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The updating of the new Industrial Strategy 2020 
is closely linked to other current Commission 
framework policies and strategy papers, such as the 
2020 Industrial Policy Package, the 2019 European 
Green Deal, the 2015 and 2020 Circular Economy 
Packages, the 2020 Single Market Action Plan, the 
2020 European Data Strategy, the 2020 Shaping 
Europe’s Digital Future and the 2021 Digital Compass. 
It is also accompanied by three Commission Staff 
Working Documents: the first annual Single Market 
Report, an analysis of the European Union’s strategic 
dependencies and capacities, and the working 
document “Towards competitive and clean European 
steel”. Last but not least, the comprehensive and 
ambitious “Fit for 55” package should also be 
mentioned, which is referred to in the update and is 
related to it in terms of content.

The European Union’s economic policy is thus 
reacting not only to the major trends of 
decarbonisation and digitalisation, which give rise to 
structural changes, but also to China’s interventionist 
approach and the protectionist tendencies in the 
USA. These geo-economic developments call for a 
European response and have increased the need for 
an active and strategic industrial policy.

Important points from the point of view of the 
Austrian Chamber of Labour: 

As a consequence of the major social transformation, 
digitalisation and decarbonisation, an active and 
strategic reorientation of European economic 
and industrial policy is necessary to meet the 
economic and social challenges associated with the 
transformation. It should therefore be emphasised 
first of all that only close coordination of all these 
policy areas concerned, using synergy effects and 
involving relevant interest groups will lead to a 
successful implementation of an integrated overall 
industrial policy strategy. The update of the EU 
industrial strategy shows that the Commission has 
made and intends to continue to make efforts in this 
direction.

Particularly important points from the perspective of 
workers:

• • the macroeconomic framework conditions 
for employment and sustainable prosperity, 
including through the circular economy, 

• • fair distribution and 

• • attention to the social question as central to 
both the design and implementation of industrial 
policy. 

The partial reorientation of European industrial policy 
is important in view of the major challenges of the 
21st century, although there is room for improvement 
from the perspective of workers. The main criticism 
is that:

• • the measures to strengthen resilience are still 
not very concrete, 

• • the industrial strategy is not yet substantively 
integrated with employment policy and 
distribution issues have largely been disregarded, 

• • little has changed with respect to the primary 
focus on competition between locations, and

• • the binding enshrinement of labour, 
environmental and human rights standards in 
European trade policy remains pending.

Executive summary
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New challenges for European industrial policy

On 10 March 2020, within the framework of the 
“European Green Deal”, the European Commission 
laid the foundation for a new, up-to-date European 
industrial strategy to specifically drive the green and 
digital transformation (the “twin transition”) of the 
industrial sector with the Communication “A New 
Industrial Strategy for Europe”. Shortly afterwards, an 
update became necessary due to the spread of the 
Covid-19 virus. This update of the Industrial Strategy of 
5 May 2021 aims to take into account lessons learned 
from the management of the pandemic to “build a 
stronger single market for Europe’s recovery” and thus 
set a new course for building a resilient, sustainable, 
climate-neutral European economy

Industrial policy must go further!

From the point of view of workers, European industrial 
policy should be more than the definition of general 
industrial quotas, a quantitative focus on patents, 
keeping an eye on the level of expenditure on research, 
development and innovation and its horizontal 
promotion. Vertical approaches, which are necessary 
for the targeted, longer-term design of structural 
change through specific industrial technologies, 
projects and alliances, are gaining in importance with 
the  “European Digital Decade”, the “Industrial and SME 
Strategy” and the “European Green Deal”. For their 
further development, highly developed, networked 
economies, such as those found in Europe, need a 
modern, strategic and mission-oriented industrial 
policy with the goal of fairly distributed material 
prosperity, good work and high employment, quality 
of life, an intact environment and economic stability 
in order to achieve a balanced interplay of quantitative 
and qualitative economic, ecological, social, 
education policy factors etc., and location-related and 
competitive factors.

The industrial sector as the economic backbone

The industrial sector is crucial for the entire Austrian 
and European economy: The value added by industry 
is central to the economy and society. In countries 
with a strong industrial base, industrial relations are 
more conflict-free and more stable. Industry also fulfils 
a central function in terms of high-quality and up-to-
date education – both in terms of basic and further 
education. This in turn has a decisive influence on the 
innovation process, as well-trained people are also 
innovative in the production process. It must therefore 
be ensured that employees are supported in the best 
possible way with respect to the challenges of their 
individual situations during the transition to a new job. 
The transition to a digital and climate-neutral economy 
can only succeed if people are put at the centre 
of political efforts. Everyone benefits from strong 
vocational training, high-quality jobs and an innovative, 
future-oriented economy and industry. One of the 
essential political fields of action in the twin transition 
is therefore the design of an active structural change 
policy with special attention to a Just Transition.

The need for an active structural change policy

A modern and socio-ecologically oriented industrial 
policy requires active and more vertical orientation. 
This need has been recognised by the Commission 
and is reflected in the updating of the European 
Industrial Strategy. The previous horizontal industrial 
policy line, which focused on general industrial quotas, 
competition, openness to technology, the protection 
of intellectual property and the promotion of research, 
development and innovation, as well as excellence 
initiatives, will not be abandoned in principle, but 
vertical industrial policy approaches introduced by the 
European Data Strategy and the European Green Deal 
are moving more into focus. 

The AK’s position

https://www.akeuropa.eu/sites/default/files/2020-07/AK_EU_Factsheet_2020_04_Green Deal_1.pdf
https://www.akeuropa.eu/sites/default/files/2020-07/EN_Positionspapier_Gestaltung der digitalen Zukunft Europas_1.pdf
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Just Transition: creating a Just Transition!

Tackling the twin transformation requires concrete 
and regional strategic plans for the expansion/
conversion and establishment of industrial 
enterprises. Predictable and plannable regional policy 
development is of great importance for both the 
companies themselves and their employees in order 
to be able to deal with the changes and to develop 
new climate-neutral and digital structures. The design 
of a Just Transition requires appropriate governance 
structures and the interlinking of policy fields that have 
often been considered to be separate up to now. The 
interlinking of industrial, service, regional and labour 
market policies is a key strategic issue.

With the aim of a Just Transition, the Chamber of 
Labour therefore calls for:

1. Just Transition as a guiding concept of the twin 
transition through an integrative, qualitative 
perspective and focus on employment and 
distribution policy goals, 

2. Involvement of all stakeholders in region-
specific transformation management,

3. A commitment to youth training and employee 
participation,

4. Conditions to secure locations and employment 
when receiving public subsidies/funding,

5. Enshrinement of the right to training allowances 
and further education allowances. 

Figure 1: Building blocks of a Just Transition

IPCEIs as an instrument of active industrial policy

Through the development of industrial alliances and 
the revision and strengthening of the aid instrument 
“Important Projects of Common European Interests” 
(IPCEI) for the strategic repositioning of European 
value chains in core market segments and future-

oriented key technologies, such as batteries, 
microelectronics and hydrogen, processors and 
semiconductor technologies, as well as cloud 
technologies, the focus is more on cooperation and 
integration and on working together in the field of 
economic policy coordination within the European 
Union. 

When applying and designing the instrument of 
IPCEIs, it is necessary from an employee policy 
perspective to strengthen the structural policy 
and social components. Industrial companies that 
are supported in decarbonisation with large state 
subsidies and/or strategic investment and innovation 
funding must commit to obligations to secure 
locations and employment, to train young people and 
to ensure employee co-determination throughout the 
process.

The Chamber of Labour therefore calls for the 
following conditions and provisions:

1. Safeguarding locations and employment 
guarantees,

2. Strengthening company co-determination, 
3. Exclusion in the case of violation of labour 

or social law provisions and Exclusion for 
tax avoidance, tax evasion and aggressive tax 
planning,

4. Profit distribution mechanism: Introduction of a 
recovery obligation for the equitable distribution 
of fair interest-bearing profits generated by public 
investments, for example in the form of a public 
shareholding in a company, through claw-back 
clauses or through a payment into a dedicated 
state transformation and innovation fund, 

5. Compliance with high transparency 
requirements and improvement of the low 
threshold and user-friendliness of the EU state aid 
database. 

https://www.akeuropa.eu/sites/default/files/2021-04/2021_04.pdf
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Figure 2: Building blocks of an improved 
IPCEI instrument 

Monitoring industrial trends and competitiveness

Strategic dependencies on trading partners, such as 
in raw materials, pharmaceutical chemicals, batteries, 
semiconductors etc., have led to bottlenecks in supply 
and production, and proved particularly detrimental 
to the resilience of the Single Market in the Covid-19 
crisis. Stronger strategic investments in such fields 
not only create greater resource self-sufficiency for 
Europe, but also generate new and good jobs. In the 
concrete measures still to be presented, the social 
dimension of the internal market must be given special 
consideration, for example in the revision of the 
competition rules.

Resilience and prosperity also require social security 
and purchasing power of workers. It must therefore 
be ensured that there are no “race-to-the-bottom” 
developments in the field of social, environmental, and 
employee-related standards. In particular, forms of 
tax competition and social dumping between Member 
States that show a lack of solidarity must be more 
strictly prevented.

Then as now, high unemployment rates and rising 
poverty are a core problem in the European Union. The 
pursuit of a supply-oriented, company-driven internal 
market policy using appropriate competition indicators 
has proven inadequate during the crises. In the past, 
they could not reliably determine crisis resilience in 
advance.

The Chamber of Labour therefore calls for:

1. High-Road-Strategy: An up-to-date measurement 
and monitoring of industrial development beyond 
simply increasing competitiveness through 

innovation policy and quantitative or percentage 
performance indicators (prices/cost based 
indicators): income and employment development, 
regional and supra-regional productivity, social 
infrastructures, specific technical and process 
innovations linked to societal and environmental 
goals (such as in the area of circular economy),

2. A much stronger orientation of measurement 
towards location quality, sustainability and 
contribution to prosperity, for example based on 
the 17 SDGs, 

3. Fair and equal taxation (including platform 
companies). 

Figure 3: Building blocks for monitoring industrial trends and 
competitiveness 

Dealing with strategic dependencies

The Covid-19 pandemic has brought into sharp focus 
the extreme dependence of European industry on 
international supply and value chains, including in 
relation to medical products from third countries. 
However, even beyond this, there are dependencies 
on global value chains in sensitive areas. These are 
not least the consequence of a trade policy that 
is unilaterally oriented towards liberalisation and 
deregulation of global markets.

Against the backdrop of increasing geopolitical 
tensions, extreme weather events caused by climate 
warming, and pandemics, it can be assumed 
that global value chains will be less reliable and 
that security of supply, even beyond the Covid-19 
pandemic, will become a central issue. The 
diversification of value chains alone, as currently being 
pushed in EU trade policy, will therefore fall short.

https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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Shortening of supply chains, strengthening and 
building local production capacities as well as 
regional economic cycles and circular economy must 
therefore be pushed and supported by industrial policy 
initiatives. Production capacities within the EU in 
strategically important areas and critical infrastructure, 
as well as reproductive social capacities and basic 
facilities of primary and general interest (health, social 
services, water, heat, electricity, and public transport), 
are to be strengthened and expanded.

In connection with primary raw materials, which are 
indispensable for industry, the Austrian Chamber of 
Labour would like to point out that European industrial 
companies are among the largest players worldwide 
in the import and consumption of raw materials. The 
Austrian Chamber of Labour notes with regret that, 
in its Communication, the Commission completely 
ignores the environmental disasters and serious 
human rights violations often associated with raw 
material extraction, as well as the exploitation of 
workers.

Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM)

The Commission’s plan to propose a legislative act 
for a carbon border adjustment mechanism is to 
be welcomed in principle. However,it should also be 
used to initiate a debate on the compatibility of WTO 
rules with combating the climate crisis and effectively 
combating environmental and social dumping, and 
to push for the necessary adaptation of existing 
WTO rules. To date, WTO rulings have often thwarted 
national measures taken based on international 
environmental agreements. The consideration of 
fundamental international labour standards in the 
WTO regime is also more than inadequate and needs 
to be corrected. The EU must therefore work within the 
WTO to resolve existing imbalances in the interests of 
sustainable development.

The Chamber of Labour therefore calls for:

1. The inclusion of enforceable labour, 
environmental and human rights standards 
in trade agreements in the course of the 
reorientation of EU trade policy,

2. Enshrinement in the general dispute settlement 
procedures of trade agreements, 

3. Binding and legal due diligence obligations along 
the supply chain, as well as for the origin of raw 
materials, 

4. Establishment of liability regulations and 
improved access to justice for those concerned,

5. Commitment to the corresponding adaptation of 
WTO regulations.

Figure 4: Building blocks in dealing with strategic dependencies

Strengthening the resilience of the Single Market

As the coronavirus pandemic and its consequences 
have shown, the vulnerability of the internal market 
to crises must be strengthened in order both to 
reduce strategic dependencies and to make the 
internal market more crisis-proof in dealing with the 
twin transition. The update of the industrial strategy 
contains a number of proposals in this regard, which, 
however, require detailed critical examination.

In relation to strengthening the resilience of the 
Single Market, the Chamber of Labour calls for:

1. With full implementation of the Services Directive, 
guaranteeing of the democratic principle and no 
blocking of national regulations in public services,

2. Addition of social partner representatives 
and consumer advocates to the taskforce for 
removing regulatory constraints and barriers, 

3. Greater consideration of workers’ and 
consumers’ interests, as well as social goals, 

4. More effective enforcement of provisions on the 
Posted Workers Directive,

5. Europe-wide mandatory application of the best 
bidder principle for public tenders. 

https://www.akeuropa.eu/sites/default/files/2021-02/Handelspolitik_0.pdf
https://www.akeuropa.eu/sites/default/files/2021-01/EU auf einen Blick_Lieferkettengesetz final.pdf
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Figure 5: Building blocks to strengthen the resilience of the Single 
Market

Industrial circular economy

In 2020, the Commission explicitly described the 
Circular Economy Action Plan as an “indispensable 
part of the new EU industrial strategy”. In the current 
update, there is just a single reference to the ongoing 
efforts in this direction and no further linkage between 
industry and the circular economy, for which the 
Commission did not present a new action plan until 
2020.

The challenges and potentials of the industrial circular 
economy are not yet sufficiently in focus, although 
it is abundantly clear that the production sector is 
directly required to change its processes in order to 
make material and energy cycles more regenerative 
and thus more sustainable. The extension of the 
circular economy to the industrial sector is necessary 
for successful implementation of the European 
Green Deal, as the Commission’s Industrial Strategy 
2020 estimates that the extraction and processing 
of resources contributes about 50 percent of total 
greenhouse gas emissions. Climate neutrality and 
resource efficiency are thus directly linked. We must 
therefore succeed in significantly and rapidly reducing 
the use of resources in our economy, as the current 
report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change clearly demonstrates. The Commission’s goal 
of decoupling economic growth from resource use is 
emphatically welcome.

On the accompanying documents

Single Market Report: The current reporting on 
the Single Market and competitiveness based on 
productivity factors and cost comparisons is not 
very useful from the perspective of workers. The new 
annual Single Market Report now includes not only an 
analysis of the needs and challenges in 14 identified 
industrial ecosystems, but also of the initiatives 
already taken to promote change. Such a further 
development of the reporting system is in principle 
to be welcomed. The Federal Chamber of Labour 
shares the Commission’s concern for “equal rights and 
opportunities” in terms of inclusive and cross-sectoral 
recovery. Addressing skills deficits and inequalities, as 
well as a focus on innovative workers and enterprises, 
are important here, as the Commission suggests. 
The indicators for industrial trends and competition 
used in the annual Single Market Report should be 
adapted in the direction of qualitative location and 
development factors, for which the long-term and 
sustainable 17 SDGs with their sub-items would 
provide orientation, for example.

Cleaner and more competitive steel: As the 
headquarters of one of Europe’s largest steel 
producers, Voestalpine, many jobs – for example in 
Upper Austria – depend on the steel industry. The 
Federal Chamber of Labour therefore welcomes 
the Commission’s strategy for a “green, digitalised 
and resilient EU steel industry” and stresses the 
importance of measures against to prevent European 
steel being at a disadvantage in international 
competition. It must be ensured that a key industrial 
sector, the steel industry, has a future in Europe, as 
even relocation to countries with lower emission 
standards would not bring any savings in CO2. 
These challenges must be met in line with climate 
protection and social justice and require careful and 
targeted fine-tuning, including through the framework 
provided by EU legislation. What is needed here is 
more sufficiency rather than efficiency alone. The 
European Union has already presented a Skills Pact, 
which is also part of the new industrial strategy. Under 
that pact, public and private organisations are to join 
forces with regard to training needs. To launch the 
pact, the Commission has started a series of high-
level discussions involving the social partners. This is 
expressly welcomed.

Stable electricity supply: The possibilities of an 
“Energy and Industry Geography Lab”, in which 
geodata are made available to companies and energy 
infrastructure planners, should be used as a tool for 
grid stability. The risk of collapses in the power grid 
is increasing and with the trend towards increased 
use of electricity in transport and production, that 
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risk will continue to rise. In addition to a stable and 
sufficient energy supply, a communications network 
that functions as smoothly as possible and, as before, 
good transport infrastructure are also important 
for (industrial) businesses. Policymakers should 
therefore pay more attention to the “weak points” in 
infrastructure in order to be able to guarantee security 
of supply in the future.

One-sided expansion should be warned against, 
especially in the field of digitalisation. A simple “end 
device digitisation drive” is doomed to fail if there is 
no parallel expansion of the network structure and 
corresponding skills development. Stable, sufficient 
and comprehensive networks (even in remote areas) 
require the state to play an active role. For both 
businesses and consumers, resilient, secure network 
infrastructures are a basic prerequisite for being able 
to take advantage of the opportunities presented 
digitalisation. The ICT network of the future must be 
designed for peak loads. Cases of cybercrime, such 
as hacker attacks on networks or pipelines, as well 
as power or data line failures, are becoming a serious 
threat to operational organisation and production 
security. The topic of cybersecurity must therefore 
be a high priority right from the start. Furthermore, 
cross-company data exchange must be promoted to 
enable knowledge transfer for both small and large 
industrial companies. The EU should advocate for 
corresponding uniform norms and security standards, 
as well as a high level of employee data protection.

“High Road”: Setting the industrial policy course for 
fair change

The repositioning of European industrial policy will 
only succeed if it pursues missions, i.e. if it is linked 
to social goals in order to solve social problems and 
pursues a “high road” approach. For this, it must be 
systematically and broadly conceived as a “quality 
strategy”. Instead of a fixation on technology or a 
narrow focus on location policy, industrial policy 
should pursue macroeconomic, common European 
goals such as high incomes, employment, productivity, 
social and technological innovation and broad 
prosperity, as well as social and environmental, long-
term development goals. The 17 SGDs would provide 
orientation for this. “Competitiveness” would therefore 
not be measured (only) by quantitative indicators such 
as prices/costs or research and development rates, 
but by:

• • The elimination of economic disparities between 
Member States, i.e. a positive effect on European 
integration. 

• • Eliminating social inequalities and participation 
deficits, especially the digital divide.

• • High social and socio-ecological investments, 
especially in sustainable infrastructures. 

• • Achieving emission targets, the expansion of 
renewable energies, energy efficiency and climate 
technology system solutions, especially in the field 
of the industrial circular economy. 

• • Compliance with social and environmental 
standards along the supply and value chains. 

https://www.boeckler.de/data/wsimit_2015_07_aiginger.pdf
https://www.boeckler.de/data/wsimit_2015_07_aiginger.pdf
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