would have taken many years to emerge. The
digitalisation of our economy and society is one case in point. Teleworking has become the
norm for entire organisations, whilst videoconferences and virtual events are replacing face-
to-face meetings. Where schools and universities have closed during lockdown, technologies
have enabled some continuity. Although we can expect this to be partially undone once the
crisis is really behind us, it is clear that some of these changes are here to stay and may even
further accelerate in the years to come. Covid-19 also exacerbates inequalities in our society,
between and within countries, with the more vulnerable income groups affected most, both by
the virus and by the economic consequences of it.

On the other hand, the fact that highly effective vaccines have been developed in record
time also shows that humans can become really creative under pressure and that big chal-
lenges can be solved if sufficient resources are made available. In the EU, appetite to work to-
gether to address the pandemic grew slowly but surely. Unprecedented solidarity is emerging
through the creation of EU debt to finance the Recovery and Resilience Facility, and through
managing the purchase and distribution of vaccines at EU level on behalf of the member
states. The Covid-19 crisis is certainly a disaster in many ways, but it is also a chance to
change the system.

There will be no vaccines against the climate crisis

The other crisis that is looming, climate change, will be much more difficult to solve. Unlike
with the Covid-19 crisis, we cannot develop targeted vaccines or ‘silver bullets’ against global
warming. Instead, the whole economy will have to be transformed in the years and decades to
come, not only to limit global warming but also to address a wider number of threats to life on
our planet, such as the loss of biodiversity, unsustainable resource depletion or pollution. Re-
designing our socio-economic model is a vast endeavour, a complex and systemic exercise
across all sectors. It requires redesigning almost every aspect of society and the economy —
the way we produce and consume, eat, travel, and build our cities.

Meanwhile, the latest data show another decrease of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
in the EU. These fell by 3.7 per cent in 2019, leading to a total reduction of 24 per cent com-
pared to 1990. The drop was mainly caused by a 15 per cent reduction in the power sector
where coal-fired electricity production is being replaced by gas and renewables. At the same
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time, our economy grew by 1.5 per cent in 2019, pointing to

a long-term trend that shows economic growth can be de-

coupled from carbon emissions.? It is without doubt that the Redesigning our
abrupt slowdown of our economies and human activity due ~ SOC¢io-economic model
to the Covid-19 crisis will push the emissions in the EU and ~ Is a vast endeavour,
elsewhere further downwards in 2020. Whether this means a complex and

we are on track to address global warming and achieve systemic exercise
climate-neutrality by 2050 remains to be seen. The United across all sectors. It
Nations” World Meteorological Organization emphasises that  requires redesigning
the impact on cumulative past and current emissions of a re- almost every aspect
duction in annual global emissions in 2020 between 4.2 per
cent and 7.5 per cent will actually be negligible.® At the same
time, emissions in China, the first country able to reactivate its
economy after the Covid-19 crisis, are projected to be higher
in 2020 compared to 2019. Emissions will therefore rebound
if the recovery is not cleverly designed.

But the clock is ticking. Global temperatures are already
1°C higher than pre-industrial levels. National meteorological
institutions in Europe are adapting their guidelines of what is the ‘normal average temperature
of the year'. This has increased in Belgium, for instance, from 9.8°C in 2009 to an average of
10.6°C over recent years, to 10.9°C today. The increasing number of wildfires in California, the
extreme droughts and heat waves Australia is experiencing in recent years, the ever-stronger
hurricanes, devastating floods and rising sea levels that have all recently occurred, are very
tangible examples of the impact of global warming and the disruptive forces of climate change.
The intensity and severity of such events are going to become greater, with devastating con-
sequences for life on earth, including human life.

Soon, climate tipping points will be exceeded, presenting a real threat of irreversible
environmental change. Europeans should not be naive. Even though some other places on
our planet could be affected more heavily in the decades to come, the repercussions will be
global, and a cascade of unprecedented impacts will be triggered. Our coastal communities
will have to make significant investments to adapt to rising seawater levels, as will those who
live close to riverbanks. Global value chains will be disrupted, growth potential will erode,
and there is no doubt that technological and regulatory changes will totally transform whole
sectors of our economy. Climate change will also offer the ‘perfect storm’ for international
social and political tensions, with unknown consequences and additional migration pres-
sures for sure. Meanwhile, human actions threaten more species with global extinction now
than ever before. An average of around 25 per cent of species in assessed animal and plant
groups are threatened, suggesting that around 1 million species already face extinction,

of society and the
economy - the way
we produce and
consume, eat, travel,
and build our cities

2 European Commission (2020), ‘Kick-starting the joumney towards a climate-neutral Europe by 2050", EU
Climate Action Progress Report
3 World Meteorological Organization (2020), ‘Carbon dioxide levels continue at record levels, despite COVID-
19 lockdown', press release, 23 November
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many within decades, posing a risk to global food security
and undermining the resilience of many agricultural systems
to threats such as pests, pathogens and climate change.*
In addition, Europeans have contributed historically to the
accelerated growth of GHG emissions and other damages

international social to our planet and should do their fair share to contribute to
and political tensions, ¢ solutions.

Climate change
will offer the
'perfect storm' for

with unknown There are therefore plenty of reasons for Europe to lead
consequences and the way towards the development of a new socio-economic
additional migration model that is climate-neutral and compatible with the plan-
pressures etary boundaries. Europe’s bet is that addressing these mul-
tifaceted challenges also implies many opportunities in terms
of innovation, competitiveness, and job creation. For these
to come about we need to recognise the interconnected nature of the challenges, develop
systemic solutions and activate a wide range of policy tools jointly. This will have to hap-
pen at all policy-levels, from local to European and beyond, and together with all actors in
society. It will be a complex endeavour. No ‘invisible hand’ will lead us to our destination. As
the Covid-19 crisis has also underlined, strong and smart government and leadership are
needed to manage these challenges, to bring everybody together around a shared vision,
and to coordinate the transition to a sustainable model that is compatible with our planetary
boundaries, and that provides a good life for all citizens at the same time.® The latter is a
critical success factor,
Moreover, agility will also be essential. Despite all the planning and impact assessments,
the future cannot be predicted in advance. Transitions are fundamentally uncertain processes,
with frequent surprises and unintended outcomes.

A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to reshape the backbone
of our economies

The current Covid-19 crisis can be seen both as a curse and a blessing. It is too soon to say
whether it represents a setback for efforts to bring about the necessary mutation of our eco-
nomic system, or a catalyst that accelerates the pace of change. Lower oil prices may slow
down the process of decarbonisation in the energy sector, and the uncertainty associated with
the crisis may lead to cuts in sustainable investment. On the other hand, clean technologies
such as solar panels or batteries are fast becoming cheaper. Nevertheless, there is the danger
of a brown stimulus, as it is very tempting for governments to keep alive the old world, back
to business as usual.

4 IPBES (2019), Global assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem services of the Intergovernmental
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services. IPBES secretariat: Bonn.

5 Raworth, K. (2017), Doughnut Economics: Seven ways to think like a 21st-century economist, London:
Random House.
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A recent report emphasises that between 2020 and 2030, global coal, oil, and gas pro-
duction would have to decline annually by respectively 11, 4, and 3 per cent, to be consist-
ent with a 1.5°C pathway. However, government plans and projections indicate that, despite
Covid-19, there will be an average 2 per cent annual increase for each fuel instead, thereby
producing 120 per cent more fossil fuels by 2030 than would be consistent with limiting global
warming to 1.5°C.° The International Energy Agency (IEA) for its part has recently provided a
stark summary of the scale of the challenge: even if we decide to switch today to climate-
neutral infrastructure, running the existing infrastructure, such as power plants, petrochemical
and cement industries, for its normal economic lifetime, would lock in by itself a temperature
rise of 1.65°C."” In other words, phasing out relatively new polluting infrastructure, especially
in some of the rapidly developing economies in Asia, will be
one of the many challenges we will have to address in the
near future. The IEA outlook also underlines the urgency of
the matter. Given that our energy systems have long path de-
pendencies, investment decisions today will have an impact
for the next 30 or 40 years.

The good news is that the scale of the stimulus packages
that are currently being designed all over the world offer a
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to reshape the backbone of our
economies, and to skip a few stages towards the sustain-
able infrastructure needed to transform our socio-economic

The good news is
that the scale of the
stimulus packages
that are currently
being designed all
over the world offer
a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity to

model. A climate-oriented stimulus will indeed not only raise
investment with benefits for economic output and jobs in the
short term, but will also provide the basis for long-term innova-
tion and an economic development aligned with environmen-
tal and climate constraints.

That is why it so important for the recovery plans that are
now being designed by the EU member states to stand the
test of time. The EU’s long-term budget, coupled with the
NextGenerationEU initiative, which is a temporary instrument

reshape the backbone
of our economies,
and to skip a few
stages towards
the sustainable
infrastructure needed
to transform
our socio-economic
model

designed to boost the recovery, will be the largest stimulus

package ever financed through the EU budget. On top of

the €1074.3 billion made available through the regular 2021-2027 EU budget, an additional
€750 billion, including €390 billion in grants, can be spent through NextGenerationEU and
the Recovery and Resilience Facility in particular. To be most effective, speed will be of the
essence. The recovery needs to be operationalised and implemented as soon as possi-
ble, and it will have to be steered towards future-oriented projects. Guidelines include the
requirement that 37 per cent of the funds be used on climate action and 20 per cent on
the digital transition. Moreover, the ‘do not significantly harm' principle will apply to ensure

6  SHI, ISD, ODI, ESG and UNEP (2020), The Production Gap Report: 2020 Special Report.
7 |IEA (2020), World Energy Outlook 2020.
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that the remainder of the spending does not go on projects that pollute and contradict our
longer-term objectives.

The investment needs to boost just the green transition are actually higher, up to €400 bil-
lion extra per year for the EU according to some estimates, compared to a business-as-usual
scenario. The transition efforts will also have to last longer than the lifetime of the Recovery
and Resilience Facility, emphasising the need to start a discussion already today on how the
stimulus could be prolonged and how it could be structurally embedded in the EU’s regular
budget as a transition investment instrument.

For now, it is crucial that the selected projects maximise the impact, and that the public
investment be used to create a multiplication effect and mobilise additional private capital in
such a way that the ball keeps rolling once the projects have been implemented. That is also
the role that the European Investment Bank can play in cooperation with regional develop-
ment banks and local banks, by accelerating its promise to dedicate at least 50 per cent of
its lending activities to climate action by 2025. In addition, we should not forget the crucial
role of the reform of the financial system itself. The EU’s sustainable finance agenda should be
strengthened further to reorient capital flows to productive long-term investments, and to make
climate and other sustainability risks more visible, and thus more expensive. This can be done
by obliging companies to be much more transparent about their impact on the climate and
environment, including through their supply chain. To avoid greenwashing,® the ongoing efforts
to develop a green taxonomy, which explains what activities can be considered ‘green’ and to
what extent, will need to include more categories and will increasingly also need to factor in
the social dimension in order to better assess any trade-offs that may exist.

If designed well, the taxonomy will help us ‘speak the
same language’ and can be further developed as a key refer-
ence for a wide range of actors throughout the finance value
for a successful green g thus alowing comparability and benchmarking, the

recovery is that the  gevelopment of more credible and attractive green financial

A critical condition

national recovery products, and better sustainability ratings, for example. For
and resilience governments too, the taxonomy could become a source of
plans are carefully inspiration to decide what type of activities it wants to support

assessed and made  Or subsidise.
consistent with what A critical condition for a successful green recovery is of

course that the national recovery and resilience plans are
carefully assessed and made consistent with what is needed
in each of the member states to develop sustainable infra-
structure and activities. This implies that the monitoring of the
37 per cent of the money earmarked for climate action should
not be limited to a pure calculation exercise. It also entails a
qualitative assessment in line with the above-mentioned tax-

is needed in each of
the member states to
develop sustainable
infrastructure and
activities

8 Greenwashing is a form of marketing spin in which green PR and green marketing are deceptively used to
persuade the public that an organisation’s products, aims and policies are environmentally friendly.
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onomy and other plans that member states have had to develop in recent years, such as the
national energy and climate plans or the just transition plans. Not every euro spent on climate
action leads automatically to better outcomes.

Ideally, the plans should also be aligned with the EU's strategic thinking on industrial poli-
cies to support the green and digital transitions. Indeed they also have a geopolitical and a
social dimension. Recent developments such as the election of Joe Biden as president of
the United States and China’s commitment to become carbon-neutral by 2060 are extremely
positive, but they also trigger rivalry to set the terms of a future decarbonised world. The
challenge for the EU will therefore be to move quickly enough to stay a frontrunner in green
technologies, to use its regulatory and standard-setting superpower, and to create industrial
aliances to strengthen our economies. At the same time, we need the skilled workforce to
master the green and digital transitions.

Moreover, the rules of the game today are not always fit for the world of tomorrow. The
current system is hard-wired linear instead of circular or resource-efficient, and it still favours
yesterday’s fossil-fuel economy. That is why it is extremely important for the recovery and resil-
ience plans also to be used to reform some aspects of our economic system, labour market
and tax system, in support of fair digital and green transitions.

It also remains to be seen whether the European Semester process, which is supposed
to follow up on the implementation of the plans, can produce sufficient steering power in
line with our long-term societal objectives. The revised European Semester, with more focus
on climate and social considerations, should be part of a broader realignment of how the
Furopean institutions and member states communicate about successful economies. It is
not the growth rate that should be the flagship indicator, but the direction of the growth.
Ongoing reflections within the European Commission on the development of a transition
performance index, a more outcome-oriented composite indicator that includes economic,
social, environmental and governance parameters, should therefore be further stimulated
and formalised.

2021 will be a make-or-break year
for the European Green Deal

In this perspective, the European Green Deal is a powerful attempt to provide a vision and a
framework for action. Of course, environmental and climate policies are not new in the EU,
but they were never ‘top of mind’ or at least were not as mainstream as today. By contrast,
the European Green Deal has been positioned as the EU's flagship initiative and is structurally
embedded in everything we do. All other policies will have to be made consistent with it and
coherent with the long-term climate objectives. The 2050 climate neutrality objective and the
EU's recent commitment to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by at least 55 per cent by 2030
compared to 1990 are orientation points that help our citizens and economic actors under-
stand the direction of travel, and that ensure some predictability, in this unpredictable world, to
secure investments in the carbon-neutral economy of tomorrow.
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After its first big initiative of publishing the European Green Deal communication in Decem-
ber 2019, the European Commission launched an impressive number of strategies and action
plans over the course of 2020 on each of the key building blocks of the Green Deal. These
strategies and plans address most of the key systems that define the way we live and work,
from the food system and biodiversity to mobility, the built environment and the circular econo-
my. Some horizontal issues have been partially addressed through the introduction of the Just
Transition Mechanism and a Sustainable Development Investment Plan, for instance.

Meanwhile the Multiannual Financial Framework, the EU’s budget for the 2021-2027 pe-
riod, foresees that 30 per cent is to be used for climate action. Most importantly, the European
Climate Law provides the architecture for the mechanics that should keep us on track on our
journey towards climate-neutrality, with a five-yearly update that offers an opportunity to see
where we are and readjust policies where needed. In my view, this five-yearly review should
not be put in the hands of a few Commission officials or the Council. Instead, the EU should
consider creating a European ‘Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’ (IPCC) that would
bring the scientific community and experts into the discussion in an interdisciplinary way in

order to facilitate a more transparent and publicly debated as-

sessment.
It is one thing to Nevertheless, it is one thing to agree on a narrative, strat-
agree on a narrative,  cgies and on longer-term targets, but it is quite another to
strategies and on make it happen on the ground. As we all know, the devil is in

longer-term targets, the detall. That is why 2021 will be a make-or-break year for

but it is quite another the European Green Deal. Indeed, crucial for the forthcoming

to make it happen on  Yyears wil be the translation of the new 2030 targets into new

the ground legislation and accompanying measures. By this summer, the

European Commission will come with its plans to redesign the

Emissions Trading System (ETS) and its twin brother, the Ef-

fort Sharing Regulation, which defines the efforts member states should make to address the

climate crisis. The Commission will also come with an update of the broader EU energy legisla-

tion by the summer. Many of the concrete actions announced in the wide variety of strategies
launched in 2020 will also come to life.

[t will not be a walk in the park. The revision of the ETS, for instance, which in the early days
was considered a very technical issue mastered only by a few experts, will have wider rami-
fications on what will appear to be extremely sensitive political issues. If well designed, a re-
formed ETS offers the perspective of slowing emissions down almost mechanically in a wider
number of sectors than today. But it will also raise questions about the distribution of revenues
between the European Union and the member states, about what the revenues can be used
for, and to what extent the reformed ETS will affect the competitiveness of those sectors that
face competition from outside the EU. The review of the ETS is therefore intrinsically linked to
the debate on own resources for the EU and the EU'’s global climate policy, including the pos-
sible introduction of a carbon border adjustment mechanism that would tax carbon-intensive
products when entering the EU. From what we know today, the mechanism could be used as
a carrot and stick. It would initially address a limited number of sectors, such as cement and
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steel, but could be expanded to more sectors later on. It would only apply to products coming
from states that do not have equivalent measures in place to reduce their emissions, thereby
promoting the introduction of carbon pricing in third countries.

In fact, as with the ETS, all Green Deal issues are interlinked, and the different pieces of
the puzzle will have to be carefully calibrated with the level of ambition that we have agreed,
while an eye is kept on the repercussions these issues may have on people in Europe. This
is all the more true, given that tough decisions at the core of the European Green Deal will
have to be taken, coinciding with the gradual reopening of our economies over the course of
2021, and the likely backlash and higher unemployment figures when the massive state sup-
port is gradually phased out. The political support and appetite for high-ambition reforms will
of course depend on the economic situation at the time these issues come to the discussion
table. Hence, once again, the importance of well-developed recovery plans. The more these
plans are designed to support an accelerated transformation in the member states, the more
likely the backing for regulatory reforms to enhance the level of ambition.

The Green Deal should also be about reconnecting people

This brings me to a dimension that | find deserves more attention in the future development
of the European Green Deal — the human dimension. As with all transitions, there will be
winners and losers. Indeed, transitions imply creative destruction. Europe should become
better in supporting winners and quicker in scaling up innova-
tive solutions, products and services that will help us create a
future-proof carbon neutral economy. That is why the mission-
oriented innovation approach that is being rolled out at EU
level is a promising avenue. Four of the five identified missions and losers. Indeed,
are related to the Green Deal. Combined with more strategic transitions imply
industrial policies, this approach has the potential to make our ~ creative destruction
economies stronger and to create new jobs in new sectors.

And this will be all the more the case if we succeed in cleverly

linking the green transition to the digitalisation of our economy and society in such a way that
these two developments reinforce each other. Digitalisation can certainly support and acceler-
ate the transition to a circular and climate-neutral economy, but it also entails the potential to
create new inequalities or to concentrate economic power.

Given the existential nature of the challenge, we more than ever need to have everybody
on board. We cannot afford for our mission to fail. ‘Leaving nobody behind’ should thus be
positioned much more at the heart of the European Green Deal policymaking. A considerable
number of people are not sure if there will be a place for them in future. It must not be forgotten
that globally the richest 1 per cent is responsible for twice as many GHG emissions as the poor-
est half of humanity, and has a carbon footprint that is 100 times higher.® The transformation of

As with all transitions,
there will be winners

9  Oxfam (2020), ‘Confronting carbon inequality. Putting climate justice at the heart of the Covid-19 Recovery’,
Oxfam Media Briefing, 21 September.
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our economy will affect regions and industrial sectors in different ways. Similarly, the transitions
will affect people to different degrees depending on their personal situation and their social sta-
tus. Subsidies for buying electric cars or installing solar panels are clearly used more by people
who can afford to make these investments. By contrast, poorer people spend a larger share of
their budget on energy. They will oppose change if it creates and aggravates inequalities. This
will make them rely on polluting assets or activities even more, keeping them in a vicious circle
as carbon is expected to cost more and more as time goes on.
The Just Transition Mechanism is an honest but insuffi-
cient attempt to address the social dimension by investing
The EU and its more money in some of Europe’s energy-intensive and coal-
member states should MiNING regions and helping them establish alternative devel-
opment strategies. In addition, the European Skills Agenda
is a plan to identify the key sectors that will be disrupted by
the green and digital transitions, and to design upskiling and
reskiling strategies with the relevant social partners. Social
considerations should however be embedded more structur-
ally in everything we do, starting with better monitoring and
knowledge-sharing. That is why the EU and its member states
at different policy should invest more resources in an improved understanding
levels of the distributional outcomes of Green Deal policy measures
at different policy levels. To ensure that social considerations
start at the design phase of policy proposals, the European
Commission’s impact assessments could be strengthened for this purpose. Furthermore, the
European Environment Agency could be transformed into a ‘Climate Transition Agency' and
its mandate could be extended to include much more analysis of socio-economic considera-
tions, as well policy options at a more local or regional level to address some of the trade-offs
or unintended effects of climate action, even if the solutions do not necessarily lie at EU level.
Indeed, the most straightforward way to compensate for some of the distributional effects
is to raise carbon taxes and to redistribute the carbon dividend (or revenues from the ETS
or similar schemes) in a very transparent way to those most in need. This can include very
visible and targeted investment in the massive renovation and upgrading of social housing
for instance. In this way, triple-win situations could be created: energy poverty would be ad-
dressed, markets for innovative solutions would be scaled up, and local jobs created. Similarly,
in the area of mobility, smart public-private mobility solutions could be developed for more
remote areas where regular public transport offerings are absent or would be too expensive.
Showecasing real solutions that can change people’s lives will be crucial. We need to make
these solutions tangible, shape a positive story and act accordingly. Hence the importance
of linking this to national policies, and of using the additional insights to further fine-tune the
recommendations through the European Semester process.
When it comes to regional disparities, the member states could also be inspired by Spain’s
Institute for Just Transitions that brings together knowledge and accompanies regional transi-
tions alongside the national and regional authorities, trade unions, local businesses and other
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stakeholders. It is important, however, to expand the scope of ‘just transitions’ beyond coal-
mining regions or energy intensive regions. This is actually about change management that
applies across sectors and that covers wider issues such as the transformation of our food
system, and agriculture in particular, as well as the transformation of the built environment,
everywhere.

The human dimension should also cover the way the European Union connects with peo-
ple. The climate transition can only succeed if it becomes a societal project where top-down
government interventions are combined with bottom-up action by diverse actors. Beyond a
good narrative, people, cities, local communities and new types of organisations need to be
inspired, encouraged and stimulated to participate in co-creating solutions for a better future.
New business models and the changing regulatory environment need to support new coop-
erative models that provide for instance more locally sourced food, innovative mobility solu-
tions or decentralised energy generation. The transition therefore also requires new types of
coalition and new ways of working together. The Climate City Contracts' that the European
Commission is considering developing with more than a hundred European cities as part of
the Mission on Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities is one way to connect the different policy
levels and support local participatory approaches.

These developments also imply that member states should accept that the European Un-
ion develops much closer ties with local communities and citizens directly — something they
currently do not tend to like as this may increase the EU's legitimacy. For cities it may mean
that they would have to work more together by aggregating local projects from different cities
to reach the scale necessary to become interesting for institutional investors.

The logic of subsidiarity with a clear division of tasks and competences between the dif-
ferent levels should be replaced by a logic of cooperation across policy levels. This is the
conseqguence of the systemic character of the climate crisis, and is necessary to ensure policy
coherence and consistency, and to create the dynamics needed on the ground.

If taken seriously, the transformation of our economy to address the climate crisis could
actually help us achieve a wider range of co-benefits and a fairer society. It could also help us
reinvent and strengthen our democracies. It would create a better future for all.

10 The Mission Board for Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities proposes to introduce a Climate City Contract
as a new mechanism to deliver EU support to cities in the form of more innovation, better regulation, and
integrated financing. It will be signed by the mayor on behalf of the local government and local stakehold-
ers, by the Commission, and by national or regional authorities. A precondition for a Climate City Contract
is that citizens are given a new active role, new platforms to act and better resources to play their role. The
European Commission is currently considering how to follow-up on these recommendations.
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Progressive Person
of the Year

The year 2020 was dominated by the Covid-19 crisis. No country remained unharmed by this
pandemic, and Europe has to respond collectively to the resulting economic and social crisis.
But some governments managed better than others, with more social dialogue and attention
to vulnerable groups.

The experience of Finland is one of those where the results are not only better than in many
other countries, but where some distinctive features of the crisis response, like taking care of
the gender dimension, have also been remarkable.

The government of Finland in this challenging period has been led by a young Social
Democratic politician, who had taken over this leading role shortly before, at the time of the
Finnish presidency of the EU Council. Finland continued to play an active and engaging role in
EU affairs, building bridges rather than creating cleavages.

In Finland, Social Democrats govern with a wide, multiparty coalition, showing the way to
future progressive alliances which can be developed elsewhere too.

Besides, the successful start of the Prime Minister also represents an inspiration for other
nations to be bolder with the promotion of female politicians to leading governmental roles.

Therefore, for the FEPS Progressive Yearbook, Sanna Marin is the person of the year.
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Progressive Person of the Year:
The interview

Laszlé Andor
interviews Sanna Marin

Laszlé Andor: The year 2020 will forever be remembered as the one when the Covid-19
pandemic hit, It presented itself as an incredible challenge. Having served as a Frime Minister
throughout that rocky period, which aspects of your leadership are you proud of?

Sanna Marin: Our Government has aimed to prevent the spread of the virus, to safeguard
the capacity of the healthcare system and to protect people, especially those who are most at
risk. We can say that thanks to sufficient and timely measures, we have managed to curb the
spread of the epidemic as well as to protect the lives and health of the people. This is thanks
to all the people living in Finland who have done their part by acting responsibly and following
the restrictions.

LA: ... and subsequently, what could have gone better for Finland?

SM: Surely, like in many countries, mistakes have been made in Finland during the epidemic.
Our preparedness for a pandemic as large as this had not been sufficient. We have however
aimed to correct our actions and change our strategy based on the latest information.

LA: When you became Frime Minister, the headlines underlined your age and gender. But
again, when we look back at the past months, would you say that it mattered a great deal that
Finland, Denmark and New Zealand had progressive, Social Democratic, female leadership?
In other words: does gender matter?

SM: The most important thing is to look at the policies that governments and their leaders are
pursuing. As leader of the Finnish Social Democratic Party, | naturally believe that progressive
policy is the best way to build a better society.

LA: The government that you lead has four women leaders representing the parties which form
the cabinet, What are the lessons from the coalition? Of this experience, what would you say is
crucial to understand for other Social Democrats in Europe? Is the Nordic coalition settlement,
which one can also see in the case of your neighbours, our future?
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SM: Finland has a long tradition of forming majority coalition governments and, in our case,
this tradition still works well. However, it is important to note that the electoral system also has
a major impact on what kinds of majorities are elected.

LA: When looking back at the policies of your government in the past months, it seems that
you have definitely been a frontrunner in trying to protect especially those already vulnerable
in the times of crisis. What do you think can be done to manage the impacts of this crisis,
especially concerning growing inequalities and exclusions?

SM: The Covid-19 pandemic affects different people in very different ways. We want to pro-
tect people in high-risk groups from the disease because it can be very serious and even fatal
for them. Similarly, restrictive measures have an uneven impact on people, depending on their
profession, family situation or region of residence.

Both during and after the crisis, it is vital that we pay special attention to the position of the
most vulnerable people in society. Recovery measures must also be implemented in a way
that is socially, economically, and ecologically sustainable.

LA: In June, the new Government Action Plan for Gender Equality was adopted in Finland.
What do you see as new benchmarks of the fight for a modern, egalitarian society? What do
you hope for Finland to achieve under your leadership? What should be expected from Europe
in that field?

SM: The Government's goal is to make Finland a leading country in gender equality. Our re-
cently published Action Plan for Gender Equality consists of about fifty measures dealing with
working life, economic equality, family life, education, and intimate partner violence, improving
the position of gender minorities and gender mainstreaming.

The EU must also implement its strong gender equality strategy effectively. The EU needs to
work systematically to promote equality and non-discrimination and to maintain the estab-
lished terminology, such as “gender equality”.

LA: You have set as a challenge to modernise Finland, and many of your statements empha-
sise that it has to embrace two pillars: greening and digitalisation. How do they translate in
terms of policies? And which are your expectations concerning Europe?

SM: Over the course of this decade, we will need comprehensive measures to reform the
economic structure in order to achieve climate neutrality — which we aim to achieve at the EU
level by 2050 and in Finland by as early as 2035. All sectors of society and the economy play
a role in the transition to climate neutrality, and the policies we put in place must not hamper
our work to achieve a just and successful green transition.

We need to hamess the full potential of digitalisation in order to reach our climate objectives.
By investing in research, development, and innovation and by effectively adopting new tech-
nologies, Finland and the EU can play a leading role in this sphere.

LA: The pandemic made people rally around their governments in a search for protection and
encouragement. At the same time, many hopes have been invested in Europe with an idea
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that the EU should step up, act and pursue for example research to provide vaccination to the
citizens. From your point of view, are there reasons to believe we are coming closer to Health
Union?

SM: The Covid-19 crisis has demonstrated the importance of international coordination and
cooperation in the fight against communicable diseases. It is therefore important for the future
that we promote measures to prevent and combat health crises and to prepare for them at the
EU level. To this end, the Commission’s Health Union proposal a good first step.

The pandemic has also highlighted the need to reduce dependencies in certain sectors, such
as medicines, protective equipment, and raw materials. In this vein, the discussion on open
strategic autonomy plays a key role when considering the EU's resilience to crises.

LA: Finland has been very determined regarding the principle of the rule of law and the fact
that it needs to be protected and promoted in the EU. This was one of the major issues at the
time of the Finnish Presidency, which occurred when you stepped in. What is your opinion
about the discussion that has just finished? What do you think about the compromise that has
been reached?

SM: Strengthening the rule of law was a key priority of the Finnish Presidency, which ended
just over a year ago.

In December, the European Council unanimously adopted the rule of law mechanism in line
with the outcome of the negotiations with the European Parliament. It was important for Finland
that the text agreed upon with the European Parliament remained unchanged, and we suc-
ceeded in this objective.

Strengthening the rule of law in the member states is essential. The regulation we agreed on
at the European Council is a legally binding instrument that will eventually be directly applicable
in all member states. We also considered it important for the mechanism to be as effective as
possible. In this respect, decision-making by qualified majority is a key element of the regula-
tion.

LA: Looking forward into 2021, what are your predictions? And, in that context, what should
Social Democrats consider as the most important to deliver nationally, EU-wise and interna-
tionally?

SM: Our most important priority for 2021 is to defeat Covid-19. Rapid vaccination and more
efficient distribution of vaccines now play a key role in controlling the pandemic. At the same
time, we need to make sure that the new variants of the virus do not spread widely through
Europe. Once the acute crisis is over, it will be time for reconstruction. We need to rebuild in
a way that is socially, ecologically, and economically sustainable — in Finland, in Europe and
around the world.
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Health and European solidarity
after the pandemic

Xavier Prats Monné

The Covid-19 pandemic has clearly exposed the Achilles heel of the European project. the
gap between the European Union’s powers and competencies on the one hand, and, on
the other, the issues that are closest to European citizens’ concerns — health, employment,
social protection and education. At the same time, the pandemic has made an excellent case
for the benefits of solidarity, at European as well as international level. The proposals that the
European Commission has presented in response to the health and social crisis are bolder
and more ambitious than any previous initiatives. Yet there is still a long way to go to further
transfer responsibilities in the social field from the member states to the EU, and to make
solidarity a strong feature of European social policies, as these, more than other policies, are
inevitably linked to cultural values and political beliets. In spite of this, a more solidary future
for Europe is possible, if the EU can find the political will to enforce a narrative for sustainable
development that addresses inequalities and the well-being of EU citizens.

The social contract, a European idea

No scholarly article could make the case for strong European solidarity, or for better global
multilateral governance, more eloguently than the coronavirus pandemic of 2019. Do we still
need to demonstrate the merits of cross-border cooperation after watching the virus spread
across countries like wildfire, or after witnessing the astounding success of international
scientific cooperation in creating several vaccines in record time?

Yet, at the same time, nothing like Covid-19 could expose so bluntly the Achilles heel of the
European project. While the EU has acquired powers that can transform people’s lives — trade,
competition, macroeconomic stability — the issues that interest European citizens most are still
those where the EU has the least direct competence: health, employment, social protection,
education.

Healthcare is perhaps the most obvious example of this gap between people’s concerns
and EU powers. Public health is an exclusively national competence, and with the exception
of self-selected success stories, member states have been traditionally reluctant to share
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knowledge or engage in transparency and information-sharing about their national systems
and policies.

Up to a point this is inevitable. A common European demos is not strong enough to give
EU institutions the legitimacy to make hard choices on (the distribution of) limited resources
involving the lives of people. But the advantages of solidarity against health threats between
countries united by a common border and common values should be obvious — and how
can you convince citizens that the EU matters for them, if it cannot keep them in good
health?

When the pandemic struck, even for health emergencies — where the importance of coop-
eration within the single market was obvious even without the Covid-19 pandemic — the one
and only legal instrument at the disposal of the EU was a Decision of 2013 on serious cross-
border threats to health. That Decision, adopted in the aftermath of the H1N1 flu outbreak,
a good decade after the first SARS coronavirus outbreak, established “the rules for epidemio-
logical surveillance, surveillance of serious cross-border threats to health, early warning of and
response to such threats, including with regard to planning preparation and reaction linked to
these activities, in order to coordinate and complement national policies”.

Those ‘rules’ failed the reality check of the Covid-19 pandemic. Predictably, an administra-
tive decision agreed between health ministries in 2013 was not enough to ensure the trans-
parent flow of information between member states, the coordination of restrictions to mobility
and trade, or even less the distribution of protective equipment to fight the worst pandemic
since the Spanish flu of 1918.

With this kind of inaction and solidarity gap, it is difficult to convince the average European
citizen of the added value of the EU or the merits of a European social contract. Yet the social
contract is a very European idea: a heritage of Stoic philoso-
phy and Roman Canon Law, rediscovered in the age of En-
lightenment and, for the last three centuries, the main doctrine
of political legitimacy.

There are many views of what a ‘European social contract’
might entail, but the essence of the concept is simple: legiti-
macy rests on consent — and ever since the financial crisis of
2007, European institutions have been at pains to explain why
citizens should adhere to a project that ostensibly does so lit-
tle for the issues they care about most.

Ask European citizens
from Riga to Athens
what they expect from
(any) public authority
and you know the
answer you are likely
to receive: educate

the young and keep Ask European citizens from Riga to Athens what they ex-
adults in work; raise  pect from (any) public authority and you know the answer you
the poor; preserve are likely to receive: educate the young and keep adults in

the social services, work; raise the poor; preserve the social services, pensions
pensions and health and health systems of our ageing societies.

systems of our ageing Surveys over the years consistently show that Europeans

societies are strongly attached to their national welfare regime. As the

late Tony Judt put it 25 years ago in his extraordinarily presci-

ent A Grand lllusion: Essay on Europe: European citizens have
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consistently felt that protection from the forces of globalisation or natural disasters will come
from national institutions rather than from European or multilateral organisations.

Since its inception, the European project has rested on the reductivist assumption that
economic integration necessarily creates social and political affinities. Time has shown that
production and finance can become globally integrated, that European economies can be-
come interdependent, more so today than at any other time in history — while other aspects of
human existence do not necessarily follow suit, at least not at comparable speed. | can think
of no better argument than Covid-19 to disprove this assumption.

The limits of European solidarity

If inclusion and solidarity are not the EU’'s strongest suit, it is not for lack of words. For half
a century, the European institutions have been remarkably productive on the declamatory
aspects of EU solidarity. Particularly since the Maastricht Treaty of 1992, there has been much
repetition of a ‘Social Europe’ or ‘European Social Model’ that combines economic growth,
high living standards and universal social protection. The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the
EU, proclaimed in December 2000, states that “Everyone has the right of access to preventive
health care and the right to benefit from medical treatment under the conditions established
by national laws and practices. A high level of human health protection shall be ensured in the
definition and implementation of all the Union’s policies and activities” (Article 35).

This emphasis on welfare and inclusion is what sets the EU apart from other less ambitious
multilateral organisations and regional economic integration projects, and it is what suppos-
edly binds Europeans together in contrast to the ‘American way of life’ or the objectivism of
Ayn Rand.

But solidarity and a shared sense of identity are difficult to translate from paper into prac-
tice. Soclal Europe has never been a homogeneous set of objectives or instruments. Some
elements were born in 1957 with the original EC Treaty, and evolved through qualified majority
voting, the European Single Act, free movement, health and
safety, and the European Social Fund. Other policies acquired

a Treaty basis in the 1990s. For a long time,
The cumulative result is a panoply of legal, financial and  European institutions
policy instruments that are not entirely coherent, but certainly as well as national
not negligible either. As the EU begins to address the social, leaders have
political and economic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, the entertained the

debate on European solidarity remains handicapped by con- unhealthy habit of
fusion and contradictory views about the role the European
Union should play in employment, social protection, public
health and health threats, education and skills development
and, more broadly, in the reduction of inequalities.

For a long time, European institutions as well as national
leaders have entertained the unhealthy habit of overpromising

overpromising and
underdelivering on
the social dimension
of the EU
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and underdelivering on the social dimension of the EU. And in more recent years, populist gov-
ernments and nationalist parties across Europe have rekindled a divisive narrative of identity
politics that would shock earlier generations of Europhiles.

Then came Covid-19.

The harsh lessons of a pandemic

The pandemic has revealed the shortcomings and limited resilience of EU welfare regimes, be
it with regard to healthcare systems, social protection or education. In human resources and
human capital, strategy planning, infrastructure or technology, very few countries, systems or
institutions were prepared.

Covid-19 has reminded us of an obvious but often forgotten fact: strong, resilient health
systems are not a cost for society, but an investment. Hundreds of years of wildfires have
taught us that emergency preparedness is not a waste of time or money: every single urban
centre in Europe has a permanent fire department and a reserve of fire engines. Now we will
remember — hopefully — that we also need better preparedness against pathogens, which
spread like wildfire across our borders and societies. And we will remember that the social
determinants of health — in other words, not just healthcare coverage but also the factors that
make people more vulnerable such as poverty, joblessness and exclusion — deserve far
greater policy priority, at European level as well as nationally.

Several factors, such as the age and density of the population, imply different policies and
country performances. But we can already draw a few common lessons on what the EU and
its member states need to do as a matter of urgency. None of these lessons is new.'

First, invest in the recruitment and training of the health workforce (to address skills needs,
ageing and structural shortages), and in the capacity of health systems (the number of ICU
units relative to the population, for example, is six times higher in some countries than in oth-
ers).

Second, increase the response capacities (testing, tracking, isolating) and the efficient
use of data. Most Member States implemented similar containment measures, but with dra-
matically varying speeds and effectiveness; many of them have been unable to use simple
health data for effective decision-making and surveillance. Most governments’ ministries had
no mechanism for, or practice of, coordinating between them. The lack of communication
between regional and national authorities, or between public health and social policy has been
extremely damaging.

Third, strengthen primary healthcare and prevention, as a key instrument of public health
resilience and to maintain the continuity of care. The pandemic should be an incentive for
Member States to address an old problem that takes new relevance today: the insufficient
levels of (absolute and relative) investment in health promotion and disease prevention. This is
only 3 per cent of total health spending on average.

1 Colombo, F. (2020), ‘Resilience of Health Systems to the COVID-19 Pandemic in Europe: Learning from
the first wave’, OECD.
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Lastly, deepen EU and international cooperation, in a wide range of areas with clear Euro-
pean added value: to tackle the cross-border nature of health threats, to obtain more effective
synergies in research cooperation as well as in public procurement for medicines including
vaccines and medical devices, to improve the mobility of healthcare professionals, to make
medicine supply chains more resilient. In the years before Covid.

The EU has always seen itself as a paladin of multilateralism and global governance. In
recent years, the rise of populist ideclogies has made this ideal seem unrealistic, quaint even.
In 2021, Europe may well feel vindicated, even if the task remains daunting.

The Commission rises to the occasion

In response to the unprecedented threat, the proposals of the
von der Leyen Commission nine months into the pandemic
have been bolder than any of its predecessors ever tried. In response to the

Leadership matters, and different political leaders have dif- unprecedented
ferent priorities. Consider the radical contrast between the mis-  threat, the proposals
sion letters given by Jean-Claude Juncker and Ursula von der  of the von der Leyen
Leyen to their respective commissioners for health; both were Commission nine
issued before anyone had heard of a new strain of coronavi-
rus.

Juncker's mandate to Vytenis Andriukaitis in 2014 was
a blunt admonishment not to meddle with Member States In
the area of human health, the tasks given to the Commission
under the Treaty are more limited. The specific exclusion of
national health policy and of the management of health serv-
ices illustrate the importance of respecting the rules on sub-
sidiarity and proportionality”).

Von der Leyen’s letter to Stella Kyriakides, issued in September 2019 before the pan-
demic, was already a constructive set of initiatives aiming to build a ‘European Health Union’,
with no reminder of subsidiarity: a European cancer plan; affordable medicine supply; using
e-health to reduce inequalities, promote better health data exchange, and support research
on medical devices; tackling antimicrobial resistance.

Then the Commission proposed an increase of the seven-year EU Health programme from
€450 million to €9.4 billion (lawmakers finally agreed on €5.1 billion). And in June, the Com-
mission presented the enhancement of the EU Civil Protection Mechanism, and a European
strategy to accelerate the development, manufacturing and deployment of vaccines against
Covid-19, including an advance purchase agreement with manufacturers in return for the right
to buy a specified number of vaccine doses in a given timeframe.

In November, the Commission presented a set of proposals in response to the pandemic.
Their ambition and breadth would have been unthinkable without the wake-up call of Covid-
19. A communication on Building a European Health Union: Reinforcing the EU's resilience

months into the
pandemic have been
bolder than any of its
predecessors ever
tried
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for cross-border health threats? was presented together with three legislative proposals — an
upgrading of the Decision of 2013 on serious cross-border health threats; a strengthening of
the mandate of the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC); and an ex-
tension of the mandate of the European Medicines Agency (EMA). A ‘Pharmaceutical Strategy’
further aims to create a future-proof regulatory framework to promote research and technolo-
gies, improve access to innovative medicines and reduce Europe’s dependency.

The Commission argues that these initiatives would “put in place a robust and cost-effec-
tive framework to enable EU member states to respond to future health crises as a Union”.
And indeed, the new framework, if approved by member states and the European Parliament
—a very big if —would significantly strengthen preparedness. An EU health crisis and pandemic
preparedness plan and recommendations would be developed for the adoption of plans at
national levels, with reporting and auditing obligations, supported by the ECDC. An integrated
surveillance system would be created at EU level, together with stronger reporting obligations
by Member States on their health system indicators.

There is more. A declaration of an EU emergency situation would trigger the development,
stockpiling and procurement of crisis relevant products. The ECDC's mandate — a shy imitation
of the US Atlanta-based CDC (Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention) — would be reinforced to strengthen epide-
mioclogical surveillance, preparedness and response planning,
with the capacity to deploy an EU Health Task Force to assist
countries. The EMA's mandate would strengthen its response

was little scope for capacity to health crises — for example, by monitoring the risk

a consensus on further  of shortages of critical medicines.
transfer of legal and Lastly, the pandemic has also exposed the vulnerability of
constitutional powers  Europe’s supply chains of medical countermeasure stockpiles
to the EU in the social in case of a serious pathogen threat, and its lack of a coor-
field dinated approach for the development, production and pro-
curement of medical countermeasures. Just as the creation
of the ECDC was inspired by the CDC, the Commission has
proposed to create a European BARDA (the US Biomedical Advanced Research and De-
velopment Authority), to support the EU capacity and readiness to respond to cross-border

emergencies.

The long debate over
the Lisbon Treaty
showed that there

The uphill road ahead

Will Member States follow the Commission's lead? Will the 2019 pandemic mark a turming
point in the European project? It is hard to say. Beyond exhortation and declamatory state-
ments, European solidarity has shown its limits, particularly in the field of healthcare.

National governments have greater political legitimacy and wider breadth and depth than
EU institutions. And while the views of member states differ significantly, the long debate over

2 COM(2020)724 final of 11 November 2020.
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the Lisbon Treaty showed that there was little scope for a consensus on further transfer of legal
and constitutional powers to the EU in the social field.

But policies, not treaties, can address Europe’s transformations. Beyond any constitutional
limits, three obstacles stand in the way of a stronger health and social dimension for the EU
and, ultimately, of a new European social contract.

The first obstacle stems from the very nature of welfare policies. Forging a European ap-
proach on, say, energy security requires an analysis of complex economic realities and technical
issues, a debate about common goals and a difficult compromise between national interests.
Healthcare, education, and social protection require all of that — and must still make room for
the expression of strong personal and cultural values, for income redistribution and its vested
interests, for ideology and political belief. A social contract, national or European, is about politics
and well-being: their inherent subjectivity and political nature should not be underestimated, par-
ticularly since populist forces are stoking nationalist sentiments across Western democracies.

The second obstacle is that, while globalisation increases
the demand for meaningful EU and international cooperation,
social transformations are mostly intemnally driven and follow The main long-
different national pattemns. For example, Europe’s healthcare term challenges of
systems are gradually converging into a hybrid model, but Europe's health and
they are still national regimes that respond to different incen- welfare regimes are
tives and produce distinct outcomes: the Bismarck model  only indirectly related
of Germany and Belgium, the Beveridge tradition of the UK to globalisation:
and Spain, and the Semashko legacy from Soviet times still
present in Poland and Hungary. For all the importance of glo-
pbalisation, the main long-term challenges of Europe’s health
and welfare regimes are only indirectly related to globalisation:
maturing welfare provisions, low fertility, and ageing, changing
family structures, new technologies. And if the response of
EU institutions falls short of expectations, it is because na-
tion states remain the dominant players even as governments
steadily lose control over information flows, technology, mi-
gratory patterns, and financial transactions. At the same time, national social protection and
healthcare policies are still often organised around a stable nuclear family model, ignoring the
impact of immigration, new family types, female unpaid work, or lifelong learning needs.

The third obstacle is Europe’s transformation from a small club of privileged nations to
a community of 27 member states, and the diversity of situations this entails. From maternal
mortality rates (3 per 100,000 live births in one member states, 30 in another), to the employ-
ment rate of women and older workers, to school dropouts, one would struggle to find a rel-
evant social indicator that does not vary radically from country to country. If today's 27 member
states had to start from scratch, they would be unlikely to reach the level of consensus and
policy development reflected in 50 years of social acquis.

The aftermath of the financial crisis of 2007 was a reminder of the striking resilience of Eu-
ropean integration and welfare regimes. The doomsayers were proven wrong on the eurozone

maturing welfare
provisions, low
fertility, and ageing,
changing family
structures, new
technologies
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sovereign debt. But the crisis also revealed the deep cleavage in political views, the radically
different starting points and performance of EU economies, and the limitations of the EU when
it comes to ensuring equality, social protection and, in one word, solidarity.

Ten years ago, as the eurozone started its slow recovery from the crisis, some EU countries
were thrilled by an earlier-than-expected return to growth, while others still suffered a crippling
20 per cent contraction of their GDP; some countries struggled to keep their unemployment
rates below 5 per cent, others would have been very happy to have had rates of only three
times this figure.

For years policymakers and academics have argued that, over the next decade, the EU
should define its role as a political entity, and reform itself to respond to the challenges of the
global age we now live in.® The staggering healthcare, economic and social impact of the
Covid-19 pandemic gives a new sense of urgency to the task, as inequality again comes to
the forefront of the EU agenda, with the spectre of rising public debt, higher economic and
health inequalities, lower labour participation, and increased labour segmentation and struc-
tural unemployment. The pandemic of 2019 is a second chance to develop a stronger social
dimension of the European project.

A stronger Europe is possible

So, what kind of role should the EU play? There is broad agreement that the worst way to
meet Europe’s challenges, from climate change to pandemic threats, is uncoordinated action
by individual member states within the EU as well as globally. But there is little consensus on
the specifics of a (national or European) strategy.

The European Social Model of the 1990s, synonymous
with continental Europe’s welfare states and social protection
regimes, appears an unsatisfactory answer to the challenges
of the EU27. But even the widespread critiques of financial
capitalism that engendered the crisis of 2007 failed to pro-

continental Europe's ¢ 4 common view on national social policies, or a consen-
welfare states and sus on the solidarity role of the EU.

social protection So, one could be forgiven for seeking refuge in the safety

regimes, appears an of proclamations on solidarity and a European social contract,
unsatisfactory answer long on good intentions and short on operational content.
to the challenges of And yet the need for a European voice and stronger global
the EU27 governance is too strong to abandon hope. EU integration
tends to blossom in times of growth and hibemate during eco-
nomic downturns. It should do the opposite now.

Each of the challenges for the EU in the next decade has a strong social dimension:

exploiting the job potential of a greener economy; increasing productivity and competing for

The European Social
Model of the 1990s,
synonymous with

3 See for example, Tsoukalis, L. (2009), The EU in a world in transition: fit for what purpose?, London: Policy
Network.
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talent in a knowledge-based society; adapting Europe’s employment and social structures to
demographic ageing and migration; tackling emerging threats.

EU institutions and policies will not be the main actors in addressing these issues. The
core responsibility for healthcare, education, employment and social policies — not for tackling
income inequalities and preventive welfare — will continue to rest with the member states. And
the diversity of situations between and within countries will require if anything a more differ-
entiated approach. But there is scope for a stronger European dimension to national reform
policies.

EU institutions can help define the path to sustainable development and the implications
of Europe’s transformations for public policies. They can make the social justice case for
economic reform. They can steer policy development and innovation, particularly as concerns
the emerging social risks and cross-border threats — there will be other pandemics, no doubt
— that are outside the traditional scope of most national welfare regimes and require a high
degree of social innovation: managing economic migration and integrating multicultural com-
munities; maximising the employment and social impact of climate change; and addressing
urban/rural cleavages and labour mobility.

In tumn, the most effective way to promote these key strategic goals is to strengthen the
links and conditionality between EU policy priorities and financial instruments, and to shift
the role of EU funds from mere redistribution tools to incentives towards the achievement of
agreed objectives.

Time will tell, as the social and economic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic unfolds,
whether member states and EU institutions have the strength and leadership capacity to
establish and enforce effective common policies in areas of limited EU competence such as
healthcare. The first reactions of member states to the Commission’s bold proposals on a Eu-
ropean Health Union already suggest a difficult, uphill road.

But what matters is not competence but relevance: not who has the right to act but who
brings added value. And what is required is not a new proclamation or a reshuffle of old ones,
but clarity and simplicity — because past failures occurred not in the proclamation of the right
priorities but in focus, ownership, and implementation.

The credibility of the EU will rest on its political will to forge and implement a narrative for
sustainable development that addresses inequality and the well-being of its citizens. This is dif-
ficult but not impossible, and even more necessary in the wake of Covid-19. What is needed
is a social contract where quality of life and distributive aims have a more prominent role in the
Furopean project and in its global impact.

Our societies will have to address complex challenges that do not lend themselves to
simplistic solutions. As Yuval Noah Harari put it, for the last two thousand years philosophy,
religion and science have been telling us that the most important thing in life is to know oneself;
yet very soon an algorithm will know us better than we know ourselves, and bictechnology
will give us the capacity to reshape life. Whether we like it or not, we are now being forced to
rethink what it means to be human.

The only way we will meet these challenges is through institutional reform for deeper levels
of interdisciplinary and cross-border cooperation, towards a far stronger role for knowledge,
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science, and the humanities. Think about this paradox: just as healthcare, science, and tech-
nology advance with giant steps, so does scepticism about health and science. We know
that vaccination is the most effective public health instrument in human history; we know that
homeopathy is to medicine what astrology is to astronomy. And yet, trust in vaccines has
been steadily decreasing in Europe — just as the Covid-19 pandemic has reminded us of the
merits of immunity, and homeopathic products pushed by a few unscrupulous multinationals
are trusted by many as a natural alternative to clinical trials and
scientifically sound medicine.

We need more decisions informed by reasoned debate,
based on evidence. All opinions are legitimate, but not all
opinions are equal. People should be free to think and say

national healthcare {4t the Earth is flat — but if they do, they must be told in no
or education systems  ncertain terms that they are wrong.

will always be a drop Europe needs financial incentives for innovation, institu-

in the ocean - but it tional support, and economies of scale. This can be, | think,

can be the right drop  the ambition of a European Union that is confident about its

future and proud of its achievements without being encum-

bered by the weight of tradition. What EU institutions can con-

tribute to the transformation of national healthcare or education systems will always be a drop

in the ocean — but it can be the right drop.

What EU institutions
can contribute to the
transformation of

Overcoming Europe’s pessimism

To be confident that a better, more solidary future for Europe is possible, we just need to bear
in mind that Western Europe’s economic reconstruction of the post-war period was based
not on natural resources but on immaterial wealth: people, their talent, and their attitude to
personal development.

These are uncertain times. It is understandable that many European citizens feel apprehen-
sive about the present, pessimistic about the future, and distrustful of public institutions. We
see this anxiety every day — in the media, in surveys and in cultural expression.

Europe’s pessimism can be explained in part by the lasting impact of the economic crisis,
the rise of inequality, and the realisation that the world is drifting in ways we do not understand
or control. But the sense of anxiety and apprehension about our own future are not inevitable.
Most countries are more deeply unequal than those of Europe, and most people have weaker
social protection, and yet their civil societies and institutions can sometimes be more confident
about their personal and collective future than we are.

Amin Maalouf once said that the success or the failure of the European project will deter-
mine whether human adventure will find the path of progress, and that with our words and
actions, as fellow Europeans, we can all make a difference.
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The EU’s rule of law: work is needed
Michiel Luining

One of the European Union’s main values, the rule of law, is under severe pressure. The
cases of Hungary and Poland, albeit not isolated, are certainly the most paradigmatic ones.
The two eastern European countries, in fact, do not wish to leave the EU, but repeatedly
challenge the EU’s rule of law ideal by claiming that different interpretations of it are pos-
sible and that illiberal democracies can co-exist with liberal ones within the EU constitutional
framework. The recent EU budget negotiations again brought the question into the spotlight
with the so-called conditionality requlation, whereby Hungary and Poland are legally bound
to accept an EU role in the rule of law and yet simultaneously attempt to restrict an EU role
in the rule of law, via the European Council. These recent developments call for an analysis
of the (evolution of the) principle of the rule of law in the EU, as well as an overview of how
Hungary and Poland (in the meantime) have changed the actual situation of the rule of law
domestically and of the strategies that the two countries have devised to further counter
(legal) intervention by the EU.

The rule of law is a founding value of the European Union, as
stated in Article 2 of the EU Treaty (TEU). However, since 2012
the EU has increasingly realised that this value and principle
is under severe pressure — not solely in Hungary and Poland,
but particularly in these two countries. For example, in 2013,
EU Justice Commissioner Viviane Reding spoke about a rule
of law crisis mentioning Hungary and Romania, but also the
situation of Roma people in France. At the same time, the

The Hungarian and
Polish ruling political
parties do not wish to
leave the EU and they

do not necessarily
claim a preference of

EU struggles to articulate and enforce what previously was
considered as self-evident.

The Hungarian and Polish ruling political parties do not
wish to leave the EU (and their citizens even less so) and they
do not necessarily claim a preference of national law against
EU law. They rather claim a legitimate — but different — interpre-
tation of EU law. For example, in the recent discussion about

national law against
EU law. They rather
claim a legitimate
- but different -
interpretation
of EU law
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the rule of law conditionality of the EU budget Hungary’s prime minister Viktor Orban said “we
defended the European constitution”.

Hungary and Poland thus attempt to influence the de facto meaning of the rule of law ideal in
the EU's legal discourse. Like the ‘duck-rabbit’ picture in which you can perceive a rabbit as well
as a duck, Hungary and Poland are in the process of a Gestalt Switch: they try to convince their
audience that in the current EU legal constitutional ‘picture’ it is possible also to see so-called
‘lliberal democracies’, majoritarian national democracies or a “justice-based idea of a democratic
state” — as Poland’s prime minister Mateusz Morawiecki recently said — even though the prac-
tice behind these concepts has included ‘rule by law’ and ‘rule by men’ (violating national and
European laws and court rulings). For example, the speaker of the Hungarian parliament stated
in 2019 that checks and balances or the separation of powers has nothing to do with the rule of
law and democracy. In Poland, against the background of the ruling Law and Justice (PIS) party’s
capture of the Constitutional Tribunal with disregard for a Tribunal ruling, party leader Jaroslaw
Kaczynski said that the rule of law does not necessarily provide for a democratic state.

Welde Thiere gleiden ein-
ander am meijten?

Kanindjen und Ente.

Source: Fligende Blatter, Kaninchen und Ente (Rabbit and Duck), 23 October 1892.

The cunningness of these concepts demands considerable legal and political vigilance
from those who wish to protect and articulate the EU's rule of law ideal. Without this vigilance,
the EU risks letting in the proverbial Trojan Horse that could take over the European Union.

8
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The controversy of the EU’s rule of law ideal recently came to the fore with the EU-budget
negotiations. The claims of Hungary and Poland in these negotiations clearly illustrate the two
countries’ general attempts to influence the EU's legal discourse. Some examples of their
claims are:

e Interpretive ambiguity: there is no definite definition of the rule of law, consequently, an

EU budget conditionality regulation would be tantamount to political blackmail.

e Margin of appreciation: the rule of law varies according to national legal traditions and
therefore a large or absolute margin of appreciation for member states to carry out
judicial or constitutional reforms is, or should be, granted.

e frinciples of conferral and subsidiarity: Article 2 TEU values, including the rule of law,
are a matter of the European Council as ‘Masters of the Treaties’. Any EU discussion
is dealt with via the Article 7 TEU procedure in which the European Council ultimately
determines whether there is a serious breach by a member state of the values referred
to in Article 2. (Other) EU law issues are dealt with by the EU Court of Justice. A rule
of law regulation would “give power and discretion to entities without democratic legiti-
macy, or to entities with a significant ‘democratic deficit” and requires Treaty change.

e Constitutional identity: the constitutional identity of a member state must be respected
according to Article 4(2) TEU, which stipulates that the Union shall respect member
states, “national identities, inherent in their fundamental structures, political and consti-
tutional”.

e Danger to mutual trust: criticism of national constitutional and judicial reform damages
mutual trust (and sincere cooperation) between member states and therefore unnec-
essarily damages European cooperation and unity.

In light of these claims, this chapter aims to reflect upon and review the current develop-

ment of the EU's legal discourse on the rule of law.

The ‘rule of law’ conditionality regulation

On 10-11 December 2020, the EU concluded the negotiations on the EU budget and the
coronavirus recovery fund with a regulation attaching a conditionality regime to these funds.
The regulation entails “the rules necessary for the protection of the Union’s budget in the case
of breaches of the principles of the rule of law in the member states”. Drawing from European
(case) law and EU documents, the regulation clarifies what the rule of law in Article 2 TEU
means.’

It was agreed that in order to guarantee the sound financial management of EU funds,
competent and independent judiciaries and law enforcement authorities in the member states

1 Article 2 (a) of the Regulation states: “the rule of law’ refers to the Union value enshrined in Article 2 TEU.
The rule of law includes the principles of legality, implying a transparent, accountable, democratic and
pluralistic law-making process; legal certainty; prohibition of arbitrariness of the executive powers; effective
judicial protection, including access to justice, by independent and impartial courts, also as regards funda-
mental rights; separation of powers; and non-discrimination and equality before the law. The rule of law shall
be understood having regard to the other Union values and principles enshrined in Article 2 TEU”.
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are required as control mechanisms to check whether EU funds are properly spent.? Appro-
priate measures in case of breaches of the rule of law will be proposed by the Commission
and adopted by the Council by gualified majority when such breaches “affect or seriously risk
affecting the principles of sound financial management of the EU budget or the protection of
the financial interests of the Union in a sufficiently direct way”.

It is therefore not only breaches affecting the management of EU funds than can lead
to measures, but also breaches that risk affecting it. Importantly, breaches of the rule of law
include the “endangerment of the independence of the judiciary”, implying that no definite
breach of the rule of law needs to be established. The desire for the regulation to cover a
wider scope, such as fundamental rights’ or ‘democracy’ (the other Article 2 TEU values), as
requested by the European Parliament for example, was not taken on board.

By agreeing on the EU budget and the regulation coming into force, Hungary and Poland,
contrary to their earlier claims, have in practice legally recognised that the EU does have a role
in the enforcement of the rule of law in the member states. Nevertheless, while the regulation
is part of the ordinary legislation process, Hungary and Poland successfully managed to have
the arguments they make to limit EU involvement in the national rule of law written into the
European Council conclusions which finalised the EU-budget negotiations.

These conclusions state that breaches of the rule of law under Article 2 TEU are supervised
by the Article 7 TEU procedure, a procedure where the European Council has the decisive role
and the EU Court no (substantive) role at all. In addition, the conclusions state that the consti-
tutional identity of member states needs to be protected. They also state that the Commission
needs to work out guidelines in consultation with the European Council on how the regulation is
to be used, and this only after following an EU Court ruling on the regulation. While the European
Parliament is planning to prevent delay and restrictions of the use of the regulation, it seems the
European Commission is for now ready or forced to accept ‘guidance’ by the European Councill,
which could allow Hungary and Poland to redraw the EU’s rule of law ideal in practice.

The EU’s rule of law

According to Article 2 TEU, the EU is “founded on the values of respect for human dignity,
freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the
rights of persons belonging to minorities” and “these values are common to the member
states”. Both the EU and the member states are thus guided and bound by these values
and principles.

Even though there is no comprehensive Treaty definition of what Article 2 values concretely
entall, the EU’s rule of law ideal is not vague. Put differently, the EU's rule of law is not set out in

2 Apreamble (8) of the Regulation states: “Sound financial management can only be ensured by the member
states if public authorities act in accordance with the law, if cases of fraud, including tax fraud, tax eva-
sion, corruption, conflict of interest or other breaches of the law are effectively pursued by investigative
and prosecution services, and if arbitrary or unlawful decisions of public authorities, including law enforcing
authorities, can be subject to effective judicial review by independent courts and by the Court of Justice of
the European Union”.
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detall in one single place. Hungary and Poland use this as an
argument to see different things in the ‘rule of law’ (in the same

way as the ‘duck-rabbit’ picture) or ‘nothing’ at all. However, The EU-budget
when connecting the dots, a picture does emerge. The EU- conditionality
budget conditionality regulation is part of a process inscribing ~ regulation is part of
European values more firmly in EU legislation. a process inscribing

Firstly, an EU discourse on the legal principle of the rule  European values more
of law in connection with democracy and fundamental rights  firmly in EU legislation
does exist.® European law in effect deals with various sub-
components of the rule of law, which demands compliance
with a number of core principles in order to guarantee among other things that governments
are subject to the law and, more generally, that national legal systems give full effect to funda-
mental rights and that democratic principles can be ascertained. This existing discourse on
the rule of law was conveyed, or at the least communicated, to member states acceding to
the Union.*

Secondly, empirical evidence points to convergence and consensus in relation to the
principle of democracy and rule of law originating from national legal traditions in Europe. Vari-
ation mainly exists in relation to the concrete institutional set-up of the rule of law. Importantly,
the EU does not prescribe the constitutional identity or institutional set-up of a member state
in detail.®

The EU is currently in the process of articulating this shared European legal principle and
tradition derived from its member states more strongly in political and legal terms.

Developing the EU’s rule of law

In 1973, the member states made it politically clear that the “fundamental elements of the
European identity” were principles such as “the rule of law”. In 1986, the EU Court of Justice
made it explicit that the EU was a community based on the rule of law. Member states, as
‘Masters of the Treaties’, embraced multiple references to it in the Maastricht Treaty, the Am-
sterdam Treaty and the current Lisbon Treaty.

The rule of law requires that all public powers act within the constraints set out by law. As
the EU Court of Justice has interpreted and ruled in concrete cases over the years, the rule

3 See for example, Pech, L., Grogan, J. et al (2020) ‘Unity and Diversity in National Understandings of the
Rule of Law in the EU', Work Package 7 — Deliverable 1, RECONNECT (https://reconnect-europe.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2020/05/D7.1-1.pdf).

4 See for example, Janse, R. (2019) ‘Is the European Commission a credible guardian of the values? A
revisionist account of the Copenhagen political criteria during the Big Bang enlargement’, 17(1) ICON, pp.
43,46,57,58,60.

5 Forexample, the European Commission stating: “the precise content of the principles and standards stem-
ming from the rule of law may vary at national level, depending on each Member State’s constitutional
system”, the ECHR also recognising “judicial appointment processes in different jurisdictions across Europe
— all with their own rules and practices” or the opinion of Advocate General Hogan at the EU Court that
EU law does not preclude national constitutional provisions under which the executive power or one of its
members plays a role in the process of the appointment of members of the judiciary.
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of law requires, in particular, that the principles of legality, legal certainty, prohibition of arbi-
trariness of the executive powers, separation of powers, and access to justice and effective
judicial protection before independent and impartial courts are respected.

In 2018, the EU Court of Justice painted a concrete picture of the rule of law in Article 2
TEU especially, using the colours of established case law, European law and notably Article
19 TEU, which states among other things that the Court “shall ensure that in the interpretation
and application of the Treaties the law is observed” and that “member states shall provide
remedies sufficient to ensure effective legal protection in the fields covered by Union law”. To
provide effective legal protection in the fields covered by Union law, member states have the
responsibility but also the obligation to establish and maintain independent national courts
(which deal or at some point could deal with EU law) to ensure EU law is observed. “Effective
judicial review designed to ensure compliance with EU law is of the essence of the rule of
law”, the Court noted, and effective judicial protection is “a general principle of EU law stem-
ming from the constitutional traditions common to the member states” and enshrined in Article
6 and 13 of the European Convention on Human Rights and Article 47 of the EU Charter of
Fundamental Rights.

In its duty granted by the member states to ensure that EU law is observed, the Court
reasoned that it must then also be able to review, based on principles from EU law, whether
national measures also endanger the independence of courts, as this could hinder the ob-
servance of EU law. Based on earlier case law, relevant criteria include whether the court is
established by law, whether it applies rules of law and whether it is independent. Independ-
ence presupposes that the court exercises its judicial functions wholly autonomously, without
being subject to any hierarchical constraint or taking orders from any source whatsoever, and
that it is protected against external interventions or pressure liable to impair the independent
judgment of its judges and to influence their decisions, including (arbitrary) changes in remu-
neration or removal from office.

The EU Court reasoned it could further clarify the adequate conditions regarding the inde-
pendence, impartiality and irremovability of judges in concrete cases, following sudden and
radical changes in the judicial structure of Poland. Arbitrarily lowering the retirement age of
prosecutors and judges in ordinary courts and the Supreme Court while giving the minister of
justice or the president discretionary powers to authorise extension of their duties without the
possibility of judicial review in court was found to be against EU law principles. In addition, the
EU Court ordered Poland to immediately suspend the activities of a new disciplinary chamber,
pending a final judgment by the EU Court. The disciplinary chamber, staffed by judges ap-
pointed via a new National Council of the Judiciary that was set up and dominated by the ruling
political party, subjects judges to disciplinary proceedings. The mere prospect of disciplinary
proceedings by a disciplinary tribunal whose independence cannot be guaranteed affects the
independence of those proceedings, the Court reasoned, and therefore an interim ruling was
warranted to avoid serious and irreparable harm to the EU's legal order.

The European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg, whose jurisdiction EU member states
(also) need to accept, recently gave an important ruling in an lcelandic case, which is relevant
notably for Hungary and Poland (to a lesser degree discussion about judicial appointments in
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other member states also exists, such as in Spain). Judicial appointment procedures, seem-
ingly in compliance with national rules and national court rulings, could still produce results
contrary to an independent judiciary and to the right of a fair trial. In addition, rulings by judges
who are appointed under irregular circumstances could systematically be illegitimate, as the
damage of (public) trust in the judiciary could be too severe.

Itis thus no coincidence that the following ‘picture” was painted in the preamble of the EU-
budget conditionality regulation: “The rule of law requires that all public powers act within the
constraints set out by law, in accordance with the values of democracy and the respect for
fundamental rights as stipulated in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union
and other applicable instruments, and under the control of independent and impartial courts. It
requires, in particular, that the principles of legality including a
transparent, accountable and democratic process for enact-
ing law, legal certainty, prohibition of arbitrariness of the ex- While the EU is in the
ecutive powers, separation of powers, access to justice and
effective judicial protection before independent and impartial
courts are respected”.

In sum, the EU-budget conditionality regulation is based
on European law and case law. While the aim of this regulation
is merely protection of the EU budget,® the inclusion of “en-
dangerment of the independence of the judiciary” as a breach have redrawn) their
of the rule of law could prove important. The ultimate ques- ~ respective domestic
tion regarding the use of the regulation is whether a politcal ~ pictures of the rule of
capture of the courts will be considered enough of a threat to law in practice
the EU budget to suspend those funds until judicial independ-
ence is restored.

While the EU is in the process of articulating the EU'’s rule of law ideal more clearly, Hungary
and Poland are redrawing (and have redrawn) their respective domestic pictures of the rule of
law in practice.

process of articulating
the EU's rule of law
ideal more clearly,
Hungary and Poland
are redrawing (and

The EU’s rule of law reality: Hungary and Poland

Hungary

Many reports, studies, indicators and (EU) court judgments have registered the radical consti-
tutional transformation of the Hungarian state. This transformation has led the European Parlia-
ment to trigger Article 7 of the EU Treaty to protect the Article 2 values, and it has led the Eu-

6 lIsrael Butler argued that the Common Provisions Regulation (CPR), read in light of the Charter of Fundamen-
tal Rights and the case law of the Court of Justice, already allows the Commission to suspend EU funds
where a member state does not uphold the rule of law. Article 142(a) of the CPR provides that payments
of EU structural funds may be suspended if “there is a serious deficiency in the effective functioning of the
management and control system of the operational programme, which has put at risk the Union contribu-
tion to the operational programme and for which corrective measures have not been taken” (https://mww.
liberties.eu/en/news/european-vaues-fund-two-proposals-mff/14471).
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ropean Commission as well as the Council of Europe to raise critical issues concerning judicial
independence, anti-corruption, human rights, media freedom, and the quality and transpar-
ency of the legislative process in Hungary. Election monitors from the Organization for Security
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) described the Hungarian electoral processes in 2014 and
2018 as free but not fair.” The NGO Freedom House has declared Hungary a hybrid regime®
and the research institute V-Dem has called it an (electoral) authoritarian regime.® Scholars
have described Hungary's constitutional transformation process as ‘rule of law backsliding’,'®
‘autocratic legalism’'" and the creation of a ‘Frankenstate''? including ‘constitutional abuse’,™ a
‘competitive authoritarian regime’™ and an ‘externally constrained hybrid regime’. '®

In short, after Viktor Orban’s Fidesz party gained two thirds of the seats in the 2010 parlia-
mentary elections, it pushed through new rules allowing the constitution to be amended with
only a two-thirds majority instead of the previously required four-fifths majority. Consequently,
via a process of nine constitutional amendments, Fidesz gained considerable influence in nu-
merous state institutions that until then had served as independent checks on the executive.
In addition, in 2015, a “state of crisis” was declared because of alleged mass migration, and
this state of crisis has been renewed regularly ever since. Since the beginning of the Covid-19
pandemic, additional “states of danger” have been declared, leading to the further centralisa-
tion of power by the executive even in fields not (directly) related to the Covid-19 crisis.'® The
latest constitutional amendment and change in the electoral laws has raised new criticism: fur-
ther limiting (LGBT]) rights by reserving child adoption mainly for (heterosexual) married couples
and banning it for LGBTI people, as well increasing the criteria for political parties to qualify for
a national party list in the parliamentary elections (nearly doubling the number of constituencies
required to put forward a candidate in order for their party to establish national party lists).

Two concrete examples illustrate well how Hungary has influenced the EU's rule of law

7 For 2014: www.osce.org/odinr/elections/hungary/121098. For 2018: /Awww.osce.org/odihr/elections/
hungary/373603.

8 hitps://freedomhouse.org/report/nations-transit/2020/dropping-democratic-facade.

9  www.v-dem.net/en/news/liberal-democracy-index-in-east-central-europe/.

10 See Pech, L. and Lane Scheppele, K. (2017) 'lliberalism Within: Rule of Law Backsliding in the
EU’, Cambridge Yearbook of European Legal Studlies, Vol. 19:3.

11 Scheppele, Kim L. (2018) ‘Autocratic Legalism’, University of Chicago Law Review, Vol. 85:2, Article 2. ht-
tps://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclrev/vol85/iss2/2.

12 ‘Not Your Father's Authoritarianism: The Creation of the ‘Frankenstate”, European Politics and Society News-
letter 5-9 (winter 2013).

13 Halmai, G. (2019) 'Populism, authoritarianism and constitutionalism’, German Law Joumnal, Vol. 20:3, pp.
296-313. And Halmali, G. (2018) ‘Abuse of Constitutional Identity. The Hungarian Constitutional Court on
Interpretation of Article E) (2) of the Fundamental Law’, Review of Central and East European Law, Vol. 43.

14 Daniel Kelemen, R. (2020) The European Union's authoritarian equilibrium’, Journal of European Public
Policy, 27:3, pp. 481-99.

15 Bozdki, A. and HegedUs, D. (2018) ‘An externally constrained hybrid regime: Hungary in the European
Union’, Democratization, 25:7, pp. 1173-89.

16 For example, an Operational Staff and Economic Operational Staff operates outside Cabinet with no obliga-
tions to report to Parliament or others. Occasionally parts of the pandemic emergency response, originally
announced as temporary, have been incorporated into law. The redirection of tax revenues from a city
councll controlled by the opposition to a county council controlled by the goveming party has now been
made permanent by statute. A law criminalising the distribution of fake news’ is still in place, and the packed
constitutional court found it constitutional. At least 130 arrests have been made under this law (www.eurac-
tiv.com/section/justice-home-affairs/opinion/the-moment-for-lies/).
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ideal in practice. First, in 2012 Fidesz lowered the retirement age of judges and prosecutors,
leading to the forced early retirement of hundreds of judges and prosecutors. The Commission
and the EU Court found an infringement of EU law by the national law. However, the case by
the Commission was primarily based on age discrimination, which could be settled by financial
compensation or reinstatement in other (lower) positions in the judiciary. New judges had al-
ready taken seat and their removal could violate the iremovability of judges. Orban thus legally
lost the case in court but won in practice: the senior judges and prosecutors were replaced.
Second, in 2017 Fidesz implemented a new law on higher education, targeting the Central
European University (CEU) in Budapest. The EU Court found infringements of law, such as
academic freedom, freedom of establishment, the free movement of services and the freedom
to conduct a business. However, the ruling came three years after the Hungarian law and
one year after the CEU had already moved out of the country: due to legal obstruction by the
Hungarian government, the university could no longer operate properly.'”

Two other examples illustrate that in a context of national rule of law deficiencies, abuse of
EU funds will occur without consequence. Investigations by the European Anti-Fraud Office
had pointed to irregularities of the management of EU funds in which the son-in-law of prime
minister Viktor Orban was involved. However, the Hungarian prosecutor, appointed by Fidesz,
saw no wrongdoing in the relevant tender procedure or by the company: it did not prosecute
the abuse.’® More recently, a Hungarian administrative authority rejected EU funding to an
NGO on the basis of a Hungarian NGO law, but the EU Court had ruled the Hungarian law as
Peing contrary to EU law. In other words, EU funds can illegally be denied to one, and fraudu-
lently provided to another.

Poland

Structural changes have also been observed in Poland, particularly in the field of the
judiciary, the media and human rights. The European Commission triggered the Article 7
procedure after a series of laws by the ruling Law and Justice (PiS) party in Poland radically
changed the judicial system. These changes were deemed as systematically threatening the
rule of law. The European Network of Councils for the Judiciary has suspended the Polish
National Judicial Council as it is no longer perceived as independent or capable of delivering
justice. The European Parliament made condemning statements and the Council of Europe
assessed the changes as being akin to changes during communist regime times. Freedom
House has downgraded Poland in its index from a ‘democracy’ to a ‘semi-consolidated de-
mocracy’. Scholars such as Sadurksi have observed constitutional breakdown and abuse in
Poland. '

17 The CEU had to meet new requirements by the law, but when it actually did, the Hungarian government
stalled and refused to sign an agreement with the State of New York, which was one of the requirements.
See for example, Petra Bard's anlaysis (https://reconnect-europe.eu/blog/a-strong-judgment-in-a-moot-
case-lex-ceu-before-the-cjeu/).

18 After continuous EU-criticism the Hungarian government in the end did not use the EU funds but used
Hungarian taxpayer money instead to foot the bill (https://english.atlatszo.hu/2019/05/11/this-is-how-au-
thorities-sabotaged-the-fraud-investigation-against-orbans-son-in-law/).

19 For example, Sadurski, W. (2019) ‘Poland’s Constitutional Breakdown’, Oxford Scholarship Online, July.
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After winning the presidential and parliamentary elections in 2015 and 2016, the Law and
Justice party pushed through its own judges in the constitutional court, against a ruling of the
Polish Constitutional Tribunal. The ruling party then embarked on a radical reorganisation and
politicisation of the courts by reforming the Council of the Judiciary, dominated now by judges
chosen by the ruling party’'s members parliament due to a change in appointment rules, which
is tasked with proposing new judicial appointments in courts. A new disciplinary chamber
prosecutes judges who criticise these changes or who maintain dialogue with the EU Court to
test and apply EU law against these changes.

Overall, despite action by different EU actors, Poland and Hungary systematically redrew
the EU's rule of law ideal in practice. The actions in Poland were much more visible for the EU
than in Hungary. Lacking a parliamentary constitutional majority, Poland’s Law and Justice party
violated its own national constitution and national courts openly. The EU triggered the ultimate
tool to protect European values, Article 7 TEU, towards Poland first, and not Hungary. This
tool is now considered politically toothless, as Hungary and Poland support each other mutu-
ally to prevent effective sanctions which require unanimity. In addition, partisan interests play
a role, particularly for Fidesz, which has maintained political influence in the largest European
political party family, the EPP, and its concomitant influence in EU institutions. Furthermore, the
economic interests of member states seem largely to have granted (in the short term) a ‘free
drawing board’ on the rule of law.*°

While the EU Court has gained influence in the EU’s rule of law ideal, systemic and repeat-
ed attempits to redraw the rule of law in Hungary and Poland take place. These countries’ ruling
parties also seek additional ‘legal defences’ by claiming respect for constitutional identity, by
producing national constitutional court rulings, and/or by changing the constitution. For exam-
ple, a recent constitutional change by Fidesz seems to limit the impact of the recently adopted
EU-budget conditionality regulation by making it more difficult to trace disbursed EU funds in
Hungary (and thus also abuse) by limiting the definition of public funds. The Polish Constitu-
tional Tribunal has recently claimed supremacy, over courts in Poland at least, regarding the
interpretation of European law, contrary to independent Polish and EU court interpretations.?’
In doing this, the ruling parties in Hungary and Poland are practically pitting their judges against
European and other national judges.

(Breakdown of) dialogue
between judges in the EU

The EU’s legal order depends on national courts applying EU law. They do this in collaboration
with the EU Court of Justice via preliminary referrals (national judicial questions) and preliminary

20 For example, an ‘authoritarian equilibrium’ has been formed in the EU according to Daniel Kelemen, The
European Union’s authoritarian equiliorium’.

21 The Polish Tribunal ruled in April 2020 that judicial review of the new Council of the Judiciary (including judi-
cial appointment procedures by the Polish Supreme Court in/after dialogue with the EU Court) was contrary
to the Polish constitution and EU law.
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rulings (EU Court answers on how to interpret EU law). The
concrete cases coming before a national court are decided

by national judges. This duty is entrusted to national courts Via their national
based on “the fundamental premiss that member states share constitutional

a set of common values on which the European Union is courts, Poland and
founded, as stated in Article 2 TEU".?? Hungary seek to

The ruling parties in Hungary, and particularly in Poland,
have been obstructing genuine dialogue between national
judges and the EU Court. Via their national constitutional
courts, Poland and Hungary seek to claim a supreme inter-
pretation of EU law and its relation relationship with national
law. Fidesz and the Law and Justice party claim that EU de-
cisions and legal intervention violate their so-called constitu-
tional identity. Their claim has been heavily criticised by the
president of the EU Court, and recently by the advocate general of the EU Court in a case
against Poland.

Setting aside the merits of these legal arguments (including criticism that these EU Court
actions violate Hungarian and Polish constitutionality itself), if the Hungarian and Polish consti-
tutional courts, captured by their respective ruling parties, claim to see something completely
different from the EU's rule of law ideal, a workable rule of law becomes impossible, as does
EU cooperation itself.

To refer to the analogy of the ‘duck-rabbit’ Gestalt Switch picture: you can either see
a rabbit or a duck, but not both at the same time. The EU requires one common shared
rule of law (ideal), which solidifies the mutual trust between different national authorities and
judges, who are bound by EU law to cooperate which each other and mutually recognise
their decisions.

National judges in the EU have started to lose trust Polish colleagues in particular. As
stated earlier, the European Network of Councils for the Judiciary has suspended the Polish
National Judicial Council, which is no longer perceived as independent or capable of delivering
justice.?® National judges, particularly in the Netherlands, have recently urged the EU Court for
a response on what to do with European Arrest Warrants from Polish national courts and pros-
ecutors. The EU, and in particular the EU Court, is confronted with the dilemma of upholding
mutual recognition of decisions between national authorities to ensure European cooperation
on the one hand, and the right of a fair trial for EU citizens in Polish courts on the other. With
regard to European Arrest Warrants, Dutch and other judges in the EU are now required to
analyse the systemic rule of law breakdown in Poland and assess a possible violation of an
individual's right to a fair trial by investigating which particular judge in which court is presiding

claim a supreme
interpretation of EU
law and its relation
relationship with
national law

22 Opinion 2/13, EU:C:2014.2454, paragraph 168.

23 ‘ltis a condition of ENCJ membership that institutions are independent of the executive and legislature and
ensure the final responsibility for the support of the judiciary in the independent delivery of justice. The ENCJ
became concerned that as a result of the recent reforms in Poland the KRS no longer fulfilled this require-
ment” (https://www.encj.eu/node/495).
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over the case. An arduous task, which is further hindered by Polish authorities that refuse to
give insight and by the uncertainty created by the ruling Law and Justice party as to which
court or judge will actually take up a given case.?

In general, the EU, and in particular the European Council and the European Commission,
are criticised for doing too little to solve this crisis on the rule of law. In other words, they are
criticised for not forcing Hungary and Poland to abide by Article 2 TEU values — something
which was previously (and still is) taken for granted — and thus for not restoring trust. The Com-
mission is urged to launch more expedited infringement procedures, to request interim rulings
and financial penalties (which are possible under EU law) to enforce and articulate the rule of
law more profoundly via EU Court rulings, not only in the field of judicial independence but also
European values more broadly. Interim rulings and financial penalties for violations can prevent
actual damage being done prior to a final EU Court ruling. The Dutch parliament has recently
urged the Dutch government to bring Poland before the EU Court with other member states
due to the failure by the Commission to enforce an (interim) EU Court decision regarding the
Polish disciplinary chamber.

Does the EU violate the rule of law?

No EU actor should forget to reflect critically on its own (in)action. However, the EU itself
also appears to have violated principles of the rule of law. One example is the forced earlier
leave of Advocate General Eleanor Sharpston from the EU Court under the banner of Brexit.
Member states, until now with the complicity of the EU Court, dismissed her allegedly contrary
to EU primary law, implying illegal intervention in the composition of a court by the member
states collectively. Another example is the adoption of the European Council conclusions
concerming the EU-budget conditionality regulation. In an attempt to strengthen the rule of law,
the EU is criticised for having violated it by accepting the European Council's political hijack
of an ordinary legislative procedure, and by accepting that the Commission, the ‘independent
Guardian of the Treaties’, receive guidance from the European Councll in the Commission’s
use of the regulation.

Furthermore, in the context of a gap between the EU's rule of law ideal and its reality, the
EU (Court)'s supremacy claim could turn out to be problematic. For example, the EU Court
has refused scrutiny of EU law by the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg, as it
prefers its own autonomy, which is based on the assumption that all member states adhere to
core European values. In addition, the EU Court has recently shut down bilateral investment
treaties tribunals. These (alternative) legal avenues and legal oversight mechanisms could
nevertheless provide a check when the EU itself allows, or cannot prevent, fundamental rights
violations.

24 The Court in Amsterdam mentioned information about the latest order from the Polish minister of justice to
Poland’s courts and prosecutors not provide information to foreign authorities about suspects and (changes
in) Polish law (https://www.rechtspraak.nl/Organisatie-en-contact/Organisatie/Rechtbanken/Rechtbank-
Amsterdam/Nieuws/Paginas/IRK-stelt-nadere-vragen-aan-Poolse-rechters-over-de-Poolse-rechtsstaat.
aspx).
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In sum, through the process of a Gestalt Switch by Hungary and Poland and the inaction
of the EU, national judges and authorities in member states could become trapped in an EU
snare where they need to apply EU law while the EU (law) fails to protect the EU rule of law’s
ideal itself.

Conclusion

Both Hungary and Poland — not solely, but in particular — are putting the rule of law under
pressure in the EU. The latest EU-budget conditionality regulation is an example of the EU
expressing its rule of law ideal as a principle more clearly in practice. But only considerable and
swift legal and political action can establish a firm constitutional picture of the rule of law in the
EU and its member states. Each institution can, however, pull its weight to make this happen:
the Commission, the Council and the Parliament can propose new EU legislation and under-
take political action. The Commission and member states can launch (expedited) infringement
procedures in the spirit of European values, request interim rulings and financial penalties at
the EU Court for perceived violations, including rule of law violations. National judges all over
Europe can make preliminary referrals to the EU Court. If one does not pull their weight, others
will, and they could continue to make their (obfuscating) marks on the EU’s rule of law, either
in picture or in practice. The rule of law requires constant maintenance by all, otherwise it will
fade.
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Towards a Child Union.
A European agenda to break the cycle
of disadvantage

Albert F. Arcarons

In Europe, 22.2 million children — almost one in four — are at risk of poverty or social exclusion.
And this situation is worsening due to the economic consequences of the Covid-19 pandem-
ic. Child poverty rates are not only higher than we would expect from the level of economic de-
velopment of the European Union, but also stand systematically higher than total poverty rates.
In the last decades, child poverty has evolved from being a hidden reality within the household
to being an issue of fundamental rights with legally binding obligations for both European in-
stitutions and member states. The coronavirus pandemic has been a magnifier of health and
wealth inequalities, and has brought to light the weaknesses of European social protection
systems. Whether the coronavirus crisis can represent a turning point in the protection of the
most vulnerable children in Europe will depend on whether we are able to lay the foundations
of a Child Union. For this to happen it is crucial to put children at the centre of the reconstruc-
tion, and to translate into concrete national policies the advances that the Child Guarantee and
the Action Plan to implement the European Pillar of Social Rights will bring at European level.
We are now closer than ever to a Child Union, and we need to seize the momentum.

Child poverty is the main path for the intergenerational reproduction of poverty: children born
and raised in poverty have a high risk of becoming impoverished adults whose own children
will also most likely live in poverty. The intergenerational transmission of disadvantage causes a
reduction in the equality of opportunity in a society. The presence or absence of social mobility
is an indicator of how the opportunities for socio-economic achievement are distributed, and
whether this distribution is fair or not. Fighting child poverty and inequality is a prerequisite for
breaking the cycle of disadvantage and achieving a full democratic society built on the princi-
ples of merit and social justice rather than privilege.

In Europe, 22.2 million children, almost one in four, are at risk of poverty or social exclu-
sion, abbreviated as AROPE. The AROPE indicator is the main indicator to monitor the poverty
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target of the EU 2020 Strategy, and one of the most used instruments to monitor the annual
evolution of child poverty in the EU. This composite indicator, which includes monetary pov-
erty, severe material deprivation and low work intensity, has progressively decreased since
its peak (28 per cent) in 2012 that was caused by the last economic crisis. Nevertheless,
levels remain high (23.4 per cent) and vary greatly across member states: from 30 per cent
in Romania to 10 per cent in Denmark. Monetary child poverty,” the main component of the
AROPE indicator, has remained stable, however, at around 20 per cent since 2008, affecting
18.4 million children according to the most recent data. This shows that there has been little
progress in the last decade to enhance the economic situation of children in the EU. Moreover,
among those children living in monetary poverty in the EU, more than one third (ie, 7 per cent)
experience a more severe type of poverty,? which entails a higher risk of social exclusion and
chronification, as it is likely to be more persistent.

Child poverty rates in Europe are not only higher than we
would expect from the level of development of the European
Union but also stand systematically higher than total poverty
rates. In the last decade, the difference between child and

only higher than we 45 poverty rates ranged between three and five percentage
would expect from the oints. If we disaggregate total poverty rates further by age
level of development  group, we observe that children (aged O to 18) are, together
of the European with young adults (aged 18 to 24), the age group with the
Union but also stand  highest monetary poverty rates in Europe. These age-related
systematically higher differences in poverty rates over time point to the particularity
than total poverty of child poverty, and the need for addressing it with appropri-
ate policy responses both at the EU and national level. Several
member states struggle to reduce child poverty after social
transfers, a clear sign of the lack of efficiency of their benefit
systems to address this reality. While some member states
achieve post-transfer child poverty reductions of even more than 50 per cent, others struggle
significantly to counter the effect of market inequalities on the well-being and development of
children.

The increasing amounts of data and evidence showing persistent age-related differences
in poverty, and the rising awareness of the economic costs of child poverty and inequality, as
well as their detrimental effects on social justice and cohesion, have crucially contributed to
placing the fight against child poverty among the top priorities of a social Europe. We need to
seize the momentum, as these are decisive times for the consolidation of the pillars of a Child
Union.

Child poverty rates
in Europe are not

rates

1 Calculated at the 60% of median equivalised income after social transfers.

2 Calculated at the 40% of median equivalised income after social transfers.
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Child poverty: from a family matter to a subjective right

Child poverty has evolved from being a hidden reality within the household to being an issue of
fundamental rights with legally binding obligations for both European institutions and member
states.® In the last decades, we have withessed the consolidation of a perspective that is focused
on the rights of the child in the EU and intemational legal frameworks, and that embraces the mul-
tidimensionality of child poverty. There has been a shift from charity to rights, with a recognition of
children as the subjects of rights, or as independent rights-holders, whose best interests need to
be taken into primary consideration. This new focus on rights has now become the guiding prin-
Ciple at supranational level. Yet despite these advances, there is still much to be done to achieve
a substantive national implementation. The materialisation of these rights-based intermational prin-
ciples and standards into concrete policies and actions at the national level, with a real impact on
child poverty reduction and child well-being, is one of the main challenges ahead.

The relationship between child poverty and child rights is
reciprocal. On the one hand, child poverty has been increas-
ingly understood as a multidimensional phenomenon that af-
fects rights in different ways. Living in a situation of poverty or IS @ precondition for
social exclusion leads 1o a violation of fundamental rights such ~ the fulfilment of other
as equal access to education, health and adequate nutrition. rights
Tackling child poverty is therefore a precondition for the fulfil-
ment of other rights. On the other hand, violations of funda-
mental rights can lead to poverty and social exclusion, and most likely to a chronification of
these disadvantages, with negative consequences in adult life. In short, the experience of child
poverty is an infringement of child rights, and neglecting these rights is likely to result in poverty
in those children’s adult life.

The main legally binding instruments on which an effective rights-based approach to fight
child poverty can build are, at the interational level, the Convention of the Rights of the Child
(CRC) adopted in 1989 and ratified by all UN member states, and at the European level, both
the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union and the European Social Charter
(ESC, 1961 and 1996 revised version). The CRC enshrines child-specific economic and so-
cial rights that are closely related to child poverty. Article 27 is paradigmatic in this respect,
as it enshrines “the right of every child to a standard of living adequate for his or her physical,
mental, spiritual, moral and social development”. This article also mentions the obligation of
states parties to provide material assistance and support programmes in case of need, in or-
der to guarantee the right of children to adequate nutrition, clothing, and housing in particular.
Moreover, the CRC also enshrines the right to education based on equal opportunity (Article
19), the right to the enjoyment of the highest attainable health standard (Article 24), and the
rights to be heard and not to be discriminated against.

Tackling child poverty

3 The report Combating child poverty: an issue of fundamental rights (2018) of the European Union Agency
for Fundamental Rights (FRA) provides a comprehensive account of the main steps at the European and
international levels towards combating child poverty from a rights of the child perspective (https://fra.europa.
eu/en/publication/2018/combating-child-poverty-issue-fundamental-rights).

1
o

o PROGRESSIVE
% YEARBODK 2021



102

At the European level, both member states and EU institutions are bound by the EU Char-
ter of Fundamental Rights. Article 24 is exclusively dedicated to the rights of the child, with
a provision that can be interpreted as closely linked to the fight against child poverty and the
protection of children from poverty. This provision states that “children shall have the right to
protection and care as is necessary for their well-being”, and that “in all actions relating to chil-
dren, whether taken by public authorities or private institutions, the child's best interests must
be a primary consideration”. Moreover, Article 34 on social security and assistance explicitly
relates fighting poverty and social exclusion to specific fundamental rights such as the right to
social and housing assistance in order to “ensure a decent existence for all those who lack
sufficient resources’”.

The ESC, revised in 1996, furthermore includes a unique article (Article 30) in the interna-
tional human rights framework as it introduces, for the first time in a legally binding instrument,
the right to protection against poverty. More concretely, Article 30 calls on states parties to take
measures to guarantee effective access to employment, housing, training, education, culture,
and medical assistance, for persons in a situation of risk of poverty or social exclusion, as well
as for their families. Despite its importance for embracing a rights-based approach to poverty
and child poverty, some key member states of the Council of Europe such as Germany, Spain
and Denmark have not yet ratified the revised version of the ESC.

More recently, two initiatives at the European level that seek to advance the fight against
child poverty, thus building on the EU and international human rights framework, are firstly
the adoption of the European Commission’s 2013 Recommendation ‘Investing in children:
breaking the cycle of disadvantage’; and secondly, the proclamation of the European Pillar
of Social Rights (EPSR) in 2017. Although a soft law instrument (ie, not legally binding), the
2013 Recommendation represents a crucial step towards a more comprehensive under-
standing of child poverty from a perspective of the rights of the child, and it leaves behind
the consideration of child poverty solely from the perspective of the parents’ relationship to
the labour market. As a response to the growing levels of poverty and social exclusion in
the wake of the 2008 economic crisis, the Recommendation provides guidance to member
states for the implementation of policies to fight child poverty and exclusion. These policies
should focus on three pillars: (1) access to adequate resources, (2) access to affordable
quality services and (3) the right of children to participate. In line with the CRC, the Recom-
mendation highlights in its guidelines the importance of understanding the interdependency
of the rights of the child, providing an integrated framework to combat child poverty effec-
tively.

Despite the importance of the 2013 Recommendation for advancing in a rights-based
approach to child poverty, subsequent evaluations have questioned the impact of the Rec-
ommendation on the improvement of policies at national level. The European Social Policy
Network (ESPN) concluded in 2017 that very limited progress had been made on most areas
included in the Recommendation in the majority of countries with already high levels of child
poverty or social exclusion. In some cases, there have even been setbacks. The ESPN also
concluded that member states with high and very high levels of child poverty did not show
progress towards a more integrated multidimensional approach. In a more recent Special
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Report,* published in 2020, the European Court of Auditors concludes that “the Recommen-
dation was a positive attempt to holistically address child poverty, but its quantitative impact
is difficult, if not impossible, to assess”. Moreover, the European Court of Auditors highlights
that the Commission has limited information for an effective monitoring of the Recommenda-
tion, as there is a lack of appropriate measurable indicators, realistic targets, and reporting
mechanisms.

As well as the 2013 Recommendation, the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) is also
an important milestone in the reinforcement of a holistic rights approach to child poverty. Even
if it is not legally binding, the EPSR makes clear references
to the rights enshrined in the European Social Charter, and
reflects a political commitment of the EU institutions to a fairer The European Pillar
Europe with a strong social dimension. Among its 20 prin- of Social Rights
ciples, which aim at triggering legislative and non-legislative (EPSR) is an important
activity at member state level, the text of the EPSR introduces
for the first time the right to protection from poverty for chil-
dren. More concretely, it includes a specific provision in Prin-
ciple 11 (Childcare and support to children) which states that
‘children have the right to protection from poverty” and that
“children from disadvantaged backgrounds have the right to
specific measures to enhance equal opportunities”. Principle
11 also acknowledges the importance of enhancing equal op-
portunities from early childhood by specifying that “children have the right to affordable early
childhood education and care of good quality”. In addition, the EPSR refers to the rights of
children at risk of poverty in its Principles 1 (“right to quality and inclusive education”), 14 (“right
to adequate minimum income benefits ensuring a life in dignity at all stages of life”) and 19
("access to social housing or housing assistance of good quality” and the “right to appropri-
ate assistance and protection against forced eviction”). The EPSR is provided with a “social
scoreboard” to monitor progress in the implementation of the principles and rights enshrined.
The scoreboard has been integrated into the European Semester but it only includes one
child-focused indicator, which measures participation in formal early child education and care
(ECEC) programmes.® The rest of the indicators are not disaggregated by age, overlooking
the perspective of children, even if children have systematically higher poverty rates than the
total population.

In sum, an approach focusing on the rights of the child allows for an understanding of child
poverty beyond family poverty. There is wide consensus on the idea that employment policies,
a classic approximation to fight child poverty, have not proven to be enough, as they leave
out many aspects related to children’s well-being. The cost of living has escalated at a much

milestone in the
reinforcement of
a holistic rights
approach to child
poverty

4 See European Court of Auditors (2020), ‘Combating Child Poverty - Better targeting Commission support
required’, Special Report 20 (www.eca.europa.eu/en/Pages/Docltem.aspx?did=54614).

5 As part of the ‘Public support/ Social protection and inclusion’ indicators of the Social Scoreboard, this
indicator shows the percentage of children (under 3 years old) cared for by formal arrangements other than
the family (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/european-pillar-of-social-rights/indicators/social-scoreboard-
indicators).
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higher pace than earmnings from work, which has particularly
affected vulnerable families with children in urban contexts. In

Family protection the EU27, around one in ten employees are ‘working poor’;
systems have not their jobs do not protect many of them and their families and
evolved at the children from poverty. Together with the increasing precari-

ousness of employment, family protection systems have not
evolved at the same pace as the demographic and social
transformations that have altered the characteristics and dy-
namics of families with children in Europe. For instance, single
parents (mostly women) and large families are clearly over-
represented in poverty in most member states. This indicates
dynamics of families 46 is 4 need for a broader vision of family policies that
with children in embraces the diversity and that attends to the specific needs
Europe of different family configurations.
Placing children at the centre of policymaking combined with
a focus on the rights of the child is therefore crucial to protect
the most vulnerable from the growing precariousness of employment, the effects of changing
demographics, and eventual economic shocks. The main aim must be to develop a protection
system with durable and adaptive policies that does not leave the rights and well-being of the
most vulnerable children at the mercy of changing economic, labour market or household condi-
tions. This must ensure both an appropriate standard of living and access to quality services.
The current Covid-19 crisis represents a unique opportunity to advance in this direction.

same pace as the
demographic and
social transformations
that have altered the
characteristics and

The pillars of a Child Union

If brought albout, a ‘Child Union’® would form the comerstone of a strong Social Union and the pillar
of a new welfare paradigm. As defined by different experts, activists, and MEPs, the objective of
a Child Union is to overcome inequalities among children from early childhood by providing equal
opportunities to acquire the necessary skills and abilities for children’s full participation in society. A
Child Union seeks to break the intergenerational transmission of poverty and social exclusion, and
would thus lay the foundations for social justice and cohesion. Investing early in life is the most
effective way to ensure the viability of European welfare systems. The idea is straightforward: we
know from a vast amount of research that disadvantages are cumulative over a life course, and
therefore the earlier we revert them, the lower the costs and the higher the benefits.

Following this logic, the fundamental building block of a Child Union is affordable and high-
quality Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC). As we have seen, ECEC is a provision of
Principle 11 of the EPSR: “children have the right to affordable early childhood education and

6 For a more detailed description of the ‘Child Union’, see Morabito, C. and Vandenbroeck, M. (2020) To-
wards a Child Union. Reducing inequalities in the EU through investment in children’s early years, Brussels:
Foundation for European Progressive Studies (FEPS) (www.feps-europe.eu/attachments/publications/to-
wards%20a%20child%20union%20-%207 .pdf).
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care of good quality”. Indeed, there is consensus on the fact

that participation in quality ECEC programmes has beneficial

effects on the cognitive and socio-emotional development Disadvantages are
of children aged O to 3, especially among the most disad- cumulative over a life
vantaged, with a positive impact in later educational and life  course, and therefore
achievements.” However, half of the member states are stil the earlier we revert
below the 33 per cent target of the ECEC coverage set by the them, the lower the
Barcelona objectives, with significant variation at the subna-
tional level. In Spain for instance, the difference between the
regions with the highest and the lowest enrolment rate at 2
years old is above 60 percentage points.

Moreover, children from low-income households par-
ticipate less in high-quality ECEC, which leads to an increase rather than a decrease in
inequality. Most disadvantaged households, for instance in Spain about two thirds, report
‘not having the capacity to meet the costs’ as the main reason for not enrolling their children
in ECEC programmes. But even if the most vulnerable children overcome the access bar-
rier, they are still more likely to participate in lower-quality programmes and for fewer hours
per week. Often national minimum quality standards are poorly defined, mostly because a
significant part of the places offered is private. Overall, children who seem to benefit the
most from quality ECEC programmes in many member states are those who already have
higher parental resources, even when participation rates are above the target set by the
Barcelona objectives. The member states that seem to overcome access and quality barri-
ers to ECEC more successfully, such as Slovenia, follow a child rights-based approach to
ECEC provision.

Despite being the building block of a Child Union, the expansion of affordable high-
quality ECEC programmes cannot reduce inequalities by itself, as it needs to be integrated
into a broader welfare provision. This broader policy system should be based on the notion
of proportionate universalism (ie, universal benefits and services, with means-tested fees,
complemented by additional resources for the most disadvantaged children), and should
consist of three main sets of policies to address the needs of the most vulnerable children
in particular:

e social protection through efficient tax and cash benefits, and minimum income schemes
with a child component and integrated fade-in and fade-out mechanisms to provide
positive incentives to account for the disrupted trajectories at the lower end of the la-
bour market;

e cqual access 1o basic services, apart from ECEC, such as housing, education, health,
nutrition, and leisure;

costs and the higher
the benefits

7 The recently published report Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS 2019) by the
International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) provides new evidence on the
positive effect of participation in ECEC programmes when looking at achievement in maths and science
(https://timss2019.org/reports/).
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labour market policies to stimulate employment and reskill/upskill the labour force, reduce
the growing precariousness of work, set statutory minimum wages and offer adequate remu-
nerated patemity and maternity leave of equal length and responsibility for both parents.®

Putting children at the centre of the reconstruction

The Covid-19 crisis has brought to light the weaknesses of European social protection
systems, and it represents a tuming point in the protection of children at risk of poverty and
social exclusion in the EU. Although there are no official data yet, a further increase in child
poverty can be expected in the wake of the pandemic. For the moment there is scattered evi-
dence at the national level on the impact of Covid-19 on child poverty, and there is a structural
deficit of data about children at the European level. Furthermore, the main indicators that are
available are not responsive enough to sudden shocks. For instance, child poverty rates refer

to the economic situation of households with children the year

prior to the time of the interview. This often results in a two-

The adverse situation Y&2r 9ap between the time to which the information refers and

brought by Covid-19 the time when the result is published, thus making it impos-
sible to capture changes in the period in between.

The adverse situation brought by Covid-19 demands an
effective response with a long-term perspective from Euro-
pean and national authorities. And there is no better synonym
of ‘long term’ than children. In the 2008 economic crisis, the
authorities. And there g ;5100 of disadvantaged children was overlooked by most

is no better synonym  gmper states, and the protection systems for children and

of 'long term' than families were undermined by the logic of austerity. This re-

children sulted in a significant increase in child poverty and inequal-

ity rates, the consequences of which member states are still

countering more than a decade later. In the current crisis, the

coronavirus containment measures have disrupted the educational, social and emotional de-

velopment of children, with expected long-term consequences if recovery plans do not in-
clude countermeasures that take children’s needs into account.

To do things differently now, the first question we need to ask is how the Covid-19 crisis
has specifically affected the most vulnerable children. The crisis has undoubtedly been a
magnifier of existing health and wealth inequalities. Moreover, the different measures adopted
to contain the spread of the virus have had important consequences on the lives of children
and the fulfilment of their rights. First, income losses call into question the availability and re-
sponsiveness of social protection systems in several member states. In some cases, there are
clearly underdeveloped or fragmented minimum income schemes.

Second, one of the coronavirus containment measures with the greatest impact on chil-
dren has been school closures. There has been great variation across member states in the

demands an effective
response with a long-
term perspective from
European and national

8 See the EU Work-life Balance Directive adopted by the European Council in June 2019 (www.consilium.
europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/06/13/better-work-life-balance-for-parents-and-carers-in-the-
eu-council-adopts-new-rules/).
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length of the closure, but this lasted up to six months (including the summer holidays) in the
worst case. School closures have resulted in great leaming losses, especially among the
most disadvantaged schoolchildren, and have widened the already existing educational di-
vide. Recent research® has concluded, for instance, that in the Netherlands, which had a short
school closure of eight weeks in 2020 and high broadband coverage even among the poor,
the lost progress has amounted to about a fifth of a school year. Researchers have also found
that learning losses are not equally distributed: schoolchildren

from low-educated households have suffered a 50 per cent

larger drop in performance than their more advantaged peers. Home schooling
Moreover, we can also expect an increase in early school- has highlighted
leaving and school-dropout rates. an existing digital

Third, home schooling has highlighted an existing digital di-
vide in most member states. This is observed at three levels:
internet access, access to devices, and use of the intemet and
devices. In Spain for instance, a report from the Office of the
High Commissioner against Child Poverty'© shows that one in
ten low-income households with children, do not have intemet
access. Moreover, disaggregated by type of connection, one in
five do not have broadband access. The report also shows that of the internet and
one in five children aged 15 in households in the first socio-eco- devices
nomic quartile (the most disadvantaged) does not have access
to a computer at home to do schoolwork. Although children
in the most disadvantaged households make more intensive use of the internet than children
in more advantaged households, half of them never or almost never use it to do homework.
Moreover, there are added constraints such as the capacity of parents and teachers to assist
their children (lower for the most disadvantaged children) and the readiness of schools to teach
online (mostly lower for schools with a higher concentration of more disadvantaged children).

Fourth, lockdown measures have also evidenced inequalities in access to affordable and
quality housing. Evidence shows that housing conditions are crucial for the physical, psycho-
logical and social development of children. Overcrowding, lack of daylight and inability to keep
the home at a suitable temperature, among other factors, have significantly impacted the way
the most vulnerable children have experienced the lockdown. Moreover, school closures,
and consequently the closure of school canteens, have also increased inequalities in ac-
cess to adequate nutrition. In addition, children’s right to leisure has also been affected, and
an increase of violence against children due to higher levels of stress at home has severely
undermined their well-being.

The second question we need to ask, which is imperative, is how the ‘Recovery and
Resilience Facility’ of the ‘NextGenerationEU’ (and the other initiatives at European level, as

divide in most
member states.
This is observed at
three levels: internet
access, access to
devices, and use

9 See Engzel, P, Frey, A. and Verhagen, M. (2020), ‘Leaming Inequality During the Covid-19 Pandemic’,
Working paper, SocArXiv (https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/ive4z7/).

10 See Spanish High Commissioner against Child Poverty (2020) ‘Brecha Digital y Pobreza Infantil,” Policy brief
(www.comisionadopobrezainfantil.gob.es/es/db014-brecha-digital-y-pobreza-infantil).
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detailed in the next subsection) can address these adverse effects. Even if children are not
explicitly prioritised in recovery funds, member states can include child poverty as a trans-
verse axis in the definition and implementation of their national programmes. A child poverty
and social exclusion perspective could be added to programmes related to the digital and
green transitions — one of the central aims of the ‘Recovery and Resilience Facility’. With
regard to the digital transition, action can be taken to provide fast broadband access to
remote areas and disadvantaged households with children. Moreover, resources can be
allocated to the digitisation of the education system, focusing particularly on the most dis-
advantaged schoolchildren and schools. Resources can also be allocated to level up the
digital skills of teachers, and the digital competences of children, by designing for instance
inclusive programmes that target schoolchildren in low-income households. With regard to
the green transition, national governments can prioritise the rehabilitation and energy im-
provement of buildings in areas with a higher share of children in a situation of risk of poverty
or social exclusion.

A critical juncture for the fight against child poverty in the EU

The additional resources of the Recovery and Resilience Facility are integrated in the long-
term EU budget for the 2021-2027 period, which also includes the more traditional struc-
tural funds. Both instruments should therefore be understood as complementary in the fight
against child poverty. In this regard, the European Commission’s amendment to the regulation

of the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+), which adds that
“Member States shall allocate at least 5 per cent of their ESF+

The appropriate use
of both the recovery
and structural funds
by member states
is crucial for the
materialisation of the
different initiatives
in progress at the
European level to
promote child rights
and the fight against
child poverty

resources under shared management to support targeted ac-
tions and structural reforms to tackling child poverty”, remains
the most important proposal to prioritise children in the next
long-term budget.

The appropriate use of both the recovery and structural
funds by member states is crucial for the materialisation of the
different initiatives in progress at the European level to promote
child rights and the fight against child poverty. Among these
intiatives, three have the potential to stand as the main pillars
of a Child Union, as they have key implications for changing
the situation of the most vulnerable children in the EU.

The European Child Guarantee (CG). This will take the
form of a Council Recommendation and is expected for the
first quarter of 2021. The Council Recommendation on a CG
will most likely take into account the impact of the Covid-19

pandemic on children at risk of poverty and social exclusion, and will most likely serve as a
policy framework for member states. The CG is based on the principles and the integrated ap-
proach of the 2013 Recommendation, and the objective for the CG is to serve the implemen-
tation of Principle 11 (“Childcare and support to children”) of the EPSR, as well as to serve as
an instrument for the European Strategy on the Rights of the Child, which is also expected for
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the first quarter of 2021. The European Commission is currently carrying out preparatory action
for a Child Guarantee. The double objective of this work is for it to serve as the basis for the
Recommendation, and also as the basis for the development of National Action Plans for the
future implementation of the CG. The 2021 Recommendation on a CG will request member
states to adopt policies and make additional investments in order to guarantee the access of
the most vulnerable children to affordable quality services that are essential for their well-being,
health, and development. In the feasibility study conducted in the first phase of the preparatory
action, “most vulnerable children” were defined as (1) children living in precarious family situa-
tions, (2) children residing in institutions, (3) children of recent migrants and refugees, and (4)
children with disabilities and other children with special needs. The feasibility study identified
five priority areas: (1) free early education and care, (2) free education, (3) free healthcare (4)
decent housing, and (5) adequate nutrition. More recently, the access to extracurricular activi-
ties and leisure has been added to these five priority areas.

The finalisation of the preparatory action is expected for 2022, when the new programme
period will most likely have already started, and when the ESF-relevant operational pro-
grammes should already have been adopted. In this regard, the European Court of Auditors
makes the following recommendation: “the Commission should ensure that sufficient and
reliable information on the measures and funding required to have a positive impact on the
level of child poverty in the EU has been collated and analysed for developing a European
Child Guarantee” by the beginning of the 2021-2027 Multiannual Financial Framework pe-
riod.

The Action Plan to implement the European Pillar of Social Rights. This is a priority for the
European Commission, as implementation of the EPSR is reflected in the EU strategic agenda
for 2019-2024. The action plan is expected to be presented in early 2021, and to seek politi-
cal endorsement during the Portuguese Presidency of the Council. The plan should serve as
the main vehicle for outlining new policy initiatives that can support the implementation of the
EPSR's 20 principles, including Principle 11 on child poverty. The European Commission is
currently in a consultation process to prepare this.

The European strategy on the Rights of the Child 2021-24. Also expected for the first
quarter of 2021, this has recently concluded its open public consultation, including targeted
consultations with children through leading child rights organisations. The main aim of the
strategy is to provide a comprehensive policy framework to strengthen the promotion and pro-
tection of the rights of the child in the EU, by embedding a child rights perspective in all new
EU legislative and policy actions. The strategy will put existing legislation, policies, tools and
programmes at EU level under a single umbrella, and will assess how EU action can comple-
ment national measures to strengthen the protection of children’s rights. The strategy is crucial
for a rights-based approach to child poverty, as it is expected to pay special attention to the
rights of the most vulnerable children. Among other areas, it is expected to focus particularly
on children’s right to fully participate in the digital and information society, and their right to
equal access to quality education and health services.
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Conclusion

Tackling child poverty in the EU is more important than ever. Both the 2008 economic crisis
and the current Covid-19 crisis have found many member states unprepared for the protec-
tion of the most vulnerable children and their rights. This is mainly because progress towards

A Child Union involves
a welfare paradigm
change to overcome
inequalities among
children from early

childhood by providing

equal opportunities to
acquire the necessary
skills and abilities
for children’s full
participation
in society

a rights-based approach to child poverty at the interational
and European levels is still not fully reflected in concrete poli-
cies at the national level. This chapter advocates the need to
advance towards a Child Union for a strong social Europe.

In short, a Child Union involves a welfare paradigm change
to overcome inequalities among children from early childhood
by providing equal opportunities to acquire the necessary
skills and abilities for children’s full participation in society. To
advance towards a Child Union, member states need to seize
the momentum. National recovery plans, funded by the Next-
GenerationEU package, should take into account the needs
of the most vulnerable children, particularly those related to
the educational and digital divides. Moreover, member states
should be actively involved in the upcoming European initia-
tives related to child poverty. In particular, they should play
an active role in the definition of the Child Guarantee and the

Action Plan to implement the European Pillar of Social Rights. They should also work together
with the EU institutions to make sure that enough resources are channelled at national level to
co-finance the implementation of these initiatives on child poverty and social exclusion.
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Experiences from Denmark
Britta Thomsen

Since June 2019, Denmark has had a minority Social Democratic government, after almost
20 years of liberal/conservative governments that were supported by the nationalistic Danish
People’s Party. The only interruption during those 20 years was a Social Democratic coalition
government from 2011 to 2015, This article gives a short presentation of the historic back-
ground of the Nordlic welfare state since 1960 and the politics that are the precursors of the
new ideas of the Danish Social Democratic Party, the current government, and the party leader
Mette Frederiksen. The Covid-19 crisis has affected the political environment in Denmark like in
other countries and this article explains some of the initiatives that were taken. It is clear that the
Danish welfare state played a key role in managing the Covid-19 crisis in Denmark. This article
also explains how Danish EU politics have developed and why the Danish trade unions and
most political parties are fighting so strongly against the EU directive to establish a minimum
wage. Finally, some lessons from the Danish example will be drawn.

Historical background

The Nordic Social Democratic parties’ visions for the welfare state became a reality during
the golden age of the post-war western economies in the 1960s. In 1960, the Danish Social
Democratic Party won a landslide victory with 42 per cent of the votes under the slogan ‘Make
good times better’. It was its best result ever in the post-war era. Contrary to Sweden, Den-
mark has always had several strong parties and the Social Democratic Party never had an ab-
solute majority. However, the Danish Social Democratic Party did dominate the post-war era,
both in terms of electoral performance (the party was always the biggest) and of ideology.

A fundamental part of the identity of the Social Democrats lies in the tradition of equality.
If people are not born with the same preconditions to manage their lives — due to the influ-
ence of the social environment — this should not impair their opportunities to have a good life.
This is the idea behind the Nordic welfare state. Contrary to this, the conservative and liberal
philosophy is that the welfare state is only meant for people that cannot take care of them-
selves, and not universal for everyone. The Social Democratic model is built on a principle of
solidarity where everyone pays for everyone. It demands high taxes from the individual, but
in the tax system there is a considerable effect of redistribution. A system that allocates the
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welfare benefits depending on a person’s needs, and not to everybody, may seem fair, but
there is less of a redistribution effect. In Denmark, the health system is free for everyone, the
state guarantees affordable childcare to all children after 12 months, and there is free access
to education including all universities, and every student gets a scholarship, independent of
their parents’ income. In 1957, a law on a universal pension for everyone, that is not based on
their contributions but on the fact of being a citizen, was adopted and it still exists as a kind of
basic income for all.

Another feature of the Nordic welfare state is the close relationship between a strong unique
trade union and the Social Democratic parties. Scandinavian trade unions have traditionally had
a high number of organised workers and a well-functioning labour market with small income dif-
ferences, and the highest minimum wage in Europe, at around 17 euro per hour.

The welfare model and the labour market

In Denmark salaries and working conditions are typically established by collective agree-
ments concluded between trade unions and employer’s associations in the private labour
market.

The Danish labour market model came into being in 1899 through the September Agree-
ment, also called the Constitution of the labour market. In this agreement, the trade unions and
employers’ associations established the rules for the basic labour law concept. The employers
recognised the trade unions’ right to organise and to go on strike and the employers obtained
the right to lead and distribute the work, which means to hire and fire workers. It also stated
that trade unions were the only ones that could make deals and collective agreements.

Integrated into this agreement was that all the lalbour market regulations should only take
place through collective agreements between the partners. Both partners can use collective
action such as strikes and lockouts, but only during the renewal of the collective agreement
which normally takes place every two years. While an agreement is in force, a so-called duty
of peace exists, which means no actions can be taken by either partner.

The Danish Unemployment Fund has, unlike in other European countries, been adminis-
tered by the trade unions since 1907. It is funded by membership fees and by the state and
is subject to state regulation. Membership is voluntary and is paid by the individual and not via
the employer as the fund is administered by the Unions.

Denmark’s relation with the EU

When the United Kingdom decided to enter the European Economic Community (EEC) in
1972, due to the economic weight of Danish agricultural exports to the UK, the Danish Social
Democratic Prime Minister Jens Otte Kragh proposed a referendum on whether Denmark
should follow suit. The party was divided with a group of young, rather left-wing members of
parliament under the leadership of the later European Commissioner Ritt Bjerregaard, who
organised a campaign against accession.
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However, 63.4 per cent of Danish voters voted in favour of joining the EEC and on 1 Janu-
ary 1973 Denmark entered the European Community together with the UK and Ireland. Danish
politicians, however, had explained the EEC to their voters only as a market for goods and
services, one that never would develop further into a political union.

All left-wing parties were against membership and two new movements: the People’s
movement against the EU and later the June movement were created. For many years, both
movements were represented in the European Parliament (EP) and many traditional Social
Democratic voters supported them. For the first time in the EP election in 2019 neither of these
movements were elected.

The referendum on the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 resulted in a majority of 50.7 per cent
voting against it, because people did not want the EU to deal with more political issues, only
the single market.

A new referendum resulted in the Edinburgh Agreement that contains the Danish reserva-
tions to the four policies of the referendum. Then referendum after referendum was lost. In
2018, the Danish People’s Party and the United Left Party
took inspiration from Brexit and proposed a referendum to

leave the EU. A recent survey however showed that most When Nyrup
Danes are happy to stay in the EU if the can keep their reser- Rasmussen took
vations (justice, defence and the euro) included in the Edin- office in 1993, the
burgh Agreement. preceding right-

Some of Europe’s oldest modern democracies, both the wing government
Nordic countries as well as the UK, are characterised by  had left the country
a majority democracy where the mantra is “sovereignty in par- in an economic

liament”: no one is above or equal to the parliament, therefore,
these countries do not feel confident with the EU constitu-
tional courts in Strasbourg and Luxemburg that actively moni-
tor legislators and civil servants. This is one of the reasons
why these courts have been criticised so much, especially in
Denmark and the UK.

crisis and with an
unemployment rate of
12 per cent, which is

high for Denmark

1993-2001: the Nyrup Rasmussen years

From 1993-2001, the Danish Social Democrats succeeded in winning three elections in
a row, under the leadership of Poul Nyrup Rasmussen who formed a governed in coalition
with the Social Liberals.

When Nyrup Rasmussen took office in 1993, the preceding right-wing government had
left the country in an economic crisis and with an unemployment rate of 12 per cent, which
is high for Denmark. Nyrup Rasmussen’s government chose to kickstart the economy by
lifting the taxes on income and increasing public investments. This effort was combined
with the famous active employment policy which meant that people receiving social benefits
should in principle become active in the labour market or be integrated in the education
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system. Soon unemployment fell and many new initiatives were taken, especially in the en-
vironmental area and by the adoption of a green energy agenda. When Nyrup Rasmussen
lost the election in 2001, Denmark was leading in Europe in both renewable energy and in
energy efficiency.

In 1995 a new party, the Danish People’s Party, was founded, with an anti-immigration,
anti-EU and anti-elitist profile and with the former municipal home-helper Pia Kjaersgaard as
its leader. Contrary to some other European populist parties, like AD in Germany and SD in
Sweden, the Danish People’s Party presented itself with a social profile specifically in relation
1o elderly people by demanding higher pensions and housing benefits for pensioners.

During the last years of the Rasmussen government, the Danish People’s Party and the
other right-wing parties succeeded in pushing immigration to the top of the political agenda.
A very liberal refugee legislation from 1983 and family unification programmes had increased
the number of refugees and their families living in Denmark. A large part of them never found
their way to the labour market and lived on public benefits that were considered a costly public
expenditure. The refugees lived amongst the poorest and most vulnerable Danes in social
housing areas and many of these Danes felt alienated living with a majority of neighbours from
Somalia and Palestine.

A survey on voter behaviour published in 2000 showed that voters turned away from the
Social Democratic Party to the Danish People’s Party not because they had changed their
values, but because they thought that this party would take better care of their interests. Even
though globalisation had an overall positive impact on the Danish economy, many workers felt
insecure due to structural changes, weakened trade unions, and immigration.

2001-2011: right-wing governments

The election in 2001 was held just after the 9/11 terrorist attacks and all right-wing parties to-
gether orchestrated a campaign against foreigners. For the first time, the liberal Venstre Party,
under the leadership of Anders Fogh Rasmussen, received more votes (31 per cent) than the
Social Democrats (29 per cent). But what was most surprising was that they also became the
largest workers' party in Denmark. Fogh Rasmussen formed a minority government with the
Conservative Party that was supported by the Danish People’s Party. Unlike in Sweden and
Germany, the Danish traditional right-wing parties saw no problem in establishing their govern-
ment with the national populist party.

Inspired by Tony Blair, Fogh Rasmussen made a contract with the voters on very few and
concrete promises such as tightening immigration policy, stopping taxes increase, and being
tougher on crime. He also started elite bashing by dissolving more than 100 expert councils
financed by the state, alleging that people did not need opinion makers.

New legislation on immigration was approved. People could no longer automatically unite
with spouses from third countries and family reunification between young couples could not
take place before they were 24 years old, to exclude arranged marriages. Refugee policies
were tightened 100, so it became more difficult to get asylum. Rejected asylum seekers would
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be placed in centres until they agreed to be sent home. Social benefits for asylum seekers
were also lowered.

At the beginning of his term, Anders Fogh Rasmussen was a very ideological liberal and
wanted to introduce a minimal state as a counterweight to the welfare state, but he soon gave
up on this idea to secure support from the Danish People’s Party. He succeeded in cutting
welfare programmes, introduced new public management, and initiated a digitalisation pro-
cess in the public administration.

In 2005, Helle Thorming-Schmidt promised she could beat Anders Fogh Rasmussen, whose
party continued to win the elections with a heavy focus on an immigration agenda until 2011.

Fogh Rasmussen’s government made an agreement with the Social Liberal Party's leader
Margrethe Vestager to reduce the unemployment benefit from four to two years. The Social
Liberals had always been focused on labour reforms that would increase the number of work-
ers in the market. This legislation was an attack on the core value of the trade unions and the
Social Democrats.

Helle Thorning-Schmidt:
2011-2015

After 10 years in opposition, the general election in 2011 finally provided the opportunity to
form a new government. Helle Thorming-Schmidt formed a government with Margrethe Ve-
stager's Social Liberals and the People’s Socialist Party, which for the first time participated in
a government. From the beginning, the three parties had problems finding common ground
and ended up with a programme strongly influenced by the social liberals. Vestager insisted
on continuing the former government's economic policy with a focus on the supply side. She
did not want to restore the unemployment benefits and the new government also made further
cuts to the pre-pension schemes. In the middle of the financial crises with growing unemploy-
ment, it was difficult for many Social-Democratic voters to understand these decisions.

Transformation within the Social Democratic Party

In the 2015 elections, the Social Democrats progressed a little to 26.3 per cent, but the
coalition partners lost votes, making a continuation of the centre-left government impossible.
Therefore, Thorming-Schmidt gave up her position as chairperson. So, the liberal Venstre Party
formed the government.

The even bigger surprise was that the Danish People’s Party had become the second
largest party with 21 per cent. The result was not only related to immigration policy but also
that they took people’s worries in the provincial areas seriously. Many public services had
been centralised and moved to the bigger cities and the consequences thereof had been
overlooked by the other political parties.

Soon after the general election, a party congress elected Mette Frederiksen as new leader
of the Social Democrats. She is a fourth-generation member of the party, hailing from a skilled
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working-class family with deep roots in the trade union movement and in local politics in the
northern part of Denmark.

Frederiksen, who was elected to parliament for the first time 20 years earlier when she was
23 years old, had been minister of employment and later of justice in Thorning-Schmid’s gov-
ernment. She was convinced that a new political direction was needed if the Social Democrats
wanted to come back in power. Her new headline was ‘back to basics’, which meant classical
Social Democratic values that responded to people’s concermns. A new programme under the
overall theme of fighting inequality was approved at the congress in 2016, where the party also

distanced itself from the Thoming era.

The public sector in
Denmark cannot be
reduced to numbers
on a spreadsheet. It
consists of people
with commitment,
diligence, and
professionalism.
The public sector is
an important part
of our community.
Therefore, it must
be managed and
organised according
to the values of our
community

For a few decades, the public sector had been inspired
by market-based management philosophies. Focusing on ef-
ficiency and possible improvements can be good, but it had
gone too far. The public sector in Denmark cannot be reduced
to numbers on a spreadsheet. It consists of people with com-
mitment, diligence, and professionalism. The public sector is an
important part of our community. Therefore, it must be managed
and organised according to the values of our community.

The programme also explained how globalisation could
benefit everyone and highlighted the fight against climate
change and that the green transition must be a social project
to avoid losing the support of workers and the middle class.
A green society should also be a more equal and just one,
with new potentials for the creation of better jobs and living
conditions.

On immigration, the new programme said: “We have par-
allel societies in Denmark where immigrants and their descen-
dants live isolated from the Danish community and in accor-
dance with other values than the Danish ones. In Denmark,

everyone should live in accordance with rules of democracy

and respect our values of freedom. Religious and paternalistic
standards should never be above law and order. No one should ever be subject to social con-
trol in Denmark”. The high number of foreigners without education and the lack of integration
are also considered as an economic problem. The more people without employment that do
not contribute to society, the more difficult it is to maintain welfare in the country. Therefore, for
the Social Democratic Party, improving integration significantly is a main priority.

With this clear statement on integration, the party was ready to have a dialogue with the
government and other right-wing parties on what was named the “Ghetto Package”. It was
a policy that moves people out of their homes to another neighbournood to avoid a high con-
centration of unemployed, uneducated, and too many foreigners in certain areas that create
parallel societies.

At the PES Leaders’ Dinner in Lisbon in December 2018, Mette Frederiksen summarised
in her speech the position of the Danish party. She said it was important to acknowledge that
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many Social Democratic parties in Europe had lost the confidence of the citizens. For many
people, globalisation meant the loss of employee rights, growing inequalities, and uncontrolled
immigration. When there are not the necessary Social Democratic answers, it is natural that
voters disappear. She then argued that Social Democrats should go back to the classical
redistribution policy, invest more in welfare, and education and control the immigration policy,
so the country does not receive more immigrants than it can integrate. The goal of the Danish
Social Democratic Party is to avoid a class of working poor, as it first appeared in the US and
later in some European countries too, and a new underclass of poor immigrants.

Mette Frederiksen also stated that many challenges — like tax havens, common enterprise
taxation and stopping the race towards the bottom — could only be solved at EU level. The
EU should get in control of the free movement of workers because it puts pressure on the
labour markets. It should also have a policy towards the tech giants and fight climate change
together.

In the 2019 election, the Social Democrats under Frederiksen’s leadership succeeded
in regaining voters from the far-right Danish People’s Party, even though the result was lower
than expected (25.9 per cent). At the same time, the party lost voters to the three other
centre-left parties — United Left, the Socialist People’'s Party, and the Social Liberals — in
the so-called Red Bloc. Especially in Copenhagen and other big cities, younger voters had
moved to the other Red Bloc parties. But together, the Red Bloc ended up with 94 out of
the total of 179 seats in parliament. The Danish People’s Party lost half of its seats. The con-
clusion of the election was that the Danes voted for more welfare spending and increased
action on climate change.

The Social Democrats became the largest party and Mette Frederiksen preferred to form
a minority government based on the so-called paper of understanding between the parties of
the Red Bloc. A minority government has the advantage of allowing the making of agreements
with other parties. Mette Frederiksen made it clear that the government would be based on
strong ideological values, open to many of the demands of the parties in the Red Bloc, but it
would not make concessions on immigration policy.

The paper of understanding focuses heavily on climate change as one of the most im-
portant issues. The agreement will make Denmark one of the world’s leading countries in the
green transition, with a 70 per cent reduction of the CO2 levels of the 1990s, by 2030.

This will be done by national strategies in all energy-spending areas, from buildings to
transportation, and other industries. Since the paper of understanding was adopted, concrete
initiatives have been taken; among others, a new green tax reform that should lead to a uni-
form taxation of CO2 and a huge investment in the development of green technologies. Now,
only one year and a half after the election, an action plan has been adopted. It contains a tar-
get of 46-50 per cent CO2 reduction by 2025. In accordance with the so-called Danish model
(which entails the involvement of all social partners in negotiations, editor's note), Climate
Partnerships have been established in different sectors of the economy with the respective
stakeholders from enterprises, trade unions and others. Each sector has to present strategy
and solution catalogues for their specific area. Also, a green road transport and a target of 1
million electric cars in 2030 are part of the plan.
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During the election campaign, Mette Frederiksen had said

that she wanted to become the prime minister of the children,

During the election 5 ihe paper of understanding put a high priority on fighting
campaign, Mette child poverty and improving childcare. High quality kindergar-
Frederiksen had tens are considered a precondition to being the best country

said that she to live in for children. Already in the financial law for 2021,
wanted to become a plan for minimum standards for staff numbers per child was
the prime minister adopted. The target is a maximum of three children per adult

of the children, in nurseries and six children per adult in kindergartens. Money

and the paper of was also allocated to improve the professional training of edu-
cators as well as the ordinary school system. Children who
are at risk can be removed from their parents more easily and
placed in foster families.

An important priority for Mette Frederiksen was the intro-
duction of a new pension scheme reserved for workers with
low levels of education and many years in the labour mar-
ket. This was predicted to be difficult to realise politically, but
the minister of employment, Peter Hummelgaard, succeeded
passing the legislation with support of the Danish People’s Party, while the Social Liberals did
not want to participate because it would move 10,000 people out of the labour market.

Recently, a plan for the decentralisation of public service has been adopted. Right-wing
governments had closed police stations, hospitals, and education centres in provincial and
remote areas that now are going to be reopened. A new legislation on housing policy for the
cities has been adopted to counter gentrification and speculation in rental housing.

The Social Democratic government also introduced new ways of working in the ministries.
Instead of seeing the ministries as silos, policies are now transversal. Hence, green policy is
not only related to the environment and climate but also to industrial and research policies.
And development policy in Africa is now linked to the creation of refugee camps in Africa, from
where people can directly seek asylum in Denmark without the need to cross the Mediter-
ranean Sea.

In the first year of her government Mette Frederiksen has already had to deal with the
MMF and the Recovery Fund. In the Danish parliament it was difficult to find support for rais-
ing the EU budget and she proposed to modernise it with more focus on a green economy
and research instead of allocating money for agriculture and structural funds. Concerning the
Recovery Fund, the Danish government thought it was better to give loans and only as a one-
time occurrence. This position was not difficult to understand as she had difficulties in getting
support from both the alliance partners and other parties in the Danish Parliament when she
went to Brussels to negotiate.

The situation did not get any easier when the ltalian Foreign Minister Luigi Di Maio (Five Star
Movement) announced during the negotiation on the Recovery Fund that he would spend the
money to lower taxes and pension age to 62, during a very heated discussion on raising the
pension age to 70. Danish trade union leaders were furious and accused the Danish govern-
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ment of contributing to reduce the pension age in a country with high life expectancy while
demanding Danes work until they are 70 years old.

The Danish Covid-19 strategy

A lockdown was decided on 11 March 2020, by Frederiksen
with support from all other parties of the Danish parliament.
She reacted quickly after a recommendation from the ltalian ~ Frederiksen told the
Health Minister. A closure of the borders was decided against citizens that during

the recommendation of the national health authorities. In this the process
way, she opted for a political way to handle the crisis. She also of handling
told the citizens that during the process of handling Covid-19, Covid-19, people

people should be prepared that the government would make should be prepared
mistakes as there were No previous experiences with dealing
with a pandemic of this nature.

A strong welfare state and its institutions, with free access
to hospitals and medical services, were at the core of the
Danish Covid-19 strategy. For example, soon after the begin-
ning of the lockdown, infected people living in small apart-
ments together with others received access to isolation in
youth hostels or hotels. nature

Regarding the compensation to small and big companies,
the government has set up a tripartite forum with the lalbour
markets’ partners to discuss the different support schemes or the so-called help packages
that fit different kinds of situations depending on the type of company and needs. To keep
companies afloat, fixed expenses and labour costs have been compensated along with the
possibility to receive a loan and defer VAT, Also, freelancers and self-employed people have
access to compensation.

Regarding unemployment benefits, the normal rules were cancelled and the right to re-
ceive benefits will be extended by several months. At the same time, the amount was raised
and people who were working from home have the right to receive education while at home.

In Denmark, a comprehensive test strategy has been implemented, only surpassed in
Europe by Slovenia in Europe. All tests are free for everyone.

The Danish hospitals were never overcrowded as in other countries, and the virus was
kept under control until December. The culture plays a key role in relation to the spread of
Covid-19. Danes do not live together across generations, and young people do not usually
live with their parents. When politicians do agree on following the rules in one direction, citizens
tend to follow suit.

During the summer, the Social Democrats gained new heights in the polls, with approval
rates of up to 35.5 per cent. Quite like in the ‘good old days’. But there have also been bumps
in the road, not least in relation to the problem of the Danish minks. The health authorities

that the government
would make mistakes
as there were no
previous experiences
with dealing with
a pandemic of this
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warmed that due to mutations of Covid-19 in minks, Denmark, as the world's biggest mink
breeder, could become a new Wuhan. The government asked the mink owners to kill 17 mil-
lion of them against compensation. The case became complicated and developed into a big
problem for the government and the agriculture minister had to resign, because the order to
kil the minks had no legal basis. It seemed like the opposition finally had a case against the
government. However, the prime minister still enjoys high trust, and the recent polls show no
decline in the approval rates. A compensation for the mink breeders have been approved by
the parliament.

The government has presented a vaccination plan that will offer free vaccination to all citi-
zens. and all residents will be vaccinated before this summer.

The handling of the Covid-19 crisis is completely different from the right-wing government’s
approach to the financial crisis some years ago. The help packages for enterprises are de-
signed to avoid layoffs and closures. Money is also invested in requalification of the workforce
and green transformation of the social housing sector. This is also a way of combining the
green transition with new and better jobs.

Future challenges for the Danish government

The Covid-19 pandemic has delayed many of the initiatives intended by the government — not
least the transformation of the public sector. However, many new laws have been decided
upon or implemented. The results of the mink case are still unclear and the farmers have not
been compensated yet.

On the EU level, the Danish government has some challenges ahead: not least in rela-
tion to the Social Summit during the Portuguese presidency. The trade unions as well as all
political parties, except the Social Liberals, are against the new EU proposal for a directive of
a European minimum wage.

Because of the opposition from the Nordic countries to the directive on minimum wage,
the European Commissioner for Employment and Social Affairs, Nicolas Schmit, paid his first
visit to Denmark and Sweden to guarantee that the proposed directive will neither destroy the
Danish or Swedish labour models nor weaken their trade unions. But the Danish government

and the social partners still believe that it will have catastrophic

conseqguences for the whole Danish society. One thing is cer-

Denmark will be on  tgin if agreed, the more radical elements of the Danish left

the frontline when it and the trade union movements, who are traditionally sceptic

comes to supporting towards the EU, will protest and demand that Denmark leaves

the green and digital the EU.

transition in the EU A more federal approach with qualified majority vote in-

as well on taxing the stead of unanimity in defence and security, foreign policy and

the EU budget will probably not gain support from the Danish

parliament and the government wants to avoid more refer-
enda, as most of them have been lost in past decades.

tech giants
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Denmark will be on the frontline when it comes to supporting the green and digital transition
in the EU as well on taxing the tech giants.

Conclusion and summary

Like in the good old days, the Danish Social Democrats have become the largest party in the
last elections, in June 2019. Even with only 25.9 per cent of the votes, it was able to form
a minority government with the support of two left-wing parties and the Social Liberals, called
the ‘Red bloc’.

Since she was elected leader of the party Mette Frederiksen has given priority to:

e welfare reforms coupled with a critique of centralisation of the public sector such as

hospitals and police stations that were closed in local areas;

e g stricter stance on immigration and asylum, coupled with a strengthened focus on

integration;

e an early retirement scheme for low skilled workers with many years on the labour mar-

ket;

e an ambitious climate policy;

* amore leftist economic policy, particularly in relation to inequality, tax avoidance and

the financial sector.

The Red Bloc alliance agreed on a paper of understanding with a very progressive agenda
on green policy and welfare. During the election campaign, Frederiksen had promised to
continue tightening politics on asylum and migration. She only gave a few concessions to the
other parties by receiving more UN refugees and letting rejected asylum seekers with children
stay outside the detention centres. By adopting a stricter stance on immigration, the Social
Democratic Party was able to neutralise the policy issue that had given the right-wing four
election victories.

At the end of the 1990s we witnessed the Social Democratic electorate tun toward the
right after the decline of old industries and an increased globalisation that did not benefit or-
dinary workers. Later, during the financial crises in 2008, the centre-left did not respond with
Social Democratic solutions to the financial crisis.

When Mette Frederiksen was elected leader of the Social Democratic Party she wanted to
go back to classical Social Democratic values of redistributions and welfare policies combined
with the fight against climate change and controlled migration. She listened to people’s worries
and succeeded in getting many of the old the traditional voters back, while many of the young
citizens with higher education in the cities supported green policies and voted for the other
parties of the Red Bloc.

The Covid-19 crises has strengthened the Danish Social Democratic Party and the prime
minister. Citizens have regained trust in the benefits of a strong welfare model and the support
for the government has increased considerably.

The Nordic welfare state was created and designed for a time when politics could be run
and controlled within the borders of the nation state and when it was the core of the national
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The Nordic welfare
state was created and
designed for a time
when politics could
be run and controlled
within the borders of
the nation state and
when it was the core
of the national policy.
But in a globalised
world, it is difficult to
continue upholding
such a welfare state

policy. But in a globalised world, with open borders and ac-
cess for everyone 1o all services, it is difficult to continue up-
holding such a welfare state.

In Denmark education is not only free, students get grants
during their period of study and they get access to loans with
low interest rates. This has made Denmark a magnet for stu-
dents from other European countries, even more so as an
important part of the university courses are taught in English.
After going home, a vast majority of the foreign students do
not repay the loans and leave a large bill with the Danish tax-
payers. This is a problem constantly raised by the populist
and EU sceptic parties, and Mette Frederiksen will have to
find a solution.

The challenges for Mette Frederiksen in the longer run will
be that she will have to deal with the demands from the other
parties of the Red Bloc. The closer we get to the next election,
the more they need to brand themselves on their specific poli-
cies. The left will demand more welfare spending and a faster

process in the climate fight at any cost. The Social Liberals will demand reforms that generate
labour supply and open the country for more import of labour from third countries. Currently
however, the economy and the political situation are so influenced by the Covid-19 situation
that all parties see an interest in a close collaboration.

The Red Bloc, led by four female party leaders, never stood stronger in the polls and could
be arole model for other Social Democratic parties and coalitions in other European countries.
In this moment, the Red Bloc stands at 60 per cent support — more than ever before.
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Poland at the edge of political
and social transition

Bartosz Machalica

In 2020, Polish politics performed in the shadow of coronavirus. But there were many Issues
going on: the presidential election, reproductive rights, LGBT rights, the rule of law, animal wel-
fare and the matter of Jarostaw Kaczynski's leadership in the right-wing coalition. All of these Is-
sues — with the notable exception of the result of the presidential elections — have undermined
the position of the governing Law and Justice (PIS) party and have pushed the Polish political
system to the verge of a profound transition. This process is illustrated by recent opinion polls
which show that average support for PiS fell from 44 per cent in March to only 29 per cent
in November. This support now stands at the lowest level since the party came to power in
2006. Furthermore, for the first time since the 2015 elections, approval for parties opposing
the government is higher (43 per cent at the end October) than approval for those supporting
it (33 per cent). Another significant trend in the polls is the increasing number of undecided
voters. In 2020 the whole PiS system started to show cracks, giving opposition parties a hope
that the invincible PIS might become vincible.

Presidential elections in the shadow of Covid-19

The Covid-19 pandemic developed in Poland in a similar way to in other countries of Central
and Eastern Europe. During spring 2020, the number of new infections was below public
expectation, especially in comparison with the number of new infections in Southern Europe.
While Polish society is not generally convinced of the efficiency of the state and public serv-
ices, the achievements in fighting the pandemic allowed the government to present its strug-
gle with Covid-19 as a success story. But everything changed in October when the sudden
spread of the pandemic exceeded the limit of the efficiency of the state structures, and the
government increasingly seemed to have lost control of the virus.

In early 2020, it seemed the main political event of the year in Poland would be the presi-
dential election. The leader in the polls was the incumbent president, Andrzej Duda. The
opposition centre-right Civic Platform (PO, EPP) nominated Malgorzata Kidawa-Bloriska as
its leader, the former speaker of the Polish parliament (the Sejm). After its success in the parlia-
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mentary election, the Left chose the leader of the progressive Wiosna (‘Spring’) party, Robert
Biedron, a member of the European Parliament.

But the pandemic changed the polls dramatically: Kidawa-Btoriska was supplanted from
her position as Duda’s main rival by Szymon Hotownia, a former TV celebrity and journalist
with a Catholic and anti-establishment agenda. Hotownia campaigned successfully on social
media and across communications networks, and managed to steer social anger against the
whole political class.

The elections were initially planned for early May, when Duda’s constitutional mandate
ended, but they were then delayed due to the pandemic and other political factors. The Civic
Platform meanwhile dropped their candidate Malgorzata Kidawa-Bloriska and replaced her
with Rafat Trzaskowski, the mayor of Warsaw.

This shift had an impact on the voting intentions of liberal and left-wing voters. Trza-
skowski's good numbers in the polls made the possibility of him defeating Andrzej Duda look
plausible. Many voters therefore gathered around the mayor of Warsaw, at the expense of
the Left's candidate Biedron. Indeed, only 400,000 of those voters who had voted left in the
2019 parliamentary elections supported it this time around, while one million former left voters
this time chose Rafat Trzaskowski. Another 500,000 former left-wing voters supported the
conservative-liberal anti-establishment candidate Szymon Hotownia.

LGBT rights in the presidential campaign

Trzaskowski thrust the issue of LGBT rights into the campaign. Paradoxically, however, the
candidacy of Biedron, one of the few openly gay poaliticians in the country, had not done so
before.

Trzaskowski became mayor of Warsaw in 2018. While his predecessor, Hanna Gronkie-
wicz-Waltz, had represented the more conservative wing of the same PO party, Trzaskowski
decided to modemise the political agenda of the local PO and signed the LGBT Charter. This
included a set of antidiscrimination policies. He also took part in the Warsaw Pride demonstra-
tion.

Throughout the presidential election campaign, Duda’s spin doctors pursued the strategic
goal of dividing Polish society into supporters of conservative family values on one side, and
people in favour of marriage equality on the other. In May, amid the election campaign, Duda
signed the so-called ‘Family Charter’ (as opposed to the LGBT Charter). This declaration
included a guarantee of maintaining PiS social policies. In particular, the Family Charter also
included a promise to ban “LGBT propaganda in public institutions”. Duda furthermore claimed
that “LGBT is not people, it is an ideoclogy”.

Crucially, Trzaskowski did not confront Duda on his attacks against the LGBT community.
Instead, he focused on defending human dignity in general. Neither did he support the Left's
proposal for a marriage equality bill. Trzaskowski did, however, express support for a registered
civil partnership, which could also be available for same-gender couples, although he empha-
sised during the campaign that this registered civil partnership was not the most significant
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issue in the 2020 presidential elections and that the government had to concentrate its efforts
on healthcare and overcoming the economic crisis.

Despite Trzaskowski's unprecedented mobilisation of supporters from various opposition
parties, his tactics did not pay off in the ballots and he was defeated in a run-off by President
Duda by 422,000 votes. Not exactly a razor-thin margin!

In the end analysis, Trzaskowski suffered from the lack of a consistent vision of state and
social progress, and from the lack of a real alternative to the paternalistic conservatism of PiS.
His campaign was solely focused on the negation of the vision of PiS founder and former
president Jarostaw Kaczynski, who is still the party's strongman. Trzaskowski's campaign was
enough to gain over 10 million votes, but it was not enough for PO to win a majority. Many of
the independent voters in the election remembered the anti-social legislation of the previous
centre-right government under Donald Tusk, especially the increase in the retirement age to
67 years (for women from 60 to 67). Trzaskowski's positions on the retirement age were un-
convincing and thus gave Duda’s staff the opportunity to put the issue of former governments’
anti-social legislation on the agenda. This was this was especially important for blue-collar
voters. However, Trzaskowski failed to propose them his own vision of the non-authoritarian
welfare state.

Since the presidential election, LGBT issues have continued to be at the centre of Polish
public debate. In August, a handful of teenage LGBT-activists placed rainbow banners on
some of Warsaw's most significant monuments, including a statue of Jesus. This prompted
the conservative government to respond harshly by sending in the police and involving the
prosecutor’s office, which are both under the authority of the government. At the request of the
prosecutor, the court issued an arrest warrant for one of the young activists — Margot, a non-
binary person —who was accused of destroying a van (which was broadcasting homophobic
propaganda). Spontaneous protests in reaction to this were crushed by the police. Over 50
protesters were temporarily detained and their civil rights were violated (eg, the detainees were
denied the right to contact a lawyer). It was two weeks afterwards when the court of appeal
ordered the activists to be released.

The right wing’s new balance of power

In the aftermath of Duda'’s success in the presidential election, the PIS parliamentary majority
has started to show cracks. Since taking power in 2015, the coalition has been composed
not only of PiS, but also of two smaller right-wing parties: Zbigniew Ziobro's Solidarity Poland
(SP) and Jarostaw Gowin's Porozumienie (‘Agreement).

The SP is eurosceptic and national conservative, with leanings towards the US alt-right,
while Porozumienie rather represents a moderate pro-European tendency, ideologically close
to the economically liberal conservatism of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan.

Since the 2019 parliamentary elections, PiS has needed the members of parliament of both
these smaller parties all the more urgently, and the increased political weight of SP and Porozum-
ienie has triggered a triple struggle within the coalition: a struggle for influence in the current gov-
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emment and state-owned enterprises; a struggle for power in the near future when Kaczyriski's
leadership begins to wane; and a struggle for the future ideological direction of the Polish right.

The ideclogical struggle is now in full swing. In line with his alt-right sympathies, Ziobro
insists on tightening the conservative agenda, with a focus on cultural war issues like LGBT
and reproductive rights, and with an anti-gender perspective. He also asked for the country
to withdraw from the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence
against women and domestic violence (the Istanbul Convention).

This issue of withdrawing from this convention was very inconvenient for Prime Minister
Mateusz Morawiecki, who would rather have focused on economic issues, and especially on
rebuilding the economy after the coronavirus crisis. He managed to temporarily water down
the discussion on the Istanbul Convention by asking the Supreme Court to check its constitu-
tionality. By delaying its judgment, the Court managed to buy Morawiecki some time.

Ziobro also threatened the unity of the right-wing government by insisting on vetoing the
EU's Multiannual Financial Framework for 2021-2027, and the Next Generation EU recovery
instrument, as he was not prepared to accept the rule of law conditionality. Accepting it, ac-
cording to his collaborators, would have been a betrayal of Polish national interests.

Although Morawiecki finally withdrew the Polish veto, the episode highlighted the main
difference between Kaczynski and Morawiecki on one side and Ziobro on the other. For
Kaczyriski and Morawiecki, eurosceptic propaganda is a tool, while for Ziobro it is his core
business. Ziobro has therefore announced that when the Next Generation EU is to be ratified
in the Sejm, he will vote against it, and against the rest of the right-wing coalition.

It was against this backdrop that Jarostaw Kaczynski attempted to confirm his leadership
and marginalise his junior coalition partners by a government reshuffle in September 2020. He
then re-entered government with a formal role — as deputy prime minister. Whether that was a
sign of strength or weakness is debatable.

Kaczynski’s animal welfare showdown

In another botched attempt to bolster his leadership, Kaczynski introduced a bill on animal
welfare that would have prohibited fur farming, and limited ritual slaughter as well as circus
shows with animals. While the PiS leader is well-known for his soft feelings towards animals,
these feelings are not shared by many other Polish conservatives. Rather than being a political
necessity or an emotional weakness, he conceived the bill as a loyalty test of his right-wing
members of parliament, forcing them to bend to his will, even if that entailed voting against their
own views. But what was meant as a show-off of Kaczyriski's strength became an element of
the disintegration of the right-wing coalition.

Not only did Kaczynski not manage to embark his coalition partners (SP voted against,
Porozumienie abstained), but in a challenge to his authority even 18 members of parliament
from his own party voted against the initiative. When the bill finally did pass in the Sejm — with
the support of the Left and the centre-right Civic Platform — it triggered mass demonstrations of
farmers, normally a core group of the PIS electorate. The anger of the protesters was directed
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at the government, but also at Kaczyriski personally. Although the Senate, too, approved the
bill, the protests prompted PIS not to finalise the legislative process. For Kaczynski, who had
invested his personal authority in this issue, it was a crucial defeat. In addition, in the process,
Jan Krzysztof Ardanowski, the minister for agriculture, was dismissed because of his opposi-
tion to the bill. When the whole legislative initiative finally fell apart, Ardanowski briefly threated

to create his own breakaway parliamentary group.

Covid-19 as a factor of political decomposition

The game-changing moment in Polish politics in 2020, how-
ever, was the outbreak of the autumn wave of the Covid-19
pandemic. Until then and thanks to strong social discipline,
Poland had coped with the spring wave of the Covid-19 pan-
demic unexpectedly well. During the spring wave, the minister
of health, tukasz Szumowski, had gained unique authority.
But he lost it during summer, when information about pub-
lic procurement was published in the media, undermining his
credibility.

As the first round of the presidential election showed a
low tumnout among senior voters who were fearful for their
health and life, right-wing politicians then started a campaign
to encourage the elderly to take part in the second round.
The prime minister said people “should not be afraid of coro-
navirus” and that “coronavirus is in retreat”. This propaganda
campaign was successful and Duda won the run-off backed
by many elderly, conservative voters.

When the second wave of the pandemic hit in October,

The game-changing
moment in Polish
politics in 2020, was
the outbreak of the
autumn wave of the
Covid-19 pandemic.
Until then and thanks
to strong social
discipline, Poland
had coped with the
spring wave of the
Covid-19 pandemic
unexpectedly well

27,000 infections per day were reported — in a country that had never seen a daily rate of over
1,000 until then — ventilators were running out, the whole healthcare system was pushed to
the verge of collapse. During these days, people remembered Morawiecki's reassuring words
well, and saw the opposite becoming true. They also recalled the words of President Duda
that “not everyone enjoys wearing masks”, and his admission that he was one of those peo-
ple. Duda also refused to be vaccinated against the seasonal influenza.

In this context, the government’s earlier reputation of successfully fighting off the pandemic
fell apart. Indeed, people started to blame PiS for the collapse of the healthcare system.

The women'’s strike

The issue that has caused the biggest social outbreak since the beginning of PiS rule has
been reproductive rights. While the farmers and the far-right members of the PIS parliamentary
fraction were protesting against the animal welfare bill, it said it is believed by political observ-
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ers that Kaczynski decided to give the green light to the constitutional court's procedure on
an anti-abortion bill.

The history of ‘the abortion compromise’ against women

The debate on reproductive rights goes back a long way in Poland’s history. Indeed, Polish
women gained the right to decide about their parenthood in 1956. During the transition after
1989, the Catholic church fought against abortion rights until, in 1993, right-wing and liberal
politicians passed a law banning these rights, except when the woman'’s life or health is en-
dangered by the pregnancy, when the pregnancy is a result of a criminal act, and when there
is a high probability of a severe and irreversible foetal impairment. In the media this regulation
became known as ‘the abortion compromise’. The second part of this ‘compromise’ was that
contraception should be made available and science-based sexual education taught in public
schools. This second part, however, was never was implemented.

When PiS took power in 2015, Polish anti-abortion organisations proposed to ban abor-
tion in all cases, except to save the woman'’s life. The citizens’ inftiative on this bill included
penalties of up to five years imprisonment for medical staff who conduct abortions. The bill was
debated in Sejm in 2016 and a majority of members of parliament voted in favour of continu-
ing the legislative process. This triggered the so-called ‘Czamy Protest’ (‘Black Protest’) when
approximately 100,000 protestors gathered to denounce the new bill. Although the women's
strike (2016) did not result in a reversal of the existing anti-abortion laws, the ruling PiS party
decided to abandon the initiative.

An attack on women’s rights under cover of the pandemic

Despite delaying the case, the PiS-controlled constitutional court ruled on 22 October
2020 that abortion in the situation of severe foetal defects is inconsistent with Poland’s consti-
tution as this provides for the legal protection of life. The court’s ruling came in response to a
constitutional complaint by a group of conservative members of parliament from PiS and from
the far-right Konfederacja (a coalition of libertarians and nationalists, who do not support the
government).

In opposition to the ruling, people took to the streets in more than 500 places, even in-
cluding many PiS strongholds. In some cities, protesters staged sit-ins in Catholic churches
and disrupted Sunday masses. The single biggest demonstration in Warsaw gathered over
100,000 protesters, an impressive number in a country not used to big street demonstrations.
Often, the demonstrations were attacked by far-right supporters and football hooligans. But
those acts of violence did not intimidate Polish women and over one million protesters took
part in demonstrations across the country.

Before the most violent incidents, Jarostaw Kaczyriski — in his new role as deputy prime
minister, overseeing also national security — called on right-wing supporters to “defend church-
es’. He also called the protesters “criminals”. According to media reports, PiS leaders wanted
Polish police forces to supress the protests, but the inspector general of the police did not
accept.
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A social movement for women’s rights and against the power
of conservatives and clergy

The protests were coordinated by the ‘All-Poland Women'’s Strike’ (OSK), a movement es-
tablished in 2016 under the leadership of Marta Lempart and Klementyna Suchanow. Accord-
ing to OSK, the aims of the protests include demands for legal abortion, sex education, con-
traception and restoration of the independence of constitutional institutions (the Constitutional
Tribunal and the Supreme Court). Four main forms of social anger were expressed on the
streets during the peak of the social protests: anger at the violation of women's freedom con-
nected with their calls for legal abortion; anger at PiS, which was expressed in a slogan con-
sisting of eight stars (***** ***) that was widely understood as
vulgar demand for the instant resignation of the government;
anger at the whole political system, which was expressed by The protests against
the slogan ‘Wypierdala¢’ (‘Fuck Off); and anger at the domi-
nant role of the Catholic church in Polish social life, expressed
in the form of protests in or nearby churches.

The protests against the deprivation of reproductive rights
have united different generations, despite high school and
university students being clearly dominant. The participation
of the youngest generation in the protests, and the radical
expression of their views, have terrified right-wing politicians being clearly
and conservative commentators, as well as the clergy. The dominant
current protests are much younger than the previous ones in
defence of judicial independence and generally the rule of law,
which instead tended to attract a generation for whom the democratic transition was the main
political experience of their life.

In cooperation with female members of parliament from the Left, the OSK established a
citizens' committee to collect signatures in favour of a bill to legalise abortion law in Poland.
President Duda meanwhile introduced a ‘compromise’ solution to the abortion crisis. This al-
lows ending pregnancy only when foetal impairment leads to the immediate death of the child.
In essence, Duda'’s ‘compromise’ was just a tightening of the abortion law, and the proposal
was widely criticised both by pro-choice and anti-choice organisations. Even the clergy criti-
cised Duda’s solution, as not being conservative enough.

Some politicians, including Szymon Hotownia (who took third place in the presidential
elections), propose a referendum on abortion, but the OSK strongly opposes this. The Left's
politics do not exclude any scenario, which may potentially lead to the liberalisation of the anti-
abortion law.

the deprivation of
reproductive rights
have united different
generations, despite
high school and
university students

The acceleration of secularisation

Alongside the issue of abortion, the social authority of the Catholic church is also collapsing
under the weight of two documentaries evidencing a previously unknown level of paedophilia,
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which have both registered over 30 million views on YouTube.” A third documentary, ‘Don
Stanislao’,? on Polish TV about the role of cardinal Stanistaw Dziwisz in paedophile scandals
has undermined his social position and cast a shadow on the legacy of Pope John Paul |,
whose position and authority was one of the bedrocks of conservative hegemony in Poland
during the transition period.

In addition, the close alliance of the Catholic church with the ruling PiS party, as well as the
church’'s homophobic statements, are damaging the standing of the Catholic church in Po-
land. Positions such as those of the archbishop of Krakdw, Marek Jedraszewski, who called
LGBT rights an “ideology” and spoke of the movement as a “rainbow plague”, comparing it to
the ‘red plague’ of communism, are rejected by the young generation.

The number of pupils attending religious education in public schools has been decreasing
for last decade. The protests against the deprivation of reproductive rights was an opportunity
for the youngest generation to make themselves heard in the public debate.

At the edge of transition

The failure to hammer the animal welfare bill through, the protests of farmers, the abortion rul-
ing of the constitutional court and the mass protests in defence of reproductive rights, but also
Kaczynski's calls for the ‘defence of churches’ and inciting violence, are all factors suggesting
that the PiS leader is losing his ability to read social emotions — his crucial political asset until
now. The Polish right-wing coalition under Kaczynski's leadership seems to be showing signs
of a gradual decomposition.

This is pushing the Polish political system towards a profound transition, with polls now
showing that for the first time since the 2015 elections approval for parties opposing the gov-
ermment is higher (43 per cent at the end October) than that for its supporters (33 per cent). In
early October, support of the government still stood at 38 per cent, while its opponents scored
34 per cent. During the same period, Kaczyniski lost 171 per cent in approval rating polls, Presi-
dent Duda lost 13 per cent and Prime Minister Morawiecki lost 10 per cent. Rafat Trzaskowski
from Civic Platform (PO), however, gained 3 per cent, as did the Left's leader Wiodzimierz
Czarzasty, and conservative-liberal anti-establishment politician Szymon Holownia gained 2
per cent. Holownia, with the support of half the polls’ respondents, is now the poalitician with
the highest approval rating.

Szymon Hotownia is also the main political beneficiary of social protests, despite the fact
his movement supports the ‘abortion compromise’. Indeed, he has even stated he would per-
sonally consider tightening the law. But his success can be explained by former PIS support-
ers who have turmed their backs on their former party and are now considering supporting left
or liberal parties. Another significant trend in the polls is the increasing number of undecided
voters.

1 Tylko nie mow nikomu 2019, https://youtu.be/BruvQ3W3nV4; Zabawa w chowanego (2020) https://youtu.
be/TOymbkPf3Ve.
2 https://player.pl/programy-online/don-stanislac-druga-twarz-kardynala-dziwisza, 192443,
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All this announces crucial changes in the Polish political
system. PiS is no longer the favourite to win the next general
election. What is more, the perspective of a change of power
is now a realistic option — even though it is too early to forecast
how a future ruling majority will look. The women's strike has
triggered a process of evolution of political opinions for many
voters. Furthermore, it has activated the youngest genera-
tion of voters for whom a negative attitude to PiS is a crucial
element of their political stance. Nevertheless, the issue of
a liberalisation of the anti-abortion law is rather a long-term
perspective, longer than one term of the parliament. Indeed,
without changing the majority in the constitutional court, liber-
alisation will not be possible. Given that the term of this court
is nine years, the evolution of Polish politics will be a lengthy
process. But the direction of this evolution is now clearly pro-
gressive.,
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PiS is no longer the
favourite to win the
next general election.
What is more, the
perspective of a
change of power is
now a realistic option
- even though it is
too early to forecast
how a future ruling
majority will look
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Time to renew multilateralism

Maria Jodo Rodrigues

The new challenges humankind is called to face, the new dynamics of an increasingly complex
global context characterised by a new range of state and non-state actors, and the recent
pandemic which has acted as a magnifier of existing trends, all open up a new set of sce-
narios. The European Union will have to adjust and find answers to these possible scenarios,
if it wishes to assert itself on the global scene while remaining true to its values. Such answers
can only be found in a new, fair and inclusive multilateralism.

Human history is now reaching a new phase as humankind is confronted with new common
global challenges that are vital — human health, living conditions, survival on this planet. Global
governance needs to be re-invented to cope with this new situation.

Furthermore, the range and dynamics of the relevant global actors are now very different
because they include many new countries that joined the UN system after decolonisation,
as well as new great powers, regional organisations, multinational corporations, civil society
organisations and global citizenship.

These new challenges and new actors have generated a large set of global inttiatives
that create a very complex landscape of global governance: plurilateral platforms (such as
the G20), comprehensive bilateral agreements (notably in trade), regional political organisations
(such as the European Union and the African Union) and multi-actor coalitions focusing on
particular issues (such as the environment).

Competition between the great powers is also evolving. After the long bipolar period with
the US and the USSR as major centres of power, and the US-unipolar phase after the fall
of the Berlin Wall, American hegemony now seems to be in
decline due to both American retrenchment and the emer-
gence of new great powers, notably China. More recently, this
multipolar world and this new great-power game seem to be
reaching the level of systemic competition between different ~ acting as a catalyst

The Covid-19
pandemic is now

potential global orders. and a magnifier of all
Furthermore, and more recently, the Covid-19 pandemic ~ these challenges and
is now acting as a catalyst and a magnifier of all these chal- tensions

lenges and tensions. The response to this crisis is unfolding
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in different phases: health emergency and lockdown, the re-opening and re-launch of human
activity with several setbacks, countering a big recession, preparing recovery with transforma-
tion of our economiesand societies. This is a make-or-break moment for international cooper-

ation

, and it will probably be a turning point in shaping the emerging new global order. Several

scenarios are being considered.

First of all, a Western revival, particularly due the replacement of US President Donald
Trump by Joe Biden — a huge relief for the entire world! This might not fully change the Ameri-
can attitude to trade but will certainly bring a new American attitude regarding climate or
human-rights standards, as well as an American re-engagement in the UN system, and, more
fundamentally, democracy and the rule of law.

Nevertheless, we have a new world now, and the scenario most likely to materialise is
the ongoing fragmentation of the current global order and the emergence of a polycen-
tric structure with zones of influence, including China’s new zones of influence. These
different poles and zones of influence can also become more inward-looking and use
a weakened multilateral system selectively for their particular needs.
In order to prevent this last scenario, renewing international cooperation with a multi-
lateralism for the 21st century should be the way to go. The chances for such a sce-
nario depend on the establishment of a large coalition of forces involving willing states,
regional organisations, civil society entities of different kinds,
and also willing citizens wherever they are in the world, even
The European under authoritarian and anti-multilateral political regimes. This

Union should aim would be a global coalition of progressive forces, which could

at asserting itself
as a fully-fledged
political entity with

in defending and

count on a core of strongly committed forces as well as on
a variable geometry according to the different objectives.

The European Union is now on the path to developing
stronger instruments of European sovereignty in the budget-
ary, economic, social, and environmental fields, and it should
aim at asserting itself as a fully-fledged political entity with a vi-

a vital interest

updating a multilateral 5 ihierest in defending and updating a multilateral system at
system at world level  \yorld level, and in buiding up a global coalition of allies.

man

First of all, the objectives of multilateralism should be up-
dated. Even if the main objectives of peace and security, hu-
rights and development remain central, they should be understood through a new con-

ceptual lens:
L]

peace and security must include the new dimensions of outer space and cyberspace,
to prevent their weaponisation, their tendency to cause new social divides and the risk
that authoritarians use them for their goals;

human rights must be asserted radically against all kinds of discrimination and incorpo-
rate full gender equality, as this concerns half of humankind;

development is not only for countries catching up. It is for all countries because all
countries need to change their development model towards the UN's Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDG).
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Furthermore, new objectives with a global dimension should be explicitly added for a re-
newed multilateral system:

the provision of global public goods, such as vaccines, health services and educa-
tion:

the common but differentiated responsibilities for global commons such as climate,
natural resources and cyberspace;

the governance of global exchanges and interdependence in different fields — finance,
trade, investment, technologies, intellectual property rights and human mobility.

Some principles of renewal should drive the transformation of the current multilateral

system to:

focus on well-being for all and on a new relationship with the planet and nature, accord-
ing to the One Health principle;

focus on reducing social inequalities inside countries, between countries and between
generations;

be inclusive of all human beings, assuming the same fundamental rights for all;
promote upward convergence towards the achievement of the common goals, be-
yond the variety of cultural and political preferences;

deepen democratic ownership at all levels: local, national, regional and international;
develop a knowledge-intensive governance using consultation, participation, coopera-
tion, joint learning and artificial intelligence to promote all these principles.

It is high time to develop a new multilateralism for the 21st century. We need a new, inclu-
sive and fair multilateralism!
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America’s democracy holds
John Halpin

In 2020 American democracy faced one of its most serious threats when the outgoing presi-
dent refused to accept the electoral results, tried to overturn them in his own favour, and then
incited a mob attack on the seat of government itself. How could this have happened? How
will America manage to heal its wounds? Despite the preconceptions and scepticism of many
commentators, Joe Biden was the ideal competitor to challenge Donald Trump. Not only did
Biden gain the largest number of votes for any presidential candidate in American history, but
he has also proved that, even in a situation of persistent polarisation, It is still the centre that de-
termines American elections. Yet Democrats will not be in a position to implement far-reaching
transformations and will still have to deal with the deep sectarian grievances that affect Ameri-
can society. Progressives will therefore have to build a new vision that is able to compete with
Trump's right-wing populism and to overcome the country’s profound divisions.

The Trump years in America were often filed with hyperbole about the president's motives,
intentions, and various assaults on the norms and values that underpin the constitutional
system. At some level, however, most Americans assumed that Donald Trump was more of a
clown, a distraction, and a con artist than a genuine “proto-fascist” threat to democracy.

That was before Trump — and an alarmingly wide swathe of GOP leadership across the
country — attempted to overtumn a free and fair presidential election by steadily raising the anti-
democratic stakes with actions ranging from asking for legitimate recounts, to making false
claims about a “stolen election”, to trying to discard votes in urban areas through countless
rejected court proceedings, to the president trying to get state legislatures to ignore the results
and seat alternative Trump electors, to the state of Texas and hundreds of Republican leaders
asking the Supreme Court to throw out the votes of four other states, to the president’s former
national security adviser calling for martial law, to white nationalist Proud Boys running around
the nation’s capital committing random acts of violence in defence of Donald Trump's “victory”,
to more than 100 Republican House members and many Senators refusing to certify Biden's
victory, to the penultimate far-right mob attack on the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021 — incited
by President Trump himself.

Fortunately for the US and its people, these authoritarian actions failed. The courts threw
out aimost all of Trump's fact-free cases alleging fraud. The Electoral College formally voted
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on 14 December 2020 to make Joe Biden the next president, and after the appaling attack
on the U.S. Capitol, Congress accepted the results in early January and Biden will assume
constitutional power at noon on 20 January 2021.

American democracy has withstood one of its gravest threats in generations. But observ-
ers in Europe surely must be asking: ‘How did the world’s longest-standing constitutional
republic descend to such a degraded state so quickly? Will American democracy hold in the
long term? If so, what needs to be done to repair the breach?’

To answer these questions, let us take a brief tour of what happened in this election and
what it means going forward.

The centre is still vital in American politics

Although many left-leaning commentators are loath to admit
it, Joe Biden was the perfect counterpoint to Donald Trump
American voters still i, 5000 - and a huge part of Biden's impressive upset of an
care about principles  incumbent president stemmed from his personal approach to
and character, and politics and his years of experience. Biden was a comfortable
want sensible, landing spot for many Americans disgruntled and disaffected
pragmatic leadership  with Trump. Biden correctly understood what other Demo-
from their president cratic candidates and Donald Trump did not: American voters
and not radical left-  Still care about principles and character, and want sensible,
pragmatic leadership from their president and not radical left-
wing or right-wing populism.

Biden won more than 81 million votes nationally, the most
in American history, and successfully flipped the states of
Pennsylvania, Michigan, Wisconsin, Georgia, and Arizona, to
collect a 306 to 232 Electoral College victory and seal his victory. This year's victory represents
national majorities for Democrats in five out of the six national elections since 2000, and a clear
indication of the party’s strength in the aggregate.

Although analysts are still sifting through voter files and results to form a firmer picture
of what happened, the basic story is that Biden racked up huge margins in the suburbs of
places like Atlanta, Philadelphia, Detroit, and Milwaukee, tuming out base Democrats and
black voters, winning over lots of college-educated white voters, and doing better than Hillary
Clinton did in 2016 with non-college educated white voters in numerous counties across key
battleground states.

In an election with record high turmout, Donald Trump continued to do well in many rural
areas and increased his support notably in some heavily Hispanic counties. But he funda-
mentally failled over the course of his presidency to add to this base of support, essentially
capturing the same 46-47 per cent of the vote as he did in 2016 without expanding in any
meaningful manner.

Biden pulled off this win with a focused and sharp message based first on character (‘re-
storing the soul of the nation’) and second on a practical approach to the twin challenges fac-

G

wing or right-wing
populism




GLoBAL Focus

Figure 1: Democratic popular vote margin
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Figure 2: Biden increased margins in suburbs
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Figure 3: Trump improved in key Hispanic counties
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ing the country: the Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent economic crisis. These components
made for sharp contrasts with Trump’s erratic and failed leadership, and helped Biden estab-
lish a base-level of trust with voters that he represents core American values like decency,
compassion, and equal opportunity for all people. They also helped establish trust that he has
a plausible plan for first containing the coronavirus threat and then moving to rebuild America
on multiple fronts from jobs and healthcare to infrastructure and international cooperation on
climate, pandemics, and other common threats.

Put simply, Biden proved that the centre still determines US elections — even in an age of
party polarisation. While Trump was perceived to be closer to many voters’ median opinions in
2016 against Clinton, he was viewed as an extremist with failed management of the biggest
crisis facing the country and wildly out-of-touch positions in 2020.

America is more divided than ever

Despite Biden's impressive victory against an erratic and difficult opponent, Democrats did not
secure the sweeping change across multiple levels of government that they wanted.

Republicans picked up a net 10 seats in the House of Representatives to narrow the
Democratic majority for the upcoming session to 222 seats versus 211 for the Republicans
(with two seats still outstanding). After eyeing potential control of the Senate on election night,
Democrats managed to gain only 1 seat overall, but later won both runoff elections in Georgia
in January 2021. Democrats’ victory in these two elections now means that the Senate will be
tied 50-50, with incoming Vice President Kamala Harris breaking future tie votes.

Table 1: Balance of power after 2020 elections

Position Democrats Republicans Net (for Democrats)
President 306 232 +74 electoral votes
Senate +4 (AZ, CO, two in GA) +1 (AL +3
House +3 +13 -10
Govermnors 0 -1(MT) -1
State legislatures 0 +3 (NH, AK) -3

Source: Center for American Progress

Likewise, Democrats failed to gain any ground at the state level, losing a governor's seat
in Montana and falling short in its efforts to flip control of any of the party’s state legislative
targets. Republicans now control 27 governorships compared to 23 for Democrats, and 62
state legislative chambers compared to Democrats’ 37 chambers.

Even with the decisive electoral rejection of Trump, the country has not solved its basic
political divides in any clear manner.

More importantly, the split results in 2020 indicate a hard truth for Joe Biden and those
on the centre-left in America: there will be no New Deal- or Great Society-style massive
Democratic majorities for progressive change anytime soon. Favourable demographic
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change will not usher in uninterrupted Democratic control in

the next decade. The House majority alone is tenuous and

given historical trends could easily flip back to Republicans The split results in
in 2022. Even if Democrats manage to win close elections 2020 indicate a hard

in the next few cycles, they will not be in a position to imple- truth for Joe Biden
ment the kinds of far-reaching transformations envisioned by and those on the
many social movement activists and members of the Demo-  centre-left in America:
cratic left. there will be no
Biden and Democrats must therefore accept political real- New Deal- or Great

ity, and build an agenda and approach to politics that reaches
a wide array of voters and expands from Democrats’ tradi-
tional strongholds in urban and suburban areas.

But this will be exceptionally difficult, not only due to the
divides in Congress but also the serious schisms within Amer-
ican society itself.

We must confront the ugly reality that American politics,
and the media and social media ecosystem underpinning our informational divides, has
essentially become sectarian and almost entirely based on competing cultural grievances
rather than measured consideration of alternative paths to protecting and serving the coun-
try’'s interests. Where the two parties and their leaders once debated the size of government,
deficits, regulations, and the proper scope of the social safety net, today’s partisans fight
over who counts as genuinely American, which racial and ethnic groups deserve or do not
deserve power and support, which online slight or untoward statement makes their respec-
tive voters feel demeaned or underappreciated.

Although Americans continue to find other avenues for constructive engagement with one
another outside politics and in more local communities and organisations, the country’s na-
tional political system is utterly broken.

Rationality, logic, and civil discussion of pressing national needs have been replaced by
a national politics built on emotional instability, misinformation and disinformation, and strident
positions that do little to confront chronic problems plaguing America: the serious lack of in-
vestment in infrastructure and well-being of people; rising economic and geographic inequali-
ties; sclerotic governmental bureaucracies; and toxic distrust of most major institutions and
elites in American life. It is not clear that America anytime soon will be able to arrest this doom
cycle of political cynicism and corrupted poalitics driving anti-democratic figures like Trump who
further fuel rage and anger, and who hamper or attack democratic solutions to our collective
problems.

Biden will certainly try to reach out and build a new politics, as he should. But in order to
make this more of a reality, he will need to forge and promote a new model of politics for a
country deeply divided and seemingly incapable of resolving its differences politically.

Society-style massive
Democratic majorities
for progressive
change anytime soon
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America needs a new vision of inclusive nationalism

To start, Biden and the centre-left need to articulate a pragmatic domestic vision of equality
and opportunity for all, consistent with a wider internationalism focused on challenges across
porders. Democrats will need to focus on unifying themes of national economic renewal while
strategically disengaging from ongoing culture wars. Facing great uncertainty and rising anger
among Americans, Biden and his team should promote an agenda and vision that can com-
mand support from the sensible majority of Americans, avoid unnecessary and divisive social
issue fights, and chart a vision for America’s collective purpose post-crisis and post-Trump.

The current moment presents progressives with an opportunity to both challenge and com-
pete with Trump-style right-wing populism that has pushed ‘us versus them’ identity politics across
America and in other westemn democracies. But progressives need to be smart about it

With politics fracturing along increasingly narrow and divisive visions from both the far left
and far right, a national project focused on inclusive nationalism is urgently needed if America
is to build a politically sustainable vision for the future.

A successiul vision of inclusive nationalism would speak for the common good at home
and would reject the drift towards political tribalism and ideo-
logical extremes. It would speak to Americans as democratic
citizens sharing common values grounded on individual free-
inclusive nationalism  yom political equality, and social responsibility. It would seek

A successful vision of

would speak for to include all people in a common national project of social
the common good and economic regeneration post-crisis.
at home and would In contrast to ‘America First' political chauvinism, a new
reject the drift vision for inclusive nationalism would not shy away from com-
towards political mitments to those in other nations. Building on an economi-
tribalism and cally stronger and more cohesive America, this approach

would seek to work cooperatively with allies to address com-
mon challenges such as the coronavirus pandemic, terrorism,
nuclear proliferation, cyberwarfare, inequality, and eroding
democratic freedoms. A new nationalism would not isolate America from the world’s troubles
but recognise instead that strength at home requires engagement with the world and looking
out for others as well as ourselves. Just as neighbourhoods are only as secure and prosper-
ous as their individual members, families, and households, so the United States can only
remain a strong and prosperous nation if it invests in itself at home and meets its responsibili-
ties abroad.

Fortunately, America is not starting from scratch here. A new vision of inclusive national-
ism coupled with interational cooperation would channel the animating spirit of Franklin D.
Roosevelt's Four Freedoms and New Deal and the optimistic New Frontier themes of John F.
Kennedy, while updating the substance and focus for the early 21st century’s defining chal-
lenge: rebuilding America’s economy, society, and global standing in the wake of the Trump
administration’s disastrous response to the coronavirus pandemic coming on top of years of
domestic divisiveness and neglect.
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Although the exact details of this new vision for America must be debated, the major com-
ponents of future domestic and foreign policy activity should include:

e g national economic development plan built on increased domestic manufacturing of
critical needs, clean energy, investments in science and technology, stronger public
education, and greatly improved national infrastructure;

e g sturdier economic foundation for American families built on high-wage jobs for work-
ers and more comprehensive social insurance and protections;

e a national equity model that brings all left-behind regions of the country, both rural and
urban, into full participation in American social life;

e arebalanced national security approach that protects the American homeland and citi-
zens from harm, secures its borders in a humane and managed manner, and deploys
its economic, diplomatic, and military power in a more measured way;

e an interational ‘all hands on deck’ initiative to focus American leadership and diplo-
macy on common challenges facing governments across the world including terrorism,
poverty, public health and pandemics, climate change, economic inequality, and the
erosion of individual rights and democratic freedoms.

When Joe Biden takes office in January 2021, he will face an intertwined political and
policy trial unseen since President Roosevelt's time. The risks involved in persisting on the
present course are high for progressives and the nation alike.

Donald Trump and other right-wing populists in America
will certainly continue to cast about for others to blame, and
seek ways to rip the nation apart while avoiding any responsi-
bility for the crisis or offering any meaningful ideas to combat
it. They will continue to favour certain groups over others in
designing public policies while ignoring the needs of Ameri-
can society as a whole and the world at large. This approach

Donald Trump and
other right-wing
populists in America
will certainly continue
to cast about for

amounts to a formula for internal decay and decline as well as
a serious loss of influence and prestige worldwide.

As dramatically demonstrated by the coronavirus crisis and
Trump's actions in the aftermath of the 2020 election, America
remains a nation divided and ill-served by outgoing political

others to blame,
and seek ways to
rip the nation apart
while avoiding any
responsibility for the

leaders. Its government lacked the ability to effectively cope
with the domestic crisis wrought by this global pandemic, much
less work with other nations to contain and defeat it. In contrast,
a new vision for inclusive nationalism spearheaded by incoming President Biden would seek
to rebuild American society at home in order to reclaim American prestige abroad. Without an
America able and wiling to do its part to solve global problems and meet overseas threats, the
United States will remain vulnerable to terrorists, pandemics, and autocrats the world over.

If the country is to bridge its divisions and move towards a more stable political order, Joe
Biden and his allies must now take up the urgent and vital task of developing a new vision
of inclusive nationalism, one that can attract the support of Americans across demographic,
geographic, and political lines to help protect and extend the nation's democratic legacy.

crisis
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The main political trends
in post-pandemic Europe

Mikael Leyi

We are leaving a dramatic and paradoxical year behind us. One that came with death, suf-
fering and painful realisations of the weaknesses of our societies, but also with encouraging
experiences of the strength of our systems in the face of this monumental Covid-19 crisis.
The magnifying glass offered by this pandemic exposes all the persistent inequalities, injus-
tices and deficiencies of our societies, economies, democracies and European project. At the
same time, the pandemic offers hope as it demonstrates the strength of our institutions and
the collective willpower of our peoples in the face of a truly global emergency. We have seen
the democratic space shrink as reactionary governments advance their autocratic agendas.
We have also seen the essential role played by civil society organisations in bridging institution-
al gaps by organising life-saving support to communities across Europe. | believe that this dual
experience will impact the coming year and define three major trends for Europe: improved
policy coordination, increased public impatience, and heightened political confiict.

2021 will be an important political year for Europe, and will thus provide a perfect stage for
these trends to unfold or a perfect storm. The EU institutions and the Portuguese presidency
of the EU Council have much to deliver in carrying forward the enlarged ambitions of Europe in
the face of the pandemic. The vaccines will continue to be rolled out in a coordinated fashion.
The long-term budget will be implemented, and the national recovery plans put to work. The
mid-term review of the Commission’'s work plan is approaching, and the next steps will be
taken for crucial policies such as the New Pact on Migration and Asylum, the Green Deal, and
the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR), as well as the dialogues related to the Conference
on the Future of Europe (CoFoE). The international climate summit in Glasgow will be crucial for
making real commitments, as we leave yet another year of record heat behind us.

We have seen a year exposing both increased policy coordination and the effects from
a lack of it. In many ways, the EU has passed the most important tests of this pandemic,
managing to secure both funding and coordinated distribution of the vaccines with a solidarity-
driven approach. This experience points in two directions based on two realisations: the need
for more and deeper cooperation, and the need for concerted and coordinated action by
member states stemming from the understanding that the EU cannot afford to have states
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fighting amongst themselves as they did over medical equipment at the start of the pandemic.
This also provides inspiration for ongoing and future conversations on a Health Union, as well
as for the CoFoE. The need for more coordination between policy areas is made evident as
the crisis management is constantly enlarged to cover more and more policy areas — rang-
ing from public health, social services, rescue packages and labour market policy, to border
control and management, the climate and environmental crisis, adequate housing and fiscal
policy. | believe that the experience brought about by the pandemic will influence the major
political developments of 2021 and inspire conversations on the national recovery plans, the
Green Deal, the EPSR, and the migration policy — most likely with much needed cross-refer-
encing and increased coherence.

The growing public impatience and frustration with the injustices, incapacities and inequali-
ties shown up in the most blatant way by the pandemic will have an important impact in 2021
as protests, demonstrations and gatherings become possible again, and as we move from
crisis management to recovery and rebuilding. This outcry and frustration represent a public
realisation of the dysfunctions of the current social and economic system that fails to guaran-
tee the lives and health of all citizens. This generalised frustration is in fact a necessary factor
in the transition towards the sustainable societies that we need to be able to build back better.
There are also signs that this realisation is being mirrored at the European level, with a political
class that is increasingly aware of this frustration and that is anxious to deal with it as it worries
over the growing disconnect between citizens and Brussels.

The important public policy crossroads reached in 2021 will offer a perfect arena for my
final prediction of a third likely trend — that of major incoming political fights both over what les-
sons should be drawn from this pandemic and over which path to take in the process of rolling
out policy and implementing future action plans. The right and its extreme cousin will most
certainly seize the opportunity of this pandemic to withhold, withdraw or downsize progressive
ambitions. Hiding behind the argument of the need to focus on essentials, they will direct the
efforts towards the familiar path of an economic recovery in its most neoliberal form of austerity,
further pinning us against them in the name of crisis management. This fight is likely to heat up
significantly, fuelled further by the frustration that has built up during this crisis and the heavy
blanket of consensus established in so many places.

| will therefore end with a plea in relation to these three predicted trends: progressive forces
inside and outside parliaments must do their utmost to make sure that 2021 becomes a new
beginning and the starting point towards the new, sustainable, and just Europe that we so
urgently need.
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A social response
to the weaknesses of democracy

Sébastien Maillard

The first event with global resonance to kick off 2021 was an attack on democracy: the inva-
sion of Capitol Hill in Washington, spurred by the outgoing president. Europeans were stunned
by this spectacular violence, kiling five people, and degrading not only one of the most pres-
tigious symbols of parliamentary democracy in the world, but also the very authority of the US
executive.

The United States is depicted as a young nation but an old democracy. The European
Union comprises many old nations but some relatively young democracies, most often
founded on the rubble of totalitarianism. Europe trembled as it watched the Capitol wobble
for a moment because it knows that the evils on the other side of the Atlantic are partly also
its own: a crisis of representation, extreme polarisation of debate, dissemination of untruths,
distrust of authorities. The German Bundestag suffered an attempted intrusion by anti-mask
and anti-vaccination activists in August 2020, as did the Dutch Parliament in 2019 by angry
farmers.

Repairing, even healing, our vulnerable liberal democracies is a European collective duty for
2021, as well for the whole decade to come. The European Union is becoming the guardian
of democracies. It keeps an eye on the proper functioning of the rule of law. The Commission
draws up a regular health report for the entire democratic body to be vitalised in the member
states. As an economy requires structural reforms, cleaning up a democracy requires; ad-
vanced civic education, independence of the judiciary, a plurality of media, regulation of social
networks, defence against cyber-attacks, respect for public freedoms such as the freedom
of expression and religious freedom, an active role of intermediary bodies, citizen participation
and a fight against corruption.

The consolidation of all these elements is all the more necessary as the international con-
text is undermined by authoritarian regimes (China, Russia, Turkey), setting themselves up as
an alternative model. Around the world, liberal democracy is losing ground. And global chal-
lenges, such as the struggle for climate and biodiversity, which require radical changes in our
modes of production and consumption, gquestion our sometimes very cumbersome delibera-
tive procedures.
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But the European institutions on their own are ill-equipped to reform our national democra-
cies. The European Article 7 procedure is exerting pressure without convincing results at this
stage, as in the case of Poland. The new budgetary conditionality of respect for the rule of law
will not be put into practice for at least a year, until the European Court of Justice validates the
legislation. The establishment this spring of a European Public Prosecutor’s Office, however,
could prove to be a promising avenue in the fight against corruption.

It is first and foremost for member states to look after their democracy. The independence
of the judiciary is of course structurally vital. In parliamentary systems, the most common form
in the EU, the head of state too needs to play a key role. Sovereign or president, he or she
stands most often as the ultimate guarantor of the democratic functioning of their country's
institutions. He or she is also a guarantor of their country’s European commitment, as seen
when the president of Italy, Sergio Mattarella, prevented a Eurosceptic from being nominated
as prime minister in 2018, during the formation of the Italian government between the League
and the 5 Star Movement.

But guaranteeing democracy should never rest on a single institution. The intermediary
bodies (unions, chambers of commerce, regional divisions, churches, associations, etc) play
an irreplaceable role of daily mediation. They should not be allowed to grow tired, but on the
contrary, need to be rejuvenated and to see their primary mission enhanced.

Among these intermediary bodies, the political parties are of course primarily responsible
for the vitality of democracy — and for its crisis. Their open ear to the whole of society, the
consistency of their ideas, the integrity of their members, the exemplary nature of their elected
representatives and their sense of the State are necessary to gain the confidence of citizens.
Simply denouncing national populism is not a programme.

Cleaning up and revitalising our democracies is not a luxury. It is a vast programme at all
levels — local, national and European. But by focusing too much on the sole subject of de-
mocracy, we risk setting the wrong priority, or rather not grasping the problem at its roots. The
independence of justice is fundamental, but social justice is also essential.

People’s mistrust of all institutions, their silent anger against elected officials, media, ex-
perts, and other ‘elites’ call, above all, for a social response from the whole of Europe. This is
all the more the case in 2021, when further rises in unemployment and poverty are expected.
The European social summit in Porto on 7 and 8 May is therefore a welcome initiative. Glo-
balisation has generated a cohort of left-asides in Europe; rural or peri-urban areas have
their renegades, and are where the 'gilets jaunes’ movement in France originated, and where
Covid-19 has highlighted the ‘essential work’ that has until now been neglected. The social
response sets itself a big agenda: redeveloping the access routes to these territories, sup-
porting the ecological and digital transitions fairly, fighting against precariousness, facilitating
professional retraining, helping dependence in old age, making ‘essential work” earn more. It
is also about giving social recognition: regaining self-esteem through that of society, feeling
valued in one’s business, included in the neighbourhood, listened to in the media, being able
1o take pride in the nation.

This wide social response agenda that must be linked to social recognition will not be im-
plemented overnight, nor within one year, for as long as our liberal democracies remain fragile
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and under immediate threat. All eyes will be on Germany in 2021 because this is a Wahiljahr,
an election year, in many Lénder throughout the country as well as at the federal level, with
Angela Merkel leaving office after more than 15 years. Enabling a smooth and undisputed
political transition in the EU’s most populated and powerful country will be crucial for the future
of democracy in Europe. The other key player under scrutiny in 2021 will of course be the new
Biden administration and the way it manages to heal American democracy. Its plan to hold
a world summit on democracy must not end up as a gathering of more or less democratic
countries, allied against China under a restored US leadership, but send a message to the
world of undefeatable faith in liberal democracy for this century.
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Education in Europe after the pandemic
Between opportunities and divides

Mialy Dermish’

Predictions in education are hard to make because the educational field is exposed to forceful
influences such as public expectations, political approaches, professional principles, institutional
views and expert opinions. Moreover, the practices that we call educational are not the direct
outcomes of these forces but the results of interpretations by practitioners operating in specific
environments (colleges, schooals, classrooms, etc). Here we choose to share our predictions for
2021 in several areas of education, offering both a positive and negative scenario. We hope that
more systems will move towards the positive trends, but we predict a mix of both. The choice is
now up to individual member states and how they wish to support the future of their societies.
For us here at the SIRIUS Policy Network on Migrant Education, the choice is clear.

Academic achievement

Positive scenario

After strong investment directed towards vulnerable communities through financial instruments
that schools and school leaders are able to access and manage themselves, we will find that
the learning gaps that might have occurred were significantly mitigated in the 2021 school
year. This highlights the importance of bold political and financial leadership, and the recogni-
tion that teachers and leaders who have direct contact with learners are best placed to make
rapid decisions about how to use investment for their communities with optimum effect.

Negative scenario

Long-standing differences in the learmning achievements of vulnerable communities in compari-
son to other leamers were further engrained at the end of the school year in 2020. Continued
disruption to many school systems will put an extra strain on the educational attainment of
these learmners, among them those still in early childhood, those with leaming needs and dis-
abilities, migrant and refugee learmers, those who do not speak the language of instruction,

1 This chapter has been written also thanks to the inputs from Dr Michalis Kakos and Giuseppina Tucci.
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learners from lower socio-economic backgrounds and those from vulnerable households with
parents who are abusive and/or struggling with mental health issues. Depending on age and
grade, many learmers may struggle to catch up with what their peers are achieving within the
period of formal education, particularly older leamers in the 15+ age range who will have less
opportunity for-intervention before they reach an age of independence.

Curriculum issues

Positive scenario

Although covering the curriculum has been challenging for many teachers in 2020, the fa-
miliarisation of practitioners with the new methods of delivery demanded by Covid-19 has
allowed these practitioners to recognise new opportunities. Many schools have chosen to
connect with other schools and classrooms from across Europe to increase citizen and civic
learning in 2021. Furthermore, language exchanges and joint projects across a wide array of
subjects with learners from all over the continent will promote teamwork, intercultural skills, and
skills such as project and time management for older learmners, in addition to meeting several
curriculum priorities. This will foster a new way of learning, and the creation of European online
schools where students from across the EU could learn together for several hours a week,
eventually undertaking exchanges in different countries.

Negative scenario

Research from 2012 shows that while face-to-face teaching results in more time being spent with
students than it would be for the same lesson online, online teaching reguires much more prepa-
ration and organisation if it is to be pursued effectively. Anecdotal evidence from some schools
also highlights that it is necessary to limit the curriculum in order to ensure that basic learming oc-
curs. ‘Extras’ or individual-choice projects are therefore likely to be no longer possible in 2021.

Supporting non-formal education actors

Positive scenario

One major priority shared by parents, families, teachers and learners is the need to feel sup-
ported (both with workload and with mental health issues). Several non-formal educational ac-
tors have highlighted how community resource groups and outreach can approach this issue
in innovative ways. We are happy to see governments funding t& non-formal actors in 2021 to
ensure that many groups, including newly arrived migrants, are able to access valuable peer
and other support. It will also ensure that newly arrived migrants are able to access peer and
social resources, including opportunities to speak and learn the language of instruction.

Negative scenario

Left struggling for funding and the ability to undertake their usual activities, many non-formal
educational actors or other service providers tumned to the telephone and other means of out-
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reach during the 2020 school closures demanded by the pandemic. Overwhelmed by their
workload and by their work being misunderstood by public authorities, these non-formal edu-
cational actors and other service providers have been underfunded for 2021 and will be even
less available to provide for the vulnerable communities they serve. In particular, organisations
will be missed that used to facilitate peer and community groups for refugees and newly ar-
rived migrants to integrate better into society.

Educational policy and plan-designing processes

Positive scenario

The academic end of year multi-stakeholder meetings at national and local levels resulted in
policymakers, teachers and school directors not only sharing their experience of reactions
to the Covid-19 schooal closures in 2020 but also defining and highlighting the opportunities
of this unigue situation for 2021. The outcome is that the most urgent needs of teachers,
students and families are being met with clear plans and positivity. In addition, the unique op-
portunities that the Covid-19 pandemic has brought to our schools will be exploited, and all
stakeholders will be able to reflect on this time knowing that they have achieved as much as
is possible.

Negative scenario

A lack of forward-thinking, design-focused and inclusive assessment of each country’s edu-
cational experience in 2020 has resulted in a lack of proactive plans to ensure that the most
important needs of schools, educators, students, children and families are met, and that as-
pirations can be reached despite the uncertainty. Advantages of the school-closure situation
were not recognised or used to improve school systems or to provide leaming opportunities
for learmers.

Educational technology

Positive scenario

Brought into local and national stakeholder meetings and into contact with parents and stu-
dents, educational technology companies moved their products to meet the needs of vul-
nerable families in 2020, and began to use more co-creative processes with teachers and
learners in lower socio-economic and challenging areas in order to fill a gap in face-to-face
time between learmers and teachers during the pandemic. Bringing public and private spheres
together in this way shows how individuals and groups can make a very significant impact
when directed by strong leadership and facilitated in a forward-thinking process.

Negative scenario
With little incentive or connection to national education ministries, educational technology
companies continued to market their offerings to students and families. While many of these
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companies produce high-quality offerings at optimal prices, some still prey on low-income
families that seek upward mobility, and the companies do not deliver on the promises they
market. Others, producing higher-quality courses and apps priced themselves to be acces-
sible only by wealthier parents and will thus increase the achievement gap in 2021.
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The best-skilled generation in the face
of the pandemic

Alicia Homs Ginel

Youth is often described as one of the best periods in people’s life given that key events for
their own personal and professional development take place. But the Covid-19 crisis has put
young people’s prospects at risk in Europe.

Studies by the International Labour Organization (ILO) show that although young people are
one of the most resilient groups to the health effects of the pandemic, they are nevertheless
one of the most vulnerable groups in the economic and social crises that have unfolded.

As also happened during the 2008 crisis, the economic breakdown caused by the pan-
demic has hit young people disproportionately. Figures leave no doubt in this regard: one in
six young Europeans who were employed before the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic
have lost their job or have been dismissed. Working hours among employed youth have
fallen by nearly a quarter, and two out of five young people have reported a reduction in their
income.

Low incomes, precarious working conditions and limited access to social protection are
the reality of labour conditions that thousands of young people are now experiencing in their
daily lives. Moreover, unpaid traineeships and over-representation in non-standard forms of
work (such as part-time jobs, temporary jobs or digital platform work) create the perfect condi-
tions to tun the highest-educated generation so far into the most vulnerable one. Vulnerability
is of particular concern from a gender perspective due to worrying imbalances in the labour
market. We should never forget that young women in particular suffer a double discrimination,
for being young and for being women.

The current generation of young Europeans is highly skilled. Re-skiling and up-skilling
cannot therefore be the answer to tackle high unemployment rates among them. If we want to
empower and create favourable conditions for young people to develop all their potential, what
we need to provide is quality and sustainable jobs.

That said, we must acknowledge that the EU is currently taking major steps towards Sus-
tainable Development Goal 8 of the UN's 2030 Agenda: the reduction of youth unemployment
by at least 50 per cent by 2030 and the inclusion of criteria for quality job creation.

1 European Parliament (2020), resolution on the Youth Guarantee, 8 October.
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The strengthening of the Youth Guarantee, the modermisation and expansion of policies in
favour of vocational education and training, a more inclusive Erasmus+ Programme for 2021-
2027, the commitment to invest 7 per cent of the Recovery and Resilience Mechanism in the
young generation, and the new Agenda for a Sustainable Social Europe are good examples
of the steps the EU is taking.

In sum, only if we develop the right tools and ensure that the job offers for young people are
of the best quality in terms of decent wages and working conditions, will we be able to avoid
the high societal cost of losing the best-skilled generation.




PrebicTiONs 2021

European economic prospects
in 2021

Andrew Watt

Alongside its direct health-related impact, the coronavirus pandemic threw a spanner in the
economic works. Output fell by an unprecedented amount in 2020. Public debt ratios in-
creased by around 20 percentage points, in some countries substantially more, as govern-
ments tried to keep their economies afloat. Still, companies were forced into debt or out of
the market altogether, workers into short-time work or open unemployment. If that were not
enough, Brexit finally materialised as the New Year bells rang out, adding to economic uncer-
tainty.

Can the European economy recover in 20217 The answer is yes, provided policymakers
hold their nerve and build on last year's substantial policy achievements.

Output losses and their knock-on effects have resulted primarily from the restrictive meas-
ures imposed to curb infection. With vaccine roll-out now under way, prioritising the most
vulnerable, there is a realistic prospect of a gradual easing of these restrictions. A resump-
tion of suspended economic activities will be reflected in high economic growth rates, which
will gradually unwind the negative impact on government, corporate and household balance
sheets. Those households whose incomes were maintained during the crisis but were de-
prived of consumption opportunities have the means to catch up on missed spending. This is
why forecasts for economic growth not far short of last year's losses — by the EU Commission
and other forecasters, including my institute, the IMK — are credible. Importantly, this is not the
same as a retun to the previous growth path.

It makes more sense to ask what could prevent a decent, albeit incomplete, rebound.
Most obviously, a vaccination failure and consequent inability to ease restrictions. Aside from
that, the danger is that the crisis has ‘scarred’ the economy, preventing a strong recovery: high
government debt ratios, corporate debt and insolvencies, banks facing higher non-performing
loans, unemployed workers losing skills. Is there a risk that such developments abort the re-
covery? Yes there is, and every day that lockdowns persist, the risks increase. But they are
amenable to economic policy responses. And the signs from last year are encouraging.

The fiscal (and also the state aid) rules were suspended, opening up policy space for
member states. They will not be reimposed in 2021. The reform process of the economic
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governance rules, launched by the Commission at the start of last year, will resurface this
year. The higher debt ratios (and low interest rates) will focus minds. At least a modest reform
package — de-emphasising debt ratios, making allowance for public investment, focusing on
medium-run spending trajectories rather than dubious ‘structurally adjusted’ deficits — seems
likely this year or next.

The European Central Bank launched its Pandemic Emergency Purchase Programme
(PEPP), which has been decisive in preventing interest-rate spreads from opening up, in
marked contrast to the euro crisis. While some legal challenges are likely in preparation, in the
wake of the controversial ruling by the German Constitutional Court, these will not have an ef-
fect this year and possibly not at all. For as long as inflation remains below target, no change
in monetary policy stance is expected.

Moreover, the EU has broken new ground in terms of developing a common fiscal re-
sponse based on solidarity. Under the programme for temporary Support to mitigate Unem-
ployment Risks in an Emergency (SURE), member states have been entitled to cheap loans
providing important short-run support for vital work-sharing schemes, with a total volume of
€100 billion. More importantly, the end-of-year agreement on the EU budget and the Next-
GenerationEU (NGEU) package of measures will provide hundreds of billions of euros, not only
in loans but also grants, providing medium-run economic support and easing the burden on
national budgets. Our analysis of just the grants component of the Recovery and Resilience
Facllity (the cornerstone of NGEU) points to a significant boost to output overall (just under 0.4
percentage points of GDP each year) with a distribution highly skewed towards poorer mem-
ber states and those hardest hit by the Covid crisis.

The mistakes of the euro crisis have not been repeated — so far. It is vital that, unlike in
2011 when predictions of a recovery were used 1o justify a marked tightening of monetary and
fiscal policy, the economic policy course is at least maintained. A pick-up in inflation is likely
in 2021 as pent-up demand meets still impaired capacity. It is important to remember that
(somewhat) higher inflation is a policy goal, and not a cause for a policy change.

Much more is needed than merely holding course to underpin recovery and increase
longer-term resilience, however. As noted already, the fiscal rules need reform. NGEU needs
to be backed by new own resources. Last year's limited progress in the area of banking union
must be built on to provide an effective Europeanised deposit insurance. The work on prevent-
ing harmful tax competition needs to be completed to underpin member state government
finances. What has changed, compared to the post-2009 years, is that these issues are high
up the political agenda, have been the focus of detailed preparatory work already and, in most
cases, do not currently seem to be characterised by the sort of fundamental political opposi-
tion that scuppered the recovery from the global financial crisis.

Overall then, a strong recovery can be expected in the course of 2021 — subject to the
vaccination and policy caveats above — but one that will still leave the European economy lag-
ging substantially behind its pre-crisis trajectory. The Brexit agreement will limit the economic
fallout for the EU27 of this unfortunate step but will nonetheless crimp output in countries with
close trading links to the UK. Ongoing negotiations are to be expected in areas not covered
by the agreement, notably financial services. In the UK, meanwhile, the economic fallout will
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e more severe, and the political fallout — in particular the likely strong showing of the Scottish
National Party in Scottish parliamentary elections, followed by formal calls for a second inde-
pendence referendum — could be very substantial indeed.

The climate-change challenge has not receded due to the crisis, but it has fallen out of
the news. It is vital that the steps to improve economic resilience are backed by serious de-
carbonisation efforts. A substantial boost to public investment is needed, all the more so as
regulatory steps (such as tightening the Emissions Trading System or the limits on vehicle fleet
emissions, which will start to bite in 2021) will cause economic dislocation in some member
states. There is some provision for this in the new EU budget and NGEU, but an ambitious
programme of investment in European public goods — as opposed to support for national ef-
forts — is still largely absent. | fear it will still be on my Christmas wish list for 2021.
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Social rights, wages
and industrial relations

Erika Mezger

In 2021, the Covid-19 pandemic and its disastrous economic, labour-related and social im-
pact will hopefully be stopped and lessons will be leamnt.

The European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) will be shaped ambitiously and firmly by an
action plan further developing the European social model until 2030, when the Sustainable
Development Goals should also be achieved. The Social Summit of the Portuguese EU Presi-
dency in May 2021 will be a ‘Gothenburg II' landmark event, paving the way for implementation
of the EPSR action plan.

The guiding paradigm will be a ‘digital, green and social triangle’ which means that the
social dimension of Europe will be central. The economic recovery will be strengthened and
developed with digital, green and social upward convergence policies. A mainstreaming hori-
zontal policy mix is required and needs to be developed to reach a better understanding of
the policies and politics of transitions. To achieve sustainable transitions, there is a need to
combine different policy instruments into so-called policy mixes.

This means that equal opportunities and equal access to the labour market, fair working
conditions and social protection as well as inclusion — the three umbrella categories of the
EPSR — will be a mandatory and binding mechanism based on new tools, which are needed
for the implementation and enforcement of the EPSR.

It is obvious that the impact of the Covid-19 crisis is substantial. It threatens Europe’s suc-
cess of fighting inequalities between and within countries. The countries that are hardest hit
by the pandemic see the most significant negative impact on well-being. Young people feel
excluded from society and are at risk of depression.

To support younger people hit hardest (young people not in education, employment or
training — or NEETs — have not suddenly disappeared) and people at risk of unemployment in
an emergency, the measures of the EU SURE programme Bridges to jobs should be extended
to further mitigate risks. But temporary support will not be sufficient.

The SURE programme should be part of an automatic social stabiliser mechanism com-
bined with the mid-term ambition of a European unemployment reinsurance scheme. Work
is needed to examine if both policies can complement each other or if they can be a working
tandem.

1
o

o PROGRESSIVE
% YEARBODK 2021

167



168

Furope and the member states need to join forces with the social partners. One very
pressing policy area is skills development as a strategic angle of combatting the crisis. The
European social partners framework agreement on digitalisation focuses on skills development
in times of short-time work schemes and pushes hard for the need to set a level playing field
for all employees impacted by digitalisation.

Special attention needs to be given to the self-employed and workers with atypical and
precarious jobs, especially in the service sector, where essential workers often serve under
poor working conditions. Digital, green, and social policies have to be synthesised and devel-
oped on the basis of evidence-informed multidisciplinary research synthesis.

A resilient and sustainable recovery can only work with a decent wage-setting mechanism
in all member states. The decline of trade union and employers’ association membership can
only be stopped by social partnership-oriented policies in the member states. A reinforce-
ment of these policies is a precondition for a comeback of proactive collective bargaining. In
addition, due to the different industrial relations regimes and the underperformance of social
dialogue on the European level and in some member states, the political measures foreseen
by the European Minimum Wage Directive are desperately needed.

Industrial relations are designed by four key dimensions which should be equally devel-
oped in all member states and on a European level. These dimensions are competitiveness,
industrial democracy, decent jobs and working conditions, all integrated together by social
justice measures.

Capacity-building for an effective social dialogue in the European Union and in the mem-
ber states can create a revamp of the social dialogue which delivers solutions and takes over
social responsibility.
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Prospects of a eurozone recovery
George Pagoulatos

The speed and effectiveness of the massive pan-European vaccination programme stands
out as the most important factor defining the outlook for the European economy in 2021, The
herd immunity threshold will likely be reached around spring. Returning to a (relatively) Covid-
19-free summer season, or (in the opposite case) having restrictions extended into the second
half of 2021, will make a big difference to the speed and scope of economic recovery in 2021,
This is especially the case for the economies most dependent on tourism, such as those of
the European South, which were also the ones most vulnerable to the pandemic-induced
recession.

The expansionary fiscal stance of governments will continue in 2021, largely financed
through the far-reaching ‘Next Generation EU’ programme. Putting these EU funds to good
use will be a momentous challenge for the collective governance structures of member states
and the monitoring capacities of the European Commission. Normally, the economies most in
need of funding for job creation and their digital and green transformation tend to be the ones
with the weakest governance structures and a dearth of eligible projects. The year 20271 will
e a historical opportunity for these economies not only to upgrade their productive potential
and transform their economic growth models, but also to enhance their institutional and gov-
ernance competence.

The return to fiscal discipline will (and must) be a matter to be addressed after 2022. The
pandemic crisis leaves behind a legacy of ailing banks, with EU-wide stress testing of systemi-
cally important banks to be launched in 2021. The huge debt overhang of the private sector will
inevitably further raise the debt burden of the sovereign sector. The public debt/ GDP ‘stock’ of
several countries (especially Greece, Italy, Spain and France) will reach headline levels which,
under normal debt market and monetary conditions, would border on unsustainable. However,
what matters is the ability of the economies to generate the financial flows to service their high
debt levels, and on that the European Central Bank (ECB) role will be indispensable.

The debt overhang will force the ECB to continue its quantitative-easing programmes
throughout 2021, and retain near-zero interest rates for a long time after the recession is over,
to contain debt-servicing costs for governments. Some have tabled the proposal of public
debt restructuring, but this would raise overall risk premia and could not be accepted by the
ECB. However, a gradual reprofiling of officially held debt might be on the cards, and the ECB
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might accept to roll over maturing sovereign debt — indeed, the bank is not prohibited from do-
ing this. In other words, the magnitude of the debt overhang, and the fact that ‘too-big-to-fail
economies are affected, will lead the eurozone to muddle through and show broad flexibility
within its given institutional rule framework.

The overall fiscal stance will thus remain expansionary in 2021, and the Stability and Growth
Pact rules will remain suspended, to support a strong recovery. An effort will unfold not only
to prolong the suspension of these rules but also to revise them formally. This is always easier
said than done, as it requires Council unanimity and supermajorities that are far from given.
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Europe’s year zero after Merkel

Christian Odendabhl

The German election in September 2021 marks a new beginning in European politics. Angela
Merkel, Europe’s most influential leader — by size of her country, her experience and skill — will
leave the stage for good, leaving a hole to be filled. The Christian Democrats (CDU) have de-
cided, for now, that Armin Laschet, the prime minister of North Rhine-Westphalia, Germany's
biggest state, should follow her as party leader. However, his low popularity among voters will
limit the CDU's overall appeal. Moreover, his inner-party rival, the conservative Friedrich Merz,
was able to secure almost half the vote. That shows a deep split in the CDU on the future
course, which the party will struggle to contain.

On current polls, the outcome of this year's federal election is fairly obvious: a coalition of
the CDU with the Greens enjoys the broadest popular support. The Greens and their emi-
nently sensible and measured leadership are keen to be part of the next government, and the
CDU always wants to govern — one could go as far as to say that this is the sole purpose of
the CDU and its Bavarian sister-party the CSU: to govern, so that the others can't.

But current polls have three flaws. First, they do not abstract from Merkel. Voters will strug-
gle for some time to separate the CDU from her when asked which party they prefer. Second,
the Covid-19 pandemic has catapulted the CDU back to almost 40 per cent, for its calm and
reasonable (albeit far from perfect) leadership during this crisis. On the eve of the pandemic,
the CDU stood at 26 per cent, which is the level to which it will return, once the crisis is over.
Third, the election takes place in September, after Germans have had the ‘summer of all sum-
mers’ with the worst of the pandemic behind us. In such an atmosphere of optimism and new
beginnings, a party that sells the status quo of the past may struggle to find voters.

Merkel's unigque selling point has been her refusal to play culture war. With this style of poli-
tics, she has managed to be the voice of reason, the calm manager of the German consen-
sus who deftly has used political opportunities to solve divisive issues. This has opened her
party to CDU-sceptic centrists. She has also stripped the CDU of its anti-immigration image.
Her handling of the refugee crisis stands out, and it pushed the ‘migrant vote’ (Germans with
foreign roots) to the CDU. Add that she has been the female leader among men, and you get
a very unique set of new supporters for the CDU that her successor will struggle to keep tied
to the party in September.

The election is thus wide open and may vield quite a few possibilities to form a govern-
ment. Even a leftist coalition with the Greens, the Social Democrats (SPD) and the Left party
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seems possible — or a so-called traffic light coalition of Greens, SPD and the pro-business
FDP (whose colour is yellow). That means that together, the Greens and the SPD may well
have options that exclude the CDU, which increases their political leverage on the centre left.

Will they use it for Europe? The SPD has rarely used the precious few bargaining chips it
has had in coalition negotiations with the CDU for European progress. That is understandable,
considering the electoral beatings it has had to endure and the broadly orthodox economic
consensus in Germany it has been up against. But in a team with the Greens, the SPD may
well push some ideas through the German parliament that were hard to get past the CDU be-
fore, such as a meaningful eurozone budget, or a common unemployment insurance. Impor-
tantly, the German economic model may shift towards stronger worker protection and higher
wages as well as more public investment and slower fiscal consolidation. While the German
debt brake is hard to get rid of, since it was written into the constitution in 2009, there are
plenty of workarounds that can be explored first.

If the numbers only allow a CDU-Green coalition, much will depend on what the Greens
prioritise. But they are the German party that puts Europe highest on their agenda and they will
enter these talks brimming with confidence. Palicies that can be given a green tilt — a larger cli-
mate investment budget for the EU, say — stand the best chance. But the Greens will be keen
to make Europe stronger, and they consider more general fiscal integration as part of that.

In truth, all those hoping for a radical renewal of Germany's European policies will be dis-
appointed. German politicians are not elected because they promise change. Even in 1998,
when even CDU voters wanted to get rid of then-chancellor Helmut Kohl, Gerhard Schroder
had to promise not to change too much. Germany will not come out of the election as the
Europe hegemon full of ideas, nor agree to a sizeable transfer union. It will not end up spend-
ing much more on defence nor suddenly become tough on China. The German consensus,
first and foremost, is on preserving European unity and the integration Europe has already
achieved, and proceeding stepwise from there. A progressive majority in September simply
means that these steps will go in a different direction.
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2021: the year of sustainable
globalisation

Gerhard Stahl

We are living in exceptional times, a period of fundamental change. And the Covid-19 pan-
demic has simply sharpened some of the underlying transformations. The closure of borders
and the lockdowns to stop the spread of the new coronavirus have shocked many people.
The virus has shown that our globalised and interlinked economies, as well as our societies,
are vulnerable. Supply chains have been interrupted, the necessary medical equipment was
initially in short supply.

Climate change and biodiversity loss are existential challenges of our time. They not only
facilitate the emergence of pandemics but also call our resource-intensive and polluting eco-
nomic model into question. The fourth industrial revolution, based on smart technologies like
artificial intelligence, the Intemet of Things, 3D printing, genetic engineering, and quantum
computing, is changing production systems and consumption patterns fundamentally. Increas-
ing inequalities in income and wealth undermine the cohesion of many societies and favour
populist movements, threatening democracies. The big interational financial and economic
crisis, which started in the US in 2007, has shaken confidence in the neoliberal economic
model that guided the hyper-globalisation process in the years before the crisis. Furthermore,
the populist ‘America First’ policy of the Trump administration has undermined multilateral insti-
tutions, international cooperation, and trust in democracy. A more assertive China has taken
up the challenge of big power politics. It is striving for supremacy in key technologies. It also
shapes a new China-centred intemational order, with the new Silk Road and new international
financial institutions like the Asian Infrastructure and Investment Bank.,

As a consequence of all this, many citizens feel insecure. Leading policymakers propose
de-globalisation instead of globalisation as the remedy. Disruption has become the keyword
for business and poalitics.

As the most open big international market, as a role model of shared sovereignty between
democratic countries, and as the home of many multinational companies, the European Union
is well placed to promote a new vision of sustainable globalisation. The year 2021 should not
therefore become the year of status quo, of going back to the pre-Covid normality of hyper-
globalisation and geopoalitical power politics.
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The year 2021 must instead bring progress towards a sustainable and inclusive society,
towards an international economy that benefits everybody, independent of social status and
place of birth. Progressive forces in Europe should cooperate with the incoming Biden admin-
istration to promote a new agenda for interational cooperation based on common rules and
multilateral institutions.

The fight against climate change could be an area where European, American, and Chi-
nese efforts converge. The EU is a frontrunner in green policies. But China too has signed
the Paris Agreement to fight climate change, and has the ambition to become an ecological
civilisation. The new Biden administration wants to re-join the Paris Agreement — but it remains
to be seen whether Republican opposition in the US Senate will be able to block this. Even if
it does, the Biden administration, together with progressive US states and cities, can achieve
substantial environmental progress.

Democracy should be strengthened. This cannot be achieved by engaging in geopolitical
and ideological confrontation with authoritarian political systems. It will only be achieved by
building a more cohesive society. The European experience of social market economies can
provide guidance for building a united society with a robust social safety net.

International cooperation should promote shared prosperity. For decades, the opening up
of China and that country's economic rise have benefitted the global economy, attracting for-
eign investors and lifting millions of people out of poverty. But this picture seems to be chang-
ing. A state-driven economy is now stifling fair competition. Indeed, non-Chinese companies
are excluded from key sectors of the Chinese economy. The new US administration and the
EU should therefore join forces to convince and pressure China to accept fair competition and
further open up its huge market.

But we should not indulge in illusions. There might be areas where a Biden administra-
tion too will want to protect American interests against foreign competitors. The EU should
therefore develop its own policy instruments to defend European interests and strengthen
European economic and political sovereignty.

The year 2021 should become the year of a stronger European Union, promoting a new
model of sustainable globalisation for the benefit of ordinary citizens.
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Transatlantic relations 2021:
nostalgic rhetoric, disappointing
results?

Edward Knudsen

US President Joe Biden has pledged to resurrect ‘American global leadership’, abandoning
the caustic and unpredictable policies of his predecessor. While this departure is welcome,
will Biden be able to decisively break with the failed policies that led to Trump’s rise? In an era
of rising geopolitical tensions, skyrocketing inequality, impending climate catastrophe, and
diminishing faith in democracy, more than mere restoration is needed. Biden must take radical
steps — both at home and internationally — to address imminent social, economic, and eco-
logical calamity. Is he up to the task, or will his administration fall back upon familiar rhetoric,
policies, and attitudes, allowing these crises to fester?

Several signs are not promising. While many politicians and analysts from both the US
and EU insist that the transatlantic relationship will be ‘revitalised’, not just restored, most of
the solutions they propose sound decidedly old-fashioned. Ideas like Biden's ‘Summit for
Democracy’, German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas's ‘Marshall Plan for Democracy’, or vari-
ous think tank proposals to confront China amount to little more than warmed-over cold war
ideas. Moreover, Biden's appointments to key foreign policy roles represent an old guard of
US foreign policy. They mostly hail from the ‘end of history’ era, when faith in free markets, the
superiority of liberal democracy, and American power as a force for good were common sense
among policymaking circles.

Events of the last two decades have discredited these beliefs. A series of economic crises
have shaken liberal democracies, military interventions in the Middle East have proven fruitless
and destructive, and Western countries have struggled to address climate change, public
health, or even the security of their own legislative buildings. In the wake of these failures, the
US and its EU partners must retool their economies to be greener and more equal, abandon
international paradigms of competition, and show citizens that democratic institutions are still
capable of providing for the common good.

Political divisions in the US have hampered its ability to effectively govern and act respon-
sibly on the world stage. While this problem will not abate in 2021, an ambitious redistributive
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domestic agenda offers the best way to begin to repair the damage. To do so, Biden must
enact a massive recovery and infrastructural investment programme, spurring a green transi-
tion and repairing the economic damage of the Covid-19 crisis.

His current $1.9 trillion recovery proposal and $2 trillion climate plan are encouraging,
but the administration should be clear-headed about how it can enact them. Biden’s current
preoccupation with bipartisanship belies either a hopeless optimism or a faulty memory.
Senate Republicans will be every bit as obstructionist as they were under Obama when Bi-
den was repeatedly outmanoeuvred by then-leader Mitch McConnell. To have any success
in rallying the US around a common agenda, Biden must aggressively use the tools at his
disposal. This includes expansive use of executive power, and either eliminating the filibus-
ter or extensively using the budget reconciliation process (which allows legislation to pass
with a simple majority, and which Senate Budget Chairman Bernie Sanders had pledged to
facilitate). Refusal to do so will thwart Biden's legislative agenda, dash his hopes of reuniting
the country, and reduce the odds of the Democratic Party retaining its majorities in the 2022
midterm elections.

Internationally, the US and EU must abandon old foreign policy paradigms, instead of co-
operating with countries they consider rivals and eschewing disastrous military interventions.
A rising distrust of ‘forever wars’ suggests that the latter goal is eminently reachable. Recent
developments regarding China are more alarming. Biden has indicated that he will continue
parts of Trump’s combative approach, with European leaders increasingly echoing such rheto-
ric. Countless policy papers have urged a united front against China, couching bellicose poli-
cies in the falsely comforting language of “transatlantic partnership”.

A full-on geopoalitical confrontation with China would be catastrophic, both socially and
ecologically. With economies struggling and inequality rising, strained government budgets
must be put towards domestic welfare, not lavish military budgets. The Covid-19 pandemic
has made it clear that international cooperation is vital, with nationalistic policies only increasing
nativism and racism. Most crucially, a confrontational stance towards China almost assures
ecological disaster. The US military, already the world’s largest fossil fuel emitter, must be se-
verely reduced, and the EU should follow suit. A clear indication that NATO powers are not set
on a course of military domination will allow China space to rethink and reverse its own recent
military build-up.

Beyond avoiding military confrontation, China and the West must reset their economic
relationship. As the leader in green technologies, China is a vital partner for the EU and US in
the fight against carbon emissions. All parties must set aside ideological differences to share
green technologies, relax intellectual property rights, and change the global trading system to
allow for the rapid introduction of sustainable practices.

Can Europe be a useful partner if Biden chooses a progressive governing agenda? The
European Commission has taken some positive steps on climate change, but the Christian
Democratic Union's selection of Merkel-backed Armin Laschet suggests that Europe’s most
powerful country prefers continuity over radical change. If Europe is ready to take up the global
leadership role that many policymakers have been advocating, it can begin by abandoning its
own forms of nostalgia. Namely, it must not see the transatlantic relationship solely in terms of
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mutual defence and trade liberalisation. Rather, Europe should work with Biden to combat illicit
finance and kleptocracy, coordinate climate action, and defuse interational tensions.

Addressing the festering right-wing violence, deep political dysfunction, and unjust eco-
nomic structures in the United States will be a formidable task. In the short term, most of
these problems will worsen; America has not seen the last of the sort of violence committed
in Washington on 6 January. However, a progressive domestic agenda and cooperative inter-
national outlook offer the best chance to repair the damages decades of failed necliberal and
militaristic policies have wrought. It is a long shot, but our best hope of making 2021 a turning
point is Biden uniting the US behind a shared economic agenda and rallying the world around
the common concern of climate change.
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Predictions for UK labour law in 2021

Catherine Barnard

Brexit has been ‘done’. Or rather, the next stage of the Brexit saga has been finalised. A treaty
has been finalised — the Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA) — and provisionally applied.
Much of the controversy of the final months of negotiation concerned labour law or level playing
field (LPF) conditions to be precise. The question is how this will unfold in the years ahead.

The LPF conditions for labour law fall into two parts: (1) non-regression and (2) rebalancing.
As far as non-regression is concemed, Art. 6.2(2) provides that “a Party shall not weaken or
reduce, in a manner affecting trade or investment between the Parties, its labour and social
levels of protection below the levels in place at the end of the transition period, including by
failing to effectively enforce its law and standards.” However, each Party can set its policies
“to determine the labour and social levels of protection it deems appropriate and to adopt or
modify its law and policies’”.

The advent of the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) has seen something of a ren-
aissance of social policy at EU level. The Transparent and Predictable Working Conditions
Directive, passed in 2019, needs to be implemented in the next two years and with it some
important provisions on the maximum duration of any probationary period and limitations on
the use of zero hours contracts. Yet more radical is the proposal for a Directive on adequate
Minimum Wages.

For the UK, the freedom to diverge could mean regulation or deregulation. Theresa May,
the former prime minister, demonstrated no appetite for using Brexit for more deregulation.
Indeed, she boasted she would use her new-found freedom to improve labour standards in
the UK (EU membership did not, in fact, preclude that). In 2019, Boris Johnson committed to
setting “a high standard, building on existing employment law with measures which protect
those in low paid work.” This commitment has not been repeated much recently. However,
his newly acquired ‘red wall seats’ (former Labour seats which have had a Conservative MP
since the 2019 election) were won on a pledge to get Brexit done and to level up. Widespread
deregulation does not fit this agenda.

That said, some the Court of Justice’s interpretations of the Working Time Directive have
long aggravated employers, and the UK government may well remove requirements to pay
holiday pay at the end of a long period of sick leave and not to pay rolled up holiday pay. Like-
wise, some or all of the Agency Workers Regulations, implementing the Agency Work Directive
2008/104, might be repealed. There may be other changes too. Despite initial government
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denials, the UK Secretary of State has now said there is a review of EU employment law, but
he insists that the plan was to maintain “a really good high standard for workers in high employ-
ment and a high-wage economy”.

But does this not constitute wholescale deregulation? Does it even trigger Article 6.2(2)
of the TCA? Does salami slicing — in a limited and specific way — really affect trade or invest-
ment? Or are the barriers for UK access to the single market now so high that the EU can
weather some low-level regression by the UK? There is a remedies provision for breach of the
non-regression clause — based on convening a Panel of Experts (not very tough) — but buried
elsewhere in the text is the possibility for parts of the agreement to be suspended in the case
of non-compliance.

The second part of the LPF provisions on rebalancing concem future measures in the field
of labour or social policy (Article 9.4). Where material impacts on trade or investment arise as
a result of significant divergences between the Parties, either Party can take “appropriate rebal-
ancing measures” which shall “be restricted with respect to their scope and duration to what is
strictly necessary and proportionate in order to remedy the situation”. Article 9.4 applies where
one party significantly improves its labour standards or the other significantly reduces theirs.

Even if the UK does not go down the route of deregulation, it is possible that the EU wiill
go further in developing its social policy as a result of the EPSR. Its proposal for a Directive on
adequate minimum wages would set a framework for EU member states based on the Kaitz
index which describes the relationship between minimum and median or average wages. If
adopted, this Directive would be a radical step for the EU (and raise difficult questions about
its legal basis). Would it have material impacts on trade? Well, given that the UK already has
a minimum wage which is regularly examined by the Low Pay Commission which makes an-
nual recommendations on the future level of the National Living Wage and National Minimum
Wage rates, it seems unlikely that this will constitute a significant divergence. If the rebalancing
measures are engaged, the mechanism is swift and results in proportionate action suspending
part of the agreement.

The first potential use of these procedures may come with the establishment of free ports.
These are seen as one of the benefits of Brexit and are a pet project of the UK Chancellor
of the Exchequer, Rishi Sunak. So far it has been confirmed that free ports will benefit from:
streamlined planning processes to aid brownfield redevelopment; a package of tax reliefs to
help drive jobs, growth and innovation; and simplified customs procedures and duty suspen-
sions on goods. It is not yet clear whether the package might include lower employment or
environmental standards. For some Brexiters, free ports also provide an opportunity to test the
resilience of the TCA and its dispute resolution mechanisms.

(De-)regulation of employment law may be another area where the government decides
to test the EU's willingness to flex its muscles over the scope of the non-regression and/or
rebalancing measures. At a time when both sides profess a commitment to high employment
standards, it seems possible that there will be a fight over precisely what that means.
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Is the future of the Western Balkans
in Europe at stake in 2021?

Pierre Mirel

Although the EU reaffirmed its “unequivocal support for the European perspective of the West-
emn Balkans” at the virtual Zagreb summit in May 2020, uncertainties will prevail in 2021,
Indeed, even 20 years after their ‘European vocation’ was recognised and 17 years after the
Thessaloniki summit, little progress has been achieved. Only Slovenia and Croatia have joined
the European Union. Serbia and Montenegro have fallen into the Freedom House ‘hybrid re-
gimes’ category, while Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo are in political imbo. Meanwhile,
the opening of accession negotiations with North Macedonia is being blocked by the Bulgar-
ian government.

Some think tanks and politicians in the Western Balkans blame the EU for the slow acces-
sion process. The European Union may indeed have been sleepwalking for a long time and
it has not provided the financial support that the post-war situation in the Western Balkans
required. This has paved the way for the influence of re-emerging powers — from Russia to
Turkey, and from China to the Gulf countries.

In the EU accession process, however, the burden of proof is on the candidates, and their
compliance with the accession criteria and conditionality. Unlike with the Central European
countries in the 1990s, many leaders in the Balkans have placed their short-term interests
of staying in power ahead of the long-term benefits of their countries’ EU accession. This is
because the hard reforms required by the EU accession criteria might cut off the very branch
on which these leaders are sitting. The functioning of institutions in the Western Balkans is
being hampered by state capture and corruption, and media are often under state control.
Inequalities are growing, amid a massive exodus and a continuous demographic decline. The
backsliding of democracy is indeed worrying.

This situation is obviously not conducive to the EU’s readiness to welcome new members.
Furthermore, some EU member states fear that enlargement of the bloc to include the Western
Balkans would result in a Hungary- and Poland-type filliberal” contagion. It is thus high time for
all democratic forces to wake up, together with civil society organisations, including those for
reconciliation, where women play a major role. Let us hope that 2021 will mark a turn towards
fundamental reforms, from words to deeds, as the Western Balkans are essential for the EU,
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and are indeed geographically embedded in Europe. Their stability is our security. Geopolitics
abhors a vacuum. And the expectations of citizens in the Western Balkans towards Europe
should at last be answered.

Nevertheless, no upsurge in reform can be expected unless the EU gives primacy to the
rule of law and good governance everywhere, moving away from its acceptance of the so-
called 'stabilocracy’. The link that has recently been agreed between reforms in accession
countries and EU financial support will offer a strong incentive for primacy being given to the
rule of law, providing that the EU does not shy away from insisting on this link. In addition,
for reforms to come about, increased empowerment of civil society organisations should be
sought. The new accession negotiation methodology will also help. Nonetheless, it is the
countries’ political will to undertake the reforms, as well as the EU’s political will to fulfil its com-
mitments, that will remain the key to progress. It is now essential for the long-awaited opening
of negotiations with North Macedonia to take place in 2021. And the unprecedented vetting
process of magistrates in Albania should equally be rewarded as soon as the constitutional
court is up and running.

The EU has already re-engaged with the Western Balkans with a €3.3 bilion package
agreed in May 2020 to support the health sector and social and economic recovery, along
with a €9.5 billion investment plan under the new multiannual financial framework. However,
this financial support will not be sufficient to meet the needs in the Western Balkans, or to
reduce emigration and unemployment, or to accompany the regional common market that
has recently been declared. Nor will it be enough to reduce the attractiveness of other pow-
ers, like China, in the region. If the current EU framework does not prove effective enough,
consideration should be given to establishing a form of structural funds following the ‘more for
more’ principle.

Two other issues will also largely determine the fate of the Western Balkans region. First,
the inter-ethnic blockade in Bosnia and Herzegovina is worrying, 25 years after the Dayton
peace agreement. Second, the stalemate of the Kosovo-Serbia issue, ten years after the start
of the EU-facilitated dialogue is also of concem. It seems unlikely that long-term solutions to
these issues will emerge in 2021, given how deeply rooted in the war legacy the prejudices
appear to be — which the leaders keep abusing to stay in power — and given how profound is
the institutional crisis in both countries. What is more, long-term solutions are also unlikely in
2021 because Russia is close to Republika Srbska in Bosnia and Herzegovina and because
Russia holds the key to Kosovo's recognition by the UN.

Renewed efforts and trust, as well as close cooperation with the Biden administration, will
be needed — away from the transactional Trump practice — to ensure, at least to start, a better
functioning of Bosnia and Herzegovina and operational agreements to improve the dally life of
Kosovo's citizens. The long-awaited visa liberalisation for Kosovo's citizens would greatly help
the EU regain credibility.

Where else but in the Balkans can the EU tum geopolitical and ensure European sover-
eignty”? Both Kosovo and Bosnia and Herzegovina will be the yardstick for measuring whether
the EU has fully exploited the geopolitical assets advocated by the Commission to assert the
European Union as effective, credible, and sovereign.
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Peaceful, creative, inspirational
Europe must stand
by the Belarusian people

Frank Hoffer

In a year of depressing news from Washington, Warsaw, Budapest, Istanbul or Moscow, the
peaceful, creative and determined protests of the Belarusian people have been truly inspira-
tional. People from all strata and all age groups of society united in their desire to be free. They
must get the strongest possible support.

For this, FEuropean governments and the EU need to have a realistic and effective sup-
port strategy. Personal sanctions against Belarusian evildoers, strongly worded political state-
ments, and welcoming Svetlana Tikhanovskaya in the capitals of European member states are
important, though largely symbolic, actions of solidarity. It would not only be cynical — worse, it
would be a mistake — if Europe limited itself to these symbolic measures and regarded Belarus
as Russia’s backyard.

No regime can stay in power for long, once it has lost its social base in society. That is also
true for President Alexander LLukashenko — even with Russian help — and it is probably also
understood in the Kremlin. While a weakened Lukashenko might be convenient for Russia in
the short run, propping him up will be financially costly and give rise to anti-Russian sentiments
in the most Russia-friendly former Soviet republic.

The Belarusian people want good relations with both Russia and the European Union.
They should neither be forced or incentivised to make a choice they do not want to make.
Instead, European policy initiatives should pursue options that respect the preferences of the
Belarusian people and allow them to prevail.

Ideally, Russia therefore needs to be part of the solution and not part of the problem. In the
light of the aggressive and disruptive Russian power politics and the many conflicts including
cyber-attacks, disinformation campaigns, outright killings of opponents and of course military
interventions in Syria and Ukraine, this may sound ludicrous or at least naive. But Putin might
be far less of a strongman than he would like the world to believe, and with a new US admin-
istration, growing discontent at home, and a weak economy, he might see some advantages
and need to avoid another conflict with his European neighbours.
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Release of all political prisoners, free and fair elections, and the right of the Belarusian
people to determine their own destiny are essential demands that Europe needs to support.
Furthermore, Europe needs to offer unwavering political and economic support for a demo-
cratic Belarus. On the other hand, Russia’'s security concerns — real or imagined — need to
be recognised. In practical terms this means that, while of course Belarus must have the full
sovereignty to apply for membership of NATO and EU, neither of the two organisations has
any obligation to agree to such a request, and nor should they have any intention of doing so
if the request was ever to be made. A robust commitment that NATO and EU membership is
not on the cards should be a security assurance given to Russia, but only in return for a Rus-
sian willingness to support the right of Belarusians to choose their leadership in free and fair
elections. Additionally, an EU offer of economic help for a democratic Belarus should focus on
inclusive economic growth, instead of on the typical structural adjustment demands that have
done so much harm to people’s lives and their confidence in democracy in so many transi-
tion countries. The speedy unleashing of market forces integrated many eastern European
countries largely as peripheral economies into the EU. The resulting lack of opportunities at
home triggered a wave of migration of young people to western Europe that is unprecedented
in history. Economic cooperation with Belarus must aim at avoiding a similar brain drain and
instead support investment and sustainable growth in the country.

Giving people hope and confidence requires an economic perspective. The EU should
therefore offer Belarus unilateral free access to the EU market for a couple of years. A Eu-
ropean fund for infrastructure investment, co-operation with the modermisation of municipal
enterprises, a joint development bank to promote business start-ups and provision of the
macro-financial assistance needed in the short term — without the usual demands for rapid
privatisation, cancellation of public services and labour-market deregulation — should be part
of Europe’s support for a democratic Belarus.

There are lessons to be learned from political changes in other countries. Democratic
institutions do not drop from heaven and civil society organisations are not a natural spin-off
from spontaneous mass protests. The diverse new movements and protest groups in Bela-
rus need exchanges and friendships with like-minded people from across Europe, especially
eastern Europe, to develop their ideas and consolidate organisationally. Otherwise, experience
elsewhere shows that democratic upheavals do not issue in democratic societies but instead
lead to a political vacuum filled by a web of money, power and corruption. Institutions and civil
society organisations both have to be built.

The solidarity of European progressives with Belarus therefore requires two things: direct
support for the courageous people in Belarus, and a push in Brussels and the capitals of EU
member states for a geopoalitically acceptable, and economically possible, positive change
in Belarus. If the EU succeeds in this, we can confidently predict that the Belarusian people
will prevail and Lukashenko’s days as a president of Belarus are numbered. Let's hope that
number will be less than 365.
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2020 is a year that will remain written in history books and engraved in our memo-
ries for many decades to come. An unexpected pandemic, provoked by a previ-
ously unknown coronavirus starting from the city of Wuhan in China, has spread
all over the planet disrupting the lives of all of us, on all continents. It has taken a
heavy toll on human life: more than 2 million deaths worldwide at the time of this
book going to press. The pandemic has forced about half of the world's popula-
tion to stay home for prolonged periods of time, and the full psychological conse-
quences of this closure are still to emerge. It has affected our economies enor-
mously, increasing inequalities and causing a deep social crisis. It has prevented
children from going to school in many countries, as schools swing backwards
and forwards between being closed and being reocpened, creating an educational
crisis that may turn into a “generational catastrophe”. The pandemic has worsened
the conditions of democracy, as well as the respect for human rights and the rule
of law in many countries, as some governments have taken advantage of restric-
tive health measures to engage in abuse of power. And it has had a significant
impact on gender equality and on youth, as lockdowns and the economic crisis
have further exposed their vulnerability.

This second edition of the FEPS Progressive Yearbook could not but revolve around
all these themes, and around the many ways that the Covid-19 pandemic has im-
pacted on our lives and on our countries. But it also addresses the unforeseen op-
portunities that this multidimensional crisis has opened up for an extraordinary leap
forward in EU cooperation, for a post-pandemic reconstruction of Europe based
on a digital and green transformation, and for the European progressive parties
which have been able to prove the relevance of their values and commitments in
the emergency circumstances caused by the pandemic.

The Progressive Yearbook aims to be an instrument for the progressive family to
reflect on this intense past year but also to look to the future and the challenges
that await us. FEPS hopes that this book will help the reader look back in order to
move forward,
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