The European Commission Work Programme 2021
Cicero/AMO | 22 October 2020

Introduction

The European Commission Work Programme 2021

Commission President Ursula von der Leyen has published her second Commission work programme just nine months after her first, and four after she was forced
to delay several initiatives due to the coronavirus. There were few surprises from the 44 new initiatives set out in the work programme, which moves from ‘strategy
to delivery’. The Commission maintains focus on its twin priorities of the digital and green transitions, which it sees as central to Europe’s recovery. Although this
year’s events have given renewed impetus to the Commission’s attempts to take action in areas where the Member States remain responsible – such as health,
migration and foreign affairs – even a global pandemic may not be enough to overcome Member States’ reluctance to cede further control to Brussels.
At a debate in the European Parliament, the majority of political groups welcomed the work programme, supporting in particular the plans to address health
coordination and the economic recovery. The Socialists and Democrats group called for social progress to become an integral part of all policies, while the Greens
hailed this Commission as the first which has a strong focus on preserving the planet. Renew did not comment on the package as a whole, but emphasised the
need to preserve the rule of law and protect basic values such as freedom of speech and press within the EU over the next year. The Identity and Democracy group
was the main political family unsupportive of the work programme, accusing the EU of using the crisis as a means for greater harmonisation without the relevant
democratic mandate. The Nordic Green Left Group was also not very receptive, with Vice-President of the European Parliament Dimitrios Papadimoulis stating
that the only way to make real difference is for the priorities discussed to be translated into the European budget, which is still being negotiated.

•

European Green Deal

•

Europe fit for the Digital Age

•

An Economy That Works for People

•

Stronger Europe in the World

•

Promoting our European Way of Life

•

A New Push for European Democracy
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European Green Deal

Overview

Key files
The breadth of proposals under this policy area demonstrates
that the Commission is doubling down on its green commitments,
resisting calls to put “less urgent” climate legislation on hold
until after countries emerge from the immediate crisis presented
by the COVID-19 pandemic. The Commission’s first priority is
the ‘Fit for 55’ package, aimed at achieving its headline ambition
of a 55% reduction in emissions by 2030. Speaking of the 55%
target in front of the European Parliament in early October,
Executive Vice President Frans Timmermans said that “industry,
our citizens, the transport system” will need to make sacrifices
but “the sooner we start, the lower the cost” and “the earlier the
benefits”. Although the Commission has already once raised
its 2030 emissions reduction target from 40% to 55%, this is
still notably lower than what the Parliament has called for. It
therefore remains to be seen how satisfied the Parliament will
be with the Fit for 55 package.
The Just Transition, and therefore the final deal on the EU’s next
seven-year budget, is also core to achieving the Commission’s
green ambitions. Without the proper support to those most at
risk from the move towards a greener economy, the current
political capital will not be enough.

Legislative:
•

Revision of the State Aid General Block Exemption
Regulation (Q4 2021)

•

Revision of Packaging and Packaging Waste Directive

•

Fit for 55 package:
» Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (Q2 2021)
» Revision of the EU Emissions Trading System (Q2 2021)
» Revision of the Energy Tax Directive (Q2 2021)

•

Circular economy package:
» Sustainable products policy initiative (Q4 2021)

•

Sustainable and smart mobility
» Revision of the intelligent transport systems directive (Q3
2021)
» Revison of the trans-European transport network
regulation (Q3 2021)

Non-legislative:
•

Organic Production development action plan (Q1 2021)

•

Zero pollution action plan for water, air and soil (Q2 2021)

•

Circular electronics (Q4 2021)
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Europe fit for the Digital Age
Overview

Key Files
The Commission is determined to make the next ten years
Europe’s “Digital Decade”. COVID-19 has brought into focus
the need for robust digital infrastructure, but even before the
pandemic the Commission was eager to position the EU as a
global digital leader on a par with the US and China, with an
ambitious Digital Services Act which will regulate big tech and
attempt to create the right environment to establish European
‘digital champions’. The DSA will dominate discussions in the
Parliament and Council in 2021.
The Commission has already demonstrated its willingness and
ability to establish a global gold standard through the GDPR,
a trend foreseen to continue as the Commission looks to take
the lead on setting standards in areas such as AI and electronic
IDs. The Commission is also pushing ahead with plans for a
digital levy to ensure companies are paying their fair share, a
prominent issue of debate over the past few years.
It is interesting to note that the Commission’s previously
expected action plan on 5G and 6G does not appear in the
work programme, no doubt due to recent controversy over the
involvement of Huawei in the development of 5G networks.

Legislative:
•

A trusted and secure European e-ID (Q1 2021)

•

Improving the working conditions of platform workers (Q1/Q4
2021)

•

Digital levy and a proposal for digital levy as own resource
(Q2 2021)

•

Follow-up to the White Paper on foreign subsidies:
» Levelling the playing field (Q2 2021)
» Public procurement (Q2 2021)

•

Data package:
» Data Act (Q3 2021)
» Review of the Database Directive (Q3 2021)

•

New design requirements and consumer rights for electronics
(Q4 2021)

Non-legislative:
•

Europe’s digital decade: 2030 digital targets (Q1 2021)

•

Action plan on synergies between civil, defence and space
industries (Q1 2021)

•

Updating the new industrial strategy for Europe (Q2 2021)
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An Economy That Works For People
Overview

Key Files
Over the next year the European Commission will propose
key initiatives to help overcome existing challenges in the
legislative framework, allowing for a swifter economic recovery
from COVID-19. Crucially the Commission does not want the
health and economic crisis to transition into a social crisis.
Key proposals are therefore the Pillar of Social Rights and the
social economy action plans, as well as the Communication
on occupational safety and health strategy. Aside from dealing
with the social effects of the coronavirus, these non-legislative
initiatives will provide the groundwork for a social fair green and
digital transition of the European economy.
Nevertheless, the threat of second lockdowns and further
economic damage looms large, as the Commission looks to push
ahead with solidifying and deepening the EU’s Economic and
Monetary Union. Significant reviews (i.e. MiFID II/ MiFIR review)
as well as new initiatives (i.e. potential modification of listing
rules for public markets) are expected around the European
Capital Markets Union. New financial services Commissioner
Mairead McGuinness will face a steep learning curve with the
challenge of bringing new momentum to finalising the CMU and
Banking Union, with shortfalls remaining a frustration for many.
Separately, a spate of scandals during the last few years have
exposed the deficiencies in the Union’s AML framework, with
the Commission determined to put this matter to rest with a
new legislative package.

Legislative:

•

AML legislative package (Q1 2021)

•

EU green bond standard (Q2 2021)

•

Solvency II review (Q3 2021)

•

MiFID II / MiFIR review (Q4 2021)

•

Revision of the bank crisis management and deposit
insurance framework (Q4 2021)

Non-legislative:

•

Action Plan on the European Pillar of Social Rights (Q1 2021)

•

Communication on a new occupational safety and health
strategy framework (Q2 2021)

•

Action plan for the social economy (Q4 2021)
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Stronger Europe in the World
Overview

Key Files
On taking office, President von der Leyen announced that hers
would be a ‘geopolitical’ Commission. The EU traditionally
struggles to take swift action on security issues, this year failing
to adopt sanctions against Belarus. Lack of consensus on how
to respond to Turkey’s actions in the Eastern Mediterranean
stand as another case in point. The flare up of tensions between
Armenia and Azerbaijan has also presented the EU with a new
crisis at its doorstep. Perhaps with this in mind, von der Leyen
has called on Member States to move to Qualified Majority
Voting in foreign policy – a proposal that was well received by
the European Parliament but is not popular with some Member
States. It is far from a given that von der Leyen will succeed
where her predecessors have failed and in terms of key files,
perhaps a focus on non-legislative files tells the tale of the
Commission’s limitations when it comes to leading the EU in
truly asserting its place in the world as a key player alongside
China and the US. The Communications on humanitarian aid
and rules-based multilateralism rather signal a continuation of a
soft power approach.

Legislative:
•

Consular protection - review of EU rules (Q4 2021)

Non-legislative:
•

Communication on EU humanitarian aid in the context of
COVID-19 (Q1 2021)

•

Joint communication on strengthening the EU’s contribution
to rules-based multilateralism (Q2 2021)

•

Communication on the global approach to research,
innovation, education and youth (Q2 2021)

•

Joint Communication on a strategic approach to support
disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration of excombatants (Q3 2021)

•

Joint Communication on the Arctic (Q4 2021)
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Promoting our European Way of Life
Overview

Key Files
In many of the areas under this priority the EU’s role is restricted
to ‘adding value’ to issues under Member States’ competence.
Where the EU can make a difference is to ensure better
information flows and cooperation between Member States,
and in particular the Commission will take steps to address child
sexual abuse online and improve police cooperation. Similarly
in health, the Commission is stepping up efforts to improve the
use of health data and improve medicine supply chains, driven
in part by the EU’s inability to cope with cross-border health
crises revealed by COVID-19. This marks a renewed political
will to expand the EU’s role in health after it was substantially
‘downgraded’ under President Juncker.
Undeterred by a lukewarm response to its new proposals on
migration, the Commission will continue to encourage Member
States to establish a single framework but it is not clear whether
this will be enough to translate into concrete commitments from
national governments. Looking to free movement within the EU,
the coronavirus also exposed significant flaws in the Schengen
area as Member States made unilateral decisions on border
closures. The Commission is eager to draw lessons from the
crisis and avoid this fragmentation happening again.

Legislative:
•

Revision of Schengen Borders Code and amendment of
Schengen Evaluation Mechanism (Q2 2021)

•

Legislation to tackle child sexual abuse online (Q2 2021)

•

Digitalisation of visa procedures (Q4 2021

•

Creation of an EU police cooperation code (Q4 2021)

•

Revised and new rules around asset recovery and freezing
the proceeds of crime (Q4 2021)

•

Revision of blood, tissues and cells legislation (Q4 2021)

•

Proposal to establish a European biomedical research and
development agency (Q4 2021)

•

Establishing a European health data space (Q4 2021)

Non-legislative:
•

EU action plan against migrant smuggling and a strategy on
voluntary returns and reintegration (Q2 2021)

•

EU strategy on the future of Schengen (Q2 2021)

•

EU agenda on counter-terrorism (Q3 2021)

•

EU strategy on combating anti-semitism (Q4 2021)
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A New Push for European Democracy
Overview

Key Files
As discussions on the rule of law conditionality continue, the
work programme emphasises the Commission’s commitment
to equality. Proposals on preventing gender-based violence
underline the Commission’s backing of the Istanbul
Convention, after over 100 MEPs asked President von der
Leyen to demonstrate support. The proposals also send a
signal to Member States such as Poland which is building a
coalition of countries in favour of more “traditional values”. The
Commission also recognises the need to address widening
regional disparities, which can be read as an effort to reach
out to communities who feel “left behind”, a sentiment that has
fuelled Euroscepticism across some member states.
A wider transparency and democracy package responds to
the emerging threat of external interference in elections and
the rise of disinformation, on the minds of many following the
2016 US Presidential election. The package will also address
abusive litigation targeting journalists and rights defenders
following worrying developments in the EU during the previous
Commission’s mandate which saw attacks on journalists.
Commission Vice President for Values and Transparency Vera
Jourova has recently noted the importance of the digitalisation
of justice, particularly in the context of the COVID pandemic.

Legislative:
•

Proposal on greater transparency in paid political advertising
(Q3 2021)

•

Proposal to prevent and combat specific forms of genderbased violence (Q4 2021)

•

Extending list of EU crimes to cover all forms of hate crime
and hate speech (Q4 2021)

•

Digitalisation of cross-border judicial cooperation (Q4 2021)

•

Revision of the Directive on the protection of the environment
through criminal law (Q4 2021)

Non-legislative:
•

Strategy on the rights of persons with disabilities (Q1 2021)

•

Communication on the long-term vision for rural areas (Q2
2021)

•

Fitness check of EU legislation on violence against women
(Q2 2021)
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Get in touch...
If you would like to speak to us about this document or how we can support your organisation, please do contact a member of the EU Public Affairs team:

Sarah Cuvellier
Head of EU Public Affairs
Sarah.Cuvellier@cicero-group.com

Kate Foster
Senior Account Manager
Kate.Foster@cicero-group.com

Saga Eriksson
Senior Account Executive
Saga.Eriksson@cicero-group.com
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