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1. Opening of the meeting 

 
 The meeting was opened by the Vice President of the EEA Joint Parliamentary Committee 
(EEA JPC), Mr Andreas SCHWAB. He welcomed the representatives of the European 
Parliament and of the parliaments of the EEA EFTA States and Switzerland.  
 
 
2. Adoption of the draft agenda 

The draft agenda was adopted. 
 
 
3. Approval of the minutes of the 54th meeting of the EEA Joint Parliamentary Committee 

(EEA JPC) 

The minutes of the 54th meeting of the EEA JPC, which took place on 16 November 2020, were 

adopted. 

 

4. Developments in the implementation of the EEA Agreement 

Statements by: 
 

 Mr João LABAREDA, Chair of the EFTA Working Party and representing the EU Chair 
of the EEA Council 

 Ms Clara GANSLANDT, EU Chair of the EEA Joint Committee 

 H.E. Kristján Andri STEFÁNSSON, EFTA Chair of the EEA Joint Committee and 
representing the EFTA Chair of the EEA Council 



 
Mr João LABAREDA remarked that in a time where challenges were increasingly 
transnational, it was of the highest importance for democratic dialogue to be transnational 
too. He noted that the EEA JPC represented an opportunity to that end, in the context of one 
of the closest forms of economic and political cooperation between sovereign nations in 
existence, namely the European Economic Area. Mr Labareda extended best wishes for a 
fruitful meeting from the Portuguese Minister of Foreign Affairs and EU President of the EEA 
Council, Mr Augusto Santos Silva, who was not able to attend due to other commitments. 
 
Mr Labareda outlined the expectations of the Portuguese Council presidency from the EEA 
Council. Ministers would hold an orientation debate on strategic autonomy. The COVID-19 
crisis had revealed a number of interdependencies and vulnerabilities. EU goals and values 
had often been at risk in a quickly changing world, boosting European strategic autonomy was 
a key part of tackling new challenges. Autonomy was not however synonymous with 
protectionism. Mr Labareda underlined the importance of open strategic autonomy 
grounded in multilateralism. Ministers would therefore discuss strategic autonomy in the 
context of the Internal Market and the four freedoms.  
 
Ministers were also expected to adopt conclusions. The far-reaching effects of the COVID-19 
crisis would be acknowledged, and the need to meet these challenges in the spirit of 
solidarity. Ministers would also encourage the continuation of the dialogue with EEA EFTA 
States on the implications of the UK withdrawal from the EU and the EU–UK Trade and 
Cooperation Agreement. 
 
Regarding the incorporation of EEA-relevant acts, the EEA Council was expected to note the 
progress made since the last meeting in November, while expressing appreciation for the 
work of the EEA Joint Committee. The EEA Council was also expected to emphasise the 
importance of the well-functioning of the Internal Market, including the Digital Single Market 
which would be essential for the recovery of the European Economic Area. 
 
Regarding the European Green Deal, ministers were expected to reiterate the target of 
making Europe climate neutral by 2050 while safeguarding and boosting competitiveness.  
 
Ministers were also expected to acknowledge the importance of the social dimension of the 
EEA Agreement. They would take note of the launch of the action plan to implement the 
European Pillar of Social Rights and the outcome of the Porto summit in May.  
 
Members of the EEA Council would welcome the participation of the EEA EFTA States in EEA-
relevant programmes, and in particular note their significant contributions to the current 
Multiannual Financial Framework. Ministers would also refer to the EEA and Norway financial 
mechanisms for the 2014-2021 period and welcome the conclusion of the Memorandum of 
Understanding with 15 beneficiary states. 
 
Ministers would welcome the progress on the review under article 11 of protocol 38C of the 
EEA Agreement by the EEA Joint Committee. Significant social and economic disparities 
remained between the EEA States and these disparities needed to be addressed beyond 2021. 
 



Regarding bilateral issues, the EEA Council would likely devote attention to trade of 
agricultural products where ministers were expected to reiterate the importance of 
continuing efforts to achieve the progressive liberalisation of agricultural trade. 
 
In the margins of the EEA Council, ministers would also hold their regular political dialogue. 
Discussions were likely to touch upon different issues including Russia, the Eastern 
Partnership, Belarus, China, vaccines and vaccine diplomacy and security issues. The EEA 
Council would represent an opportunity to take stock of the functioning of the EEA Agreement 
and to exchange views on the challenges that would lie ahead.   
 
 
Ms Clara GANSLANDT remarked that 2020 had been a very unusual year due to the COVID-
19 pandemic. The EEA Agreement had nonetheless proved to be a solid vehicle for the EU–
EEA EFTA States cooperation. Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, which altered the usual 
functioning of the EEA cooperation from March 2020, the EEA Joint Committee had been able 
to continue its regular meeting schedule. Moreover, five written procedures had been 
organised to incorporate highly important COVID-related legislation.  
 
The EEA Joint Committee had adopted 240 Joint Committee Decisions incorporating 370 legal 
acts. This was slightly lower than in previous years due to the exceptional circumstances, but 
the process had been “back on track” since the beginning of 2021.  
 
Several decisions of particular importance had been adopted in 2021, including: 
 

 Temporary measures to contain risks to human, animal and plant health and animal 
welfare during certain serious disruptions of Member States’ control systems due to 
COVID-19. 
 

 Derogations to the common rules for the allocation of slots at EU  airports due to 
COVID-19. 
 

 Legislation related to the prevention of money laundering or terrorist financing. 
 

 Legislation on the revision of the Emissions Trading System (ETS). 
 

Ms Ganslandt highlighted in particular a triangular system of reciprocal protection of social 
security rights for nationals of the UK, Switzerland, the EEA EFTA States and the EU, which 
had had a direct impact on citizens of these countries who by the end of the Brexit transition 
period were or had been in a cross-border situation involving these countries. 
 
Addressing key challenges, Ms Ganslandt mentioned the reduction of EU legal acts pending 
incorporation into the EEA Agreement, the “backlog”. She noted that the backlog had not 
expanded despite the challenging situation of the previous year. From 2020 until April 2021, 
the backlog increased from 466 to 534 pending acts which was close to the long-term average. 
Ms Ganslandt stressed that all efforts had been made on the EU side to bring the number 
down.  
 



Looking ahead, the EU side planned to mobilise efforts to finalise the incorporation of 
legislation in the transport sector, namely railways and aviation. The ship inspection package 
and the tobacco products directive were also highly prioritised. 
 
As for the participation of EEA EFTA States in EU programmes, Ms Ganslandt stressed that the 
EU and its Member States highly valued this participation. Many of the activities undertaken 
under these programmes benefited greatly from the expertise and strong engagement 
provided by participants from the EEA EFTA States. This participation was seen by the EU as a 
prime example of the added value that the EEA Agreement brought to all its signatories.  
 
Speaking on the Internal Market, Ms Ganslandt noted that the economic importance of the 
EEA Agreement could hardly be overstated. She shared her view that the EEA was successful 
because it struck the right balance between the obligations and the benefits of the 
participants.  
 
It was of high importance that the EEA EFTA States continued to contribute to the reduction 
of economic and social disparities in the EEA. These contributions were deeply appreciated 
by the EU side and were in the mutual interest of all contracting parties. The EU mandate for 
the negotiations of the renewal of the EEA financial mechanism was still being discussed in 
the Council. The mandate was expected to be concluded soon in order to start negotiations 
as quickly as possible. The current financial mechanism was due to expire in April, although 
project implementation could nonetheless continue. The EU draft mandate as proposed by 
the EEAS built on the positive experiences of the current and previous EEA financial 
mechanisms. 
 
She also pointed out that the EU and EEA EFTA States were currently working on the review 
of the current EEA financial mechanism with a view to finalise and have it adopted by the EEA 
Joint Committee before negotiations on renewal could begin 
 
  
Mr Kristján Andri STEFÁNSSON thanked the Portuguese presidency of the Council, the EEAS 
and the Commission for their dedicated work on EEA matters and the EEA Joint Parliamentary 
Committee for the draft resolution on the 2020 Joint Committee’s report on the functioning 
of the EEA Agreement, which will be discussed during the meeting. 
 
Speaking on COVID-19, Mr Stefánsson remarked that the institutional framework under the 
EEA Agreement had been put to test, but that the work of the EFTA Standing Committee and 
the EEA Joint Committee had continued largely without disruption thanks to efforts from both 
sides. Urgent COVID-19-related measures to matters such as transport and state aid had been 
incorporated when needed. More generally, cooperation had been stepped up in the 
beginning of the pandemic to meet unprecedented challenges ranging from repatriation of 
nationals stranded abroad to the joint procurement of medical equipment, medicines and, 
lately, vaccines. 
 
Mr Stefánsson further commended the work of ESA and the Commission in handling the need 
to align on state aid measures during the pandemic. 
 



The EU’s integrated political crisis response mechanism (IPCR) had been activated during the 
COVID-19 crisis along with the EU’s framework for cross-sectoral coordination at the highest 
political level. The access of the EEA EFTA States to this forum had enabled the member states 
to participate weekly in in-person meetings in Brussels and had also played a key role in the 
information exchange with EU partners. 
 
The pandemic meant the free movement of persons and international tourism ground to a 
halt. In order to facilitate the free movement of persons within the EEA, the Commission had 
presented a proposal in March to create a green digital certificate which had now been agreed 
to by the member states meeting in the Council and was currently under discussion in the 
European Parliament. It would cover different COVID-19 related certificates including 
vaccines and tests. The EEA EFTA States welcomed the work undertaken by the EU on this 
issue. It was of high importance to speedily incorporate the proposed regulation into the EEA 
Agreement so that the certificate could enter into force simultaneously across the EEA before 
the end of June. The three EEA EFTA States had agreed on an urgent incorporation procedure, 
meaning that technical preparations on the file were ongoing in parallel with the legislative 
work. Mr Stefánsson underlined the importance of interoperability and noted with pleasure 
that the Commission was negotiating at the international level to ensure that the solution 
developed in Europe would be compatible with certificates issued elsewhere. 
 
Speaking on vaccines, Mr Stefánsson noted that Iceland and Norway had made a conscious 
choice, based on their participation in the single market, to procure their vaccines in unison 
with the EU exclusively through the EU centralised procurement approach. Having taken part 
in the advanced purchasing agreements (APA) since the beginning, it had come as a surprise 
to learn that Commission Regulation 2021/521 adopted on 24 March removed the EEA EFTA 
States from the list of countries exempted from the export authorisation scheme for exports 
of vaccines. The EEA EFTA States had requested an immediate rectification of the situation 
through reinstating the EEA EFTA States on the list of exemptions. While the EEA EFTA States 
welcomed the practical solution that had been found to continue the distribution of vaccines 
to Iceland and Norway through the APAs, Mr Stefánsson nonetheless underlined the view of 
the EEA EFTA States that the current export authorisation scheme was incompatible with the 
EEA Agreement. The matter had been raised at an extraordinary EEA Joint Committee 
meeting as well as at the highest political level with the Commission, including in the form of 
a joint letter from the prime ministers of the EEA EFTA States to Commission President von 
der Leyen. While awaiting a response to the letter, the EEA EFTA States had reiterated their 
concerns again at the EEA Joint Committee meeting on 23 April, laying out the legal, political 
and procedural aspects of the matter. Mr Stefánsson reiterated the view of the EEA EFTA 
States that they should be reinstated on the list of exempted countries without delay and at 
the latest in relation to a possible renewed regulation after its expiration the following week.  
 
The timely incorporation of EU legal acts had continued throughout the pandemic, however 
overall, the backlog remained high. More than 700 acts had been incorporated during the 
record year of 2019. In 2020 only 370 acts had been incorporated. This was partly due to the 
COVID-19 situation, but also partly due to a strained resource situation on the EU side. 
Discussions with the EEAS on short term solution had already rendered positive results, with 
over 160 acts having been incorporated into the EEA Agreement since the beginning of the 
year. The EEAS had given reassuring signals regarding the long-term situation, showing an 



understanding of the need to ensure stable resources for the swift processing and 
incorporation of Joint Committee Decisions (JCDs) into the EEA Agreement.  
 
While the EEA EFTA side had to deliver on their side, joint efforts were paramount to ensure 
the reduction of legal acts awaiting incorporation. This was of particular importance in 2021 
due to the incorporation of the new EU programmes into the agreement which was resource 
intensive on both sides.  
 
The majority of acts on the backlog in previous years had been within the field of financial 
services and transport had also increased considerably. Urgent COVID-related acts were 
highly prioritised along with old files that had been on the backlog for a long time, including 
in the area on cybersecurity, Body of European Regulators for Electronic Communications 
(BEREC) and the European aviation safety agency. 
 
While pursuing institutional and legal work, the EEA EFTA States priority would be given to 
the restoration of the full functioning of the Internal Market in the recovery phase following 
the COVID-19 pandemic. To that end, the EEA EFTA States had been invited to participate in 
a high-level single market enforcement task force chaired by the Council and the Commission. 
The focus of this task force would be to remove barriers to trade.  
 
EEA EFTA States would also continue contributing actively to new policy developments in 
important areas such as the green deal, Europe’s digital decade and the social policy where 
many initiatives fell within the scope of the EEA Agreement. EEA EFTA Comments had been 
adopted on the strategy for sustainable and smart mobility, the farm to fork strategy, the 
evaluation of the postal services directive and the review of the construction products 
regulation. Experts were currently in the process of preparing an EEA EFTA Comment on the 
new digital services act and the digital markets act.  
 
Regarding EEA EFTA States participation in the new generation of EU programmes from 2021-
2027. The price tag for participating in these programmes had increased substantially from 
the previous period. Given the importance of these programmes and the value they had 
provided, the EEA EFTA States had been assessing the different programmes with a view to 
possible participation. EEA EFTA States were working with the EEAS and the relevant 
commission services in order to ensure that the relevant programme decisions were 
incorporated into the EEA Agreement by 10 July. It was also of high importance that 
stakeholders in EEA EFTA Member States be ensured participation in the transition period 
while JCDs are being processed. The need to protect the EEA EFTA States rights to participate 
both in the preparation and the implementation of the programmes had also been raised. 
 
Speaking on the EEA Grants, Mr Stefánsson noted that EEA EFTA States remained committed 
to alleviating social and economic disparities in the EEA and were pleased to have been able 
to work with partners on important objectives including social inclusion, youth employment 
and poverty reduction. The EEA Grants provided vital support to civil society throughout the 
beneficiary states supporting the democratic role of a vibrant civil society as a fundamental 
layer of society. The current period of the EEA Grants was coming to an end, although the 
final date of eligibility of programs remained April 2024.   The EEA EFTA States had submitted 



their review on the need to address social and economic disparities in the EEA and work was 
ongoing to conclude the matter with the EU side.  
 
Finally, Mr Stefánsson extended the gratitude of the Standing Committee to beneficiary 
countries for having continued to support program implementation in spite of the COVID-19 
pandemic.  
 
Mr Svein Roald Hansen remarked that the functioning of the EEA Agreement had passed the 
stress test of the COVID-19 pandemic and that cooperation on health and vaccination had 
functioned well. He commended ESA for their flexibility with regard to state aid regulation. 
Furthermore, he noted that the cooperation with the EU on climate change was excellent and 
would be further expanded in the future. Finally, he voiced his agreement that it was 
important to decrease the number of acts on the backlog, but also noted that many directives 
that had been close to adoption had been removed from the list from the EU side. 
 
Mr Schwab commented on the EU COVID vaccine procurement. He noted that the EU was 
neither a vaccine front runner, nor lagging far behind. He opined that the American vaccine 
effort was the only good point of comparison. The EU had taken the choice in the early phase 
of the pandemic to act as a lawyer or as a centralised procurement station for the member 
states. This has created a situation where member states remained responsible for their 
vaccination strategies while the EU was responsible for procurement. Mr Schwab therefore 
disagreed with any notion that vaccine mishaps were the fault of the EU alone. It was the view 
of Mr Schwab that it would be better in the case of another pandemic to delegate the full 
responsibility for strategy and procurement to the EU. At the present time there were 
differences in vaccination rates throughout the EU due to differences in vaccine strategies 
which reflected poorly on the EU.   
 
Remarking generally on the EEA Agreement, Mr Schwab noted that it had been a highly 
valuable tool for jointly addressing the enormous challenges posed by the pandemic. He 
noted that the EEA Agreement was much more than a trade agreement. It ensured legal 
certainty for all its participants and it was a key driver for all parties to the agreement and 
also to other partners outside the single market. The legal certainty provided by the EEA 
Agreement should not be underestimated in a world with growing tensions. Finally, Mr 
Schwab noted that the EEA Agreement provided the foundation for the EEA EFTA States 
participation in EU programmes and agencies. There was a growing concern in the 
Commission regarding the granting of access to these schemes to third countries that did not 
attempt in earnest to cooperate seriously and profoundly with the EU. The EEA EFTA States 
participation in programmes such as Erasmus and Horizon 2020 had however helped to bring 
people and businesses together and had been immensely beneficial for both sides. Mr 
Schwab expressed his hopes that this would continue to be the case under the 2021-2027 
Multiannual Financial Framework. 
 
 Mr Schwab remarked that several important acts had been incorporated in the previous year 
including COVID-related acts. He expressed concern over the increasing number of acts on 
the backlog and stressed the importance of continuing attempts to reduce this number as this 
was vital for the good and harmonious functioning of the single market and the protection of 
EEA citizens’ rights.  



 
Mr Hansen underlined the importance of the EEA EFTA States participation in EU 
programmes. The Norwegian government had informed the Norwegian Parliament of its 
intention to participate in 11 EU programmes, including Horizon Europe, Erasmus, Creative 
Europe, EU4Health, Digital Europe, parts of the European Social Fund, and parts of the 
Internal Market and several others. The Parliament would agree to the government’s 
proposal and as soon as modalities were clarified from the EU side, Norway would be ready 
to participate. 
 
Mr Labareda noted that ministers would discuss the vaccination issues in the upcoming EEA 
Council meeting and that the outcome of this discussion would be included in the conclusions 
from the meeting. Managing the crisis had been very difficult for the EU and COVID-related 
discussions had dominated COREPER meetings throughout the crisis. Finding balanced 
solutions to issues arising had proven challenging. It was clear that the EU needed more 
firepower to deal with the crisis. That was why constructive talks were ongoing on a future 
health union. History showed that it was often in times of crisis that the political conditions 
for European integration were created. 
 
Ms Ganslandt remarked that while the EU side fully understood the position taken by the EEA 
EFTA States on the vaccine export authorisation mechanism, it did not constitute a vaccine 
ban. Rather, the mechanism was designed to ensure that Europe would get its due share of 
vaccines. Vaccine manufacturers from the EU could export freely to EEA EFTA States without 
needing to request export authorisation when the vaccines were ordered by EU Member 
States through APAs and donated or resold to EEA EFTA States, even if the vaccines were 
shipped directly from manufacturers to EEA EFTA States. The Commission had provided 
additional clarifications to producers to make sure all relevant authorities were informed. 
 
Mr Stefánsson voiced his appreciation for the close and coordinated cooperation of the EU 
and the EEA EFTA States in combatting the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. He 
underlined that the EEA EFTA States did not underestimate how difficult the crisis response 
had been. Vaccines were delivered to EEA EFTA States pro rata on the same terms as Member 
States. EEA EFTA States had participated in the centralised APAs at the beginning of the 
pandemic and had not purchased vaccines from any other sources. This was based on the 
long-standing participation as equal partners in the single market for more than 25 years. 
When the EU introduced the export scheme in late January, EEA EFTA States were exempt. 
For these reasons it was a shock and a surprise to learn without any prior notice that this 
exemption would not be extended after the prolongation of the export authorisation scheme. 
It was the view of the EEA EFTA States that this represented a serious breach of the EEA 
Agreement’s provisions on quantitative restrictions. Finally, Mr Stefánsson stressed the 
possible damaging political implications in the EEA EFTA States that could stem from the EU 
treating the longstanding cooperation with EEA EFTA States in this way. 
 
 
5. Consideration of the 2020 Annual Report on the Functioning of the EEA Agreement 

Statements by: 
 



• Mr Günther VOGT, co-rapporteur 
• Mr Andreas SCHWAB, co-rapporteur 

 
 
Mr Günther VOGT noted that it was a privilege to have the opportunity to exchange views 
with members of the European Parliament. He thanked co-rapporteur Schwab for the good 
cooperation in preparing the JPC resolution on the Annual Report. It was important for the 
EEA JPC to express its views to EEA authorities in order to ensure the democratic 
accountability and legitimacy of the EEA Agreement.  
  
Elements from the Annual Report of particular importance were: 
 

 The number of legal acts incorporated into the EEA Agreement in 2020 decreased by 
almost 50% compared to the previous year. 

 The backlog had increased substantially by 25%. There were many reasons for this 
increase, some more structural than others.  

 The adoption of the new long-term budget, along with a new generation of EU 
programmes from 2021-2027. It was important that EEA authorities adopt swiftly the 
JCDs to ensure stakeholder’s participation in the new programmes without delay. 

 The EEA financial mechanism which was highly important for the contribution of EEA 
EFTA States to EEA cohesion. The resolution reiterated the strict conditionality on rule 
of law for the allocation of grants.  

 
Mr Andreas SCHWAB expressed gratitude for the good cooperation with co-rapporteur Vogt 
in preparing the draft resolution on the Annual Report. Several important legal acts had been 
incorporated into the EEA Agreement in 2020, including COVID-19-related acts. Regrettably, 
however, the backlog had increased. While this was in part due to the pandemic, progress 
had to be made with regard to the timely incorporation of EU legal acts into the EEA 
Agreement. This was important, not only for EEA countries, but also for Switzerland because 
it shared the same situation as EEA countries in the areas where it participated in the Single 
Market.  
 
The EU highly valued the EEA EFTA States participation in the EU programmes, and this would 
continue to be the case for the budget period from 2021 to 2027. This included horizon, the 
most powerful research grant system in the world.   
 
The EEA EFTA States had expressed concerns regarding their participation in EU 
programmes. It was important to make clear that the concerns regarding challenges 
encountered by stakeholders regarding their participation would be taken into account. The 
EU side was continuously seeking to improve the programmes.  
 
Beyond the Single Market, the EU and EFTA shared many interests, including health, climate 
change, Schengen, freedom of movement and so on. To ensure that each sides’ interests 
were taken into consideration it was important that the decision-shaping process was used 
to the full extent from the early stages of negotiations on new proposals. In 2020, only two 
EEA EFTA Comments were submitted. It was therefore very encouraging that three 
Comments had been submitted so far in 2021. 



 
The EEA EFTA States contribution to increasing the economic and social cohesion of the EEA 
was highly appreciated. It was of high importance to ensure that only beneficiaries that 
respect rule of law and European values would be eligible to receive funding under the EEA 
financial mechanism also in the future.  
 
Mr Hansen stated that the Norwegian delegation would support the resolution as it was and 
stressed the importance of not altering the section on the rule of law. 
 
Mr McCarthy stressed the importance of adopting the resolution without the proposed 
amendments in the section on the rule of law. It was his view that the amendments 
constituted an erosion of human rights and as such should be rejected.  
 
In three separate votes, the JPC voted unanimously to reject the amendments tabled by Mr 
Krasnodębski (11 opposed; 0 in favour). Subsequently, the draft resolution in its entirety 
was voted and adopted (11 in favour; 0 opposed). 
 
 
6. Internal Market cooperation in light of the COVID-19 pandemic 

Statement by:  
 

 Ms Claudia Gamon (AT, RE), Member of the Committee Internal Market and Consumer 

Protection (IMCO) and Vice-Chair of the DEEA  

Ms Claudia GAMON said that the Renew group in the European Parliament was aware that 
many of the national measures that were taken in the beginning of the pandemic had violated 
the fundamental rules of the EU in terms of free movement of people and goods and services. 
Many EU and EEA citizens had experienced this personally, particularly those living in border 
regions. 
 
This had not only affected the normal functioning of the European economy but had also 
potentially harmed the relations between individual states, including the EFTA States. 
Measures such as border closures or export bans of protective equipment had led to 
significant market disruptions and had strained bilateral relations. 
 
Speaking on cross-border workers, Ms Gamon noted that more than 330 000 people worked 
in Switzerland but lived in other places before the pandemic. This caused issues when the 
pandemic hit because Swiss tax rules depended on physical presence in Switzerland. During 
the pandemic, the majority of these workers worked from their countries of residence. To 
ensure the rights and employment of these cross-border workers, the regulation providing 
the rules on the Swiss tax provisions was suspended. This showed that the politics and policy 
can be flexible enough to be adjusted in certain situations and that some things did work 
according to plan with regards to the Internal Market during the pandemic. 
 
In the IMCO, MEPs had called for a continuation of this flexibility to ensure that remote 
working would not have negative impacts for workers. Another example of good cooperation 
was the exemptions for cross-border workers from the strict travel restrictions imposed in 



many countries. The green lanes had also been highly important in order to ensure the flow 
of goods and services while guaranteeing the functioning of the Internal Market.  
 
Moving forward, even stronger cooperation than before the crisis was needed to allow the 
economy to recover and build back better. The takeaway from the pandemic should be that 
the economies in the EEA are interdependent and work better because of it. It was therefore 
all the more disappointing that Guy Parmelin and Ursula von der Leyen seemed to have 
moved a little away from each other in the previous weeks’ meetings on the Swiss–EU 
framework agreement. Parliamentary cooperation could potentially improve the situation 
due to the fact that members of the JPC could talk openly together about how the Internal 
Market worked better with more cooperation. 
 
Mr Vogt reiterated the importance of cooperation in combatting the COVID-19 virus and in 
restoring the Internal Market. He noted that the EEA Agreement had proved flexible enough 
to adapt to the changing circumstances of the unprecedented crisis. The EEA Agreement was 
the deepest and most comprehensive economic agreement in the world and the EEA EFTA 
States were the closest partners of the EU. This needed to be known and communicated 
throughout all EEA countries and in Brussels. Mr Vogt appealed to all decision makers in 
Brussels to keep the special relationship of EU and EFTA EEA States in mind when drafting 
legislation with EEA relevance. 
 
Mr Eric NUSSBAUMER noted that Swiss–EU cooperation had been generally good in spite of 
certain difficulties and that the Swiss connection with the Internal Market had been taken 
into account. Flexibility and cooperation had been highly important, and Mr Nussbaumer 
thanked all those involved on behalf of the Swiss delegation. 
 
Mr Hansen noted that the pandemic had made obvious the degree to which the European 
economy was interdependent. Many sectors of the Norwegian economy were dependent on 
workers from other EU countries. Norway had closed the border but had exempted industrial 
workers. The agricultural sector had depended on foreign workers and was now facing issues 
for the second year in a row. Mr Hansen welcomed the resolution because it would raise the 
awareness of the EEA and the three EFTA countries taking part in it. 
 
Ms Gamon underlined the importance of reminding colleagues in the European Parliament 
about the issues faced by cross-border workers and said that it was helpful to have the 
resolution as a tool to do this.  
 
7. EU–Swiss relations 

 
Statement by: 

 Mr Eric Nussbaumer (CH, Social Democratic Party), Head of the Swiss Delegation 
 
Mr Nussbaumer commented on the IMCO committee resolution on the COVID crisis and 
noted that there were still two integration models with the Single Market, namely the EEA 
model and the more complex Swiss model. The Swiss model had for several years aimed at 
bilateral agreements in which interinstitutional questions were clarified. This model had been 
in force for 15 years and had seen substantial developments in that time. There were legal 



developments, legal interpretations, supervision of the implementation of agreements and 
dispute settlement. These four elements had been under discussion for several years already, 
and for two and a half years Switzerland had had a preliminary institutional framework to this 
agreement. This had garnered different responses in Switzerland. Some supported the 
clarifications on interinstitutional issues provided by the framework and argued that bilateral 
negotiations on the issues should continue. There were however special points which caused 
contention in Switzerland. These points had been included in a communication to the 
Commission. The negotiation results of the interinstitutional agreement were to a large 
extent accepted by Switzerland, but key areas needed further clarification, including wage 
protection and flanking measures. Due to COVID and the Swiss elections, negotiations had 
been postponed. Internal political discussions had continued and had proven to be quite 
difficult. 
 
At the same time, both the Swiss and EU sides had hardened their positions. A recent meeting 
between Ursula von der Leyen and Guy Parmelin in Brussels had been rather confrontational. 
This demonstrated that the Swiss government still had considerable differences with the EU. 
  
A milestone had potentially been reached, however. The parliamentary committee would 
have intensive meetings the following week on the elements that had been discussed by the 
Swiss Government and the EU. The negotiating mandate had been opened in the previous 
week. The parliamentary committee had asked the Council to remain part of discussions and 
the national commission had requested a solution and had also called for a compromise.  
 
Mr Nussbaumer noted that the following weeks were likely to be decisive and expressed hope 
that both sides would do their utmost to come up with a compromise. The negotiations had 
been hard and long lasting, and the hope was that the Commission would use the room for 
manoeuvre it had to bring the parties together and find a compromise. It was paramount that 
solutions be found for the Swiss model to survive.  
 
Mr Hans Peter PORTMANN questioned why the parties could not come to an agreement 
based on a previous joint declaration drafted in Strasbourg in November 2019.  The same 
three key topics were still being discussed now, but they had become far more detailed 
compared with solutions that had previously been proposed. Mr Portmann asked the Chair 
whether the Committee would be prepared to use the draft declaration as a basis. The Swiss 
were happy to work on further developments in the area of labour policy. Looking at the facts, 
if Switzerland did not have this type of treaty, then it would not be a question of access to the 
labour market, but rather taking on board all Swiss and EU citizens which would not be 
possible. If the EU set this as an ultimatum, then the honest approach for the EU would be to 
admit that it did not want this agreement with Switzerland. The process was currently stuck, 
and someone would have to take a decisive step. 
 
Mr Schwab opined that the Commission was acting in a responsible way and stated that it 
was essential to consolidate the bilateral approach in a sustainable manner which could also 
be developed further. The EU had made large concessions to accommodate the Swiss 
positions and had agreed to a limited scope covering only five key market access agreements, 
an arbitration-based dispute settlement mechanism, a two-pillar system for state aid 
supervision, targeted exemptions to the principle of full legal alignment underpinning the 



institutional framework agreement to protect wage levels in Switzerland and a political 
declaration instead of binding provisions as regards Swiss commitments towards its 
contributions to the EU Cohesion Policy. Von der Leyen had called for flexibility to break the 
impasse and conclude the framework agreement. If there was no deal, there could not be 
further market access and existing preferential access would erode over time. 
 
Mr Damian MÜLLER noted that it was not just the foreign affairs committee that had been 
working on this topic. The feeling was that the Swiss were going from the offensive to the 
defensive, and it was important to try as hard as possible to come up with a compromise. 
Several important questions remained unanswered, especially on the topic of wages. While a 
compromise still appeared possible, things were not looking particularly good for the 
moment. If the EU were to clarify their position towards Switzerland, the Federal Council 
would respond positively. 
 
Mr Daniel SEEGER commented that the EEA Agreement coupled with a customs union with 
Switzerland had functioned well for Liechtenstein. If no balanced compromise could be found 
it would have detrimental consequences.  

 
 
8. Relations with the UK 

Statement by: 

 Ms Gwendoline DELBOS-CORFIELD (FR, The Greens/EFA), Member of the United 
Kingdom coordination Group and the DEEA  

 

Ms DELBOS-CORFIELD noted that the EU UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA) had 
been provisionally applied as of 1 of January 2021. The consent of the European Parliament 
(EP) and conclusion by Council decision had been pending however the deadline was the 
end of April. The provisional application had allowed the EP to scrutinise the agreement and 
as such the EP had voted on the previous day in favour of the agreement along with an EP 
resolution. 

 

In parallel, the EU and the UK were in negotiations regarding the status of Northern Ireland. 
It was important to ensure that the Northern Ireland protocol was applied in full respect of 
the Good Friday Agreement. 

 

Moving forward, the EU would follow the cooperation closely to see whether the UK would 
diverge from EU standards. The agreement had review clauses which would aid in the 
monitoring work. 

 

UK citizens that had still not applied to the EU Settlement Scheme could experience issues in 
their day to day life. Some would be at risk of losing their jobs or houses. 

 

30 000 additional workers would become border workers due to Brexit and this would be a 
particularly acute problem in Northern Ireland. This needed to be closely monitored 

 



9. Future work of the EEA JPC 

The following issues had not been addressed yet: 

 Carbon border adjustment mechanism 

 Erasmus+ 

 Arctic cooperation 

 EEA Norway Grants 

The Green Deal and the Digital Single Market had been mentioned in the Bureau meeting 

earlier the same day.  

Focus would also be directed to lessons learned from the COVID-19 pandemic, EU–Swiss 

relations, EEA EFTA States participation in EU programmes and minimum wages in Europe 

 

10. Any other Business 

There was no other business. 

 

11. Date and place of next meeting 

Iceland had offered to host the next EEA JPC on 25 August in Reykjavik, provided COVID-19-

related restrictions allowed for it. It would be held back to back with the EU–Iceland JPC. 
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