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The six policy priorities of the von der Leyen Commission

Introduction
When Ursula von der Leyen took office as President of the European Commission on 1 December
2019, she and her fellow Commissioners did so on the basis of certain key political priorities which
she had set out in statements to the European Parliament in July and November 2019, first as
candidate for Commission President and then as President-elect. Her six priorities were to pursue 'A
European Green Deal', 'A Europe fit for the digital age', 'An economy that works for people', 'A
stronger Europe in the world', 'Promoting the European way of life' and 'A new push for European
democracy'.
During the new European Commission's first one hundred days in office, however, the European
Union, and indeed the whole world, were to be profoundly affected by the sudden outbreak of the
coronavirus crisis, with the developing pandemic soon evolving into a multi-faceted global crisis.
This crisis has inevitably had an impact on the Commission's six priorities and its practical capacity
to pursue them over its five-year term (2019-24), but the interesting feature is that the Commission
has not chosen to abandon or significantly change these priorities – simply adding a de facto
seventh priority to its existing portfolio, namely action to contain the coronavirus crisis and promote
economic recovery from it – nor has it significantly reconfigured the portfolios of members of the
College, in response to the crisis, as some might have expected. (For example, there was no move
to give greater responsibilities to the Commissioner for Health and Food Safety).
The European Commission has made it clear that it sees the coronavirus crisis as reconfirming the
relevance of its existing priorities, rather than eclipsing or recasting them. It also sees the crisis as
offering an opportunity to move further and faster in certain fields, talking about 'the great
acceleration of change' which the crisis has unleashed and 'the great opportunity it [has]
paradoxically presented'. This attitude is notably the case with the two most ambitious of the six
priorities – 'A European Green Deal' and 'A Europe fit for the digital age' – where the Commission
has sought to use the momentum of events surrounding the crisis not only to assert the increased
relevance of these priorities – suggesting that radical changes in human behaviour are possible and
that these are likely to be driven in large measure by digital innovation – but to operationalise them
further through the €750 billion 'Next Generation EU' (NGEU) recovery fund, which itself helps carry
forward the third priority, 'An economy that works for people'. Defined percentages of the Recovery
and Resilience Facility, the key element of NGEU, are to be used for investment in initiatives that will
advance Europe's move to climate-neutrality as a continent by 2050 and in digital modernisation of
various kinds (37 and 20 per cent respectively).
The Commission has also sought to use the climate and digital agendas as a means to assert its
fourth priority, 'A stronger Europe in the world'. They offer an opportunity for the Commission to try
to lead opinion on two major areas of policy where it has a global agenda for change – even if the
geo-political setting was largely inhospitable until the replacement of Donald Trump by Joe Biden
as US President, and still remains complex and challenging. With the spotlight on the causal link
between the loss of biodiversity and the pandemic, the Commission President has set Europe the
objective of leading the world at the conference on the Convention on Biological Diversity,
scheduled for October 2021 in China.
Under the fifth priority, 'Promoting our European way of life', which includes migration and health,
the impact of the crisis has been paradoxical: although it delayed several initiatives planned for
2020, it has greatly increased the likelihood of the Commission achieving the ambition of building
a 'European health union'. Here it has outlined pro-active initiatives to strengthen the EU's crisispreparedness and management of cross-border health threats, and to reinforce the mandates of the
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European Medicines Agency (EMA) and
the European Centre for Disease
Prevention and Control (ECDC).
The Commission's sixth priority – 'A new
push for European democracy' – was
initially set back by the coronavirus crisis,
with the Conference of the Future of
Europe stalled for some time. However,
even here, the relevance of the
Conference now appears to have been
enhanced by debates about whether
Europe is adequately equipped to
address new global challenges (such as
health pandemics) where expectations of
common European action can be high.
Delayed due to lack of agreement among
the three main EU institutions on a series
of procedural issues, a joint declaration
between them was finally signed on
10 March 2021 – captured in the
photograph on the front cover of this
publication – paving the way to the
official launch event of the Conference on
9 May 2021.

EU institutions in emergency mode
The European Parliament, European Commission and
Council of the EU have had to substantially modify their
working arrangements during the pandemic, in most
cases rapidly in the early weeks.
Following temporary changes to remote voting in
plenary and then remote participation, the European
Parliament modified its Rules of Procedure (from
1 January 2021) to introduce special rules for exceptional
and unforeseeable circumstances. The Parliament's
working patterns are now decided by the President after
approval of the Conference of Presidents (Rule 237a).
The Council of the EU substantially reduced meetings of
working parties considered non-essential by its
presidency and secretariat and empowered EU
ambassadors to decide on use of the written procedure on
the basis of the voting rule applicable for the adoption of
the act itself (rather than by unanimity, as is the general
rule). Coreper continues to meet in person, while many
ministerial discussions, and even European Council
meetings, are held by video-conference.
The European Commission adopted a set of emergency
measures in March 2020 – including the creation of a
coronavirus response team comprising several
Commissioners working together on different aspects of
the crisis – and has since mostly relied on accelerated
decision-making procedures – such as 'fast track' interservice consultations and broader use of the written
procedure – including on politically sensitive files, in
addition to holding meetings by video-conference.

The successive annual Commission work
programmes for 2020 – published in
January 2020 and updated in May 2020 –
and for 2021 – published on 19 October
2021 under the title 'A Union of vitality in
a world of fragility' – show a surprising
degree of continuity. Even if some
legislative proposals (notably in the digital field) have been introduced later than originally
anticipated – there were delays on 12 of the proposals originally flagged up in January 2020 – very
little has fallen by the wayside and some new, ambitious elements have been added, most notably
the introduction of a more stringent climate target (55 per cent reduction in greenhouse gases by
2030) and the launch of NGEU.

European Commission decision-making powers
This publication focuses on initiatives announced in the European Commission's work programme,
which covers mainly legislative acts as well as some non-legislative ones (such as strategies and
communications). Article 289 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) defines the
concept of a 'legislative act' using a purely formal definition, i.e. of a legal act which is adopted in a
legislative procedure (namely, the ordinary legislative procedure or special legislative procedure). A
legislative act can take the form of a directive, regulation, or decision. In addition to these, the Commission
also adopts many delegated or implementing acts on the basis of powers set out in legislative acts.
Moreover, since the beginning of the pandemic it has also adopted hundreds of administrative decisions
on the basis of competences set in the Treaties or secondary legislation, for example in the area of State
aid, which are not addressed in this publication.
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Our assessment is that of the nearly 400 initiatives foreshadowed by the von der Leyen Commission
on taking office or since (397), almost half have already been submitted (192). Among these, one in
five has already been adopted (43), while the great majority of the remainder are either proceeding
normally in the legislative process (97) or are close to adoption (26). Conversely, a certain number
are proceeding very slowly or are currently blocked (26). While the Commission's first priority, the
European Green Deal, ranks highest in the number of initiatives announced (87), the third priority,
'An economy that works for people', has the greatest number so far actually adopted (15). It is worth
noting that almost one in six of the Commission's initiatives are non-legislative in character, such as
strategies, action plans and other communications. (All figures here relate to the situation as of
31 March 2021).
This paper forms part of a series that monitors the stay of play on the achievement of Commission
priorities and which is published, in principle, once every six months. There has been a significant
increase in the number of initiatives submitted by the Commission under each of its six priorities,
compared with only six months ago – an increase of one-third overall, compared with early
September 2020. This confirms that the Commission has now entered the very active phase, in the
early middle part of the five-year EU political cycle, during which the executive keeps coming
forward with a large number of proposals, whilst simultaneously the twin branches of the legislature
(the European Parliament and the Council of the EU) are fully engaged in considering and (very
often) amending them.
One underlying condition for the success of the von der Leyen Commission's priorities is, of course,
having the financial means to implement the various initiatives tabled. In December 2020, the
adoption of an unprecedented budgetary package for the years 2021 to 2027 brought new
momentum to the financial front. The new Own Resources Decision will introduce important
changes to the system and significantly increase resources for the next seven years. However, it still
needs to be ratified by all the Member States, and completing that process is the next major
challenge that the European Union faces in spring to summer 2021.
The following sections of this paper analyse, for each of the Commission's six priorities, the state of
play on its initiatives, reporting progress made, delays suffered, and any specific impact as a result
of the coronavirus crisis. The infographic featured on the next page illustrates, in condensed form,
on one page, the degree of progress so far made – both overall and under each of the six priorities.
It is based on a proposal-by-proposal assessment which is available on the European Parliament's
'Legislative Train Schedule' website, also developed by EPRS and available at:
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/
The next edition of this paper will be published in September 2021, in advance of President von der
Leyen's annual State of the Union address to the European Parliament.
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1. European Green Deal
The European Green Deal, first outlined by Ursula von der Leyen in her July 2029 political guidelines,
was adopted by the Commission in December 2019. It aims to make Europe the first climate-neutral
continent by 2050, while boosting the competitiveness of European industry and ensuring a just
transition for the regions and workers affected. Preserving Europe's natural environment and
biodiversity, a 'farm-to-fork' strategy for sustainable food, and a new circular economy action plan
are other key elements. The Commission President wants the EU to lead international negotiations
to raise the ambition of other major emitters by 2021 ahead of the (postponed) COP26 climate
change conference. Executive Vice-President Frans Timmermans is in charge of leading and
coordinating work on the European Green Deal.
The Commission work programme for 2021 (CWP 2021) contains numerous legislative and a few
non-legislative initiatives to implement the strategic objectives of the Green Deal. The coronavirus
crisis has not hindered progress on the Green Deal. On the contrary, the EU is using the instruments
for crisis recovery to advance climate action, by requiring Member States to spend 37 % of EU
funding in the €672.5 billion Recovery and Resilience Facility on climate investment and reforms.

Making Europe the first climate-neutral continent
On 4 March 2020, as part of the European Green Deal, the European Commission adopted a
legislative proposal for a European climate law that sets the objective of the EU becoming climateneutral by 2050 and establishes a framework for achieving that objective.
In September 2020, the Commission released an impact-assessed climate target plan and amended
the climate law proposal to increase the EU's target for 2030 from 40 % reduction of greenhouse gas
(GHG) emission to 'at least 55 %' reduction of net GHG emissions, compared to 1990 levels. The EU
submitted this 55 % target for 2030 as its updated international commitment to the Paris Agreement
in December 2020. On 21 April 2021, Parliament and Council reached a trilogue agreement on the
proposed climate law. In line with the Parliament's position, it establishes an independent scientific
advisory board and introduces a carbon budget, which will guide the setting of the emission
reduction target for 2040. To implement the increased ambition, the Commission plans to adopt a
'fit for 55' package by June 2021, with legislative proposals to revise the entire EU 2030 climate and
energy framework, including the legislation on emissions trading, effort sharing, land use and
forestry, renewable energy, energy efficiency and emission standards for new cars and vans. Pricing
of carbon emissions plays a key role in this respect. In this same package, the Commission plans to
extend the emissions trading system (ETS) to the maritime sector, reduce over time the free
allowances allocated to airlines, and investigate the possibility of further extending the ETS to road
transport and buildings. To ensure fair pricing of GHG emissions associated with imported goods, the
Commission intends to propose a carbon border adjustment mechanism in the second quarter of 2021.
The Commission addresses emissions in the energy system through the strategies on hydrogen and
energy system integration adopted in July 2020, the strategies on methane and on offshore
renewable energy sources adopted in October 2020, and forthcoming legislative proposals on
energy-related methane emissions and a revised regulatory framework for the EU gas market. The
planned review of the Energy Taxation Directive would align tax policies with climate ambitions.
The new European climate pact, a non-legislative initiative launched in December 2020, aims to
bring together regional and local authorities, civil society, industry and schools to agree on
commitments to change behaviour. A dedicated secretariat will support the implementation of the
climate pact under the lead of the Commission.
A new strategy on adaptation to climate change, adopted in February 2021, aims at mainstreaming
climate adaption and strengthening the international dimension. The strategy focuses primarily on
the interaction with other Green Deal strategies − circular economy, biodiversity, renovation wave
and farm-to-fork strategy − to increase the EU's preparedness for the impacts of climate change.
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Becoming a world leader in the circular economy
The European Green Deal will be aligned with a new long-term strategy for Europe's industrial
future, adopted on 10 March 2020 and currently being updated by the Commission, to make the EU
a world leader in the circular economy and clean technologies, and to decarbonise energy-intensive
industries. This is complemented by a chemicals strategy for sustainability adopted in October 2020,
and a proposal for a new batteries regulation adopted in December 2020.
A new circular economy action plan, adopted in March 2020, promotes the sustainable use of
resources, especially in resource-intensive sectors with high environmental impact, such as
electronics, textiles and construction. Key components of the plan are the progressive roll-out of a
sustainable product policy framework across key value chains, and initiatives to prevent waste and
promote circularity. Legislative proposals on empowering consumers for the green transition, and
a sustainable products initiative are planned for the second and fourth quarter of 2021, respectively.

Eliminating pollution and protecting biodiversity
The Commission plans to adopt a zero-pollution action plan for air, water and soil in the second
quarter of 2021, and legislative proposals to revise the Industrial Emissions Directive and the air
pollutant emissions standards for combustion-engine vehicles in the fourth quarter of 2021. A
biodiversity strategy for 2030, adopted in May 2020, supports the key objective of mainstreaming
biodiversity across all policy areas. The Commission plans to propose binding EU nature restoration
targets to restore degraded ecosystems in the fourth quarter of 2021, legislation aimed at
minimising the risk of deforestation and forest degradation associated with products placed on the
EU market in the second quarter of 2021, and to adopt a new EU forest strategy later in the year.
Internationally, President von der Leyen would like Europe to lead the world at the next Conference
of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity scheduled for October 2021 in China.
Further key initiatives of the European Green Deal include the 'farm-to-fork' strategy for sustainable
food adopted in May 2020, a renovation wave for the building sector and a proposal for a new
environment action programme adopted in October 2020, and a sustainable and smart mobility
strategy adopted in December 2020. Initiatives on clean maritime and aviation fuels are planned for
2021, and an action plan for organic food production is in preparation.

Financing the European Green Deal
According to von der Leyen's political guidelines, record amounts of public funds will be invested in
advanced research and innovation, complemented by a strategy for green financing. EU funding for
the European Green Deal is provided through the EU budget (MFF) and the Next Generation EU
instrument, with 30 % of expenditure dedicated to climate objectives. In addition, the European
Investment Bank has aligned its investment activities with climate objectives, as set out in the EIB
climate bank roadmap. In January 2020, the Commission adopted a communication on the
sustainable Europe investment plan (often referred to as the European Green Deal Investment Plan).
It aims to increase funding for the transition by mobilising €1 trillion for sustainable investment over
the next decade through the EU budget and associated instruments such as InvestEU, and create an
enabling framework for sustainable investment. A review of the Non-financial Reporting Directive,
to improve companies' disclosure of social and environmental performance and impacts, and a
renewed sustainable finance strategy are planned for the second quarter of 2021.
The new Just Transition Fund, on which trilogue agreement was reached in December 2020, has a
budget of €17.5 billion to support the people and regions most affected by the transition towards
climate neutrality. It is part of a just transition mechanism that cuts across different funds and
financing instruments and should mobilise at least €100 billion in public and private investment.
The LIFE programme, the only EU fund entirely dedicated to environmental and climate objectives,
will have a budget of €5.4 billion in current prices for the 2021-2027 period.
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2. A Europe fit for the digital age
Digital future
In February 2020, the Commission outlined its overarching approach to shaping Europe's digital
future, basing the European route to digital transformation on three key objectives: technology that
works for people; a fair and competitive economy; and an open, democratic and sustainable society.
The Commission also presented a European strategy for data, detailing a European vision for the
data economy. The strategy aims to set up a single market for data, in which data flow between
countries and sectors and are available to use in full respect of European values and rules, and with
clear rules for data access and use. To this end, the Commission intends to create a regulatory
framework for data governance, access and re-use; support the development of technological
systems and cutting-edge infrastructure; improve competences in society and business; and build
European data spaces in at least nine sectors (industry, Green Deal, mobility, health, finance, energy,
agriculture, public administration and skills).
The Commission adopted its first legislative initiative under this strategy, a proposal for a regulation
on European data governance ('data governance act') on 25 November 2020. It aims at improving
voluntary data sharing within and across common European data spaces, by enhancing trust in 'data
intermediaries' that could organise data spaces as trusted third parties, and by supporting the
development of standards relating to the means of the data exchange. A proposal for a 'data act',
addressing rights on data, has been announced for the third quarter of 2021.
Three weeks later, on 15 December 2020, the Commission adopted two proposals for regulations to
upgrade the rules governing digital services in the EU ('the digital services act package'). On the one
hand, the proposal concerning a single market for digital services (the 'digital services act' or DSA)
primarily addresses the societal risks of digital markets, and more specifically of very large platforms,
and the need for more accountability for the content that these providers make available on their
platforms. The proposed regulation will update the horizontal rules that define the responsibilities
and obligations of providers of digital services. On the other hand, the proposal on contestable and
fair markets in the digital sector (the 'digital markets act' or DMA) addresses risks to contestability
and fairness in digital markets. It includes new ex-ante rules for gatekeepers, as well as a new
supervisory framework at EU level to address conduct and competition harm risks.
Furthermore, in its communication on the European way for the digital decade adopted on 9 March
2021, the Commission announced a forthcoming legislative proposal on a 'Digital Compass'
(a governance framework including a set of digital targets for 2030, grouped in four 'cardinal points'
(skills, digital infrastructure, digital transformation of businesses, and digitalisation of public
services), and a monitoring system measuring the EU's progress.
Regarding artificial intelligence (AI), the white paper adopted on 19 February 2020 presented a
framework for the development of AI based on excellence and trust. A legislative proposal is due in
the second quarter, aimed at safeguarding fundamental EU values and rights and user safety,
by compelling high-risk AI systems to meet requirements related to their trustworthiness.
As far as cybersecurity is concerned, the Commission and the High Representative for Foreign Affairs
and Security Policy presented on 16 December 2020 a cybersecurity strategy for the digital decade
focusing on resilience, technological sovereignty and leadership, operational capacity to prevent,
deter and respond, and a global and open cyberspace. At the same time, the Commission put
forward a proposal for a directive on measures for a high common level of cybersecurity across the
Union ('revised NIS Directive' or 'NIS 2'), modernising the existing framework, and a proposal for a
new directive on the resilience of critical entities.
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Industry and small and medium-sized enterprises
On 10 March 2020, the Commission presented a new industrial strategy for Europe. The strategy
supports industrial transformation through making the single market 'deeper and more digital',
upholding a global level playing field, supporting industry move towards climate neutrality and a
more circular economy, promoting industrial innovation, improving skills, and facilitating financing.
An update of the strategy has been announced for the second quarter, to take into account the
impacts of the coronavirus crisis, the changing global competitive context, and the acceleration of
the green and digital transitions. Also on that day, the Commission adopted a strategy for small and
medium-sized enterprises, which focuses on capacity-building and support for the transition to
sustainability and digitalisation, cutting red tape, and improving market access and access to finance.
On 22 February 2021, the Commission presented an action plan on synergies between civil, defence
and space industries (the 'three-point belt plan'), whose purpose is to enhance complementarity
between EU programmes and instruments (synergies) to ensure that EU funding for research and
development (including on defence and space) brings economic and technological benefits to
citizens ('spin-offs') and to facilitate the use of civil industry research results and civil-driven
innovation in EU defence cooperation projects ('spin-ins').
It is worth noting that, under the recovery plan for Europe, Member States have committed to
dedicating at least 20 % of recovery and resilience plan funding to the digital transformation.

Single market
In March 2020, the Commission adopted a report on barriers to the single market and a single market
enforcement action plan, followed by a white paper on levelling the playing field as regards foreign
subsidies in June 2020. A legislative proposal on the latter is expected in the second quarter of 2021.
In September 2020, the Commission adopted a digital finance package. It includes a digital finance
strategy − aimed at removing fragmentation in the digital single market for financial services,
adapting the EU regulatory framework to facilitate digital innovation, promoting data-driven
innovation, and addressing the risks associated with the digital transformation of the financial
sector − and a retail payments strategy for the EU, to further develop the EU payments market in the
context of increased digitalisation. Moreover, two legislative proposals would establish a unified EU
approach on crypto-assets (a type of asset, such as Bitcoin, dependent on cryptography and digital
ledger technology (DLT), allowing records of electronic transactions to be kept in a decentralised
way): a proposal for a regulation on markets in crypto-assets (MiCA), setting specific rules and
clarifying the applicable legal framework for crypto-assets and related activities and services, and a
proposal for a regulation on a pilot regime for market infrastructures based on DLT (the pilot
regime). Two additional proposals aim to prevent and mitigate cyber-threats: a proposal for a
regulation on digital operational resilience for the financial sector (digital operational resilience act
or DORA), and a proposal for a directive to clarify or amend certain related EU financial services rules.
On 24 February 2021, the Commission adopted a proposal for a regulation on roaming on public
mobile communications networks within the Union in order to extend the current regulation, which
expires on 30 June 2022, while making some adjustments.
Previously, the Commission had released two initiatives in September 2020: a digital education
action plan 2021-2027 (see section 4) and a communication on a new European research area for
research and innovation (ERA). The new ERA will prioritise investment towards the green and digital
transition and the recovery, strengthen the mobility of researchers, knowledge and technology,
boost market uptake of research and innovation results, and improve access to excellence for
researchers across the EU.
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3. An economy that works for people
In her political guidelines, Ursula von der Leyen promised a fair transition for all towards a green
social market economy. She committed to fostering an 'economy that works for people', enhancing
the distinctive features of the social market economy called for in Article 3(3) TEU. The European
Commission announced new initiatives implementing this priority in its 2021 work programme.
Additional measures were also taken to address the negative economic impact of the coronavirus
crisis.

Implementing the social pillar and promoting equality
Following the commitment made in the guidelines, and in the January 2020 communication on a
strong social Europe for just transitions, the Commission launched a process of dialogue and
consultation to prepare the ground for an action plan for the implementation of the European Pillar
of Social Rights, which was adopted in March 2021. The action plan sets three headline targets for
the EU, to be reached by 2030, on employment, skills, and social protection, in line with the United
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Together with the EU's political goals for the green
and digital transitions, social indicators − designed for the revision of the social scoreboard − will
help to focus policy efforts on reaching results, and offer an incentive for reforms and targeted
investments in the Member States. The action plan does not include the European Unemployment
Reinsurance Scheme that was originally announced for the end of 2020 in the 2020 work
programme; in the interim, however, an instrument for temporary support to mitigate
unemployment risks in an emergency (SURE) was created to tackle the negative impact of the
pandemic on the labour market. SURE has so far provided €90.6 billion to 19 Member States, and
supported between 25 and 30 million people in 2020.
In addition, the Commission proposed a directive on minimum wages to ensure that workers in the
Union benefit from an adequate minimum salary wherever they work, and the Council adopted a
recommendation on a bridge to jobs on 1 July 2020, reinforcing the existing youth guarantee. The
Commission announced a new occupational safety and health strategy framework for mid-2021, to
be followed by a comprehensive action plan for the social economy, scheduled for the end of 2021.
In February 2020, the Commission presented a review of economic governance, also designed to
mainstream the UN SDGs into the EU framework, and launched a debate on its future. It asked
stakeholders to what extent the different elements of the existing framework ensured sustainable
government finances and economic growth, avoided macroeconomic imbalances; enabled closer
coordination of economic policies; and promoted convergence in Member States' economic
performance. The consultation was extended due to the coronavirus pandemic and is still running
at the date of publication.

Supporting small and medium-sized enterprises' investment and
financing
The political guidelines state that social rights and climate-neutrality must go hand in hand with a
competitive industry. Investment and financing have been recognised by the EU as a precondition
for European industry to drive industrial transformation. In this respect, the Commission presented
an update of the new long-term strategy for Europe's industrial future (see Priority 2), and took
action to complete and enhance the capital markets union (CMU) to improve access to finance
especially for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). This has become more urgent than ever
to tackle the negative impacts of the coronavirus crisis. In this vein, the European Commission
adopted a new CMU action plan in September 2020, pursuing three key objectives: ensuring that
the EU's economic recovery is green, digital, inclusive and resilient; making the EU an even safer
place for individuals to save and invest in the long term; and integrating national capital markets
into a genuine EU-wide single market for capital. In the future, the scheduled review of the relevant
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legislation adopted in recent years will offer an opportunity for further acceleration in the
integration of EU capital markets. Meanwhile, in July 2020, the European Commission adopted a
legislative package on capital markets recovery as part of its overall strategy to tackle the economic
impacts of the coronavirus pandemic. The package includes targeted amendments to the
Prospectus Regulation, to the Markets in Financial Instruments Directive II (MiFID II) and to
securitisation rules, aimed at reducing the administrative burdens faced by experienced investors
in their business-to-business relationships and at increasing the competitiveness of the EU's
commodity derivatives markets. The amendments to the Prospectus Regulation and MiFID II were
finally adopted by the co-legislators in February 2021, while those on securitisation were voted by
the Parliament's plenary on 25 March − and are now with the Council for formal approval.

Deepening economic and monetary union
The coronavirus pandemic has given impetus to further deepening economic and monetary union
(EMU) to enhance the ability of the euro to support the European economy. To achieve a more
growth-friendly fiscal stance in the euro area, the Commission announced its intention to make full
use of the flexibility allowed within the stability and growth pact (SGP). In this respect, during his
hearing before the Committees for Economic and Monetary Affairs (ECON) and Employment and
Social Affairs (EMPL) in 2019, then-candidate Valdis Dombrovskis had stated that the Commission
would work on the basis of the report by the European Fiscal Board, which set out ideas on
simplifying the SGP rules. A 'limited golden rule' was indicated as the basis for the Commission's
considerations. The pandemic has, however, led to the need for a more drastic approach, resulting
in the decision to suspend the SGP temporarily, by activating the 'general escape clause'.
The completion of banking union (BU) has remained a key priority. The strengthening of BU is also
being pursued through an anti-money-laundering (AML) action plan adopted in May 2020,
designed, not least, to bring about EU-level supervision in this field.
According to its initial 2020 work programme, the Commission would adopt proposals to review the
prudential framework for banks in the second quarter of 2020, so as to implement the final Basel III
standards. However, given the economic shock stemming from the pandemic, these proposals have
been postponed, while a legislative initiative for a banking package increasing flexibility in
prudential and accounting rules was tabled in the context of the Commission's economic response
to the coronavirus crisis. The co-legislators adopted that package in June 2020.
The crisis caused by the pandemic has revived supranational debt instruments as a solution for
avoiding a symmetrical exogenous shock producing asymmetrical effects between Member States.
In this setting, the European Parliament and the Council reached agreement on a major recovery
plan for Europe to help repair the economic and social damage caused by the pandemic, kick-start
European recovery, and protect and create jobs. The plan includes a boosted EU budget for
2021-2024 through Next Generation EU (NGEU), a new temporary recovery instrument worth
€750 billion, funded with new resources raised on the financial markets through bonds to be issued
by the European Commission on behalf of the EU. Before the Commission can start borrowing, all
Member States must ratify the new Own Resources Decision in line with their constitutional
requirements. This financing would add to the €540 billion economic package agreed by European
leaders at their 23 April 2020 meeting.

Fair taxation
On 28 September 2020, the Commission tabled a new Customs Union Action Plan setting out a
series of measures to make EU customs smarter, more innovative and more efficient. The action plan
proposes steps such as improved use of data, better tools and equipment, the promotion of
compliance, more cooperation within the EU and with customs authorities of partner countries, and
better preparation for future crises. The EU Single Window Environment for Customs followed in
October, an initiative aimed at facilitating the exchange of electronic information submitted by
traders among different authorities involved in goods clearance.
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4. A stronger Europe in the world
In her political guidelines, Ursula von der Leyen stated that the EU would support a multilateral
rules-based order by 'strengthening our unique brand of responsible global leadership' and
gradually build a more assertive and united Europe that would have strategic autonomy. In February
2021, the European Commission, jointly with the High Representative/Vice President of the
Commission (HR/VP), adopted a strategy to strengthen the EU's contribution to rules-based
multilateralism, putting forward an EU agenda promoting global peace and security, defending
human rights and international law. The agenda ties in with calls in the Treaty on European Union
for 'multilateral solutions to common problems' and in the June 2016 EU Global Strategy for foreign
and security policy for 'unity in an increasingly complex world'. Multilateralism underpins the EU's
response to the coronavirus pandemic, with the Team Europe initiative providing €20 billion of
support for partner countries and the European strategy to accelerate the development,
manufacture and deployment of Covid-19 vaccines, and back the WHO's global Covax programme.
Joe Biden's victory in the November 2020 United States presidential election opened new prospects
for trans-Atlantic cooperation. His vision of the multilateral world order is much closer to the EU's
than Donald Trump's 'America First' policy. In December 2020, the Commission and HR/VP launched
a new transatlantic agenda for global change, and EU leaders declared the intention 'to forge a new
transatlantic mind-set' and 'a strong basis for our renewed cooperation'. The EU and US positions
still diverge in several areas, however. Cases often pointed to include the EU-China Comprehensive
Agreement on Investment signed on 22 January 2021, currently awaiting consent from the
European Parliament, and the debate on Nord Stream 2. These cases reflect diverging Member
States' economic interests when it comes to China and Russia, respectively.
As President von der Leyen has committed to, the EU continues to gradually forge strategic
autonomy in new sectors such as monetary policy. In March 2021, the Commission unveiled further
steps to foster the openness, strength and resilience of Europe's economic and financial system. The
EU aims to 'strengthen the position of the euro on the global stage in order to enhance the EU's
strategic autonomy', as stated at the European Council meeting of 25 March 2021.

European Neighbourhood and the Balkans
The priority regions for EU foreign policy are the European Neighbourhood and the western Balkans.
The Zagreb EU–Western Balkans summit in May 2020 gave new momentum to enlargement and
pushed back against rival influences from third countries, such as China, Russia and Turkey. Albania
and North Macedonia have opened accession negotiations, following the March 2020 green light
from the European Council. With Commissioner for Neighbourhood and Enlargement
Olivér Várhelyi in the lead, the European Commission adopted a new methodology for enlargement
in February 2020, to keep reform efforts moving and offer credible accession prospects. Reflecting
commitment to resolving long-term regional disputes, the EU in April 2020 appointed Miroslav
Lajčák as EU Special Representative for the Belgrade–Pristina dialogue and other western Balkan
regional issues. With the investment plan for the western Balkans approved in October 2020,
Brussels mobilised some €9 billion in funding for the region. In addition, accession countries will be
beneficiaries of the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA III), and other thematic
programmes, including Horizon Europe and Erasmus+. However, the EU's engagement with the
region still faces many obstacles, not least the intractable Kosovo–Serbia issue.
Confrontation with authoritarian regimes remains one of the EU's priorities, and the adoption of the
global human rights sanctions regime, in December 2020, established a general framework against
serious human rights violations and abuses. Russia persists as a strategic challenge, as the
confrontation that began with Moscow's illegal annexation of Crimea enters its seventh year, and
bilateral relations reached a new low following the imprisonment of Alexey Navalny in February
2021. In the Eastern Partnership countries, the EU's reform agenda has made relatively limited
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progress. In Ukraine, despite adoption of the land reform and privatisation programme in 2020,
President Volodymir Zelenskiy raised concerns when he fired many reform-oriented technocrats
from his cabinet. In Belarus, Aleksander Lukashenko's authoritarian regime resisted demands for
change, while in the Southern Caucasus, Armenia and Azerbaijan fought a brief but destructive war
over Nagorno-Karabakh, which in many ways confirmed Russia and Turkey as the two dominant
external powers in the region. Georgia continued to cooperate with the EU in the framework of the
bilateral association agreement, but a tense stand-off between government and opposition has put
the country's democracy on hold, with EU mediation efforts so far unsuccessful.

Cooperation with the southern neighbours
In the south, partner countries are facing social, security and economic challenges that are
compounded by the coronavirus pandemic. Based on the conviction that by working together and
in a spirit of partnership, common challenges can be turned into opportunities, the EU launched, in
February 2021, a new agenda for the Mediterranean. The arc of crisis ranges from civil war-torn Syria
to Lebanon, passing through Egypt, to Libya and beyond its southern borders to the Sahel. Even
though the peak of Islamist terrorist activities has receded, the region is prone to a potential
explosive domino effect that could still undermine the EU's security with emerging terrorist threats,
irregular migratory flows and humanitarian emergencies, and tensions in EU-Turkey relations. Some
positive signs emerged, which include the political agreement in Libya and the vote of the Libyan
parliament in favour of the interim government leading the country through long-delayed elections,
scheduled for 24 December 2021. The EU naval Operation Irini was extended until March 2023.
As part of the renewed partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood, a financial package was
agreed, of up to €7 billion to support the region under the €79.5 billion Neighbourhood,
Development and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI). The EU Regional Trust Fund in
response to the Syrian crisis will end in 2021. The Brussels V Conference on 'Supporting the future
of Syria and the region' pledged some €5.3 billion for 2021 and beyond. Furthermore, the EU aims
to preserve the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) with Iran. Efforts to persuade Iran to
continue complying with the deal despite US sanctions have had little effect, but President Joe
Biden has expressed interest in reviving the JCPOA. Nevertheless some argue that it may already be
too late for this to happen, in particular in light of the new Iran-China 25-year strategic cooperation
agreement and despite Ursula von der Leyen 's call to keep 'space for diplomacy' and the fact that
the EU delivered on its promises. The EU supports resilience, reconstruction and political transition
in the neighbourhood and beyond. Consistent with its commitments, the Commission is expected
to develop a comprehensive Strategy with Africa to boost economic relations, create jobs in both
continents and deepen our partnership across the board. In parallel, the Commission is seeking to
finalise and have ratified the new partnership agreement with the countries of Africa, the Caribbean
and the Pacific, to replace the Cotonou Agreement that has been extended in force beyond its
original expiry date at the end of February 2020.
The EU faces the harsh reality of continuing deterioration in the security environment in its
neighbourhood and beyond. The Commission's comprehensive approach to defence has
underlined the need to develop EU military and defence capabilities, taking into account that NATO
will remain the cornerstone of Europe's collective defence. The 2021-2027 multiannual financial
framework (MFF) is noteworthy because, for the first time, it includes funds for initiatives related to
EU defence cooperation. The agreement allocates €7.014 billion to the new European Defence Fund
(EDF), €1.5 billion to military mobility; and €5 billion to the new off-budget European Peace Facility
(EPF), which will help finance EU operations and support those of its partners. The EU also initiated
reflection on its strategic compass, a comprehensive analysis of threats and challenges. Finally, the
EU remains committed to multilateralism and liberalisation of international trade under the auspices
of the World Trade Organization (WTO). In early 2021, the Commission adopted a trade policy review
that echoes this spirit. A landmark delivery was the conclusion of negotiations for an EU-UK Trade
and Cooperation Agreement in December 2020, currently awaiting consent from the Parliament.
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5. Promoting the European way of life
The 'Promoting our European way of life' priority covers a wide range of issues, encompassing not
only migration, asylum and internal security policies, but also education, integration and health.
Policy action under this priority has been highly influenced by the multiple crises that Europe has
faced (from migration and terrorism to the coronavirus pandemic). While the pandemic delayed
several planned initiatives in 2020, it has also accelerated progress in certain areas, such as health.

Towards a European health union
The coronavirus pandemic gave significant impetus to the Commission's ambition to build a
European health union. From the very start of the current public health crisis, the Commission
undertook to coordinate Member States' efforts while also launching long-term initiatives to make
the EU more resilient and better prepared in the future. In March 2021, the European Parliament
approved one of the first such initiatives, a stand-alone EU4Health programme that the Commission
had announced in May 2020 as part of the Next Generation EU recovery instrument, with a budget
of €5.1 billion. In her 2020 State of the Union address, President von der Leyen paved the way for
building 'a stronger European health union', outlining initiatives to strengthen the EU's crisis
preparedness and management of cross-border health threats, and to reinforce the mandates of the
European Medicines Agency (EMA) and the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control
(ECDC). Other initiatives, taken up in the Commission's 2021work programme (CWP 2021), include
a new agency for biomedical advanced research and development (later renamed Health
emergency preparedness and response authority − HERA) and a European health data space.
On 11 November 2020, the European Commission presented its first package of measures to
strengthen the EU's health security framework, including three legislative proposals: proposal for a
regulation on serious cross-border threats to health, repealing Decision No 1082/2013/EU (often
referred to as the 'Cross-border Health Threats Decision'), and proposals to broaden the mandates
of the EMA and of the ECDC. Two weeks later, the Commission launched its pharmaceutical strategy
for Europe (already announced in CWP 2020), which aims at creating a future-proof regulatory
framework, enhancing crisis-preparedness and ensuring affordability of medicines for patients.
In February 2021, the Commission presented another major EU public health initiative also included
in CWP 2020 and slightly delayed by the pandemic: Europe's Beating Cancer Plan.

A European education area fit for the digital age
In her political guidelines, Ursula von der Leyen committed to making a European education area a
reality by 2025, emphasising the need to improve access to quality education and learning mobility.
Following the adoption of the (slightly delayed) European skills agenda in July 2020, the
Commission delivered on its commitments and adopted, on 30 September 2020, a communication
on achieving a European education area. The communication develops the European education
area along six dimensions: quality education; inclusion and gender equality; education and training
policies and investments geared to the digital and green transitions; well supported, highly
competent and motivated educators; closer and deeper cooperation between higher education
institutions; and cooperation in education as part of external policies. The area would rest on a
renewed and reinforced Erasmus+ 2021-2027 programme agreed by the co-legislators in December
2020. At the same time, to make education and training systems fit for the digital age − a clear need
during the coronavirus crisis, with technology used at an unprecedented scale in education and
training, the Commission launched its updated Digital education action plan 2021-2027. It also
brought forward an action plan on integration and inclusion proposing targeted and tailored
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support to people with a migrant background. It envisages inclusive education and training from
early childhood to higher education, improved employment opportunities and skills recognition,
better access to health services and to adequate and affordable housing.

A new pact on migration and asylum
In September 2020, the European Commission adopted the long-awaited new pact on migration
and asylum, initially announced for the beginning of 2020 but postponed due to the pandemic. The
new pact sets out a comprehensive approach, bringing together various EU policies on migration,
asylum and borders, as well as external cooperation on migration. According to the communication,
the pact envisages robust management of external borders, including identity, health and security
checks; fair and efficient asylum rules, streamlining procedures on asylum and return; a new
solidarity mechanism for situations of search and rescue; stronger foresight, crisis preparedness and
response; and an effective return policy and an EU-coordinated approach to returns. The first
package includes five legislative proposals: three new regulations, on asylum and migration
management, screening and crisis and force majeure, and two amended proposals revising the
Asylum Procedures Regulation and the Eurodac Regulation. The pact also sets out a way forward to
conclude negotiations on pending asylum and return reforms. In line with the political guidelines,
the pact envisages developing sustainable legal pathways not only for those in need of protection
but also to attract talent to the EU. While the first set of proposals does not cover legal migration,
CWP 2021 announces a number of measures to address current shortcomings, such as revision of
the Long-term Residents Directive and the Single Permit Directive. Moreover, in order to protect free
movement within the EU, put under pressure by recent crises, the Commission plans to adopt a
'Schengen package', including a strategy on the future of Schengen, a revision of the Schengen
borders code, and a revision of the Schengen evaluation mechanism.

Towards a security union 2.0
On 24 July 2020, the European Commission adopted its new EU security union strategy, building on
the achievements of the 2015-2020 European agenda on security and articulated around four main
priorities: achieving a future-proof security environment, tackling evolving threats, protecting
Europeans from terrorism and organised crime, and building a strong European security ecosystem.
The strategy adopts an integrated approach, aimed at ensuring security in both the physical and
digital environments and takes into account the interconnection between internal and external
security. The Commission has put forward several legislative and non-legislative initiatives under
the new strategy in an effort to tackle the main threats, amplified by the pandemic, including
increased digitalisation of crime going hand in hand with the digitalisation of our lives. In this vein,
the Commission has intensified its work on combating child sexual abuse online, with the adoption
of a dedicated strategy in July 2020 and subsequent legislative proposals. It proposed a temporary
derogation to the e-Privacy Directive to allow tech companies to continue tracking child sexual
abuse material online (currently under consideration) and is working on more comprehensive
legislation to come in 2021. Another major instrument, adopted almost a year ahead of the original
schedule, is the new EU counter-terrorism agenda, focused on better anticipating threats,
countering radicalisation (in particular online), promoting security by design in public spaces,
enhancing police cooperation, and better protecting victims. In line with these objectives, the
Commission simultaneously made legislative proposals on the resilience of critical entities and on
strengthening Europol's mandate. Moreover, the Commission plans to table in 2021 an 'EU police
cooperation code', as well as non-legislative instruments on organised crime and trafficking in
human beings.
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6. A new push for European democracy
Most of the attention in recent months under the sixth priority of the Commission has been focused
on the launch of the Conference on the Future of Europe and the rule of law.

Launching the Conference on the Future of Europe
As announced in her political guidelines, Ursula von der Leyen envisaged a Conference on the future
of Europe as a way to push for greater democratic participation of EU citizens on where the EU
delivers and how to improve the way in which the Union works. Commissioner Dubravka Šuica was
made responsible for the Conference within the Commission, working closely with Commissioner
Věra Jourová on electoral matters and Maroš Šefčovič for interinstitutional relations.
The three institutions − European Parliament, Commission and Council of the EU − expressed their
respective positions on the scope, structure and follow-up to give to the Conference. In its resolution
of 15 January 2020, Parliament made ambitious suggestions based on citizens' transnational fora
(Citizens' Agoras) and a significant delegation of Parliament to the conference. The Commission, in
a communication of January 2020, laid down a practical approach, suggesting reliance on existing
citizens' dialogues and committing to inclusiveness and transparency in the process. The Council,
first in June 2020, then in a revised contribution in February 2021, underlined a 'policy first'
approach, respect for each institution's prerogatives, and avoiding any intention that the
Conference should lead to Treaty change. After months of delay due to the coronavirus pandemic
and lack of agreement among the three institutions on the conference's chair and governing bodies,
an agreement was reached on a joint declaration signed on 10 March 2021, which marks the
beginning of the Conference whose official start should be on 9 May 2021.
The joint declaration solemnly commits the three institutions' presidents to follow up on the
recommendations coming from the Conference, in full respect of the principles of subsidiarity and
proportionality, and the institutions' respective competences. The focus remains on citizens and on
a bottom-up approach, transnational debates as well as a multilingual platform. European citizens'
panels should be representative of the EU's population in terms of age, gender, socioeconomic
background, geographical origin and level of education, and should debate with a view to feeding
the Conference plenary with recommendations for the Union's institutions to follow-up. An
executive board representative of the three institutions (each having three representatives and up
to four observers) deciding by consensus, should organise the work of the Conference and prepare
its plenary meetings, including citizens' input, and their follow-up. Some bodies will have observer
status, inter alia, the presidential troika of the Conference of Parliamentary Committees for Union
Affairs of Parliaments of the European Union (COSAC), the European Committee of the Regions
(CoR) and the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC), as well as social partners.
The Conference plenary should debate recommendations from national and European panels,
meeting at least every six months and be composed of representatives of Parliament, Council the
Commission, national parliaments on an equal footing, and citizens. The CoR, EESC and social
partners and civil society would be also represented, whilst the High Representative will be
associated when the international role of the EU is discussed. The structures of the Conference
should agree (by consensus) on how to report the outcomes of the Conference. A non-exhaustive
list of topics to be discussed, such as health, climate change and environmental challenges, an
economy that works for people, social fairness, equality, intergenerational solidarity, digital
transformation, EU values and rule of law, migration, democratic process of the EU, may have others,
raised by citizens, added. A number of cross-cutting issues will also be discussed (better regulation,
application of subsidiarity and proportionality, implementation and enforcement of the acquis and
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transparency). The joint declaration establishes the tripartite chairing of the Conference by the
presidents of Parliament, Council and Commission, and solicits conclusions by spring 2022. While the
rules of procedure of the Conference are still to be agreed, Parliament's members of the Executive
Board will be Manfred Weber (EPP, Germany), Iratxe García Perez (S&D, Spain) and Guy Verhofstadt
(Renew, Belgium), plus four observers Gerolf Annemans (ID, Belgium), Daniel Freund (Greens/EFA,
Germany), Zdzisław Krasnodębski (ECR, Poland) and Helmut Scholz (The Left, Germany).

Upholding EU values, especially fundamental rights and the rule
of law
EU values (enshrined in Article 2 TEU) have come under pressure in recent years in the EU, with
Article 7 TEU procedures launched against Poland (2017) and Hungary (2018). In her political
guidelines, President von der Leyen put great emphasis on upholding the EU values, including the
rule of law, and committed to using all the EU tools available and strengthening existing ones to
that end. She expressed her support for a comprehensive European rule of law mechanism, with
annual reporting by the European Commission, based on objective criteria and applying to all
Member States equally. She also committed to ensuring a greater role for Parliament in this
mechanism. Following a commitment by the Juncker Commission in a July 2019 communication
announcing a new 'rule of law review cycle' culminating in an 'annual rule of law report' covering all
Member States, a first annual rule of law report was published in September 2020. It addressed four
aspects going beyond the rule of law as such, including: (1) the justice system (including
organisation of the prosecution service and the legal profession); (2) the anti-corruption framework;
(3) media pluralism; and (4) checks and balances (relations between branches of government,
functioning of ombudsman, and civil society). In December 2020, the General Conditionality
Regulation was adopted as part of the 2021-2027 multiannual financial framework. It allows the
suspension or withdrawal of funding for those Member States that breach the principles of the rule
of law with regard to the proper implementation of the EU budget, including in areas such as public
procurement, financial control, audit and financial management, as well as investigation and
prosecution of fraud affecting EU financial interests. In December 2020, the Commission adopted a
communication on the strategy to strengthen the application of the Charter of Fundamental Rights
in the EU. It focuses on ensuring the effective application of the Charter by the Member States,
empowering civil society organisations, rights defenders and justice practitioners, fostering the use
of the Charter as a compass for EU institutions, and strengthening people's awareness of their rights
under the Charter.

What's next?
The Commission's 2021 work programme announced a new package on transparency and
democracy for the third quarter of 2021, concerning funding of political parties and foundations,
political advertising, the exercise of the right to vote and stand as a candidate in European and
municipal elections in a Member State other than that of nationality, and abusive litigation targeting
journalists and rights defenders. Meanwhile, the communication on better regulation has been
further postponed. According to the 2021 work programme, several initiatives will be launched with
respect to vulnerable citizens. An EU strategy on children's rights , providing the framework for EU
action to better promote and protect children's rights, and a new strategy for the rights of persons
with disabilities 2021-2030 were adopted in March 2021. They complement the Union of equality
the Commission had initiated with a European Gender Equality Strategy (2020-2025) in March 2020
and a communication on the LGBTIQ equality strategy (2020-2025).
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This EPRS paper analyses progress in attaining the
policy agenda set out by Ursula von der Leyen,
President of the European Commission, and her College
of Commissioners when they took office in December
2019. It looks in particular at the state of play in respect
of delivery on the six key priorities asserted at that time
and at how they have since been affected by the impact
of the coronavirus crisis. The evidence so far suggests
that, rather than undermine their original agenda or
knock it badly off course, the Commission has been able
to use the momentum of events to assert the increased
relevance of their priorities – especially in the climate
action and digital fields – and to operationalise them
further through the €750 billion 'Next Generation EU'
(NGEU) recovery fund.

