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Introduction 
A new European Parliament and new European Commission, a new decade, and a new financial 
framework to adopt for the next seven years – 2020 would seem to be a year full of new beginnings. 
But 2020 does not start with a blank page: next to the political commitments already made and work 
programmes already adopted, a range of issues are already on the table, some recent, some less so, 
but all requiring our understanding, and each calling for action. 

To help us to see where we need to focus and take action, the European Parliamentary Research 
Service has asked a dozen of its policy analysts to select, from myriad interesting topics, ten issues 
to watch in 2020. These issues concern all aspects of European policies: economic and social, 
European citizens and migrants, the most advanced technologies and most affected regions, 
budget and finances, as well as trends within our European borders and across the oceans or at the 
pole. Some of these issues follow directly from previous editions of this publication – such as the 
multiannual financial framework, migration, and the impact of US politics on transatlantic relations. 
Others are assessed in a new light, for example climate action and energy transition. And still others 
are brand new in this series of publications, such as the 'gamification' of EU democracy, and the 
Arctic. 

Behind this diversity, two main themes emerge: climate and solidarity. These two themes will not 
come as a surprise: they were at the heart of campaigns for the European elections last year, and 
continue to make the headlines at both European and national levels. The December 2019 
Parlemeter – the Eurobarometer survey for the European Parliament – confirms that, first and 
foremost, European citizens demand a greener and fairer Europe. Climate change, poverty and 
social exclusion are citizens' key priorities for the European Parliament to address.  

Climate and solidarity have therefore logically inspired the written contributions as well as the visual 
representation of the ten issues and their interaction, represented on the cover of this publication. 
In 2020, no issue can be presented, let alone understood, in isolation, detached from its interactions 
with others. As one example among many, biodiversity calls for climate action, which will affect the 
adoption of the multiannual financial framework, which will define the Just Transition Fund, which 
will influence the fight against poverty and exclusion that affect children, who interact via 5G, which 
enables more on-line involvement of citizens, who coordinate support to migrants using new 
technologies or express their concerns for the Arctic on line, and so on. 

In a world in which all issues are directly or indirectly related to the others, the thinking follows this 
pattern. It follows that, with this publication as increasingly elsewhere, you can choose to read these 
issues in any order you wish. Cross-referencing will make the connections and guide you from one 
subject to the other. 

We hope that you will enjoy reading this latest edition of 'Ten Issues to Watch' and that it will 
stimulate your reflections and ignite your curiosity as you explore the challenges and opportunities 
of 2020.  

 

Étienne Bassot 

Director, Members' Research Service 
European Parliamentary Research Service (EPRS)  
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1. Towards a 'Paris Agreement' for biodiversity? 
Biodiversity refers to the variety of all living organisms present on Earth. It 
encompasses diversity within and between species and of ecosystems. Though 
essential to human life, biodiversity is continuously declining, mainly as a result 
of human-induced pressures. While existing policies and actions for conserving 
nature and using it more sustainably have achieved some results, they are not 
sufficient to stem the drivers of nature's deterioration. The latest global 
assessment of the state of biodiversity and ecosystems points to an 

unprecedented and accelerating rate of global change in nature. One million animal and plant 
species (out of a total estimated number of 8 million) will be driven to extinction, many within 
decades, unless action is taken across sectors and policy areas. 

Why biodiversity matters 
Biodiversity underpins the functioning of ecosystems, which provide a wide range of direct and 
indirect contributions essential to human life. Those 'ecosystem services' include the provision of 
food, fuel and medicines, crop pollination (over 75 % of global food crop types rely on animal 
pollination), climate regulation through carbon storage and control of local rainfall, water and air 
filtration, mitigation of the impact of natural disasters, and soil formation. Globally, such services are 
worth US$125-140 trillion per year (over 1.5 times the size of global gross domestic product – GDP). 

Drivers of biodiversity loss 
Biodiversity loss can be driven by natural or human factors. Habitat loss, alteration and 
fragmentation due to land-use change is a main pressure. Types of land-use change include the 
conversion of land cover (deforestation, mining), changes in (agro-) ecosystem management 
(e.g. through intensification of agriculture or forest harvesting), and changes in the spatial design of 
the landscape (e.g. fragmentation due to urban sprawl and 'grey' infrastructure developments). The 
over-exploitation of natural resources (mainly via harvesting, logging, hunting and fishing), climate 
change, pollution, and invasion of alien species are further key threats to biodiversity. Those direct 
pressures are influenced by indirect drivers, such as economic and population growth, resulting in 
an increased demand for food, fibre, water and energy. Evidence suggests that in the future, climate 
change will pose the gravest threat. It will also interact with and exacerbate other stressors. 

Biodiversity and climate change 
Biodiversity contributes to both climate change mitigation and adaptation. Marine and terrestrial ecosystems 
are major carbon stores, sequestering about 5.6 gigatonnes of carbon per year, the equivalent of some 60 % 
of global anthropogenic emissions. Healthy ecosystems can help reduce the impacts of climate change. 
Mangroves, for instance, act as buffer zones, protecting the shoreline from floods and soil erosion. At the same 
time, climate change affects ecosystems and species in multiple ways, mainly as a result of higher 
temperatures, changes in precipitation patterns and increases in extreme weather events and wildfires. 
Temperature increases induced by climate change could threaten one in six species at the global level. 

While the links between biodiversity and climate are well documented, there has been growing political 
momentum recently to tackle the challenges of climate change and biodiversity loss together, as illustrated 
by the G7 Metz Charter on Biodiversity; the Beijing call for biodiversity conservation and climate change; and 
the November 2019 European Parliament resolution on the climate and environment emergency. Addressing 
both issues jointly is all the more important as climate change mitigation efforts can have potential 
unintended consequences negatively affecting biodiversity (e.g. biofuel expansion can push food crop 
cultivation into natural areas). Some analysts suggest that better integrating climate change and biodiversity 
action would require increased coordination in science, international governance (between the conventions 
on climate change, biological diversity, and on combating desertification) and civil society. 

https://ipbes.net/news/Media-Release-Global-Assessment
http://www.oecd.org/environment/resources/biodiversity/Executive-Summary-and-Synthesis-Biodiversity-Finance-and-the-Economic-and-Business-Case-for-Action.pdf
https://ipbes.net/models-drivers-biodiversity-ecosystem-change#LUC
https://www.eea.europa.eu/soer-2015/europe/biodiversity
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/27652/GEO6SPM_EN.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.iucn.org/resources/issues-briefs/invasive-alien-species-and-climate-change
https://climate-adapt.eea.europa.eu/eu-adaptation-policy/sector-policies/biodiversity
https://www.iucn.org/news/forests/201702/mangroves-%E2%80%93-green-coastal-guardians
https://www.iucn.org/resources/issues-briefs/species-and-climate-change
https://ipbes.net/models-drivers-biodiversity-ecosystem-change#LUC
https://www.cbd.int/climate/intro.shtml
https://www.ecologique-solidaire.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/2019.05.06_EN_Biodiversity_Charter.pdf
https://www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2019/11/06/beijing-call-for-biodiversity-conservation-and-climate-change
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0078_EN.html
https://trondheimconference.org/assets/Files/TC9%20Background%20documents/TC9_IPBES-Global-Assessment-Chapter-3-Section-3.7.pdf
https://www.iddri.org/en/publications-and-events/study/towards-climate-change-ambition-better-integrates-biodiversity-and
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Policy responses 
Many different international agreements relate to biodiversity, the most important being the United 
Nations Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), to which the European Union is a party. In 2010, 
the parties to the CBD adopted a ten-year global strategic plan for biodiversity to tackle biodiversity 
loss, including the 'Aichi' biodiversity targets. However, according to the 2019 global assessment of 
the state of nature carried out by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 
Ecosystem Services, most of those targets are likely to be missed. 

At EU level, nature conservation policy is based on two main pieces of legislation, the Birds Directive 
and the Habitats Directive, which provide the basis for the Natura 2000 network of protected areas. 
Aiming to safeguard species and habitats of special European interest, this network currently covers 
18 % of the EU's land area and almost 9 % of its marine waters. Other relevant EU legislation includes 
the Water Framework Directive (for inland waters) and the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (for 
marine waters); as well as the common agricultural policy and the common fisheries policy.  

In 2011, the EU adopted a biodiversity strategy to 2020, reflecting the commitments made within 
the CBD. It sets a headline target ('halting the loss of biodiversity and the degradation of ecosystem 
services in the EU by 2020, and restoring them in so far as feasible, while stepping up the EU 
contribution to averting global biodiversity loss'), and six mutually supportive targets, each 
translated into a number of actions. The mid-term review of the strategy in 2015 concluded that the 
EU was not on track to meet its 2020 headline target. This is confirmed by the European Environment 
Agency's (EEA) report on the 'State of the Environment 2020', which finds that only two of the policy 
objectives set for 2020 are likely to be met – namely, designating marine protected areas and 
terrestrial protected areas. If current trends continue, nature is set to deteriorate further in the 
coming decade. The adequate integration ('mainstreaming') of biodiversity concerns into sectors 
and policies exerting considerable pressure on biodiversity (including agriculture, forestry, fisheries, 
spatial planning, energy, transport, tourism and industry), the critical importance of which was 
already stressed by the EEA in its 2015 assessment, remains crucial for the post-2020 biodiversity 
agenda. 

2020, a game changer? 
In October 2020, the parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity will meet in China to review 
the achievement and delivery of the strategic plan. At the conference (COP15), they are expected to 
adopt a post-2020 global biodiversity framework, with conservation goals for the next decade.  

The European Commission President, Ursula von der Leyen, has expressed the ambition that the EU 
'lead the world' at this COP, as it did at the 2015 Paris Climate Conference. As part of the European 
Green Deal, the Commission has pledged to present, by March 2020, a biodiversity strategy for 2030, 
followed up in 2021 by measures targeting the main drivers of biodiversity loss. The envisaged 
strategy would include an outline of the EU's position for the COP, with global biodiversity 
protection targets, commitments to address the causes of biodiversity loss in the EU, with 
measurable objectives, and measures to restore damaged ecosystems. 

In January 2020, the European Parliament is due to vote a resolution in view of COP15. The motion 
for a resolution, adopted on 3 December 2019 by its Committee on Environment, Public Health and 
Food Safety, stresses the need for the international biodiversity framework to take the form of a 
legally binding agreement. It also urges the Commission to design a biodiversity strategy for 2030 
that sets legally binding targets for the EU and its Member States.   

https://www.cbd.int/
https://www.cbd.int/sp/elements/
https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/
https://ipbes.net/system/tdf/inline/files/ipbes_global_assessment_report_summary_for_policymakers.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=36213
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/index_en.htm
https://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/biodiversity/natura-2000
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/water/water-framework/info/intro_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/marine/eu-coast-and-marine-policy/marine-strategy-framework-directive/index_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/envir/biodiv_en
https://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/cfp_en
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/strategy/index_en.htm
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/soer-2020
https://www.eea.europa.eu/soer-2015/europe/biodiversity#tab-based-on-indicators
https://www.cbd.int/conferences/post2020
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20191203IPR67906/biodiversity-meps-call-for-legally-binding-targets-as-for-climate-change
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2. 21st century policies for 21st century children?  

Europe's youngest generation and its challenges  
Today's children under 18 – part of 'Generation Z' (children and young people 
under 22) – are the most diverse in terms of origins. In Luxembourg, for 
example, the share of foreign-born children in the 0-14 age group was the 
highest in the EU in 2016, with one fifth born outside the national territory 
(14.1 % born in another EU Member State, and 5.9 % outside the EU). There are 
also big variations between countries in east and west. In Sweden, the share of 
children born outside the EU was 6 %, but in Czechia, Croatia, Poland and 

Estonia, this was only between 1 and 1.6 %. The members of this generation are also the first to be 
labelled 'digital natives': despite large differences between OECD countries, almost all 15-year-olds 
(95 %) have internet access at home. The youngest generation is more affected by 'sticky floors and 
ceilings' than any other when it comes to intergenerational earnings mobility: since the 1990s, there 
has been a general trend towards a lack of mobility between the income positions at the bottom 
and at the top of the social ladder. When looking at the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
the youngest are the most vulnerable, most affected by poverty and by unemployment. That said, 
poverty is a multi-dimensional issue not only related to income, and thus not only affecting children 
from low-income families. Based on calculations of household income, close to 25 % of children are 
at risk of poverty in the EU. However, looking across several other dimensions of poverty, including 
housing and social activities, about 30 % of children are affected in high-income countries. This 
trend has strengthened since the 2008 recession. At the same time, this generation is claimed to be 
the best educated proportionally, as well as liberal-minded and open to emerging social trends.  

Trends concerning the share of young and old people who will depend on the working-age 
population show that today's generation of children will face an increased burden in supporting the 
remainder of the population as they move into work. Moreover, the population stagnation and 
emigration of highly educated early-career citizens that is already being observed in several 
southern, central and eastern European Member States, will result in a smaller and less educated 
workforce in those countries. At the same time, a more highly educated labour force should be able 
to compensate for some of these demographic trends and secure sufficient productivity levels. In 
addition, among generalists and specialists, a new group of 'versatilists' is emerging, who can apply 
in-depth skills to a progressively widening scope of situations and experiences, gaining new 
competencies, building relationships and assuming new roles. Such individuals are capable of 
constantly adapting in a fast-changing world. Against this evolving background, the EU needs to 
make sure that its policies are responsive to the changing needs, including those of the labour 
market, so that policy not only compensates for, but also anticipates, change.  

Possible responses in the next political cycle  
The President of the European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, wrote in her mission letters to the 
then Commissioners-designate: 'What we do now will determine what kind of world our children 
live in'. The President's political guidelines also put special emphasis on the delivery of the SDGs by 
planning to mainstream them in the European Semester. The 2030 Agenda for sustainable 
development is the most ambitious global agreement for achieving social progress to date. To 
monitor its progress, the SDG goals and targets have been set universally for all countries. Currently, 
we lack an official global monitoring framework that looks at children's lives in a multidimensional 
way. The SDGs can fill the statistical gap. Supporting progress for children today helps to meet the 
long-term, multiple ambitions of the SDG agenda tomorrow.  

The 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) explicitly recognises 
children as human beings with innate rights, and has been ratified by all EU Member States. Article 3 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/european_migration_network/glossary_search/child_en
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/01/17/where-millennials-end-and-generation-z-begins/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Being_young_in_Europe_today_-_family_and_society#Foreign-born_children_and_young_people_in_the_EU
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=EDU/WKP%282018%2915&docLanguage=En
http://www.oecd.org/social/broken-elevator-how-to-promote-social-mobility-9789264301085-en.htm
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=SDD/DOC(2018)5&docLanguage=En
https://www.unicef.ca/sites/default/files/2017-06/UNICEF%20Innocenti%20Report%20Card%2014%20EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&plugin=1&pcode=tespm040&language=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&plugin=1&pcode=tespm040&language=en
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2018/11/15/early-benchmarks-show-post-millennials-on-track-to-be-most-diverse-best-educated-generation-yet/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Being_young_in_Europe_today_-_demographic_trends
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/facts4eufuture/eu-demographic-scenarios/impact-brain-drain
http://www.thomaslfriedman.com/thank-you-for-being-late/
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/educating-21st-century-children_b7f33425-en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/091e4d11-en.pdf?expires=1573657683&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=5346420E823E7125AD4E801A795D1BF1l
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:2bf140bf-a3f8-4ab2-b506-fd71826e6da6.0023.02/DOC_1&format=PDF


Ten issues to watch in 2020 
  
 

5 

of the Treaty on European Union (TEU) focuses, inter alia, on the protection of children's rights, as 
does Article 24 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU. Over the years, this focus has helped 
to promote a more comprehensive approach to policies concentrating on children across the EU. It 
has also promoted a move away from the idea of children as objects in need of protection, towards 
children as autonomous agents participating in society, as was the case, for example, in recent 
climate marches. Several EU policies and programmes in the areas of education, social and 
employment policies, health, the digital agenda, migration and justice have already targeted 
children directly.  

The plans of the von der Leyen Commission open up the prospect of a more comprehensive strategy 
of policies focusing on all children, anticipating change, granting equal opportunities and 
mitigating adverse life events. Nearly half of the Commissioners have tasks directly linked to 
children's lives, such as migration, trade, crisis management, and the environment, and some new 
portfolios. The mission letter of the Commissioner for Democracy and Demography includes 
reference to a two-year conference on the future of Europe for citizens of all ages across the EU and 
follow-up on the actions agreed; an analysis of the impact of demographic change on the different 
groups in society and the regions most affected, accompanied by measures on how best to support 
them; and support to areas that are most affected by brain drain. It also outlines a plan for a 
comprehensive strategy on the rights of the child, including actions to protect vulnerable children, 
protect their rights online, foster child-friendly justice, and prevent and fight violence. Together with 
the Commissioner for Equality, this Commissioner will also coordinate efforts on a better work-life 
balance, following the path of the recently adopted Work-Life Balance Directive – an attempt to 
adjust systems to the changing realities of families. Moreover, the Commissioner for Democracy will 
focus on investing in children and on creating a Child Guarantee – a long-standing request of the 
Parliament – for the most vulnerable children, so that they get access to basic services: health, 
housing, nutrition, early childhood education and care, and education. This she will carry out jointly 
with the Commissioner for Jobs and Social Rights, who will also be responsible for adjusting social 
protection systems to the new reality of work. Several Commissioners will focus on strengthening 
child protection, particularly for children in vulnerable situations: migrants, Roma children, children 
with disabilities, unaccompanied minors, and children affected by crisis situations. The 
Commissioner for Innovation, Research, Culture, Education and Youth will focus on making the 
European Education Area a reality by 2025, so as to allow everyone to access quality education and 
to move between countries. She is also expected to update the digital education action plan and 
raise awareness of disinformation from an early age. Finally, the Commissioner for Health and Food 
Safety will work with the Commissioner for Innovation on education for a healthy lifestyle, including 
the mental health of children and adolescents. 

Designing forward-looking policies to meet the challenges 
To better design policies, President von der Leyen intends to strengthen the links between 
portfolios as well as between the people and the EU institutions that serve them. The Commissioner 
responsible for interinstitutional relations and foresight will publish a yearly foresight report that 
should help with priority-setting and also in the coordination of policies in different areas sharing 
the same objectives. Apart from building stronger links with the Parliament, he should also involve 
stakeholders and citizens in these discussions. Children could be part of this process too. In the EU, 
children can participate in national elections from their 18th, or sometimes their 16th or 17th 
birthday. In some countries, they can now also participate in the design and evaluation of the 
policies, legislation and public decisions that affect their lives. Putting children and their best 
interests centre stage across so many portfolios might achieve a more holistic approach to children's 
development. In addition, a stronger focus on the SDGs can encourage better data collection across 
countries, which in turn can feed into more forward-looking policy design that anticipates change.  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:12012P/TXT
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/suica_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/dalli_en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1311&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1311&langId=en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2019.188.01.0079.01.ENG
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1060&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1428&langId=en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/638429/IPOL_BRI(2019)638429_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/638429/IPOL_BRI(2019)638429_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/schmit_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/gabriel_en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/european-education-area_en
https://ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/digital-education-action-plan_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/kyriakides_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/kyriakides_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2019-2024/sefcovic_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/resources/library/media/20190927RES62428/20190927RES62428.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/resources/library/media/20190927RES62428/20190927RES62428.pdf
https://www.google.be/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&ved=2ahUKEwjQmMrV6vvlAhUFbVAKHXkWDf8QFjABegQIAhAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fsocial%2FBlobServlet%3FdocId%3D21558%26langId%3Den&usg=AOvVaw0GUH2FF-xy39SM5eiDtYbh
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/3f3c50b2-6a24-465e-b8d1-74dcac7f8c42#p_portal2012SimilarDocuments_WAR_portal2012portlet_INSTANCE_fJ5YVzU8qEIG
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/content/best-interests-child-bic_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/content/best-interests-child-bic_en
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=SDD/DOC(2018)5&docLanguage=En
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3. 2020: The beginning of the 5G era 
In 2020, we will hear more and more about 5G – the next generation of 
broadband infrastructure with gigabit speeds – as according to the 
Commission's targets, this is the year when it is supposed to become 
commercially available in at least one big city in each EU Member State. Already 
in 2019, some countries started launching and experimenting with 5G pilots, 
but wider deployment is expected once the 5G standards and the dedicated 
5G spectrum pioneer bands become available by the end of 2020. Given the 

enabling role that 5G plays in the digital transformation of our society and economy, it is paramount 
that the EU does not lose the opportunity to lead in the 5G global race. 

A worldwide race to roll out 5G 
There is a worldwide race to research, develop, and roll out 5G. Once it has been widely deployed 
between 2020 and 2025, 5G is expected to enable an array of new innovative services that will 
transform sectors such as manufacturing, energy, vehicle manufacturing and health. That is why in 
many parts of the world 5G is becoming a national priority for the broader digital transformation of 
the economy. Many countries have already started experimenting with pilots and small scale 
launches. In April 2019, South Korea became the first country to commercially launch 5G on a wider 
scale, and by December 2019, about 5 million Koreans had 5G phones. The largest commercial 
launch in 2019 took place in China, which deployed over 100 000 base stations in over 50 cities in 
November and is expected to reach 143 million 5G users in 2020. In fact, at this pace, many expect 
that China will dominate the global 5G market by 2025. The US and Japan will grow rapidly in 5G 
adoption, whereas the EU will lag behind them. From an industry perspective, two out of the five 
companies serving the 5G radio access network space are European: Ericsson and Nokia. According 
to some analysts, in a digital world increasingly dominated by Chinese and US companies, 5G is one 
of the few future markets where European suppliers are in a very good position to compete with 
these companies from the start. 

The real 5G is yet to come 
The path to 5G, including all the technical specifications and standards, represents the most 
complex evolution that the mobile industry has undertaken to date. Currently, 5G is in its first phase 
of implementation (i.e. 'non-standalone' (NSA), supported by existing long-term evolution (LTE) (4G) 
radio and core network infrastructure). However, 4G is starting to run out of capacity given the 
mobile data traffic explosion, and the move to standalone 5G is needed to cope with this trend. It 
will transport a huge amount of data much faster, reliably connect an extremely large number of 
devices and process very high volumes of data with minimal delay. As an example, certain types of 
real-time applications, such as remote surgery, could not be done with the current 4G technology 
due to lag and control delay. The first 5G-enabled human remote brain surgery took place in China 
last November, with doctor and patient over 2 400 km apart. According to the International 
Telecommunication Union (ITU), the standards supporting all 5G applications will be in place in 
2020. Some telecom service providers prefer to go straight from 4G to standalone 5G, and are 
waiting until 5G coverage is established as operators still look to recoup 4G investments, since 5G 
deployment requires a lot of investment in infrastructure costs. 

The EU approach 
Given its importance for EU competitiveness, the European Commission aims to speed up 5G 
deployment, notably by updating EU legislation to increase 5G investments, by supporting the 5G 

https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/backgrounders/Pages/5G-fifth-generation-of-mobile-technologies.aspx
https://5gobservatory.eu/info-deployments/
http://5gobservatory.eu/south-korea-wins-final-sprint-for-5g/
http://5gobservatory.eu/chinas-three-state-telecoms-have-launched-5g-services-ahead-of-schedule/
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20191105005129/en/China-Dominate-5G-Deployment-Early-Lead-USA
https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/research/?file=0efdd9e7b6eb1c4ad9aa5d4c0c971e62&download
http://statewatch.org/news/2019/jun/eu-council-ctc-5g-law-enforcement-8983-19.pdf
https://www.ericsson.com/en/blog/2019/7/standalone-and-non-standalone-5g-nr-two-5g-tracks
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/technology-media-and-telecommunications/our-insights/the-road-to-5g-the-inevitable-growth-of-infrastructure-cost
https://www.robotics.org/blog-article.cfm/5G-Powered-Medical-Robot-Performs-Remote-Brain-Surgery/213
https://news.itu.int/wrc-19-agrees-to-identify-new-frequency-bands-for-5g/
https://news.itu.int/wrc-19-agrees-to-identify-new-frequency-bands-for-5g/
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EU action plan strategic initiative, and by co-financing 5G research and development within the 
2021-2027 multiannual financial framework (MFF – see also issue 7). 

The European Electronic Communications Code, which updated the previous EU telecom 
legislation, sets important framework conditions as regards 5G investment in the EU. In particular, 
Member States are required to make 5G pioneer bands available by the end of 2020, with 
investment certainty and predictability for at least 20 years. 

The EU 5G action plan also set out key targets to be achieved by Member States, including a 
common EU calendar for a coordinated 5G commercial launch in 2020 (in at last one major city in 
each Member State) and ensuring that all urban areas and major terrestrial transport paths have 
uninterrupted 5G coverage by 2025. It also supports co-funding research and development, 
including the launch of pan-European pilot demonstrators. According to the EU 5G observatory, at 
the end of September 2019, it was clear that Member States were heavily involved in 5G testing, 
with 165 trials reported, including 11 'digital cross-border corridors' with live tests of 5G for 
cooperative connected and automated mobility. Finally, the Commission recommendation adopted 
in March 2019 seeks a high level of cybersecurity of 5G networks across the EU, with a coordinated 
approach guided by the toolkit expected in early 2020. 

Remaining challenges ahead 
There are industry concerns about whether plans to keep 5G on track for a fully commercialised 
launch by 2020 will actually happen, given all the complexity involved at technical level and the 
investment required for spectrum licensing and infrastructure costs. The 5G business case is clear in 
dense urban areas, where demand is high, but not in rural areas. Therefore, not all EU consumers 
and businesses will benefit from 5G applications, creating a new type of digital divide.  

Next, there is the concern to create sufficient consumer and business demand for 5G, as the former 
might not be ready to pay for more expensive handsets and subscriptions, or the latter for the 
infrastructure costs and resources that are required for their digital transformation. 

Another key challenge to overcome is that of making 5G more energy efficient. With each new 
generation of mobile technology, the energy consumed by the network has grown significantly, as 
data traffic has continued to increase. In South Korea, since the 5G commercial launch, monthly data 
traffic per user has doubled compared to 4G. Although according to the industry, 5G is designed to 
deliver increased energy efficiency, the actual impact on the environment is yet to be assessed. 

In addition, cybersecurity concerns draw a lot of media attention. These are linked to the greater 
access of third-party suppliers to networks, and the total increase in the overall attack surface and 
potential entry points for attackers, as well as the degree of dependency on individual suppliers. 
Moreover, as 5G networks are increasingly based on software, they could also make it easier for 
hostile actors to maliciously insert 'back doors' into products and critical infrastructure. According 
to the Council, the legal and policy framework to which suppliers may be subject to in third countries 
should be considered. 

Other emerging issues such as health and safety aspects and ecological aspects will need to 
continue being explored during this decade, as a number of studies are ongoing and an increasing 
number of citizens, scientists and doctors are concerned about the potential harmful effects that 5G 
could have on human health and on the environment.  

During the 5G era that starts in 2020, we will see a revolution that will transform the world as we 
know it. We have to hope that the EU will not lose the opportunity to lead in the 5G global race, to 
foster growth and innovation in key sectors and industries, and to improve the quality of life for 
society as a whole.  

https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/policies/broadband-europe
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2018.321.01.0036.01.ENG
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52016DC0588
http://5gobservatory.eu/observatory-overview/observatory-reports/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32019H0534
https://www.androidcentral.com/us-consumers-are-now-keeping-their-phones-three-years-or-more
https://images.samsung.com/is/content/samsung/p5/global/business/networks/insights/white-paper/5g-launches-in-korea-get-a-taste-of-the-future/5G-Launches-in-Korea-Get-a-taste-of-the-future.pdf
https://www.ericsson.com/en/blog/2019/9/energy-consumption-5g-nr
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2019/637912/EPRS_ATA(2019)637912_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/eu-wide-coordinated-risk-assessment-5g-networks-security
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/41595/st14517-en19.pdf
https://www.jrseco.com/european-union-5g-appeal-scientists-warn-of-potential-serious-health-effects-of-5g/
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4. Energy transition: Who will pay the price? 
The EU plans to cut greenhouse gas emissions by at least 50 % by 2030 and to 
achieve climate neutrality by 2050. This will require a transition from fossil fuels 
to renewable energy sources. In particular, it will mean phasing out coal, with 
impacts on jobs and regional economies. In order to support this energy 
transition, the von der Leyen Commission has proposed a Just Transition 
Mechanism as part of the European Green Deal. The idea of 'just transition' 
acknowledges the past contribution of industrial regions to economic 

prosperity and emphasises the need to share the future costs of switching to a low-carbon and 
climate-resilient economy. The year 2020 will be the first time the EU plans to adopt targeted 
measures facilitating a just energy transition in its most affected regions. 

Background 
As a signatory of the 2015 Paris Agreement, the EU has committed that by 2030 it will cut 
greenhouse gas emissions by 40 % compared to 1990. The European Green Deal presented by the 
European Commission on 11 December 2019 would raise the 2030 target to at least 50 %, and set 
the EU on a path to achieving full climate neutrality by 2050. This collective EU goal is an important 
step in the context of climate change, curbing global warming, ensuring clean air and reducing 
health risks for the population. According to latest Eurostat data, 54 % of total EU emissions come 
from fuel combustion in the energy sector. Fossil fuels, and in particular coal, are among the main 
contributors. The remaining sources of emissions are transport, agriculture, industrial processes, and 
waste management. While the EU is on track to meet its 2020 target of reducing emissions by 20 % 
(see also issue 8), meeting the 2030 and 2050 targets will require greater efforts and managing the 
socio-economic transformation in the affected regions. The COP24 climate conference, which took 
place in 2018 in Katowice (the capital of Silesia, the largest coal-producing region in Poland), 
included the Silesia Declaration on solidarity and just transition, in which the participating countries 
committed to take into account the impact of climate change and energy transition policies on 
workers and communities. 'Just transition' was also discussed at the COP25 conference in Madrid 
in December 2019. 

State of play and trends 
In 2018, coal provided about 16 % of the 
energy production mix in the EU, with 
remaining components coming from 
renewables, nuclear, gas, oil and other 
sources (see Figure 1). Coal is used mainly to 
generate electricity, and for heating by 
industry and households. However, the 
numbers vary between Member States, and 
range from marginal or no coal use in power 
generation to at least 40 % (Bulgaria, 
Czechia, Germany and Greece) and up to 
80 % (Poland). 

According to the 2018 Commission report 
on 'EU coal regions', in 2015 there were 128 
coal mines in 12 Member States and 207 
coal-fired power plants in 21 Member States. Direct employment in the coal sector amounts to 238 
000 jobs (including 185 000 workers in coal mines and 53 000 workers in coal power plants). The 
regions with the highest number of direct jobs in the coal sector (mines and power plants) are 

Figure 1 – EU energy production mix in 2017 

 
Data source: Eurostat, 2019. 

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/international/negotiations/paris_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1576150542719&uri=COM%3A2019%3A640%3AFIN
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/air/index_en.htm
https://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/air/intro
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Greenhouse_gas_emission_statistics#Trends_in_greenhouse_gas_emissions
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Europe_2020_indicators_-_climate_change_and_energy#The_EU_is_on_track_to_achieving_its_GHG_emission_reduction_target_for_2020
https://cop24.gov.pl/
https://cop24.gov.pl/fileadmin/user_upload/Solidarity_and_Just_Transition_Silesia_Declaration_2_.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/eur-scientific-and-technical-research-reports/eu-coal-regions-opportunities-and-challenges-ahead
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Energy_production_and_imports#Production_of_primary_energy_decreased_between_2007_and_2017
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located in Bulgaria, Czechia, Germany, Greece, Poland and Romania. Estimates show that indirect 
activities throughout the coal value chain, including power generation, equipment supply, services, 
research and development, and other dependent activities provide an additional 215 000 jobs, 
bringing the total employment in direct and indirect coal-related activities to almost half a million 
people. 

It is estimated that by 2030, around 160 000 direct jobs in the coal sector may be lost. This 
corresponds to about two thirds of the current employment in direct activities only, with further job 
losses expected in the related sectors. Coal has been undergoing a phasing-out process, with 
production and consumption steadily declining since the 1990s, however, closures of mines and 
power plants are expected to accelerate in the coming decade. According to the 2018 Commission 
report on 'EU coal regions', the highest regional impacts of job losses in the coal sector are expected 
to be felt in Bulgaria, Germany, Greece, Poland, Romania and Spain, as well as the United Kingdom. 
These losses may have particularly dire consequences in regions where the unemployment rate and 
the share of jobs at risk in the economically active population are high. Carefully planned transition 
strategies can facilitate the diversification of local economies, creation of new employment 
opportunities, especially in the renewable energy sector, and the development of new energy 
infrastructures. 

Just Transition Mechanism  
The Just Transition Mechanism amounting to €100 billion was announced by the European 
Commission President, Ursula von der Leyen, as part of the European Green Deal, on 11 December 
2019. The mechanism will support regions most affected by the energy transition, with funding 
coming from the InvestEU programme and the European Investment Bank. The mechanism will also 
include a new Just Transition Fund, initially proposed by the European Parliament in its resolution 
of March 2019, with financing coming from EU cohesion policy. The Commission's Executive Vice-
President, Frans Timmermans, is responsible for the climate action portfolio and European Green 
Deal, while the Commissioner for Cohesion and Reforms, Elisa Ferreira, has been tasked with 
designing the Just Transition Fund. The Commission priorities and mission letters suggest that 
support will be aimed at industrial, coal and energy-intensive regions. However, the exact scope and 
activities to be funded under the Just Transition Mechanism will be presented in the legislative 
proposals, which are scheduled to be put forward by the European Commission in January 2020.  

What will happen next? 
The year 2020 is expected to see the adoption of the multiannual financial framework for 2021-2027 
currently being negotiated (see issue 7). This raises the target of EU expenditure contributing to 
climate objectives to 25 % (from 20 % in the current 2014-2020 period – see also issue 8). As 
mentioned above, the European Green Deal will take shape through a set of new legislative 
proposals, including one on the Just Transition Mechanism. This collective effort is likely to bring 
Europe closer to achieving its long-term climate objectives, while also sending a political message 
on climate justice and solidarity with regions and workers most affected by the energy transition. 
Other EU programmes will also be adopted, providing potential funding sources ranging from social 
funding for re-skilling and job search support, investment opportunities in the energy and climate 
adaptation sector, and research on new clean technologies. These will include instruments such as 
InvestEU, the LIFE programme, Connecting Europe Facility, Horizon Europe, the European 
Globalisation and Adjustment Fund, the Modernisation Fund, the Reform Support Programme, and 
cohesion policy funds. Since various types of regions compete for these resources, the Just 
Transition Mechanism negotiated in 2020 could provide considerable support to mitigate the socio-
economic consequences of energy transition in the most affected regions of the EU. 

  

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Coal_production_and_consumption_statistics#Consumption_and_production_of_hard_coal
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_19_6716
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0217_EN.html
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/mission-letter-elisa-ferreira_en.pdf
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5. Strengthening democracy through 'design thinking' 
On Google alone, 40 000 new queries are performed every second. These 
generate 1.7 megabytes of new data (equivalent to 300 sheets of paper) per 
second. In 2019, we spent more than a third of our active time online, every day. 
That is the equivalent of being online from January to March, uninterruptedly. 
Most of us connect to the internet while on the move. Globally, mobile 
subscriptions have already outnumbered humans. Ordering food, booking a 
hotel room, buying a train ticket or even finding a partner are all actions we can 

perform in just a few 'clicks'. Fast, reliable and intuitive: technology is designed to engage and 
reward us with the promise of becoming more resourceful and knowledgeable. However, it is also 
causing disruptive changes in our democratic systems. Paradoxically, it looks as though the more 
connected citizens are, the less willing they are to interact with their administrations. 

Game design, civic engagement and democracy 
The majority of the mass protests that broke out in 2019 around the world, from Hong Kong to 
Algeria and Lebanon, were convened using smartphones, inspired by hashtags, and coordinated 
through social networks. Activists in Taiwan self-organise and negotiate with policy-makers through 
an online platform. Whether it is on the environment, civil rights, economic reforms or transparency 
of politics, networked social movements have shown a great capacity to mobilise large crowds 
quickly and effectively to counteract governmental decisions. In an attempt to adapt to this trend, 
political movements in Italy and Spain regularly consult their voters online before deciding on 
important political issues.  

Regardless of whether they are used to mobilise voters, lobby legislators or liaise between 
communities and local administrators, mobile apps and online platforms are designed to have an 
impact. They offer citizens and activists timely and tangible results. In reality, however, standard 
interactions with administrations deliver the complete opposite. As of 2019, 64 % of European 
citizens had used an online public service at least once. When asked to comment on their 
experience, many reported poorly designed websites, unnecessarily complex procedures and 
wrong timing (e.g. online consultations occurring late in the legislative process). Inadequate 
feedback was the most common complaint. Citizens expect administrations to take their 
contributions into account and, if not, to explain why. When the feedback is inadequate or non-
existent, the trust relationship between the citizens and the administration can be damaged. 
Progress has been made in 'user-centricity' (i.e. availability, usability and mobile friendliness). Yet 
online participatory procedures are still, for the most part, time-consuming and rather disappointing 
for citizens. Hence, the paradox: in a time of unprecedented opportunities offered by technology, 
growing numbers of citizens are disengaging from public institutions. 

The question is how to re-design existing participatory procedures with captivating, attractive, 
formats. Public administrations worldwide are trying to rise to this challenge by experimenting with 
nudges and game design (e.g. badges, points, levels, rankings and challenges) in decision-making. 
This is not new: games were part of the public sphere in Greek and Roman societies, and have 
existed in some form or other throughout the history of public power. For the first time in history, 
however, public regulators are looking at how to harness the motivational potential of game design 
to counter disenchantment with politics, and foster civic engagement. The final goal would be to 
re-align democracy with citizens' expectations, making participation more playful and rewarding.  

Game-design and EU democracy 
The EU is at the forefront of experimenting with innovative approaches to enhance the quality of 
interactions with citizens, making EU policies more inclusive, user-centric and participatory. The 

https://www.internetlivestats.com/google-search-statistics/
https://www.betterbuys.com/dms/visualizing-the-size-of-databases/
https://www.digitalinformationworld.com/2019/02/internet-users-spend-more-than-a-quarter-of-their-lives-online.html
https://info.vtaiwan.tw/
https://www.twitterandteargas.org/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1354068819884878
https://www.mobilize.io/
https://www.crowdlobby.com/
https://fixmystreet.brussels/
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/desi
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesnycouncil/2019/04/15/a-customer-centric-design-approach-for-public-sector-organizations/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/304634/nudge-by-richard-h-thaler-and-cass-r-sunstein/
https://www.govtech.com/civic/GT-September-2017-Boosting-Engagement-by-Gamifying-Government.html
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importance of design-thinking was mentioned in the 2016-2020 EU eGovernment action plan and 
commented upon by EU bodies such as the European Political Strategy Centre in 2018 and the Joint 
Research Centre in 2019. Moreover, a new push for democracy is one of the six headline ambitions 
of the political guidelines for the von der Leyen Commission. This point was further stressed in the 
mission letter from the Commission President to Vera Jourova, Vice-President for Values and 
Transparency. Jourova reiterated the importance of digital tools for engaging citizens (and 
specifically the 'Have your say' web portal) during her parliamentary hearing. 

The EU is testing game design in three key areas: participatory platforms, informative websites and 
prize challenges. Futurium exemplifies the first area. This online platform has been designed to 
facilitate the joint forging of ideas to help design future policies. The platform incorporates different 
variables, reflecting both emotional and rational mindsets (i.e. front-end participatory tools, 
knowledge-harvesting tools, data-crawling tools and data-gathering tools). Users can express their 
preferences on future scenarios according to their desirability (how much they want a future 
scenario to become reality) or, alternatively, to their likelihood (the probability that a future scenario 
will materialise or will continue if it is already an established trend). Equally, however, users can like 
or dislike a policy's impact and plausibility (i.e. the overall assessment of the possibility to implement 
the policy).  

Examples of game design in the second area (informative websites) are numerous. Learning Corner, 
for instance, encourages young citizens to learn about the EU through educational games. Players 
are challenged with trivia and action games focused on historical, social, legal, and political aspects 
of European integration. In Economia, sponsored by the European Central Bank, young Europeans 
are informed about basic principles of economic policy through games. The EU digital scoreboard 
measures the performance of the EU and its Member States in implementing the digital agenda. 
Users have access to data and can compare the digital performance of EU countries and explore the 
digital dimensions of connectivity, human capital, the digitalisation of business, and research. 

Prize challenges provide an example of the third area. Every year, the Social Innovation Competition, 
for instance, rewards the best new social innovations from all over Europe. In the EU contest for 
young scientists, contests are first held at national level, and then winners can apply to take part in 
the Europe-wide contest. Projects are given a display stand in the Science Exhibition Hall (in the host 
country for that year) and contestants are required to answer questions from members of the 
scientific jury, and encouraged to explain their projects to a public audience. 

Beyond playfulness – the future of Europe 
Design thinking will be key to the success or failure of the new opportunities that will be offered to 
European citizens to interact with EU legislators. The Future of Europe debates, held by the 
European Parliament from early 2018 to April 2019, stressed the need for innovative approaches to 
democratic engagement at EU level. In her July 2019 statement to the Parliament, the then 
Commission President-elect committed to holding a conference on the Future of Europe, to start in 
2020 and run for two years. The conference, she explained, would offer a platform where citizens 
would be able to express their main concerns. Following on from that, the EU institutions and civil 
society representatives would work together to identify the best responses to these concerns.  

In 2020 and beyond, the use of appropriate nudges and game elements may play a decisive role in 
revitalising democracy, engaging a broader audience, especially of young citizens, and harnessing 
their views and creativity so as to improve the design of future EU policies. This approach will, 
however, present EU legislators with legal and ethical concerns. Legal challenges will demand 
appropriate measures to protect citizens' privacy and guarantee inclusiveness. Ethically speaking, it 
could be argued that incentivising participation via game design might implicitly suggest that 
weaker or simpler forms of participation exist next to stronger more complex forms of civic 
engagement – thus acknowledging that game design nurtures a second-class civic spirit at best.   

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1575365850114&uri=CELEX:52016DC0179
https://ec.europa.eu/epsc/sites/epsc/files/epsc_-_state_of_the_union_2018_-_our_destiny_in_our_hands.pdf
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC115008/futurgov_web_lq_v2.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/mission-letter-vera-jourova-2019_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/have-your-say_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/resources/library/media/20190927RES62431/20190927RES62431.pdf?utm_source=POLITICO.EU&utm_campaign=be890b3688-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_10_04_09_59&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_10959edeb5-be890b3688-189717001
https://ec.europa.eu/futurium/en
https://europa.eu/learning-corner/home_en
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/ecb/educational/educational-games/economia/html/index.en.html
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/digital-scoreboard
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/innovation/policy/social/competition_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/funding/funding-opportunities/eucys_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/funding/funding-opportunities/eucys_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2019/637948/EPRS_IDA(2019)637948_EN.pdf
https://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-19-4230_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/democratic-change/future-europe/white-paper-future-europe_en
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6. From 'ship by ship' to lasting solidarity in EU asylum policy? 

Where it all started 
'We cannot continue to squabble to find ad-hoc solutions each time a new ship 
arrives. Temporary solidarity is not good enough. We need lasting solidarity – 
today and forever more.' These were the words of former Commission 
President Jean-Claude Juncker, expressed in his 2018 State of the Union 
address, in reaction to the crisis of solidarity manifested mainly by a lack of 
reform of the common European asylum system (CEAS). Discussions in the EU 
Council on the reform of the Dublin Regulation have continued for more than 

three years and show no prospect of agreement on a uniform concept of solidarity that would pave 
the way for a permanent, EU Treaty-based mechanism to ensure fair sharing of responsibility for 
asylum-seekers. The Dublin Regulation is the main pillar of the CEAS and establishes the criteria that 
determine the Member State responsible for examining an asylum application, based primarily on 
the first point of irregular entry. Although a 2016 European Commission proposal envisages a 
corrective allocation mechanism intended to ease the pressure on frontline Member States, some 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) consider it insufficient and unfair. Furthermore, the 
European Parliament has called consistently for an automatic, binding mechanism for the fair 
distribution of asylum-seekers among all EU Member States and for limits on access to EU funds for 
non-cooperative countries, including in its October 2017 report on the recast of the Dublin 
Regulation. 

Lack of consensus on how to interpret solidarity, as enshrined in Article 80 TFEU, was already 
apparent during the 2015 emergency relocation exercise. To alleviate the migratory pressure on 
Greece and Italy, which have borne the brunt of the influx of migrants, the Commission tried to 
ensure a fair and balanced distribution and sharing of responsibility for asylum-seekers who were 
already present in the EU. However, despite most Member States' willingness to relocate 
asylum-seekers, Slovakia and Hungary objected to the scheme. They challenged the Council's 
decision adopting the scheme before the Court of Justice of the EU (CJEU), which rejected their case 
in a judgment of September 2017 (C-643/15 and C-647/15). Furthermore, Hungary, Czechia and 
Poland decided not to cooperate in the implementation of the decision, which resulted in the 
Commission referring them to the CJEU for non-compliance with their legal obligations on 
relocation. 

Crisis in the Mediterranean 
Disagreements regarding the CEAS were reflected in the 2018 'disembarkation crises', when Italy 
and Malta repeatedly prevented NGO and other vessels that were conducting search and rescue 
(SAR) activities in the Mediterranean from disembarking the people they had rescued at sea in their 
ports. Furthermore, in early 2019, Member States decided to cease the maritime patrols of Operation 
Sophia that had saved tens of thousands of lives. A policy of forcing migrants to stay for several days 
and sometimes weeks on boats, together with legal action and various administrative barriers to 
prevent NGO ships from operating at sea, was the result of a stand-off between EU Member States 
as most governments were reluctant to offer relocation spaces or to give access to protection to 
people who needed it. Instead of providing for effective solidarity with frontline Member States and 
for fair responsibility-sharing, EU countries continued to secure external borders and focused on 
cooperating with third countries (in particular Libya) to curb migration flows, prompting heavy 
criticism from academia and civil society organisations. On the basis of the European Council's 
June 2018 conclusions, the possible creation of controlled centres and regional disembarkation 
platforms in third countries was explored as a way to resolve the disembarkation problem, but no 
consensus could be reached owing to a lack of political and legal feasibility. 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/soteu2018-speech_en_0.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/soteu2018-speech_en_0.pdf
https://opiniojuris.org/2019/08/09/solidarity-a-la-carte-the-eus-response-to-boat-migration/
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/asylum_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=celex%3A32013R0604
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/586639/EPRS_BRI%282016%29586639_EN.pdf
https://www.ecre.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/ECRE-Comments-Dublin-IV.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2016-0102_EN.html?redirect
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-8-2017-0345_EN.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A12012E%2FTXT
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/621862/EPRS_BRI(2018)621862_EN.pdf
http://www.europeanmigrationlaw.eu/en/articles/datas/relocation-from-italy-and-greece.html
https://curia.europa.eu/jcms/upload/docs/application/pdf/2017-09/cp170091en.pdf
http://curia.europa.eu/juris/document/document.jsf?text=relocation&docid=194081&pageIndex=0&doclang=EN&mode=req&dir=&occ=first&part=1&cid=2624043#ctx1
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-17-5002_en.htm
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32016D0993
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32016D0993
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2018/05/14/eunavfor-med-operation-sophia-operation-to-contribute-to-better-information-sharing-on-crime-in-the-mediterranean/
https://wms.flexious.be/editor/plugins/imagemanager/content/2140/PDF/2019/EPIM_Policy_Update_February_2019.pdf
https://www.euronews.com/2018/07/06/prompted-by-eu-libya-quietly-claims-right-to-order-rescuers-to-return-fleeing-migrants
https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-subject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2018/04/pushing-0
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/euitalylibya-disputes-over-rescues-put-lives-risk
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2018/06/29/20180628-euco-conclusions-final/
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20180724_non-paper-controlled-centres-eu-member-states_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20180724_non-paper-regional-disembarkation-arrangements_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/20180724_non-paper-regional-disembarkation-arrangements_en.pdf
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The stark resistance to disembarkations by Italy and Malta prompted a group of Member States (a 
'coalition of the willing') to show 'ship by ship' solidarity with frontline Member States and stranded 
migrants, and form ad hoc arrangements to take in the people who had disembarked. These 
arrangements, although a positive shift from the previous stand-off, were nevertheless criticised for 
being conducted in a purely intergovernmental (extra EU Treaties) fashion, for being dependent on 
other EU countries agreeing to take responsibility for people rescued before their disembarkation 
and for being unpredictable and not compatible with the CEAS. Furthermore, according to experts, 
this partial solidarity fails to deliver a unified approach, fails to consider the interests of all EU 
countries and is against the letter and the spirit of Article 80 TFEU, which requires that EU policies 
on asylum, migration and border management be based on the fair sharing of responsibilities. 

The Commission suggested in December 2018 that temporary arrangements showing genuine 
solidarity and responsibility could be made. These arrangements, which would be time-limited and 
serve as a stop-gap until the new Dublin Regulation was adopted and became applicable, could be 
used to anticipate the core elements of the future EU asylum system. Furthermore, several NGOs 
called for or even presented plans for a predictable and fair relocation arrangement following 
disembarkation. After a series of informal discussions, ministers of four Member States reached 
agreement on a predictable temporary solidarity mechanism in September 2019. They 'jointly 
committed' to a non-legally binding scheme with voluntary pledges for the relocation of migrants 
before disembarkation in the central Mediterranean. Although the deal was welcomed by some 
NGOs, such as Amnesty International and Oxfam, others raised concerns regarding its compliance 
with the EU Treaties and principles (such as equal solidarity and fair distribution of responsibility for 
asylum-seekers among all Member States). Furthermore, SAR NGOs, operating in the Mediterranean, 
issued a joint statement calling for a sanction mechanism for non-adhering countries.  

The way forward: towards lasting solidarity 
The Finnish Presidency of the Council expressed the hope that the proposed temporary voluntary 
mechanism could 'serve as an experiment' for the broader reform of the European asylum system. 
However, the initial response from governments at the EU interior ministers' October 2019 meeting 
gives no cause for optimism, as Member States are clearly not ready to make concrete commitments 
on responsibility-sharing in the form of a new instrument, even if it is non-binding. Furthermore, 
academics have warned that allowing states to choose when to implement solidarity measures 
would mean returning to intergovernmentalism in fields that are now clearly under EU competence 
and subject to qualified majority voting, putting at risk the objectives of the EU Treaties of having a 
single area of asylum common to all EU Member States. As pointed out in one expert opinion, for 
any system of responsibility allocation to be sustainable, Member States must be able to rely at all 
times on solidarity from other Member States in order to neutralise the negative effects of 
unbalanced distribution. Otherwise, they might be more likely to resort to incentives, such as not 
taking fingerprints or 'waving through', which pose a threat to the integrity of the Schengen system, 
or engaging in pushback practices.  

The Commission President, Ursula von der Leyen, has made it clear that the new EU asylum system 
'should include finding new forms of solidarity and should ensure that all Member States make 
meaningful contributions to support those countries under the most pressure'. This was also echoed 
by Vice-President Margaritis Schinas, suggesting that all Member States must show solidarity, but 
can do it in 'different ways'. The Commissioner for Home Affairs, Ylva Johansson, during her 
parliamentary hearing in October 2019, made a number of commitments, also stating that the 
solidarity mechanism in the EU was not and should not be voluntary. According to the latest reports, 
Member States more or less agree on the need for solidarity with countries facing sudden migration 
pressures, however, there are differences regarding the form that solidarity should take, e.g. 
mandatory relocation of asylum-seekers, or solidarity through financial aid. The latter has already 
been rejected by the European Parliament.  

https://www.ceps.eu/ceps-publications/search-and-rescue-disembarkation-and-relocation-arrangements-in-the-mediterranean/
https://opiniojuris.org/2019/08/09/solidarity-a-la-carte-the-eus-response-to-boat-migration/
https://www.ecre.org/relying-on-relocation-ecre-proposal-for-a-predictable-and-fair-relocation-following-disembarkation/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52018DC0798
https://amnestyeu.azureedge.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Plan-of-Action_20-Steps-Rescue-System-in-Mediterranean-amd.pdf
https://www.ecre.org/relying-on-relocation-ecre-proposal-for-a-predictable-and-fair-relocation-following-disembarkation/
http://www.statewatch.org/news/2019/sep/eu-temporary-voluntary-relocation-mechanism-declaration.pdf
https://www.amnesty.eu/news/malta-asylum-seeker-disembarkation-deal-shows-a-more-humane-approach-is-possible/
https://www.oxfam.org/en/pressroom/reactions/malta-migration-meeting-positive-first-step
https://www.ceps.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/PI2019_14_SCRC_Malta-Declaration-1.pdf
https://sea-watch.org/en/common-position-on-jha/?fbclid=IwAR2ezcZLOIaPt6eIn3Mjt82m5q4DYWErePQDuIjrQxhgkRF0hTD-uecjIhQ
https://agenceurope.eu/en/bulletin/article/12341/11
https://www.politico.eu/article/4-country-migration-germany-france-italy-maltadeal-struggles-to-gain-support/
https://www.ceps.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/PI2019_14_SCRC_Malta-Declaration-1.pdf
https://api.eventos.fi/uploads/materials/edbad004-507a-11e9-b2f2-ee6a04371b85/e9bf045e-f5b1-11e9-a21a-ee6a04371b85
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/mission-letter-ylva-johansson_en.pdf
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/international-and-comparative-law-quarterly/article/international-cooperation-and-responsibilitysharing-to-protect-refugees-what-why-and-how/83C23155258B2F45634F38D493301D5C
https://agenceurope.eu/en/bulletin/article/12381/4
http://www.refreg.ep.parl.union.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/621922/IPOL_BRI(2019)621922_EN.pdf
https://agenceurope.eu/en/bulletin/article/12381/3
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-8-2017-0345_EN.html?redirect
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7. Next long-term EU budget: An opportunity not to be missed 

Window of opportunity for EU budget reform 
Every new round of preparation for the EU's multiannual financial framework 
(MFF) is a rare opportunity to introduce essential changes to the list of spending 
priorities and improve the EU financing system. It is a period when numerous 
ideas for reforms and scenarios are proposed and debated, hoping that, this 
time, the opportunity for a profound change will not be missed and that efforts 
will focus on the common good rather than on 'juste retour'. It has been no 
different with the preparation of the post-2020 MFF. The EU institutions, and 

stakeholders at all levels, took part in discussions about the future financing of the EU and the issues 
at stake. The key question was how to meet pressing, but sometimes competing, needs, with limited 
EU resources, while dealing with the financial fall-out from the UK's withdrawal from the EU.  

The European Commission's proposal for the 2021-2027 MFF, presented in May 2018, is an attempt 
to accommodate these various priorities and demands for reform. For the first time ever, the 
MFF negotiations coincided with the European elections and the ensuing period of formation and 
approval of a new Commission. This overlap created an opportunity for the new Parliament and 
Commission to emphasise their own political agendas and priorities and thereby to give new 
direction to the debate. One and a half years after the proposal, the Member States have not yet 
been able to agree on a common position on the future EU finances. Decisive solutions are expected 
in 2020, the last year before the planned start of the next MFF. However, the later the decision is 
made, the higher the risk of negative consequences for beneficiaries of the EU budget. 

New institutions, new political agendas, new resources? 
The result of the European elections and the first months of the post-electoral period have already 
brought new elements – with budgetary consequences – to the debate on the future of the EU. 
Speaking in front of the newly elected Parliament, the then-candidate for the President of the 
European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, outlined her priorities for the upcoming term and 
mentioned concrete initiatives and areas needing increased EU spending. Their implementation 
would require adjustments to the initial proposal prepared by the Juncker Commission.  

The new, ambitious political agenda puts European citizens, a healthy planet and a new digital world 
centre stage. It includes initiatives such as the European Green Deal and a sustainable Europe 
investment plan endowed with €1 trillion over the next decade. Provision is made for 'record 
amounts' invested in cutting-edge research and innovation; a private-public fund specialising in 
initial public offerings of small businesses; and a budgetary instrument for convergence and 
competitiveness for the euro area. There is also a strengthened European Defence Fund, a 
reinforced European Border and Coast Guard Agency, and 30 % higher spending on external action 
investment. The new European Commission President has declared support for long-term budget 
ideas previously proposed by the European Parliament, such as the Just Transition Mechanism and 
the European child guarantee, action to reinforce the youth guarantee, and the tripling of Erasmus+.  

With its freshly renewed legitimacy, the European Parliament has set out its position on the 
2021-2027 MFF. While the resolution of 10 October 2019 confirmed its negotiating position and 
certain demands included in resolutions adopted during the previous term (March 2018, May 2018, 
November 2018), some aspects have been updated to reflect the new political situation. First, 
Parliament confirmed its determination to make the most of its prerogatives to meet citizens' 
expectations for the next MFF. Parliament maintained the view that financing the EU's commitments 
and ambitions requires a budget equal to 1.3 % of EU gross national income (GNI). Second, with 
even more emphasis than before, the Parliament called for common climate action and climate 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/publications/factsheets-long-term-budget-proposals_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/communication-european-green-deal_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_19_6716
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0032_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0075_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0226_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0449_EN.html
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mainstreaming in the next MFF. Third, welcoming the commitments and new initiatives announced 
by then President-elect, von der Leyen, Parliament called for clarification of their financial impact for 
the future EU budget. According to Parliament, the financing of the new instruments should be 
included in the agreement on the next MFF and any proposals made after the adoption of the 
2021-2027 MFF should be financed from fresh appropriations. Last but not least, the Parliament 
warned of clear risks relating to a delayed agreement on the next MFF. 

The outgoing Commission's MFF proposal, the new Commission's agenda and the firm negotiating 
position of the new European Parliament will be difficult to reconcile with the views presented by 
some Member States. Although the Council is under ever-increasing time pressure to reach an 
agreement, key decisions are awaiting the green light from the Heads of State or Government. 
However, the December 2019 European Council meeting did not yield results. The Member States 
remain deeply divided on most aspects of the MFF. As was the case with past MFF negotiations, they 
often have contrasting priorities, and form more or less formal coalitions. One group of countries, 
for instance, would like to spend less than in the current MFF. Another group, the 'Friends of 
cohesion', defends the budget for cohesion policy. There are also those that would like to avoid cuts 
in agriculture, and those wishing to maintain the rebates. 

Delayed agreement – real consequences for citizens  
The current debate is following more or less the same timeline as the negotiations on the 2014-2020 
MFF. On that occasion, the decision on the MFF was adopted less than one month before the start 
of the new financial period, with severe consequences for the implementation of EU programmes 
and knock-on effects for the beneficiaries of EU financial aid. To avoid the same scenario and 
potential harm for EU citizens, the Parliament and the Commission are urging the Member States to 
speed up the process. The European Parliament, deeply concerned about the situation, has called 
on the Commission to prepare a contingency plan with a view to protect beneficiaries and to ensure 
the continuity of funding in the event that the new MFF is not ready on time for the start of the new 
programming period on 1 January 2021.  

The importance of a timely agreement on a solid long-term financial plan for the EU goes beyond 
the European institutions; it is also important to realise that any delay in the adoption of the budget 
will have a major impact on the EU's reputation internally and abroad, and ultimately on people. It 
would send a negative signal about the unity of the Member States and their ability to deliver on 
the commitments made, and it would increase uncertainty for beneficiaries of EU funding. 
Moreover, it could be a missed opportunity to step away from the usual divisions in the MFF 
negotiations and see the EU budget as a common good, not as a cost of Europe. 

Figure 2 – Examples of consequences. Why the delay in the MFF negotiations matters 

 
Data source: European Commission, EU budget for the future, 2018.   

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/ddab3cfb-2803-11e8-ac73-01aa75ed71a1?WT.mc_id=NEWSLETTER_June2018specialedition-spotlightblurbs
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8. Climate action: High time to invest more 
The year 2020 is expected to determine how the EU budget will contribute to 
climate mitigation and adaptation efforts for most of the next decade. Analysts 
and stakeholders estimate that more ambitious climate targets for 2030 and 
beyond urgently require significant investments, highlighting the role that 
public finances could and should play in this respect. 

Investment needs and the role of public finances 
According to the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), scenarios 
limiting global warming to 1.5 ˚C require a significant upscaling of investment to fund transitions in 
energy, land, urban infrastructure and industrial systems. The IPCC report notes that government 
action can facilitate the mobilisation of private funding. Focusing on the global energy system only, 
the International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA) estimates that bringing the world into line with 
the objectives of the Paris Agreement would necessitate additional investments worth 
US$15 trillion by 2050, changes in the investment mix, and the frontloading of action in the decade 
up to 2030. According to the European Commission, meeting the current climate and energy targets 
for 2030 implies at least €260 billion in additional investment each year. Commission President 
Ursula von der Leyen warns that the cost of inaction would be even higher. Recommending 
measures to improve a deteriorating economic outlook, the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) has urged countries to address structural changes in their 
economies by making bold public investments in climate mitigation and adaptation. According to 
a Eurobarometer survey (April 2019), the vast majority of EU citizens (84 %) agree that more public 
financial support should be given to the transition to clean energies, even if this means a reduction 
in subsidies on fossil fuels. In various surveys, respondents consistently view environmental 
protection as one of the top priorities that the EU should address.  

How the EU budget has contributed so far 
The EU budget has various features that make it relevant to the fight against climate change, 
including the fact that it is mainly an investment budget financing activities in many climate-related 
policy areas, including agriculture, cohesion, energy, innovation, and transport. In addition, despite 
its relatively small size (around 1 % of EU gross national income, GNI), the EU budget has the ability 
to leverage additional private and public financing and also generate economies of scale, amplifying 
its impact. In the current programming period, covered by the 2014-2020 multiannual financial 
framework (MFF), the EU decided to strengthen the role played by its budget in climate action, by 
mainstreaming related objectives and considerations across all its major funding instruments. To 
this end, for the first time, the EU institutions introduced the political objective of devoting at least 
20 % of total MFF resources to measures relating to climate mitigation and adaptation. According 
to the latest data published by the European Commission, the EU is close to meeting the 20 % 
objective by the end of 2020, with related investment amounting to around €210 billion over seven 
years (i.e. 19.7 % of the total). According to assessments of the results, despite uneven progress 
across different policy areas, climate mainstreaming has increased the climate-focus and relevance 
of the EU budget. Recommendations include addressing a number of weaknesses identified in the 
tracking methodology and increasing the attention paid to results and impact. The European 
Parliament, which has also called for improvements in the methodology, is highly supportive of the 
principle of climate mainstreaming in the EU budget. In the negotiations for the EU's 2020 budget, 
Parliament managed to secure an additional €0.5 billion for climate-related expenditure on top of 
the allocations put forward by the Commission in the draft budget, with a view to helping bridge 
the remaining gap towards the 20 % objective. 

https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/2/2018/07/SR15_SPM_version_stand_alone_LR.pdf
https://www.irena.org/publications/2019/Apr/Global-energy-transformation-A-roadmap-to-2050-2019Edition
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52019DC0285
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/fs_19_6715
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/9b89401b-en/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/9b89401b-en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/support/docs/report_summary_2019_en.pdf
https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/en/topics/latest-news/2019/november/europeans-want-environmental-protection-but-are-concerned-about-their-wallets/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_IDA(2019)642239
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/about_the_european_commission/eu_budget/draft-budget-2020-wd-13-web-1.4_soe.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_IDA(2019)642239
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0032_EN.html
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0032_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20191121IPR67118/eu-budget-2020-approved-investing-more-in-climate-jobs-and-the-young
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What is at stake in the year 2020 
Climate mainstreaming in the EU budget is expected to become one strand of a broader strategy. 
In the speech presenting her College of Commissioners and their programme to the European 
Parliament, Commission President Ursula von der Leyen highlighted the European Green Deal as 
the EU's new growth strategy, which is meant to cut emissions while creating new jobs. Noting the 
significant level of public and private investment that this will require at both European and national 
levels, she supported the principle of climate mainstreaming not only across the EU budget, but also 
throughout capital markets and the entire investment chain. Following the announcement of the 
European Green Deal on 11 December 2019, negotiations on relevant proposals during the course 
of 2020 will determine the way the new strategy is translated into concrete measures. 

Focusing on the contribution of the EU budget to the financing of the European Green Deal, an 
agreement on the new MFF should be completed this year, since the 2014-2020 framework is 
coming to an end. For the 2021-2027 period, the Juncker Commission proposed to confirm the 
principle of climate mainstreaming and to raise the political objective to 25 % of total resources, 
which would amount to €320 billion in spending relating to climate action (up from the current 
€210 billion). Parliament has supported a bigger MFF and a more ambitious approach (at least 25 % 
for the entire period, but the annual share should reach 30 % by 2027 at the latest), which would 
translate into climate finance worth more than €370 billion. In addition, Parliament expects new 
initiatives put forward following the European elections to be financed on top of the original 
Commission proposal. While both Parliament and Commission have called for swift negotiations to 
avoid delays in the implementation of the new MFF, contrasting positions appear to be persisting 
in the Council and the European Council. The press reports that a number of EU Member States 
would like to see cuts in the amounts initially proposed by the Commission. Since the climate 
objective is expressed as a share of total resources, the final agreement will have a direct impact on 
the level of ambition for climate finance.  

In parallel, Parliament and Council are due to finalise negotiations on the post-2020 generation of 
implementing programmes. The qualitative and quantitative contributions that individual policy 
areas are able to make to the climate objectives will depend on how the new instruments are 
designed and implemented as a result of these negotiations. In addition, as part of the preparations 
for the new programming period, the European Commission could envisage work to strengthen the 
tracking methodology for climate mainstreaming and its impact, with a view to addressing 
weaknesses identified by analysts and stakeholders. 

According to von der Leyen's political guidelines, the package of measures for the European Green 
Deal will include a Just Transition Mechanism that should mobilise €100 billion to support the 
people and regions most affected by the green transition (see also issue 4) and a Sustainable Europe 
Investment Plan that aims to trigger €1 trillion of private and public investment across the EU over 
the next decade. The European Investment Bank (EIB) will be an important partner in the 
implementation of the plan. The EIB, which manages various financial instruments supported by the 
EU budget, is committed to using 25 % of its lending for climate-related projects, and is stepping up 
action in the domain with a new policy that will phase out lending for all fossil fuels projects by the 
end of 2021. 

In many respects, the year 2020 could therefore be crucial when it comes to shaping the medium-
term capacity of the EU budget and of broader EU finances to channel support for the clean energy 
transition and leverage an appropriate level of private and public funding for the European Green 
Deal. In November 2019, the European Parliament underlined the urgency of tackling these issues, 
declaring a climate and environmental emergency in Europe and globally, while calling for more 
financial support for the fight against climate change. 

  

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_19_6408
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52019DC0640
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2018:321:FIN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0449_EN.html?redirect
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0032_EN.html
https://www.politico.eu/article/germany-fights-to-limit-eu-spending-in-long-term-budget/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_19_6408
https://www.forbes.com/sites/davekeating/2019/12/05/eu-ready-to-commit-to-zero-emissions-by-2050-next-week/#73d4a33d73b3
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/638440/IPOL_BRI(2019)638440_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2019/638440/IPOL_BRI(2019)638440_EN.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/cc78d838-0720-11ea-a984-fbbacad9e7dd
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20191121IPR67110/the-european-parliament-declares-climate-emergency
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9. US elections: What is at stake  
On Tuesday 3 November 2020, the 59th presidential election in the United 
States will determine whether Donald Trump will remain President for a second 
mandate. Given the high level of polarisation in the United States and the 
substantial divergence between the policies of the incumbent and those of his 
contenders, the results of this presidential election will in many ways define the 
next four years for the US, for transatlantic relations and for global governance. 

Background  
Presidential elections in the US are held every four years, alongside congressional and gubernatorial 
elections. In November 2020, US citizens will thus vote not only for their president, but also for all 
435 members of the House of Representatives, 35 out of 100 senators, and for governors in 11 states. 
Since the 2018 mid-term election, legislative power has been divided between a Democrat-held 
House and a Senate controlled by Republicans. According to some forecasts, the current majorities 
in both houses will remain, prolonging the power dynamics that complicate the legislative process. 
However, the spotlight is on the race for the White House, with the upcoming presidential election 
involving several unknowns. The incumbent, President Donald Trump, has been an unconventional 
president in terms of policies and – strikingly – style, making it hard to predict whether the electorate 
will follow traditional patterns of behaviour. In addition, a record number of Democratic candidates 
are running for the party's nomination, with varied approaches to politics and policy. Finally, a big 
question is whether the 2020 election will follow the high voter turnout patterns of the 2018 mid-
term elections, which recorded the highest turnout in a mid-term since 1912, in part because it was 
seen by many as a referendum on the first two years of the Trump presidency. These elements make 
the upcoming US elections one of the key issues to watch in 2020.  

Who will run? 
As of December 2019, 15 Democrats and 3 Republicans had entered the race for the White House. 
Leading the competition for the democratic nomination are former Vice President Joe Biden; 
Senator Bernie Sanders (Vermont); Senator Elizabeth Warren (Massachusetts); and Pete Buttigieg, 
Mayor of South Bend, Indiana. While all candidates have addressed affordable housing and 
healthcare, climate change, skills and education in their agendas, their policies vary, spanning the 
entire spectrum from moderate to progressive. Divergences can be observed in the fields of health 
insurance, taxation, big digital economy business and environment. On issues such as banning 
assault weapons and support for the impeachment process against the current President, all leading 
candidates agree. An issue of concern for the Democratic Party is that none of the candidates has 
gathered a clear majority of support or consistently polled over 30 %. Following primaries in all 
states, the Democratic Party will formally nominate its 'ticket' at the 2020 Democratic National 
Convention in Milwaukee, Wisconsin in July 2020. 

The Republican National Committee will hold its presidential nominating convention in August 
2020, in Charlotte, North Carolina. While President Trump faces two challengers (former Governor 
of Massachusetts, Bill Weld, and former Representative Joe Walsh, of Illinois), he is the clear favorite 
and has raised the highest amount of campaign financing so far, more than double the amount 
raised by Bernie Sanders, who ranks second in campaign financing. Both of his Republican 
opponents have publicly declared that they support the impeachment of President Trump. 
However, never in modern US history has an incumbent President lost a primary nomination.  

https://www.nga.org/governors/elections/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2018/630350/EPRS_ATA(2018)630350_EN.pdf
https://thehill.com/opinion/campaign/468722-election-2020-one-year-out-predicting-winners-and-losers
https://www.latimes.com/politics/key-dates-on-2020-primary-and-presidential-election-calendar
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2018/630350/EPRS_ATA(2018)630350_EN.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/us/politics/2020-presidential-candidates.html
https://joebiden.com/joes-vision/
https://berniesanders.com/issues/
https://elizabethwarren.com/plans
https://peteforamerica.com/issues/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/ng-interactive/2019/jun/13/2020-election-issues-democrats-policies-climate-change-abortion-immigration-healthcare-where-candidates-stand
https://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2020/president/us/2020_democratic_presidential_nomination-6730.html
https://www.demconvention.com/
https://www.demconvention.com/
https://www.fec.gov/data/committee/C00003418/
https://www.businessinsider.com/who-is-bill-weld-bio-age-family-key-positions-2019-5
https://www.businessinsider.com/who-is-joe-walsh-bio-age-family-key-positions-republican-2019-9
https://www.fec.gov/data/raising-bythenumbers/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/lisettevoytko/2019/10/28/two-republicans-challenging-trump-in-2020-support-impeachment/#3fa351097486
https://time.com/5682760/incumbent-presidents-primary-challenges/
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What are voters thinking? 
The economy, immigration and healthcare were key issues for voters in the 2018 mid-terms, giving 
Democrats control of the House of Representatives. However, experts posit that in the presidential 
election, partisanship is likely to play the most important role in determining voter choices, given 
the climate of polarisation surrounding impeachment. According to surveys, only 34 % of Americans 
say the next presidential election will be about the economy (and only 27 % of Democrats). 
However, jobs, healthcare, immigration, and the environment continue to occupy the top spots 
when Americans are asked what issue 'matters the most to you right now'. One of only two age 
groups for which jobs and the economy are not the primary issue are the 18–24 age group (who cite 
the environment). This is noteworthy since, according to Pew Research Center data, the 2020 
electorate will be younger than ever before with one in ten eligible voters belonging to Generation Z 
(see issue 2). Moreover, for the first time ever, non-white voters will account for as much as a third 
of eligible voters, while surveys indicate that higher percentages of these voters disapprove of the 
way Donald Trump is handling his job as president. More men (44 %) than women (36 %) approve 
of Trump's job performance. The number of women voters has systematically exceeded that of male 
voters in US presidential elections since 1964.  

The President's strong and weak points 
For President Trump, the economy remains an asset. The low inflation rate and the booming job 
market have led to the perception that the US economy is flourishing and, despite expectations of 
a slowdown, recession is unlikely to hit in 2020. While the trade war that the President has waged 
against China and trade partners was expected to disadvantage certain sectors of industry and 
farmers, according to some studies, the costs of tariffs have instead been borne by US importers. At 
the same time, the escalation of Trump's trade war has carried a strategic objective: strong-arm 
tactics are designed to buttress voters' perception of an active policy of promoting US interests. The 
Trump Administration considers that it inherited 'a significantly flawed trading system' and tried to 
rectify this, rhetoric that appeals to Trump voters keen on the 'America First' slogan. The President's 
popularity is currently closely linked to public opinion regarding the impeachment inquiry launched 
on 24 September 2019 following allegations that Trump had pressured the Ukrainian President to 
investigate the son of potential Democrat nominee Joe Biden. With the House of Representatives 
voting to impeach Trump on 18 December 2019, it will now be up to the Senate to try the case. Polls 
carried out in December indicate that just over half of voters favour the President's impeachment 
and removal from office. At the same time, analysts suggest that it is unlikely this will affect the 
Republican Party's decision to support Donald Trump for a second term.  

Possible implications for transatlantic relations  
The election outcome will certainly affect transatlantic relations. The EU-US common approach to 
multilateralism and the liberal international order has been challenged under the current 
administration in fields such as climate change and trade. This will also have implications for the 
future of the World Trade Organization (WTO). The Trump Administration has largely focused on 
'correcting' trade balances through a mercantilist trade policy. Some of the 2020 candidates are 
likely to take a less confrontational approach and would prioritise sustainability, even if they are not 
more favourable to the WTO. For the EU, a more cooperative US could help influence global terms 
of trade, in particular in the context of the rise of China.   

https://news.gallup.com/poll/244367/top-issues-voters-healthcare-economy-immigration.aspx
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/29/business/economy/survey-politics-economy.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/11/11/not-economy-stupid-americans-to-vote-on-something-else-in-2020.html
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/essay/an-early-look-at-the-2020-electorate/
https://www.people-press.org/2019/08/16/most-democrats-are-excited-by-several-2020-candidates-not-just-their-top-choice/
https://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/sites/default/files/resources/genderdiff.pdf
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/11/03/trump-2020-election-bid-to-be-defined-by-economy-china-trade-deal.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/01/business/economy/federal-reserve-inflation.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/03/upshot/unemployment-inflation-changing-economic-fundamentals.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/03/upshot/unemployment-inflation-changing-economic-fundamentals.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2019-10-24/the-u-s-will-likely-avoid-recession-in-2020-here-s-why
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_IDA(2019)630352
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/CGNT_c5c09860-3aad-4f6b-b610-20754cdc11a8.pdf
https://thehill.com/policy/finance/459746-poll-voters-want-us-to-confront-china-over-trade
https://thehill.com/policy/finance/459746-poll-voters-want-us-to-confront-china-over-trade
https://ustr.gov/sites/default/files/2019_Trade_Policy_Agenda_and_2018_Annual_Report.pdf
https://epthinktank.eu/2019/10/28/impeachment-of-the-united-states-president/
https://www.businessinsider.com/poll-52-of-americans-support-trumps-impeachment-and-removal-2019-12?r=US&IR=T
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/americans-locked-in-partisan-stalemate-on-removing-trump-from-office-post-abc-poll-finds/2019/12/16/528aa7b8-2034-11ea-bed5-880264cc91a9_story.html?arc404=true
https://www.ecfr.eu/publications/summary/three_crises_and_an_opportunity_europes_stake_in_multilateralism
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA%282019%29633187
https://medium.com/@teamwarren/trade-on-our-terms-ad861879feca
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF10156
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00396338.2019.1688568
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10. The Arctic: Too hot to handle? 

Tip of the iceberg 
The climate crisis is changing the Arctic region in a number of ways, at a faster 
pace than hitherto expected. The Arctic is warming twice as fast as elsewhere, 
as a result of pollution and emissions mainly in other parts of the world, with 
far-reaching environmental, economic, demographic and security-related 
consequences. The repercussions, whilst particularly visible in the Arctic, have 
significant domino effects for the entire world. With yet another record Arctic 
sea ice decline in 2019 and prospects of an ice-free Arctic Ocean in summer by 

2040 – the most visible indicator for climate change, the region can be seen as the world's 
thermometer. The rising temperature not only signifies the climate emergency; it also lays bare a 
number of other underlying developments and tensions that are closely interlinked with and affect 
the rest of the world. The interconnections between geopolitics and the climate crisis further 
highlight the need for sustainable development in all aspects of Arctic governance. 

Increasingly naked Arctic ambitions in an exposed environment 
The Arctic has been a peaceful and stable arena for growing intergovernmental and non-
governmental cooperation among the eight states with territory above the Arctic Circle – Canada, 
the Kingdom of Denmark (including Greenland), Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden and the 
United States – since the end of the Cold War. However, beneath the melting ice sheet, the Arctic is 
resurfacing as a region of global geopolitical and military importance, with international attention 
zooming in on the Arctic Ocean. Increasing competition for natural resources – minerals as well as 
oil and gas reserves – and new navigation routes (notably the Northern Sea route that would shorten 
shipping routes between Europe and north-east Asia by 40 % compared with the existing routes) 
have attracted growing interest from the rest of the world, including non-Arctic states such as China 
(which claims 'near-Arctic' status). Against this backdrop, the need for predictable cooperation 
between Arctic states as well as respect for international agreements and rule of law is pressing. 

As the only non-NATO Arctic state, Russia's efforts to 
control its waterways and increase exports of fossil fuels 
(Russia's main source of revenue), paired with its military 
posturing and disregard for international law (notably 
demonstrated by the illegal 2014 annexation of Crimea and 
the hybrid war against Ukraine) are cause for increasing 
concern in the region. At the same time, the conduct of the 
United States under President Donald Trump has cast 
doubt on the prospect of traditional unity among NATO 
members. In addition, amid growing nervousness over 
Chinese activities in the region, NATO has for the first time 
formally recognised the 'opportunities and challenges' 
posed by China, including in the Arctic. The unfolding 
'power game' has prompted Denmark to put the Arctic and 
Greenland at the top of its national security agenda. In 
parallel, overlapping Arctic continental shelf claims by 
Russia, Denmark and Canada are currently being evaluated by the United Nations Commission on 
the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS). This process will be followed by negotiations between 
the countries. In this environment, the focus on the United Nations Convention on the Law of the 
Sea (UNCLOS, the international 'constitution for the oceans', also regulating the Arctic Ocean) 
continues to grow. Moreover, the importance of the Arctic as an element in national identities and 

Figure 3 – Arctic shipping routes 

 
Data source: Oxford Analytica. 

https://changingclimate.ca/CCCR2019/
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https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20191121IPR67110/the-european-parliament-declares-climate-emergency
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20191121IPR67110/the-european-parliament-declares-climate-emergency
https://ec.europa.eu/epsc/sites/epsc/files/epsc_strategic_note_issue31_arctic_strategy.pdf
https://fe-ddis.dk/Nyheder/nyhedsarkiv/2019/Pages/FEudgiverrisikovurderingfor2019.aspx
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/620231/EPRS_BRI(2018)620231_EN.pdf
https://dailybrief.oxan.com/Analysis/DB246950/Sea-route-and-energy-are-key-to-Russias-Arctic-vision
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/2019-06-28-Russia-Military-Arctic_0.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/2019-06-28-Russia-Military-Arctic_0.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/08/24/heres-how-trump-should-have-approached-greenland/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_171584.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_171550.htm?selectedLocale=en
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https://www.arctictoday.com/russia-says-it-has-collected-enough-proof-to-back-its-arctic-shelf-claims/?wallit_nosession=1
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/convention_overview_convention.htm
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narratives plays a key role in the discourse on national Arctic policies – which are aimed at both 
international and domestic audiences – thus further highlighting the links between geopolitics and 
emotions. In this sense, the crisis of multilateralism and climate denialism under the Trump 
Administration has had the side effect of highlighting the importance of the EU in supporting 
sustainability, multilateralism, peace and the principles of international law. 

'A hot spot in every possible way': what role for the EU? 
The EU's Arctic policy has developed significantly in recent years. Three EU Member States 
(Denmark, Finland and Sweden) and two European Economic Area members (Iceland and Norway) 
are Arctic states. Some 500 000 EU citizens live in the Arctic. Denmark, Finland and Sweden are 
members of the Arctic Council (AC, the leading multilateral forum for cooperation and coordination 
in the region, whose mandate explicitly excludes military security). Seven EU Member States 
(Germany, Spain, France, the Netherlands, Poland, Italy and the United Kingdom) are AC observers. 
The EU has so far failed to achieve formal observer status, whereas China and India, among others, 
obtained this status in 2013. The EU has been pushing the northern dimension policy – a joint policy 
between the EU, Iceland, Norway and Russia – since 1999 (renewed in 2006). The current EU policy 
for the Arctic – adopted in 2016, focuses on science and research and aims to advance international 
cooperation in response to climate change, and contribute to sustainable development. These 
efforts were also reflected in the EU's decision to join an international agreement to prevent 
unregulated fishing in the central Arctic Ocean, the first of its kind to cover the Arctic high seas. 

The 2016 EU Global Strategy – expected to be revised in 2020 – envisaged the EU contributing to an 
orderly and cooperative Arctic region. Ahead of the October 2019 EU Arctic Forum in Sweden, the 
European External Action Service called the Arctic 'a hot spot in every possible way'. Despite the 
increasing global focus on Arctic developments, the urgent need to tackle the key priorities of the 
EU's current Arctic policy, and the outgoing Finnish Presidency's efforts to sharpen the EU's Arctic 
focus, none of Ursula von der Leyen's mission letters mentioned the Arctic. Nevertheless, on 
9 December 2019, the Council invited the High Representative and the Commission to initiate an 
update of the EU's Arctic policy. Against this backdrop, expectations for a balanced, comprehensive 
EU Arctic policy, or even strategy, are growing, and Parliament is gearing up to leave its mark on it. 
A new European Parliament-Arctic Friendship Group was launched in Brussels in November 2019 
and a number of Arctic activities are planned for the first half of 2020, including a hearing and a 
mission to the region.  

Common denominators, diversifying interests? 
Sustainability in the Arctic is the focus of Iceland's Arctic Council chairmanship for 2019 to 2021, 
mirroring a key common denominator for and shared interest of all Arctic Council member states 
and permanent participants. The focus on climate action – as agreed by the EU, Iceland and Norway 
on 25 October 2019, see Issue 8 – highlights the EU's common ground with most Arctic states. 
Russia, which will chair the Arctic Council after Iceland and has no interest in instability in the region 
(precisely because it wants to maintain control over its resources and waterways), will shape the AC's 
agenda from 2021 to 2023. At the same time, the choice of US President will be decisive for the 
functioning of multilateralism, including in the Arctic. Greenland, which through its self-governing 
status within the Danish realm is the most powerful indigenous community in the Arctic, can be 
seen as a barometer for the drifting dynamics and diversifying interests in the region. The increasing 
global attention to and courting of Greenland (demonstrated by Donald Trump's offer to buy the 
island, the plans for a new US representation in Greenland's capital, and Beijing's attempts to invest 
in critical Greenlandic infrastructure) are likely to further boost Nuuk's assertiveness. In addition to 
Greenland's plans to open new representations, including in Beijing, Nuuk's growing international 
visibility was underlined by the joint US visit by the Danish and Greenlandic foreign ministers in 
November 2019. In the Arctic, the EU will be navigating increasingly diverse and decisive actors.  

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2019/09/multilateralism-nearly-dead-s-terrible-news/598615/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/as-trump-administration-downplays-warming-agencies-chronicle-climate-impacts/
https://epthinktank.eu/2019/06/03/peace-and-security-in-2019/map_countries-with-table-01/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/fiches_techniques/2017/N54153/doc_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2015/548982/EPRS_ATA(2015)548982_REV1_EN.pdf
https://www.arctic-council.org/index.php/en/about-us
https://www.arctictoday.com/the-eu-is-poised-to-take-a-broader-and-more-proactive-role-in-the-arctic/
https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_the_eu_and_the_arctic_council3005
https://eeas.europa.eu/arctic-policy/eu-arctic-policy_en
https://eeas.europa.eu/arctic-policy/eu-arctic-policy_en
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http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_review_web.pdf
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https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/68235/eu-arctic-fighting-climate-change-and-working-sustainable-development-earth%E2%80%99s-last-frontier_en
https://eu2019.fi/documents/11707387/14346258/EU2019FI-EU-puheenjohtajakauden-ohjelma-en.pdf/3556b7f1-16df-148c-6f59-2b2816611b36/EU2019FI-EU-puheenjohtajakauden-ohjelma-en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/interim/commissioners-designate_en
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https://urmaspaet.eu/2019/11/25/opening-of-the-european-parliament-arctic-friendship-group/
https://arctic-council.org/index.php/en/about-us
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_19_6160
https://dailybrief.oxan.com/Analysis/DB246950/Sea-route-and-energy-are-key-to-Russias-Arctic-vision
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2019/05/us-opening-diplomatic-base-greenland/589444/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-silkroad-greenland/china-withdraws-bid-for-greenland-airport-projects-sermitsiaq-newspaper-idUSKCN1T5191
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