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In response to requests from many quarters, including 
the European Parliament, its advisory committees 
and the European Council, the European Commission 
has presented an industrial strategy document in 
early March 2020 -  after an earlier document in 2017 
– together with a communication on its strategy for 
small and medium-sized enterprises (SME strategy).

The industrial strategy and the SME strategy are 
closely linked to other Commission strategy papers 
(Green Deal, 2nd Circular Economy Package, Internal 
Market Action Plan, Data Strategy, Digital Future of 
Europe, etc.). Only close coordination of all the policy 
areas concerned and the exploitation of synergies 
can lead to the successful implementation of the 
intended tackling and integrated general industrial 
policy strategy. From the AK’s point of view, the 
Commission is fortunately making recognisable 
efforts in this direction. However, some choices aim 
in the wrong direction; others need considerable 
improvement and many points remain vague in the 
Communications. 

A.  The COVID 19 crisis

It now appears that the timing of the strategy was 
somewhat unfortunate, as the COVID-19 crisis 
that followed has completely changed conditions 
for the industrial sector in Europe. The economic 
consequences of the COVID-19 crisis call for 
immediate measures, which  could naturally not be 
taken into account in the strategies. In fact, the world 
will be a different place in the foreseeable future – 
particularly in terms of the priorities of economic 
policy. 

The AK has always been of the opinion that strategic 
programmes for specific topics and structural policy 
initiatives – such as an industrial strategy – must 
always be seen in an overall context. This is now 
even more obvious than ever before. Specifically: 
Structural policy measures cannot and must not 
be conceived without considering macroeconomic 

conditions, as well as wealth distribution and social 
issues. It would be misguided to want to implement 
the industrial policy concept without at the same time 
finding solutions on how to bring overall demand and 
employment back to pre-crisis levels, repair supply 
chains, determine general European conditions for 
financing the necessary public expenditure or how to 
prevent unfair consequences regarding distribution 
of wealth or a massive increase in poverty. Ignoring 
these problems, which only serve as examples, would 
result in the failure of the strategy – with additional 
and greater negative macroeconomic consequences.

For the AK, it is clear that the short-term priority 
of economic policy must be to cushion the effects 
of the crisis on employees and companies by all 
possible means, while at the same time supporting, 
not counteracting (or losing sight of) the long-
term strategic outlook. We must, therefore, pause 
for a moment and think about whether and which 
adaptations appear necessary in order to integrate 
the changed macroeconomic conditions into 
considerations on industrial policy. 

In the opinion of the AK, the exceptionally dramatic 
economic crisis triggered by the corona pandemic 
requires an abandonment of rigid budget restrictions. 
The AK therefore welcomes the fact that this approach 
has become accepted in EU Member States, is 
supported by the EU Commission and that European 
initiatives are also being proposed. It must be possible 
to adopt a massive recovery programme with the 
aim of triggering a substantial volume of investment 
at the European and national levels. Such investment 
programmes will have the greatest impact if they can 
be set up in all EU countries equally, simultaneously 
and in a coordinated manner. In order to enable all 
Member States to do so and to ensure equal funding 
opportunities, appropriate European instruments 
should be developed. 

In the AK’s view, the focus of these investments 
and measures must be on the expansion of the 
welfare state (with special focus on the fight against 
poverty), fair distribution of wealth, economic 

Summary and assessment of the 
Commission’s fundamental strategy
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stimulus and environmental sustainability. In 
particular, to combat the climate crisis it is necessary 
to demand a consistent focus on investments in 
climate protection, in digital infrastructures, in key 
strategic areas and in the education/further training 
sector. 

Such priorities will strengthen the underlying 
economic and social foundation while at the same 
time working towards the industrial policy strategy 
presented by the Commission.

B.  Coordination, co-determination 
and implementation

In the conclusions and in Chapters 1, 2 and in 
particular 5 of the Communication on industrial 
strategy, the Commission describes its vision for the 
implementation of its industrial policy strategy. The 
AK agrees with the Commission when it concludes 
(see: A New Industrial Strategy for Europe, page 20 
– hereafter referred to as “Industrial strategy”) that 
only a joint commitment by the EU, Member States, 
regions, companies and stakeholders can make this 
industrial transition work in the best possible way. 

This observation reveals both a major weakness and 
a major strength in the strategic considerations of 
industrial policy at the EU level. In addition to a vision, 
a shared view of core values and situational analysis, 
a strategy should above all place major emphasis 
on the goals to be achieved. However, it should also 
be possible to achieve such goals with one’s own 
resources. 

This is the weakness of the Commission’s 
considerations presented. For the most part, the 
Commission does not have the necessary powers 
and resources to implement its ideas independently. 
It remains dependent on each individual Member 
State for implementation, or on joint decisions. As 
a way out of this dilemma, the Commission mainly 
defines only very basic objectives on which everyone 
can agree (improvement of competitiveness, 
employment, qualifications, digitization, climate 
neutrality, social cohesion, etc.). At the levels below, 
the objectives are not clearly formulated in many 
areas, but are identified as “important issues”. 
However, clarification and implementation will only 
take place subsequently with the involvement of 
Member States and other stakeholders. Therefore in 
many places, the Commission’s strategic ideas and 
concrete objectives can rather be guessed at than 
identified and, moreover, Member States’ positions 
remain unclear. How should the strategic vision – for 

example on competition policy – be assessed when, 
for example, the industrial paper states: “Assessment, 
review and, if necessary, adjustment of competition 
rules”? For this reason, the AK cannot comment on 
many places in these texts.

At the same time, these inherently difficult 
framework conditions for defining a strategy and its 
implementation also constitute an advantage that 
should not be underestimated. The strategy remains a 
“living document”, i.e. it is “work in progress”. Provided 
that all stakeholders are of good will and will actually 
act as Europe, as the EU, in an effective, long-term and 
strategic manner regarding industrial policy, there is 
a need for ongoing and sustained coordination. This 
provides many opportunities for new and improved 
proposals and for optimised exploitation of dormant 
synergies. In a best-case scenario, the respective 
national industrial strategies should be embedded 
in the European strategy in such a way that they 
complement rather than counteract each other. The 
Commission notes, and the AK can only agree with 
this, “...many of the levers are in the hands of others... 
A partnership approach will therefore be essential.” 
(page 5 Industrial strategy)

The present industrial strategy rightly identifies three 
trends which must be the focus of European and 
also national industrial policies: the climate crisis, 
digitization and a changed geopolitical landscape. 
At present, the economic crisis resulting from the 
Corona pandemic is a major problem, which is far 
more serious than “normal” cyclical fluctuations, but 
is probably also more serious than the 2009 crisis. 
For society as a whole, each of these developments, 
individually and collectively, represents massive 
structural change that must be managed. For the 
industrial sector, the Commission sets out the 
objective (page 1 Industrial strategy) that industry 
must not only adapt to this change, but must be a 
pioneer, accelerator and enabler of change.

For political programmes, such as an industrial policy 
strategy, political majorities and the support, or at 
least the acceptance, of the population are necessary 
in democracies. A convincing political vision is a 
prerequisite for this. It must credibly demonstrate 
how welfare gains can be achieved for all. Major 
structural changes in the economy and society cause 
shifts in the level of welfare. Some social groups gain 
a lot, some little, other groups lose – sometimes 
to the point of threatening their existence. Steering 
policy corrections and appropriately designed 
framework conditions that guarantee social security 
– i.e. a balance between losers and winners – are 
therefore indispensable to counteract the negative 
effects of structural change. And this is precisely 
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what has been neglected for so long. As sensible 
as many aspects of the concept of the internal 
market, international trade etc. may be in principle: 
on implementation, questions of the distribution 
of costs and benefits and avoiding creating losers 
were not sufficiently considered, if not deliberately 
ignored. In many countries this has led, for example, to 
falling wage rates, a thinning out of the middle class, 
high unemployment rates and hence a very unequal 
distribution of income, wealth and prosperity overall. 
Possible compensation mechanisms were neglected 
or designed with few effectiveness and power, such as 
the EU globalisation fund.

From the AK’s point of view, this must change 
fundamentally. The forthcoming changes and the 
initiatives envisaged in the industrial strategy (e.g. 
regarding the climate crisis, digitization) will only 
be supported by society if an orderly transition and 
measures to avoid losers, i.e. a fair transformation, are 
credibly presented and implemented.

For this reason, the question of wealth distribution 
(in the broadest sense) must play a key role in 
the debate on industrial policy. The oft-vaunted 
“integrated approach” must be put to practice in this 
respect. Decarbonisation, digitization and the current 
crisis cannot be managed without broad acceptance 
by society, and the political system (of the EU and in 
the Member States) will be weakened even more than 
before.

This can only succeed if all the processes for 
shaping future European (and national) industrial 
strategies involve the relevant stakeholders, such as 
workers’ interest groups and consumer associations 
– from the outset, on an ongoing basis and with 
the opportunity to participate actively. Structural 
changes in the production sector in particular have 
direct consequences for many workers. Inclusion 
in both strategic considerations and in all specific 
initiatives would automatically give a correspondingly 
greater weight to the social dimension and wealth 
distribution and would benefit everyone in the long 
term. Conferences, major media events, selective 
inquiries in consultations or statements can be part 
of this; however, sometimes they are merely pseudo-
involvement. The AK calls for such EU governance 
of permanent involvement for all stakeholders, at 
least in further discussion of the current industrial 
strategy and its implementation in all announced 
legal matters and initiatives. The AK also asks the 
Commission to urge all Member States to recognise 
and promote the need to involve all stakeholders, 
including at the national level.

In the opinion of the AK, the strategy papers 
presented and other efforts undertaken by the 
Commission are the first steps in a positive direction. 
In this context, reference may also be made to the 
high-level forum “Industry 2030” which, with the 
involvement of important stakeholders, also carried 
out fundamental preparatory work for this industrial 
policy strategy. The industry paper itself also 
announces the establishment of an inclusive and open 
industry forum (page 18 Industrial strategy), which, 
if properly set up, could provide valuable input. The 
AK welcomes the fact that these and other bodies 
are to be involved when it comes to the analysis of 
industrial ecosystems (i.e. entire value chains). This 
Commission initiative to develop tailor-made solutions 
to strengthen them is important. It is also of particular 
importance with regard to new and additional IPCEI 
(Important Projects of Common European Interest – 
see also page 26, further below in this opinion).

Of course, the AK also expressly welcomes the 
Commission’s commitment contained in the 
industrial strategy to consider the European Pillar of 
Social Rights and social compatibility as a compass 
(page 3 Industrial strategy) as well as the intention 
to develop solutions involving social partners (page 
2 Industrial strategy). What is irritating in this context, 
however, is that the Commission at the same time 
explicitly states (page 2 Industrial strategy) that it 
assumes an approach that is “entrepreneurial in 
spirit and in action” – and thus conveys the fact that 
interests other than employers’, albeit mentioned, 
might be seen as secondary to an industrial concept. 
This notion is firmly and explicitly rejected by the AK. 

C.  The guiding principles of the 
Commission’s industrial policy 
strategy (page 1 – 5 Industrial 
strategy)

Like the Commission (page 1 Industrial strategy), 
the AK is of the opinion that a strong European 
industry is of crucial importance for prosperity and 
employment in Europe and that in the past it has often 
taken the lead in transformation processes. It is also 
a completely undeniable fact that European industry 
is in the middle of a new transformation process. 
At its heart is the transition to largely carbon-free 
production on the one hand, and a massive push 
towards digitization on the other. The Commission 
speaks of a “twin transition”. At the same time – and 
the Commission is right in stating this – there is a 
changed geopolitical landscape with a shift in political 
power centres and a change in the strength and 
dynamics of global economic regions. Both of these 
factors are also changing global trade relations and 
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the framework conditions for business competition. 
Just think of the various protectionist approaches 
on the one hand and the aggressive industrial policy 
strategy of “new” competitors, such as China, on 
the other. In addition, the economic impact of the 
corona pandemic has recently been added to this, 
which could not have been taken into account by the 
Commission due to the succession of events. 

The AK acknowledges the Commission’s 
comprehensive efforts to address the structural 
challenges and develop a concise industrial policy 
strategy through a variety of communications and 
initiatives. In the past, Europe has tried to meet the 
complex challenges mentioned above with too few 
resources. There was no satisfactory, concrete and 
tangible path for action to mitigate climate change, no 
clear and coordinated strategic stance towards new 
competitors (such as China), and no full exploitation of 
digital opportunities by Europe – neither economically 
nor to the benefit of all its citizens.

Internal market, competition and sovereignty:

In principle, the AK supports all approaches of the 
Commission to defend Europe’s sovereignty and 
strategic strengths to a greater extent. These efforts 
cut across almost all issues of the strategy paper 
(page 2 ff Industrial strategy). It makes sense to take 
measures to maintain or create technological core 
competences in Europe, to avoid protectionism but at 
the same time make trading markets fair, to reduce 
the consumption of resources (including energy) by 
means of increased recycling, or to try to maintain or 
restore important parts of strategic industrial value 
chains within in Europe itself (e.g. self-sufficiency 
in critical areas such as pharmaceuticals/health).  
Differences and divergent ideas of the AK and the 
Commission naturally arise as to which path and 
which form should be chosen in detail – some of 
these are explained in more detail in Section 2 of this 
statement.

For example, the liberalisation policy and free trade 
policy pursued by the EU Commission over long 
periods of time in the past has led to social and 
environmental dumping and also to a weakening of 
industry in relation to other economic regions. This 
policy must not be continued. In this context, the 
Commission’s positive presentation (page 2 Industrial 
strategy) of a general competitive advantage for EU 
industry in high value-added products and services 
and the highest social, labour and environmental 
standards is also called into question by the AK 
in its totality. For example, it is worth pointing out 
that the EU industry is lagging behind in the field of 
electromobility of motor vehicles. Other examples are 

the working and living conditions in some sectors, 
such as the meat industry, which have been revealed 
by the COVID-19 crisis (and which should be rejected) 
or the unfair competition and social problems resulting 
from the inadequate enforcement of provisions of the 
Posted Workers Directive.

Although the Commission is committed in principle 
to the highest standards in social, labour and 
environmental policy, it presents a number of 
proposals regarding the objective of removing 
obstacles in the internal market which do not 
support the highest standards, but rather are often 
diametrically opposed to them. For example, the 
ill-considered goal of a “one in, one out” principle, 
the intentional dismantling of regulations, or the 
principle of “SMEs first” (everything else is put on the 
back burner!?). These are all objectives that may be 
detrimental to important societal concerns such as 
the environment and security, or may favour certain 
groups over all others. 

The AK rejects such an approach and calls for 
greater consideration to be given to the interests 
of consumers and workers as well as to social 
objectives. Above all, the AK also expects a more 
effective enforcement of the Posted Workers 
Directive, the improvement of consumer protection 
(e.g. in the digital sector), greater efforts by the 
Commission to achieve fair and equal taxation 
(including through the inclusion of the digital 
economy) as well as assured opportunities in 
public procurement throughout Europe – also for 
companies with higher social and environmental 
standards. 

Climate neutrality:

The achievement of European climate neutrality will 
rely on the success of the European Green Deal on an 
industrial level. The AK agrees with the Commission. 

For the AK, increasing energy efficiency is a major 
part of successful implementation. Energy efficiency 
targets should therefore be clearly defined and closely 
monitored to ensure that they are met. The innovation-
conducive effect of energy efficiency targets is also 
very important, as it is clear that there is still a great 
need for energy research. 

The various Commission initiatives in the direction 
of Europe-wide research cooperation are certainly 
heading in the right direction. Energy-intensive sectors 
such as steel, chemicals and cement can also benefit 
from this. A conversion of these areas is particularly 
important but is also sensitive, as many jobs are 
affected. The EU must take on a global pioneering 
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role, giving companies planning security through 
concrete guidelines and establishing a target-
oriented CO2 compensation system or equivalent 
compensation solutions. With regard to rising power 
grid costs due to climate measures, attention must 
be paid to ensuring that these are financed on a 
broad and fair basis. 

In the field of mobility, the switch to electrical energy 
and an expansion of the public transport infrastructure 
in particular offer numerous opportunities for public 
transport manufacturers – this industrial policy option 
should be exercised even more. 

As great as the need for research may be, it is often 
not even a question of researching new technologies, 
because they already exist. However, the framework 
conditions are such that their use is not worthwhile. 
It is therefore also a question of finding new ways of 
regulating and organising markets in order to speed 
up their deployment. Such framework conditions 
as well as the creation of “lead markets for clean 
technologies” are an important approach to industrial 
policy in order to create sustainable, but also 
inclusive, growth. The AK supports the Commission’s 
approaches in this direction; the programme for a 
European recovery after the COVID-19 crisis should 
focus on investments in climate-relevant areas.

Digitization, technology, infrastructure:

There is no doubt that digitization is one of the great 
challenges, but also an opportunity for the European 
Union. Along with the changing geopolitical situation 
in the world and the challenges of climate policy, it is 
one of the driving forces for ongoing and necessary 
structural change. Exploiting the opportunities offered 
by digital technologies will be a prerequisite for 
maintaining successful development in all areas and 
sectors. The framework conditions under which this 
happens will determine to a large extent the impact on 
the welfare of each individual worker and consumer 
– and the approach to data protection etc. also 
influences trust in European solutions. 

Taken as a whole, addressing this issue and all of 
its ramifications is of crucial strategic importance 
for the EU. It is therefore to be welcomed that the 
Commission is setting a number of initiatives to this 
end – although these are not further elaborated in the 
present strategy. 

In any case, proactive measures to increase investment 
in strategic digital infrastructures and technologies are 
a step in the right direction. Major emphasis should be 
placed on the development of international rules on fair 
taxation for the digital economy. 

However, the AK also sees a number of legal 
issues (digital services, online platforms, data 
strategy, etc.) which are outdated and need reform. 
Consumer protection aspects, workers’ rights and 
data protection must play a greater role than in the 
current Commission proposals– for example in the 
form of minimum standards and regulations (online 
platforms). The AK has already communicated some 
important initial requirements in this respect to the 
Commission1. 

The AK considers that Europe is in a special position 
with regard to data protection and data security. This 
starting position could and should be used more 
strategically to give SMEs a competitive advantage 
through clear and reliable rules. 

In any case, the structural transformation process 
caused by the climate crisis, digitization, geopolitical 
changes and the COVID-19 crisis will have negative 
effects on employment in some areas – while 
other areas could grow more strongly. Sectoral 
unemployment caused by collapsing industries needs 
comprehensive compensation for workers, reskilling, 
further training and re-employment programmes 
and reliable welfare state protection. The AK calls on 
the Commission to take on and strengthen effective 
initiatives in this direction in order to manage this 
massive structural change fairly and not to leave 
anyone behind.
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Regulation, digital internal market, SMEs, 
competition, fair taxation:

AK welcomes the Commission’s commitment 
to the highest standards in social, labour and 
environmental policy as set out on page 2 of the new 
industrial strategy. Such socio-political standards 
must also be further developed in the spirit of the EU 
Treaty and hence should be seen as important parts 
of the internal market – and not as barriers. AK would 
like to emphasise this with regard to the Commission’s 
plans to “remove obstacles in the internal market”2. 
In both the Industrial Policy Strategy Paper and the 
SME strategy, the Commission frequently emphasises 
the benefits of the internal market for businesses and 
consumers, without addressing the negative aspects 
or giving concrete and assertive measures to address 
them. From a workers’ point of view and in the sense 
of stronger cohesion of the EU, these aspects merit 
greater consideration.

In the new industrial strategy – but especially in the 
SME strategy (point 3, page 7 ff SME strategy) – 
the Commission places the emphasis on reducing 
regulation and bureaucracy, as these are “major 
problems for SMEs” (page 7 SME strategy). It is of 
course understandable for the AK that regulations 
and their implementation and monitoring generate 
costs. At the same time, however, such standards 
have positive effects for society. That is why 
they were and are ultimately decided by elected 
representatives in the parliaments. The reduction 
of such standards therefore has advantages for 
certain groups – for example in the form of cost 
savings – but disadvantages for other groups and 
society as a whole, as one study clearly shows3. 
Think of consumer protection laws, labour law, worker 
protection laws, environmental protection laws, etc.
 
AK therefore fails to understand the benefit of the 
“one in, one out” principle. This principle is intended 
to complement the Commission’s programme to 
ensure the effectiveness and efficiency of legislation 
(REFIT) (page 8 f SME strategy). Accordingly, for 
each new EU law an existing one is to be deleted. But 
what sense does it make to have to delete meaningful 

regulations simply to follow a strict “one in, one out” 
principle? This way of thinking leads to a deadlock 
on employment, consumer and environmental policy 
objectives. It is even questionable whether the “one in, 
one out” principle does not contradict Art 3 (3) TEU, 
which defines, among other things, social progress 
and improvement of the quality of the environment. In 
any case, AK categorically rejects the introduction of 
the “one in, one out” principle.

Equally critical is the principle of “priority for SMEs”, 
as this ultimately means subordination for other 
parts of society (e.g. workers and consumers) or the 
environment. In this context, it should be noted that 
in all Member States SMEs account for more than 
99% (!) of the total number of enterprises. Therefore, 
the exemptions, reductions, etc. sought by the 
Commission would partially or totally exempt almost 
all companies from socially desirable standards. 
However, these standards were created for the 
entire entrepreneurial sector for good reasons. It is 
unacceptable that they should ultimately apply to less 
than 1% (!) of companies. 

Last but not least, it should be pointed out that rules 
and their enforcement also provide security for 
companies, since standards in the various sectors 
ensure minimum quality requirements and offer 
protection against shady or unqualified entrepreneurs. 
This prevents unfair competition or dumping prices. 
Apart from the cost aspect, there is therefore much 
more at stake.

The importance of a functioning internal market for 
dynamic economic and social development of the EU 
– also in global competition – is rightly considered to 
be of major importance (in point 3.1. of the Industrial 
strategy and in point 3. of the SME strategy). However, 
for all the advantages of the internal market, it must be 
pointed out that some aspects play too small a role in 
the discussion on improvements. 

For example, distortion of competition occurs for 
public contracts put out to tender across the EU. If 
companies pay their workers higher wages or produce 
with a high degree of environmental responsibility 

The AK’s position
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and too little weight is given to these factors in 
tender processes, these forward-looking companies 
are strangely at a competitive disadvantage. On 
the other hand, those who focus exclusively on low 
costs have an advantage. This inevitably leads to 
downward competition – to the detriment of workers 
and the environment. This is all the more so as the 
application of the best bidder principle is left to the 
discretion of the Member State concerned or the 
specific tendering body. 

Another example of the problematic implementation 
of the internal market concept is the Posted Workers 
Directive. Due to the lack of enforcement in the 
Member States, companies have a competitive 
advantage over other firms, as workers have to work 
under worse working conditions and/or wages than 
those provided for in the Directive.

The Chamber of Labour agrees with the European 
Commission that the lack of uniform taxation (page 
6 Industrial strategy) of industry, as mentioned in the 
Communication, is a fundamental obstacle to the 
internal market. A functioning internal market without 
the right fiscal framework is doomed to failure. This 
applies especially to the taxation of cross-border 
companies. 

Measures are needed to create a common 
consolidated corporate tax base (CCCTB), combined 
with a minimum tax rate. Although this is also pointed 
out in the Commission’s industrial strategy (page 6 
Industrial strategy), the formulation (“could”) is already 
indicating lack of initiative . A clear commitment to a 
minimum tax rate is also missing. In the opinion of AK, 
such a system would be an indispensable prerequisite 
for creating a level playing field for companies on 
the one hand and ensuring that multinational groups 
are taxed appropriately on the other. Currently, 
multinational corporations pay on average 30% lower 
taxes on profits than local companies. This situation 
leads to an enormous distortion of competition and 
penalises small and local enterprises. In addition, the 
additional tax revenues generated would open up 
scope for taking necessary economic and industrial 
policy measures. 

Taxation of the digital economy is a special global 
problem– these companies are only taxed at around 
half the rate of companies in the traditional economy. 
In the opinion of AK, priority should be given to an 
agreement at OECD level on this issue of tax policy. 
The OECD intends to present measures for effective 
taxation by the end of 2020. It is important to create 
the appropriate conditions within the EU to ensure that 
these measures are subsequently taken into account 
in the CCCTB. 

Finally, public country-by-country reporting would 
also have to be implemented at EU level. This 
would make it possible to identify in which countries 
corporations generate profits and the amount of taxes 
they pay. 

Reference should be made here to the “strategy for 
sustainable finance” announced by the Commission 
on page 15 of the industrial strategy. In order to 
redirect financial resources towards real investments 
and thus also strengthen financing options for industry 
and SMEs, a clear commitment to the introduction of 
a Europe-wide financial transaction tax is called for 
in such a strategy.

The greater role of the internal market also has an 
impact on development potentials for some regions 
or Member States in the south and south-east of the 
EU with lower productivity. On the one hand, leeway 
for national industrial policy (subsidies, monetary 
policy, etc.) was reduced, while the EU’s compensation 
mechanisms could not sufficiently compensate for 
this. This resulted in only a modest catch-up effect 
in various peripheral regions or even a decline in 
the importance of industrial production. It would be 
in the interests of the prosperity and prospects of 
all Member States to find more effective industrial 
policy measures strengthening industry in these 
regions as well. This could be achieved by improving 
basic competencies in areas such as logistics, 
skills, digitization, social services, etc. and through 
a coordinated support policy for infrastructure and 
investment.

Regarding digitization, the EU needs to take action at 
multiple levels. In relation to the Internal Market, the 
Industrial Paper (page 6 Industrial strategy) refers 
to several Commission initiatives in this respect 
(e.g. Digital Single Market, European Data Strategy, 
Digital Services Act, product safety rules, working 
conditions on online platforms). The AK will comment 
on the various initiatives when the documents are 
available, or has already done so4. In the opinion of 
the AK, various legal frameworks – such as those 
governing digital services and online platforms – are 
years overdue for reform, as they are completely 
outdated. It is a matter of designing binding rules for 
fair competition, preventing precarisation, avoiding 
downward competition between locations (taxes, 
labour law, etc.), defining minimum requirements or 
even determining uniform regulations (e.g. on online 
advertising) and in any case massively improving 
consumer protection. The AK, for example, calls for 
a completely new approach by the Commission to 
market-dominant Internet platforms. To a considerable 
extent, these display the characteristics of classic 
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infrastructures, acting as private rule-setters and 
“gatekeepers”. In addition, their role as infrastructure 
means that they have access to large amounts of 
data. Both factors combined lead to considerable 
competitive advantages – up to the point of abusive 
exploitation of this pre-eminence. Although the 
competition authorities implement the relevant 
procedures, they remain reactive, since their response 
is ex-post. Ex-ante regulation with appropriate 
regulatory authorities is therefore urgently needed in 
order to meet the challenges of digitization. 

A key piece of the puzzle in connection with digitization 
must continue to be keeping Europe at the forefront 
of data protection. In this area the EU has a unique 
selling point compared to other economic areas, which 
must be strategically exploited. On the one hand, it can 
increase citizens’ confidence in European solutions and, 
on the other hand, it can be attractive for businesses 
and services seeking a trusted environment.

High European data protection standards are 
particularly important for SMEs and would enable 
them to make better use of the benefits of digital 
transformation (page 4 f SME strategy). Smaller 
companies often do not have the capacity or know-how 
to pay the necessary attention to data protection and 
digital security from the outset. If clear rules existed, 
it would facilitate the development of solutions that 
are compliant with data protection. The SME strategy 
should take greater account of this basic problem for 
SMEs. This may include support or awareness-raising 
through information campaigns and/or other relevant 
business support and information services.

Similarly, the issue of security in the digital world 
could be built up or developed more to the benefit 
of SMEs. A high level of data security (standards and 
legal requirements) is crucial for the ever growing 
“Internet of things” sector. SMEs that are active in this 
field and develop products often lack clear directives 
and standards or are often unaware of them. Greater 
attention and initiatives by the Commission on these 
issues could give SMEs a competitive edge, while 
ensuring greater product and data security.

Fair competition in the EU and the world, carbon 
leakage:

The Commission is right to point out the importance 
of EU competition policy from various perspectives. 
Not only for the intra-European competitive conditions 
for companies, but also for fair conditions in the global 
exchange of goods, services and capital. 

As in many other passages in the new industrial 
strategy and also in the SME strategy, the statements 
on EU competition law (page 7 f Industrial strategy) 
are unfortunately limited to cursory references, e.g. 
the announcement that EU competition law is to be 
reassessed, reviewed and, if necessary, adapted. 
However, the communication does not contain any 
explanation of the Commission’s actual view as to 
which adjustments would be necessary from the 
perspective of industrial policy. This is irritating, since 
such questions have been intensively discussed 
throughout the EU for quite some time (keywords: 
European champions, integrated examination of 
mergers, consideration of future market developments 
due to globalisation and digitization) and is also 
of eminent importance from the point of view of 
the AK5. A position statement by the Commission 
would have been very important and could have 
given decisive impetus. In any case, the announced 
reform of competition policy will not only have 
significant influence or effects on industrial policy, 
but also on other policy areas, such as regional 
policy, employment and research policy. At present, 
EU competition policy focuses almost exclusively 
on competition aspects (mergers – prevention of 
market dominance, subsidies – distortion of European 
competition, etc.). Other aspects, such as industrial, 
regional or labour market policy, are largely ignored. 
In the AK’s view, this should change in the future and 
move towards an integrated and dynamic approach, 
i.e. taking other economic criteria into account as 
well. The great importance of competition policy 
decisions for competitiveness at the company 
level, but also at the national and European levels, 
requires a greater say for workers’ representatives at 
company and inter-company level.

Also, regarding the international side of competition 
policy numerous questions remain unanswered in the 
industrial policy paper (page 8 f Industrial strategy). 
After all, the basic announcement to make the best 
use of trade defence instruments to work towards a 
competitive “level playing field” is to be welcomed. 
In this context, issues such as the fight against 
aggressive tax planning, the handling of foreign 
subsidies (combined with asymmetrical access to 
the respective domestic markets) and international 
procurement or unfair competition due to lower 
standards in climate protection are mentioned. The 
specific objectives that the Commission is seeking 
to achieve and how these are to be implemented 
are not presented, but reference is made again to 
future initiatives in this context. However, it remains 
to be seen whether the White Paper on how to deal 
with foreign subsidies, announced for mid-2020, 
will actually produce effective instruments against 
the current distortions of competition. In any case, 
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the AK demands that the Commission effectively 
addresses workers’ rights and combats unfair social 
asymmetries in trade policy. 

In any case, regarding the consideration of climate 
protection the AK supports the approach of 
making compliance with the Paris Agreement an 
essential element of all future comprehensive 
trade agreements (page 8 Industrial Strategy). 
In any case, appropriate sanctions should also be 
provided regarding “binding obligations”, otherwise 
they will remain ineffective. For example, in the spirit 
of the French proposal, which makes the retention, 
ratification and implementation of commitments 
under the Paris Climate Change Agreement an 
“essential element” clause in all trade agreements. The 
latter must be taken into account in particular in the 
case of negotiations with the USA (tariff dismantling, 
conformity assessment agreements) and Mercosur. 
It should also be borne in mind that all existing EU 
trade agreements are not covered by the Commission 
proposal.

The new trade agreement between the USA, Canada 
and Mexico (USMCA) should be examined to see 
whether it might not be an appropriate model for 
trade agreements in some respects (environmental 
and labour standards). It contains improvements 
such as a reversal of the burden of proof. The 
defending party must now prove that the violation of 
labour or environmental standards has no connection 
with “trade and investment”.

A solid industrial base in the EU, which is based on 
the highest labour and social standards and at the 
same time contributes to achieving the objectives of 
the Paris Agreement, needs planning security. In the 
AK’s view, a successively increasing minimum CO2 
price in the Emissions Trading System (EU ETS) can 
help to avoid a collapse in the price of certificates 
due to the crisis. At the same time, precautions must 
be taken to ensure that companies facing strong 
international competition do not relocate production 
to third countries because of higher CO2 costs in the 
EU (“carbon leakage”). To this end, the system of 
free allocation of allowances in the EU ETS through 
a border adjustment tariff system or equivalent 
compensating solutions must be replaced in the 
medium term.

It is therefore in principle to be welcomed that 
the Commission intends to submit a proposal on 
this matter (page 10 Industrial strategy). However, 
this should also be used to launch a debate on the 
compatibility of WTO rules with combating the climate 
crisis and effectively combating environmental and 
social dumping. Impact assessments and impact 

analyses with regard to the environmental or climate 
damage of a trade agreement must be made a 
mandatory prerequisite for negotiations to start. 
Passages contradicting climate protection ambitions 
should be deleted. “Buy local” provisions should be 
included in trade agreements, and specific support 
measures – such as technology transfer or capacity 
building – should be provided for developing countries. 
Products that cause high GHG emissions should 
not be liberalised by future trade agreements. Lower 
customs duties should be limited to goods that 
respect the environment and climate. Negotiations 
on the Environmental Goods Agreement (EGA) in the 
framework of the WTO (EGA) should be concluded 
rapidly. Exceptions can be made for developing 
countries but, conversely, individual countries 
should in principle be allowed to levy tariffs on 
imports that are harmful to the climate. Moreover, the 
environmental and climate damage caused by trade 
itself, especially international freight transport, should 
not be underestimated. 

Climate neutrality, energy efficiency, energy 
research and the just transition:

In its position paper on the European Green Deal and 
Investment Plan for a Sustainable Europe of March 
20206 the AK stated that the interests of workers 
must be safeguarded to ensure a just transition. 
Workers must be given the best possible support in 
their individual situations during the transition to a 
new job. 

In principle, AK therefore welcomes the initially 
planned mobilisation of EUR 100 billion for a fair 
transition as mentioned in the industrial strategy 
(page 9 Industrial strategy). However, this amount 
will not be sufficient in AK’s view. A positive 
aspect is that the Just Transition Fund will be 
increased by more than EUR 30 billion as part of the 
reconstruction plan. Unfortunately, the set-up of the 
planned fund has some weaknesses. These make it 
more difficult to use the funds; many workers cannot 
be supported as a result and industrial opportunities 
will remain untapped. Our assessment therefore 
differentiates: A positive aspect is that, in addition 
to fossil fuels or steel production, other value chains 
affected by decarbonisation are also included. The 
planned focus on SMEs is also expressly welcomed, 
as suppliers to greenhouse gas-intensive industries 
will be massively affected by the change. In the 
implementing provisions for this, attention must be 
paid to easy access for SMEs in order for this objective 
to be actually implemented. 

The required one-year ex ante planning and the 
regions defined in advance – as a prerequisite for 
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utilisation – are seen as problematic. This does not 
allow for an adequate response to crisis situations that 
may arise in the course of the transition. This applies 
in particular to labour market policy measures in the 
areas of retraining and cushioning of redundancies. 
Moreover, the affected businesses are often not 
concentrated in individual regions – especially 
if they are part of international value chains (e.g. 
motor vehicles). As a result of these arrangements 
currently envisaged, many firms potentially affected 
(also in Austria) would not be able to benefit from the 
Fund’s resources for an equitable transition in such 
a case. That is why “unforeseen business crises” 
resulting from climate change need an additional 
option for financial support from this fund –as 
in the Globalisation Fund. Also an expansion of 
the Globalisation Fund could include this area of 
application - together with a significant increase in its 
funding.

It is correctly stated (page 9 Industrial strategy) 
that energy-intensive industries – such as steel, 
chemicals or cement – are indispensable to the 
European economy and also directly provide a large 
number 
of –often high-quality – jobs. The EU can take a 
global lead in decarbonising and modernising these 
sectors. Specific requirements from the EU would give 
companies planning security and would be linked with 
a high incentive to develop efficient, climate-friendly 
technologies or to apply them in production. Through 
the proposed CO2 compensation system, the EU 
could use its pioneering role to “motivate” producers 
outside the EU internal market to invest more in 
climate-friendly technologies. 

Time and again, however, key sectors in connection 
with climate neutrality are not at all concerned with the 
development of ground-breaking new technologies. In 
fact, some technologies for climate-neutral production 
are already available. However, they are still not being 
used under current steering measures, since so far 
it has been more profitable for some companies to 
produce using conventional, climate-damaging and 
outdated technologies. It is therefore necessary to 
intensify existing steering measures and also find 
new methods of regulation and system intervention 
in order to ensure the actual application of climate-
neutral technologies and to facilitate the necessary 
rapid transformation to a climate-neutral and circular 
economy.

Improving the energy standards of construction 
products and buildings, as proposed by the 
Commission, is an effective measure to reduce 
energy consumption. In conjunction with a broad 
wave of renovation in the public and private sectors, 

this can make a contribution to climate policy while 
at the same time reducing ongoing energy costs, 
promoting employment and making the construction 
industry fit for the future. However, strict building 
standards and high levels of investment also lead to 
higher housing prices and thus represent a financial 
hurdle for low-income households. However, the 
affordability of housing as a social objective 
must not be jeopardised or counteracted by this. 
Investment costs and savings from reduced energy 
consumption must therefore be balanced. 

The AK welcomes ambitious and mandatory energy 
efficiency targets, which are also strictly monitored 
and sanctioned in the event of failure to meet them. 
Energy efficiency must also be a top priority in 
the view of the EU Commission when it comes to 
reducing emissions in industry. Energy efficiency 
targets generate a double dividend: On the one hand, 
they make a significant contribution to reducing 
consumption, while on the other they promote 
innovation and potentially reduce costs. In doing so, 
they support European industrial added value and 
retain highly qualified jobs. Measures and initiatives 
that increase energy efficiency are therefore to 
be welcomed in the AK’s view. Moreover, the AK’s 
advocates for the principle of “energy efficiency first” 
to be enshrined in all investment programmes.

It is clear that there is still a need for extensive 
research in the fight against the climate crisis. The 
decarbonisation of energy flows, the necessary grid 
expansion and the integration of new technologies 
and renewable energy sources pose major challenges 
for the systems. For this reason, the Commission’s 
approaches should in principle be supported, 
and initiatives should be taken or supported (e.g. 
on sector coupling, energy storage, green gas, 
hydrogen). The opportunities offered by digitization 
must also be exploited in decentralised and renewable 
generation of power. These and other ground-
breaking technologies and large-scale innovative 
projects in energy-intensive sectors should be 
supported on a large scale. However, the magnitude 
of the risks involved and the risks to be assumed by 
the public also make it necessary to consider how, 
in the event of success, the public can also share 
in return in the earnings from these innovations. In 
any event, for the AK it is essential to ensure a fair 
distribution of costs when financing the necessary 
expansion and research initiatives. Particularly in 
connection with the Commission’s objective of a 
“sufficient and secure supply of low-CO2 energy at 
competitive prices”, the AK wishes to point out the 
unequal burden of sharing the costs of the energy 
transition (at least in Austria). Households and small 
businesses pay relatively higher green electricity 
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subsidies and grid fees than the large consumers 
– for example in industry. At the same time, the AK 
understands their particular risk. As already explained, 
the AK is of the opinion that a successive rise in the 
CO2 minimum price in the context of emissions trading 
would prevent strong fluctuations and give industry 
more investment security. The AK has a big interest 
in ensuring that industrial jobs are protected against 
carbon leakage. Coherent development of the 
currently ineffective system must be ensured.

The targets formulated in the Green Deal for 
the mobility sector are very ambitious and are 
supported by the AK. It is, therefore, also welcomed 
that the Commission’s industrial policy paper 
(page 10 Industrial Strategy) includes a focus on 
sustainable and intelligent mobility. In fact, this 
area also has considerable industrial potential and 
opportunities for SMEs, but also poses considerable 
challenges due to the necessary structural changes. 
Employment issues play a key role for the AK and 
should be addressed not only at the national level but 
also at the EU level – with full involvement of the social 
partners. The goal must be coordinated measures in 
connection with structural changes in the mobility 
sector – in particular for research and development, 
regional and industrial policy, labour market and 
social policy and infrastructure for alternative fuels.

The AK is of the opinion that, from the point of view 
of both climate policy and industrial policy, numerous 
opportunities lie in expanding public transport and 
further increasing its attractiveness. This applies 
to local and long-distance passenger transport and 
to freight transport. Public transport has proved its 
worth and is already highly electrified. In principle, 
know-how and infrastructure are available, and the 
carbon footprint of railways, underground railways and 
trams are unrivalled. Public passenger transport is a 
key service in the public interest and its development 
would give a further boost to Europe’s technologically 
advanced and economically significant rail industry, 
including SMEs (in both the manufacturing and 
service sectors) involved in the value chain. It must be 
emphasised in particular that the railways have by no 
means yet exhausted their potential in long-distance 
passenger transport and that, if the right framework 
conditions were put in place, they could also cover 
parts of short-haul air traffic, which is critical in terms 
of climate policy. As important as the Commission’s 
emphasis on technology, standards, etc. is: it will not 
be enough to rely on incentives and market forces to 
ensure a dynamic, forward-looking, climate-friendly 
European mobility industry that can also manage the 
necessary structural changes in a socially responsible 
manner. This also applies to the automotive sector, 
which needs long-term, predictable guidelines and 

hence planning security. In the view of the AK, strong 
European and national regulatory measures must 
therefore be part of the overall concept in order 
to be successful. It is unacceptable that, due to a 
lack of cost reflective tariffs in road transport (lack 
of internalisation of external environmental costs), 
there is an increasing shift of freight transport from 
rail to road – with all the ecologically detrimental 
consequences this entails. Competition in the road 
sector is also carried out on the backs of workers – 
through the circumvention of labour laws, low incomes 
and poor working conditions. The public sector 
therefore has a prominent role to play in sustainable 
and intelligent mobility throughout the entire value 
chain and in transforming markets. Deregulation 
and partial privatisation processes were largely 
counterproductive for these issues – but also for 
industrial development – and should be reoriented 
towards a formative political approach.

Circular economy:

A decisive contribution to the successful 
implementation of the European Green Deal – i.e. a 
climate-neutral economy – must and certainly can 
come from an expansion of the circular economy. 
This becomes clear immediately when one considers 
the significant contributions – the Commission puts 
it at 50% (page 11 Industrial strategy) – of resource 
extraction and processing to total greenhouse gas 
emissions. Climate neutrality and resource efficiency 
are thus directly related. We must therefore succeed 
in significantly reducing the use of resources in our 
economy. The Commission’s objective of decoupling 
economic growth from resource use is therefore 
expressly welcomed. The AK has already explained 
this in detail during the consultation on the first circular 
economy package, where the AK also pointed out the 
weaknesses of the first circular economy package – 
some of which are still valid today. The AK also sets 
out positive aspects as well as weaknesses in a recent 
statement on the new Circular Economy Action Plan.7
It seems obvious that the production sector is 
particularly challenged in connection with circular 
economy. The Commission is therefore right to expressly 
describe the Circular Economy Action Plan as an 
“indispensable part of the new EU industrial strategy”.

For AK, the Commission’s explicitly mentioned 
priority of “leaving no one behind” in this changeover 
is particularly welcomed. Workers’ representatives 
will, of course, pay particular attention to this 
aspect when the Commission and the Member 
States implement the Circular Economy Action Plan 
throughout Europe and point out any undesirable 
developments.
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At this point, the AK would like to emphasise that 
the economic effects of “increased recycling”, the 
structural changes triggered by it in the economy 
and employment and the associated qualification 
requirements need to be examined more closely and 
on an ongoing basis. The AK advocates that both 
sides of the social partnership be systematically 
involved in this process. The study commissioned by 
the Commission and quoted in the Industrial Strategy 
Paper comes up with at best barely positive growth 
effects and only 0.7 million additional jobs, which is 
disappointing given the 230 million jobs in the EU.

In addition, AK believes that particular attention 
should be paid to the massive changes behind this 
estimated net effect. Unavoidable changes, e.g. if 
products are to be used longer (negative effect on the 
demand for these products) and material resources 
are to be reused (value chains change). Such changes 
will affect both Member States and individual sectors 
in completely different ways (positive or negative) and 
to varying degrees. The study also shows that, for 
example, considerable declines in employment in the 
construction industry contrast with an unsurprising 
expansion of the waste and recycling industry.

Even these structural effects described in the 
study, which are only briefly presented here as an 
overview, reveal the main political tasks: A positive 
overall balance of structural change – triggered by a 
circular economy – can only be achieved under the 
condition that a correspondingly qualified workforce 
is available for the growth sectors in order to be 
able to take advantage of all growth opportunities. 
At the same time, workers from shrinking industries 
must have access to comparable jobs in other 
sectors. All in all, the positive economic effects from 
“increased recycling” cannot be taken for granted; 
regular monitoring will be necessary, the effects on 
welfare analysed and measures taken if negative 
developments are identified. Therefore, AK also 
supports the establishment of a strong monitoring 
framework as addressed in the action plan and calls 
upon the Commission to involve the social partners 
in it. 

Using products for longer periods of time, reusing 
materials, reintegrating them into the production 
process – this is to be striven for as long as resource 
efficiency and the environmental impacts throughout 
their value chains (from the cradle to the grave) are 
actually, noticeably and effectively reduced. Minimum 
use quotas for certain secondary raw materials 
and – even more importantly – increasing the useful 
life of products are certainly ways of getting closer 
to the goal, but always on the condition that the 
environmental impacts associated with production 

and consumption must be considered in their 
entirety along the entire value chain. 

Looking at the different and contradictory proposals 
that are being discussed, it becomes clear how easily 
the term “circular economy” can be made use of by 
vested interests. That is why the AK pointed out earlier 
(and also does so in its statement on the second 
package of measures) that it is necessary to evaluate 
critically the instruments and practices of “Extended 
Producer Responsibility” (EPR) in the Member 
States and to draw the right conclusions from this. 
EPR is only justified if the shift of responsibility 
to the producer is better suited than traditional 
environmental policy instruments and forms of 
responsibility allocation to internalise environmental 
costs, contribute to the eco-design of products and 
promote implementation of the objectives of waste 
legislation. It is probably no coincidence that, from 
an economic point of view, it is precisely those 
instruments which enable powerful players in the 
value chain to shape the newly created markets to 
their advantage, i.e. which tend to impair competition 
and market processes, that enjoy “great popularity” 
in practice. 

Given that collective EPR schemes may now be 
extended to other sectors, the reference to the fact 
that a European industrial strategy must “reflect 
our values and our social market traditions” (page 1 
Industrial strategy) is particularly important. Creating 
new secondary raw materials markets cannot be 
a carte blanche for ecologically and economically 
counterproductive conflicts of interest and distortions 
of competition in EPR schemes. Of course, such 
constellations are neither random nor rare – e.g. in 
the form of self-dealing business constellations. They 
simply reflect the economic interests of players with 
a strong market position and lead to excessive costs 
for producers, hamper competition in waste markets 
and even weaken recycling. A negative example is the 
Austrian ARA packaging collection system, which is 
also being investigated by the European Commission. 
In this context, the prevention of anti-competitive 
structures is therefore seen by the AK as an essential 
task for the EU Commission. 

In order to implement the circular economy action 
plan, the framework for a sustainable product policy 
proposed by the Commission will essentially be 
the correct starting point. In addition to regulations 
– i.e. legal requirements – voluntary agreements 
and incentives are also addressed as possible ways 
forward. However, it must be ensured that, in the 
case of voluntary agreements, appropriate minimum 
implementation requirements and adequate 
monitoring measures are defined in advance. 
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Therefore, in AK’s view, particular emphasis should 
be placed on the planned joint (Commission plus 
Member States) checks and market surveillance 
measures to enforce existing sustainability 
requirements. Incentives in the sense of subsidies etc. 
are to be provided after possible transition phases 
exclusively where there is an over-fulfilment of legal 
regulations. Close coordination of the measures with 
other Commission policies is essential for successful 
implementation – important points have already 
been identified in the Action Plan and would need to 
be clarified and implemented in the future. Examples 
include standardisation, research/technology/
innovation (Horizon Europe), skills, investment/ERDF, 
taxation, health and safety at work, but also initiatives 
at global level - for example through implementation in 
trade agreements and natural resources agreements. 
It must be ensured that European companies do not 
suffer massive competitive disadvantage vis-à-vis 
manufacturers from third countries. This also applies 
to the extraction of raw materials in third countries 
– here too, more attention will have to be paid to the 
use of resources, transport routes and energy from 
fossil fuels. 

However, this path is still a long one. The AK would like 
to point out, for example, that the reference in the SME 
strategy (page 3) to the fact that a quarter of SMEs are 
already implementing the transition is presented as 
overly positive. This percentage is of course still very 
much open to improvement and it also leaves open to 
what extent implementation will be carried out in each 
case. 

Consumers are still often confronted with premature 
failures and unrepairable products in all areas of 
consumption. A change can only be expected if the 
production and trade/repair sectors work together. For 
example, by expanding services (such as the provision 
of replacement equipment in the event of repairs) and 
by strengthening the repair sector, guaranteeing fast 
and high-quality repair.

Given the complexity of the “circular economy” project, 
it seems appropriate, from the AK’s point of view 
as well, to start with individual, particularly relevant 
product groups or value chains and then gradually 
expand to other areas. 

One important point that the Commission is aiming 
for is strengthening the legal position of consumers 
and public purchasers. To this end, the Commission 
would like to examine further strengthening consumer 
protection against greenwashing and premature 
obsolescence, for example, and to define minimum 
requirements for sustainability labels/logos and 
information tools. This project is welcomed. The 

AK also proposes to include such provisions in 
the criteria (black list) of the Directive on Unfair 
Commercial Practices (Directive 2005/29/EC), 
to ensure that misleading commercial practices 
are considered unfair in any case if environmental 
claims or claims about the life cycle of products 
are advertised which cannot be substantiated or 
if sustainability seals/logos are used to deceive. 
Similarly, it should be considered misleading to 
withhold essential information relating to life cycle 
and the availability of repair services, spare parts, 
and repair instructions. These proposed rules 
would ensure that misleading claims could also be 
adequately sanctioned. 

Research and innovation:

A strategy geared to industrial innovation is also 
essential in the “twin transition” to safeguard and 
create European jobs in the global competition 
for innovation. To this end, industrial policy must 
create framework conditions that drive high-growth, 
innovative and environmentally friendly products, 
services and processes, thereby creating high-quality 
jobs with the corresponding income. Investment in 
key functions must be essential: R&D, innovation and 
education/training.

However, the Commission’s comments on 
promoting innovation in industry in point 3.5 
of the Communication “Industrial strategy” are 
disappointing overall. For the most part, goals are 
formulated that have already been presented in 
Chapter 2 (page 2 ff Industrial strategy) or would have 
their proper place there. Measures to achieve these 
goals are only occasionally discernible – often as 
simple announcements.

This is a pity since technology and innovation must 
be key elements of a successful twin transition. Some 
of the Commission’s fundamental observations are 
of course important and correct. For example, when 
companies are invited to contribute a higher share of 
research spending, when joint priorities and projects 
should be launched with strong involvement of SMEs, 
when it is recognised that more needs to be done, 
especially in the area of high-risk frontier research 
(disruptive and breakthrough), and hence failures 
will be inevitable. The call to industries to develop 
roadmaps towards climate neutrality and digitization 
should also be noted positively – although EU 
support/funding to implement these plans would of 
course have to be examined on a case-by-case basis. 
The Commission plans to provide such support under 
the Horizon Europe framework programme. 

In some chapters of the Industry Communication, 
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the Commission’s reasoning still appears to be 
characterised by a very market-centric approach. 
When it comes to technology, on the other hand, 
there is now a partly completely contrary trust in 
the predictability of future markets by experts, for 
example, in the planned European Innovation Council, 
which will “identify” future important technologies, 
“accelerate their exploitation” and “ensure” rapid 
growth of start-ups. Despite the importance of 
such bodies and the AK’s positive attitude towards 
state intervention in the market: expectations seem 
somewhat exaggerated.

Skills acquisition and retraining:

AK welcomes the importance the European 
Commission attaches to the role and training of 
qualified workers in both its industrial strategy (page 
13 ff) and SME strategy (page 5 ff) and shares 
the view that well-trained skilled workers are “... 
essential”. The acquisition of skills by focussing on 
R&D and the retraining of workers to fill job profiles 
that cannot yet be assessed must be the core of an 
industrial strategic plan. Regarding the training of 
professionals, the Commission proposes putting the 
concept of lifelong learning into practice. This is to 
be achieved through joint action by industry, Member 
States, social partners and other stakeholders. The 
AK agrees with this and demands a right to an up-
skilling/further training allowance. This would help to 
make the possibility of lifelong learning a reality.

The AK also shares the view of the EC that the 
transition to a low carbon economy can be 
accompanied by opportunities “for the people”. It 
should be emphasised that this applies to companies, 
entrepreneurs and workers alike. Everyone benefits 
from well-designed training, high-quality jobs and 
innovative industry.

However, it should be pointed out, over and over 
again, that sufficient funding will be required for the 
concrete investments required to implement further 
training strategies. This also applies of course to the 
financial allocation of European Funds for the 2021 
– 2027 programming period, where a shift from 
agricultural pots to other pots would be desirable. 
The twin transition represents an additional challenge 
and an additional field of action (in addition to 
previous priorities). In Member States with low ESF 
resources, stagnating funding would necessarily lead 
to undesirable trade-offs between new and old tasks 
– with the corresponding negative consequences. But 
it should also be noted that any allocation of funding 
for training to companies must be linked to clear 
criteria – including job quality and environmental 
sustainability.

AK is sceptical about the proposed strategy of 
“meeting the demand for skilled labour by recruiting 
competent and talented workers from third countries”. 
As a priority, the demand for skilled labour must be 
met by the labour force already available. The focus 
should be on rapid and unbureaucratic access to 
the labour market for people who have applied for 
asylum, as well as on re- and upskilling of people 
already living in the EU. In all qualification measures, 
special attention must be paid to those workers 
who already have a skills deficit of any kind. Support 
for vocational education and training systems as 
well as retraining measures must be increasingly 
targeted at the long-term unemployed and low-skilled 
workers, so that the deficits that already exist do not 
become entrenched in the face of rapidly changing 
skills requirements and to prevent groups of people 
emerging who are increasingly left behind and thus 
cannot participate in the progress of society and its 
prosperity.

In the two communications from the European 
Commission, it is emphasised at various points that 
the “twin transition” (digitization and climate neutrality) 
would create new jobs. However, the EC pays too little 
attention to those who lose their jobs (permanently) 
in the process. The last few decades have already 
been characterised by a high and rising level of 
persistent unemployment. Without massive measures 
to counteract this trend, a further increase is to be 
feared – especially in light of the current economic 
crisis. Older workers in particular have a high risk of 
not being able to find a new job once they become 
unemployed. At the same time, with increasing age it 
is increasingly difficult to completely reorient oneself 
professionally, let alone to gain the same expertise in a 
new profession as in the old one in a short time.

For this very reason, the AK calls for consideration 
to be given to a state job guarantee for the older 
long-term unemployed. Such a strategy must be 
considered together with the industrial strategy 
and SME strategy presented from the outset. In 
the form of a European job guarantee, jobs could 
be created to support the transition process. This 
would offer a perspective to those who have hardly 
any chances on the labour market, would increase 
the acceptance of European industrial and SME 
policy among those concerned and, designed as a 
bottom-up process, would also strengthen democratic 
participation opportunities. At the same time, it can 
create a labour buffer for newly created jobs, support 
regionally disadvantaged areas and contribute to full 
employment.
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Investments and financing of the transition:

The AK agrees with the Commission (page 14 
ff Industry Communication) that all eligible EU 
programmes and funds must interact to provide the 
best possible support for a successful (dynamic 
industry and SMEs and both rising and quality 
employment) twin transition. In addition, it should 
be reiterated that a massive “recovery” programme 
is needed in the face of the corona pandemic and 
that these funds should also be targeted to support 
the twin transition. It will be necessary to reorient the 
multitude of EU instruments in the direction of the 
main priorities (CO2 neutrality, digital transformation, 
social equilibrium) and also to coordinate them 
properly with each other – and also national funding 
instruments. The AK also supports the view of the 
Commission that a rapid agreement between the 
Member States on the next long-term budget is 
essential – and believes that this must also be capable 
of meeting the challenges ahead in quantitative terms. 
The priorities of expenditure structure should shift 
from the agricultural sector towards technology, 
climate neutrality and high-quality growth sectors. 
This means that there must also be a shift between 
funds – not just within funds. 

Revised state aid rules (pages 7 and 15 Industrial 
strategy) and the orientation of the financial system 
should also, in the opinion of the AK, serve to support 
achieving climate targets. Exceptions to the costs of 
decarbonisation (taxes, levies, network charges ...) 
should only be allowed if they provide incentives to 
achieve the climate targets (e.g. in public transport). 
Industry support should be provided through other 
instruments. In any case, it should be made clear that 
nuclear energy is not sustainable energy production 
and should therefore not be promoted.

In the industry paper, the Commission focuses on 
financing issues related to “Important Projects of 
Common European Interest” (IPCEI). It is regrettable 
that it has taken several years (the relevant aid 
exemption has been in place since 2014) before two 
consortia could be approved by the Commission 
for the first time in 2018 (microelectronics) and 
2019 (batteries). It is very much welcomed that the 
Commission, building on the experience gained 
so far, wishes to examine the possibility of using 
European programme funds in addition to national 
funds. Especially for countries with lower R&D 
budgets (in absolute amounts – as e.g. in Austria), 
participation places a great burden on these budgets 
due to the size of the projects and thus to problems in 
financing other important items. The announcement 
to review the state aid rules underpinning the IPCEIs 
with the aim of speeding up the organisation of these 

strategic projects and facilitating access to them 
for SMEs is also very welcome. Based on current 
experience with the corona crisis, it is advisable to 
rethink the considerations regarding the selection of 
strategic value chains or, in principle, to embed them 
in a revolving process in order to be able to react 
appropriately to changing constellations. 

In contrast to the chapter on promoting the spirit of 
innovation, both the industrial strategy (page 14 ff) 
and the SME strategy (page 16 ff) contain a whole 
series of announcements about concrete measures 
and initiatives – including the Capital Market – which 
cannot be evaluated in detail at this point because 
their design is not presented accordingly. The AK 
will take a position on the important measures in 
due course. However, it should be pointed out that 
the AK is sceptical of any measures that could 
drive low-income earners/investors or savings for 
pensions or severance payments and the like into 
risky investments. In any case, all measures must 
ensure that adequate protection for small investors 
and maximum transparency are guaranteed, that no 
negative distribution effects are to be expected and 
that tax incentives are not used.

Strengthening Europe’s industrial and strategic 
autonomy:

The Commission’s efforts to strengthen Europe’s 
industrial and strategic autonomy are very welcome. 
In the recent past, it failed to develop strategically 
important future markets in Europe in areas where 
technological megatrends are emerging, and to 
protect key industrial sectors from takeovers by third 
countries (e.g. China), which has led to other regions 
of the world having an enormous innovative lead 
over Europe in some areas (e.g. in the field of battery 
development for e-mobility or artificial intelligence). 
The Commission’s approach is therefore very late 
(hopefully not too late). 

It is irritating that, in the chapter on strengthening 
Europe’s industrial and strategic autonomy, the 
Commission gives a disproportionate amount of room 
to the space and defence industry (almost half), which 
is disproportionate to its actual importance in relation 
to the production sector as a whole.

Far more priority should be given to efforts to achieve 
greater autonomy and improve Europe’s position in 
the field of information technologies in the broadest 
sense. 

In the dispute between Chinese and US technology 
providers, more and more parts of the digital 
infrastructure are escaping European influence. 
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This is all the more regrettable the more central 
such infrastructures and technologies become. 
Investments in future-oriented technologies in this 
area, but also regulations and competition policy 
activities, are decisive for Europe’s positioning in 
the future. It must be a key concern of the EU to 
strengthen Europe’s autonomy with regard to such 
critical infrastructures – and the corresponding 
equipment industries – in the IT sector. EU efforts 
around technologies such as 5G, the Internet of 
Things, artificial intelligence etc. should therefore be 
intensified, with the aim of encouraging companies 
to invest more in their own development and 
independent (European) production. The fact that the 
European Data Strategy also addresses this issue is 
very welcome. As an approach to finding a solution, 
the creation of common European data spaces for 
trusted and secure data exchange is aimed at. It 
remains largely unclear how to deal with the unequal 
market power around digital infrastructures, data 
infrastructures and cloud services. In the view of 
AK, the creation of public alternatives (networks, 
cloud infrastructures) or the antitrust separation of 
infrastructure from services and offerings can be 
approaches that the EU should support.

Finding solutions to this is particularly important 
for maintaining a high level of data protection. It 
is precisely here that Europe still has a pioneering 
role to play and it is imperative that it maintains this 
role. On the one hand, this is imperative to increase 
citizens’ confidence in European solutions and, on 
the other hand, to be attractive to businesses and 
services seeking a trustworthy environment. This 
“trustworthy technology” could bring a significant 
competitive advantage, especially for SMEs – because 
it meets high data protection standards. But smaller 
companies often do not have the capacity or know-
how to pay the necessary attention to data protection 
and digital security from the outset. Clear rules can 
help here – they also facilitate the development of 
data protection-compliant solutions, which can then 
be purchased by smaller companies. It would be 
desirable to take the scalability of solutions for SMEs 
into account from the outset and thus enable SMEs to 
develop digital technologies over time.

A highly diversified approach should also be adopted 
for SMEs. Small and medium-sized enterprises 
are active in all sectors and for this reason alone 
are often not comparable with each other. Small 
commercial businesses are fundamentally different 
from technology-oriented SMEs in manufacturing or 
those operating in the service sector. It is therefore 
necessary to establish a graduated and adapted 
system that is geared to the needs of the sector and 
does not lump all SMEs together.

However, the enforcement of European data 
protection rules is difficult when data processing 
in the cloud takes place outside Europe and the 
infrastructure is not under European control. The 
high market concentration in cloud services and data 
infrastructures mentioned above is therefore to be 
regarded as a major obstacle for industry and SMEs in 
Europe to implement competitive advantages through 
trustworthy and data protection-sensitive digital 
offerings. This problem can only be solved through 
joint EU initiatives.

Most recently, the corona pandemic has emphatically 
demonstrated considerable dependence on other 
economic areas, which is increasingly reducing 
economic autonomy and sometimes even leads 
to bottlenecks for important goods (such as 
medical products or pharmaceuticals). As the EU 
Commission also recognises, this must lead to the 
conclusion that certain key sectors are essential for 
the EU and that both research and production in such 
strategic areas must be maintained or developed in 
the EU. On the one hand, this is necessary in order 
to be less dependent and better able to cope with 
acute crises of all kinds (corona crisis, economic 
crises, wars, environment/climate etc.), but also to 
ensure a better starting point for dynamic industrial 
development. These include services of general 
interest and systemically relevant infrastructure 
as well as those that provide access to sensitive 
information or are related to key technologies.

From the point of view of AK, there are two strategic 
approaches of fundamental importance: 
On the one hand proactive steps should be taken 
to develop and build up important EU skills in core 
technologies and industries. This applies to the 
health sector, for example, including in the context of 
the new EU pharmaceutical strategy announced by 
the Commission. AK expressly welcomes proposals 
that increase the security of supply and know-how for 
goods such as pharmaceuticals, medical equipment, 
etc. One way to support these efforts could certainly 
be to make greater use of the IPCEI instrument, 
but also other measures such as market design, 
regulations, subsidies, competition policy, trade 
policy, etc. The EU and also the Member States are 
called upon in many ways to support these efforts. 
Fortunately, some approaches to this are mentioned 
in the present strategy papers – these should be 
specified in detail and implemented and others 
should follow.

Secondly, effective defensive instruments need 
to be established in order to prevent strategically 
important European companies from being bought 
by companies from third countries, thereby avoiding 
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a medium-term loss of control and know-how of 
production processes and product technologies. 
Protection against “shopping tours” by investment 
funds and corporations is an imperative: In the event 
of an emergency, public authorities must be able 
to prevent an acquisition and furthermore, if need 
be, also participate in companies as an investor. 
However, this is even more pertinent in light of 
corona. The corona crisis in particular means that 
many companies will be on weaker financial footing in 
the coming years and could lose value and therefore 
be a welcome target. Thankfully, the Commission 
has already foreseen this (see Regulation 2019/452) 
– increasingly in the course of the corona crisis (in 
the new guideline to the Regulation just cited) – 
and advocates extended and effective protection 
instruments in the Member States. This also includes 
avoiding a narrowing of the scope of inspection 
solely to reasons of security and order and extending 
it to include strategic interests. In the interests of 
legal certainty, AK believes that the EU should also 
enshrine these possibilities in international trade and 
investment agreements.
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