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replacing them, and reduce carbon emissions instead of 

adding to the energy bill; that the digital infrastructure we use 

aligns with our values and interests, and that citizens retain 

agency in an online environment that increasingly operates 

via algorithmic decision-making systems. If we manage this, 

we can look forward to a future where increases in worker 

productivity translate into lower inequality, where our social 

media supports democratic deliberation, and where the digital 

transition goes hand in hand with a greening of our economy.  However, there is much less 

clarity on the how. Where can policy have a tangible impact? We will discuss some key issues 

in the next section.

Looking ahead: New EP, new EC, new opportunities

After the European elections in May 2019, the new European Parliament held its fi rst plenary ses-

sion in July 2019. The new European Commission took up its duties a few months later, on 1 

December 2019. Judging from Commission President Ursula von der Leyen’s political guidelines, 

the mission letters she prepared for the different commissioners, as well as the way she divided 

the portfolios, it is clear that the digital agenda is a top priority, second only to the Green Deal.

This offers opportunities for progressives to shape EU digital policymaking, to ensure a 

more just, democratic and transparent online environment. In particular, there is a clear need 

for bold measures from the EU on data governance. If the EU wants to have more autonomy 

in the digital arena, to ensure citizens’ rights are respected, and democracy continues to 

function, it will need to have more control over the data value chain. If the EU wants to ensure 

the digital transition supports a more sustainable and just economy, data need to be unlocked 

and aggregated for use in the public interest. Additionally, if Europe wants to be able to take a 

more strategic approach vis-a-vis notably the US and China, it will need to take a close look 

at current rules around datafl ows and data gathering practices.

Market concentration

It is no secret that the power accumulated by a number of tech fi rms is becoming 

problematic and has to be addressed. For progressives, this is an issue, not just because 

such concentrations of market power impede fair competition and restrict user choice – which 

they do – but also because such power concentrations inevitably translate into political power 

and undermine democratic processes. For instance, big tech fi rms dominate the lobbying on 

digital policy issues in Brussels. Of course, monopolies have existed before, but the importance 

in the digital economy of intangible investments, such as software, training, databases, R&D, 

and data, means that there are very strong benefi ts to scale.12 This has led to a handful of fi rms 

controlling large swathes of the digital economy across the globe.

12 Haskel, J. and S. Westlake (2018), Capitalism without Capital. The Rise of the Intangible Economy, Oxford, 
UK: Princeton University Press
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In key markets such as search, social media, e-commerce, online advertising, and mobile 

phone operating systems, concentration is very high, and the same fi rms keep expanding 

their market power into new markets. For instance, Amazon is not only becoming increasingly 

dominant as the go-to platform for e-commerce, but is expanding in too many sectors to 

count – from operating its own delivery, logistics and payment services, to producing TV 

shows, publishing books, designing fashion items, and becoming the world’s major provider 

of cloud services. Beyond that, all the big players are increasingly investing in AI technology, 

and aim to move into publicly sensitive sectors such as healthcare and education. The data 

and profi t they collect in one business sector, they cross-leverage to expand their market 

share in others.

It could be argued that these big platforms are simply the most effi cient, and, given 

their investments, simply deliver the best service. In other words, the problem is only one 

of distribution of monopoly rents, via taxation. This is indeed an important problem, and 

progressives have fought and should continue to fi ght for higher and more effective corporate 

taxation. However, there is a reasonable case to be made that the big tech fi rms actually stifl e 

the rise of new and better alternatives. For instance, it is very diffi cult for social media that 

respect user privacy, and provide meaningful transparency, to grow in the current environment 

– but many would surely prefer this. Similarly, it is likely that many app developers would prefer 

another platform than Apple’s Appstore, where they would not then be subject to 30% charges 

for in-app purchases and would have more control over their data, but they cannot afford not 

to use the platform.

In terms of regulatory solutions, 2020 will be important. There are broadly speaking two 

different strands of policy suggestions. Some consider that big platforms’ power to exploit 

customers and employees is simply too large, and they argue that antitrust law should be 

used to break up the biggest among these companies.13 On the other hand, some consider 

platforms as public utilities that benefi t from scale, and argue that breaking up such companies 

would be ineffi cient and futile.14 In this vision, large online platforms could be regulated as 

public utilities, and for example be forced to give fair access to competitors, or only ask for a 

certain amount of fees for use of its platform. Or in such thinking, platforms could be replaced 

by publicly owned alternatives of a similar scale. 

In the end, there are variety of platform business models, and both the problems and 

solutions will depend on the type of service a platform provides.15 For instance, in markets 

where powerful platforms own both the marketplace, and at the same time compete in it, 

which is for example the case for Amazon’s e-commerce platform and Apple’s Appstore, there 

are clearly structural confl icts of interest: both fi rms have very strong incentives to promote 

their own products and services on their platforms, above those of competitors, whom in 

that case do not stand a chance. In addition, a number of platforms, such as Alphabet’s 

13 Stoller, M. (2019), Goliath: The 100-Year War Between Monopoly Power and Democracy, New York, US: 
Simon & Schuster.

14 Morozov, E. (2019), “It’s not enough to break up Big Tech. We need to imagine a better alternative”, The 
Guardian, 11 May. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/may/11/big-tech-pro-
gressive-vision-silicon-valley

15 Srnicek, N. (2017), Platform Capitalism, Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.
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Google Search platform, are the gateway for entire business sectors, and many businesses 

are crucially dependent on Google’s search ranking. Here, Google Search is what has been 

called ‘functionally sovereign’: it sets the market rules.16 Such power should come with 

accountability, such as transparency and non-discrimination requirements. What could be 

very effective to dampen powerful network effects is to mandate interoperability, so that users 

can switch more easily without losing access to other users. 

This could be an interesting remedy against Facebook’s hold 

on social media and messaging, especially after its acquisition 

of WhatsApp and Instagram. Interoperability could be part 

of the Commission’s proposed Digital Services Act and is 

something progressives should fi ght for.

However, what underpins the market power of all these fi rms, 

and what sustains it, is the leveraging of data. By accumulating 

user data, platforms are able to perfect their algorithms, which 

allow them to better predict user behaviour, and hence to deliver users tailored services, or more 

problematically, to better manipulate them. Simply breaking up tech fi rms, could reduce their market 

power to some extent, but will not necessarily end the ubiquitous surveillance or create better 

outcomes for citizens. And it will not allow data they hold to be used for more socially benefi cial 

purposes, such as improving healthcare, or reducing congestion and pollution in cities. In other 

words, yes, we need to apply the competition rules, and re-evaluate their effectiveness. The focus 

should be less on short-term consumer prices, and more on the competitive value of data, privacy 

implications, and nascent competition. But beyond that, we need to look at data itself.

Collection of, access to and use of data

Data underpin much of the power of big tech fi rms, while their collection and (mis)use is 

at the heart of the erosion of citizens’ privacy. At the same time, data can be a key resource 

for development of better healthcare solutions, more effi cient public transport, and other 

public interests. Issues surrounding data access and use will therefore rise to the top of the 

debate this year, and progressives should fi nd ways to challenge the status quo, in which big 

platforms collect, aggregate, treat and analyse personal and other data, without any meaningful 

transparency, for signifi cant profi t, and precluding wider societal benefi ts.

Right now, personal data are handed over by consumers and workers to a few big online 

platforms, offi cially with their consent and in exchange for services at little to no fi nancial cost. 

But in reality, this happens mostly unwittingly, or with no realistic alternative to which consumers 

or citizens can turn. As to workers, they often do not have a choice at all, and data they 

generate are mostly collected and used as a matter of course. These data have enormous 

value for those businesses. Against that background, a key question then becomes how we 

can provide citizens with more control over their data, and whether there are ways to ensure 

that data which are socially produced also create societal benefi ts.

16 Pasquale, F. (2018), “Tech Platforms and the Knowledge Problem”, American Affairs II, no. 2 (Summer), pp. 
3-16.
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A fi rst, crucial, point is to provide more control to citizens over the data that are collected. 

In fact, it can be argued that many of the troves of personal data, which are collected by 

platforms and sold and re-sold by an opaque network of data brokers, should not exist in the 

fi rst place. The extremely detailed profi les of social media users and online shoppers are used 

for commercial manipulation of users, but also for large-scale disinformation campaigns in the 

context of recent elections. For personal data, EU law requires fi rms to collect as few data as 

possible, and for a clear purpose, but this is obviously not working in practice.17 Protecting 

people’s privacy therefore requires better enforcement of the GDPR.

However, the protection of people’s privacy will also require a departure from the idea that 

consent alone will be a suffi cient safeguard. We cannot leave it up to individuals to protect 

their crucial rights, against trillion-dollar companies. Instead, we should remove some of the 

incentives for this data collection in the fi rst place. This could involve much higher fi nancial 

risks and legal liability for data breaches, or obliging fi rms to provide paid alternatives to access 

their services, which do not require users to hand over their personal data. Additionally, the EU 

should provide a trusted authentication and identifi cation infrastructure, which would make it 

easier for citizens to maintain their privacy when using the different online services.

Beyond that, the EU could consider fl at-out restrictions on types of behavioural tracking, 

especially, but not only, in relation to children, and increased transparency requirements, 

especially for advertisements of a political nature. The new privacy-friendly browser Brave 

shows that relevant online ads are possible, without companies collecting and holding detailed 

behavioural data of their customers.

Furthermore, the EU could require rules on the transparency and traceability of data. 

Right now, the data value chain is largely opaque, so an important fi rst step is acquiring a 

better understanding of what data are collected, shared and treated by whom, and for what 

purposes. Citizens and authorities cannot control what they do not understand. This becomes 

especially crucial in the debate around automated decision-making, or AI, where personal 

data are used to make judgments that directly affect not just individuals, but entire classes of 

citizens in ways that can – and do – negatively affect women, minorities, and the poor18 The 

announcement of the European Commission to propose horizontal legislation on AI provides a 

key opportunity to increase transparency of the ecosystem, and progressives should insist on 

binding rules, not just ethical guidelines.19

There is also some emerging economic literature that looks into venues to redistribute the 

monetary value of data to those who helped create it. Some propose to treat data as capital, 

which can be taxed, or as the intellectual property of those who produced the data. Others 

17 Van Hoboken, J. (2016), “From Collection to Use in Privacy Regulation? A Forward-looking Comparison 
of European and US Frameworks for Personal Data Processing” in B. Van der Sloot, D. Broeders and E. 
Schrijvers (eds), Exploring the Boundaries of Big Data, The Hague: The Netherlands Scientifi c Council for 
Government Policy, pp. 231-259.

18 Noble, S. (2018). Algorithms of oppression. How search engines reinforce racism, US: New York University 
Press; AlgorithmWatch and Bertelsmann Stiftung, (2019), Automating Society. Taking Stock of Automated 
Decision Making in the EU (1st edition), January; O’Neil, C. (2016), Weapons of Math Destruction. How Big 
Data Increases Inequality and Threatens Democracy, UK: Penguin Random House.

19 Martini, M. (May 2019), Fundamentals of a Regulatory System for Algorithm-based Processes, German 
University of Administrative Sciences Speyer.
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propose to treat data as labour, for which workers should receive an income.20 In line with the 

opinion of the German Data Ethics Commission,21 it seems risky to think of personal data as 

property or an intangible asset, which can be sold or licensed out by individuals.22 In addition, 

recent experiments and initiatives show that the value of an individual’s data is very low and 

most likely does not provide a meaningful source of income.

Instead, it seems more fruitful for progressives to view data not so much as an individual 

property, but as a public good. When people share their data, they inevitably share attributes about 

other people as well (think of your messaging history, or your friends on Facebook). Because data 

reveal something about social relations, and because benefi ts 

become available in the aggregate, progressives should 

facilitate collective action and governance, to allow citizens and 

communities to take back ownership of their data. The idea of 

data labour unions comes to mind, which has been pioneered 

in the Netherlands, but there are other examples. For instance, 

the idea of data trusts, where data from members are pooled, 

and entrusted to a third party to manage, on behalf of all. This 

could facilitate use of sensitive data for research in the public 

interest, such as the improvement of healthcare. Patients with 

a rare condition could, for example, choose to pool data to 

help speed up development of new medicine,23 and such data 

could be used for AI improvements in diagnostics, evaluations of drug-effi cacy, and more.24

Some of the best examples of managing data collectively, and in the common interest, 

come from cities across Europe, most notably Barcelona. By revamping public procurement 

procedures to ensure contractors share data and use open standards, via the creation of an 

online platform where citizens can share their data, and by taking more active control over key 

infrastructures such as software and data, the municipality has provided a new model for using 

digital technology in the public and citizens’ interest.25

Data-sharing should be encouraged when it serves a clear public interest, and can be done 

in full respect of the GDPR. But there are also data that cannot be linked to individuals, either 

20 Savona, M. (2019), “The Value of Data: Towards a Framework to Redistribute It”, SPRU Working Paper Se-
ries 2019-21, SPRU-Science Policy Research Unit, University of Sussex Business School; Posner, E. and 
G. Weyl (2018), Radical Markets: Uprooting Capitalism and Democracy for a Just Society, Princeton, US: 
Princeton University Press.

21 Data Ethics Commission, (2019), “Opinion of the Data Ethics Commission”, October. Available at: ht-
tps://www.bmjv.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/Themen/Fokusthemen/Gutachten_DEK_EN.pdf?__
blob=publicationFile&v=2.

22 We are not talking about copyrighted content here, which can be licensed under the current EU copyright 
acquis. 

23 Mulgan, G. and V. Straub (2019), “The new ecosystem of trust. How data trusts, collaboratives and coops 
can help govern data for the maximum public benefi t”, blogpost, Nesta, 21 February. Available at: https://
www.nesta.org.uk/blog/new-ecosystem-trust/.

24 Trajtenberg, M. (2018). “AI as the Next GPT: a Political-Economy Perspective”, NBER Working Paper No. 
24245, January. Available at: https://www.nber.org/papers/w24245.

25 Ajuntament de Barcelona (2019), “Barcelona digital city. Putting technology at the service of people”, Barce-
lona Digital City Plan (2015-2019). Available at: https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/digital/sites/default/fi les/
pla_barcelona_digital_city_in.pdf.

It seems more fruitful 
for progressives to 
view data not so 

much as an individual 
property, but as 
a public good



89BIG ISSUES

because the data have been anonymised, or because they contain, for example, data about 

industrial processes – for instance, communication between different machines. It should be 

kept in mind that the boundary between personal and non-personal data is notoriously diffi cult 

to draw, and changes with technological developments. Indeed, many datasets contain 

both types. With this proviso in mind, access to non-personal data should be more widely 

available. And the EU has taken measures to stimulate their unrestricted fl ow across the EU, 

with limited restrictions. Progressives should support this, and notably push fi rms to share and 

pool relevant data, via standards and possibly tax incentives. Mandatory data-sharing could 

make sense to ensure competition in key online platform markets, but it should be looked at 

case by case, with the use of existing possibilities under competition law.

Nevertheless, the EU should be careful about further extending the paradigm of the free fl ow 

of data uncritically to the international domain. Right now, the EU is unique in that most of the 

data generated in the EU leaves its territory – and control – as opposed to what is happening 

in China, Russia and the US.26 Whereas especially the US is pushing to codify the principle of 

the free fl ow of data at the World Trade Organisation, the EU should realise that data are not 

just any commodity. The EU possesses a large number of high-quality datasets, which can 

provide the inputs to develop new services and business models in strategic sectors such as 

healthcare, energy, transport, climate change mitigation and defence. The control over data 

has important implications for the future of our society and our future prosperity. It also has 

implications for the path of digital development that the EU wants to take. It is an important 

input for the development of AI, which could be considered an infrastructure. As the European 

Commission has been tasked with developing an industrial strategy, data governance should 

be a crucial part of it. Progressives should ensure that such a strategy will not unfairly protect 

existing industries, but that it will be able to provide the EU with the autonomy to use the digital 

transition in support of a more just and sustainable economy.

26 Villani, C. (2018), “For a meaningful artifi cial intelligence. Towards a French and European Strategy”, report 
resulting from mission assigned by French Prime Minister Edouard Philippe, March.
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Gender equality: 
What is the legacy of the last EU 

mandate and what should we aim for 
in the year of the Beijing+25 jubilee?

Agnès Hubert

The new European Parliament and European Commission register the largest presence of 

women ever. The European Commission and the European Central Bank will for the fi rst time 

be lead by a woman. These are good premises. Yet, the legacy of the previous European in-

stitutions is a not a bright one. Despite its commitments, the Juncker Commission has largely 

ignored the gender dimension and, in general, the European Union movement towards gender 

equality has been a slow one, as the labour-market participation of women remains much 

lower than that of men, while the gender pay gap is still too high, not to mention the backlash 

that the fi ght for gender equality is experiencing in some member states. Against this backdrop 

it is arguable whether we can still depict European gender equality policy as a success story. 

A crucial step forward would the embedding of gender policies into European policies.

Europeans feel strongly about promoting gender equality: 

three quarters of respondents to a recent Eurobarometer survey (76%) think 

that tackling inequality between men and women should be a European Union priority. 

Around nine in ten (91%) agree that tackling inequality 

between men and women is necessary for creating a fairer society.

The fi nal year of the Juncker Commission, 2019, saw high notes for gender equality: on 15 

July, the President-to-be of the European Commission speaking in front of an almost paritarian 

newly elected assembly mentioned the founding fathers and mothers of Europe. Ursula von 

der Leyen insisted on having a gender-equal group of commissioners and recognised that 

equal pay is long overdue and that violence against women is a crime that requires a proactive 

European response.
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In fact, the only President of the Commission to have mentioned gender equality in his 

inaugural speech before this was Jacques Santer in 1995, after a stormy session with Anita 

Gradin, the fi rst Swedish commissioner.

Considering the increasing role of language in a Europe in search of the affectio societatis 

of its citizens, this is a signifi cant symbolic move towards recognising women as agents 

in the European Union. Beyond this symbolic fi rst move, confi rmed by the appointment of 

a commissioner dedicated to equality, what are the opportunities to progress with a feminist 

agenda in 2020, the fi rst year of the new decade?

For those who have always claimed that political will and having women in power is the 

number one condition for real progress, we could expect a period of radical change, of 

‘integrating gender’ which feminists have been calling for decades.1 With even more ambition, 

we could imagine being at a turning point where the value of equality in the Treaties will be 

used to introduce change towards new forms of economy and society.2

While these fi rst positive signals rightfully fi ll us with expectations, the European Union is 

a very large vessel and change of course takes place in slow motion where path-dependency 

takes its toll. So the fi rst step to predicting what could/should happen in 2020 is to know 

where we stand today. Where have the last fi ve years left us as progressive achievements 

which can be built on, and what are the failures or missed opportunities from which to draw 

lessons?

A poor start

Five years ago, when the Juncker Commission took up offi ce, the economic and political 

context was, to say the least, ‘ambiguous’. The damage caused to the social situation of 

women and disadvantaged groups by the economic and fi nancial crisis persisted, especially 

in eastern countries and where austerity measures were introduced.3 This left scars which, as 

we will see later, right-wing regimes took advantage of.4 It also increased inequalities between 

women.

The new Commission also started off on the wrong foot, with a blind implementation of 

rules: the ‘better regulation’ agenda agreed under the Barroso Commission hit gender equality 

fi rst as one of the fi rst texts to be taken away from the 2015 legislative agenda (along with the 

climate change strategy). It became a ‘strategic engagement’ accountable only to the services 

1 Hoskins, C. (1996), Integrating Gender, London, Verso: 6.
2 Masselot, A. (2019), “How to improve the interaction between legal instruments (EU acquis) and policymak-

ing (communication, funding programme, European semester)”, in N. Crowley and S. Sansonetti (eds), New 
Visions for Gender Equality 2019, Brussels: European Commission. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/info/
sites/info/fi les/saage_report-new_visions_for_gender_equality-2019.pdf.

3 “Despite a moderate recovery, part-time employment has increased and women remain underrepresented 
in the labour market … and they take the bulk of unpaid work”, in European Commission (2016), Report on 
equality between women and men 2015, Brussels. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/fi les/
aid_development_cooperation_fundamental_rights/annual_report_ge_2015_en.pdf.

4 Zarachenko E. (2019), “The neo-liberal fuel to the anti-gender movement”, International Politics and Society. 
Available at: https://www.ips-journal.eu/regions/europe/article/show/the-neoliberal-fuel-to-the-anti-gender-
movement-3747/.
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of the Commission rather than an offi cial communication endorsed by the college, scrutinised 

by the European Parliament and approved by the Council. This was seen as a move to put 

gender equality on the back burner when the most important priority of the new Commission 

was to relaunch the economy (that economy that was precisely so detrimental to women) 

by attracting investments with the Juncker plan. This major endeavour, which mobilised the 

college and human and fi nancial resources of the EU on a grand scale (and, fi nally, claimed 

to be the major success of the last fi ve years), used public EU money to guarantee loans to 

start-ups and small- and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) as well as infrastructure projects 

in a gender-blind way. The Investment Plan for Europe did not integrate the fact that ‘access 

to fi nance’ is a very different thing for a man or a woman.5

Despite the ‘social’ commitment of Jean Claude Juncker 

(let’s remember his social triple A Europe and announcements 

of ‘social stress tests’), the Juncker fund, or Investment Plan 

for Europe is ‘gender blind’: no impact assessments took into 

account the impact of these investments on the creation of 

equality or inequalities between women and men, leaving the 

great majority of funds to fi nd their way into the hands of men.

The decade did not start on a high note for gender equality. 

When the Juncker Commission took offi ce, economic and 

social indicators were still in the red, inequalities were widening 

and populist regimes were fl ourishing.

Still, except for the European pillar of social rights, all the major projects of the Juncker 

Commission ignored the gender dimension. This was blatantly the case for another major 

initiative of the Commission: the scenarios for the future of Europe which, according to Petra 

Ahrens and Anna van der Vleuten, reduced equality in these scenarios to the harmonisation of 

the quantity of fi sh in fi sh fi ngers and EU-wide access to vaccination against measles.6

From the double approach (gender mainstreaming plus specifi c action) which had been 

the hallmark of EU gender equality policy since the end of the last century, only specifi c actions 

were actively pursued. They concentrated mainly on fi ghts to increase the number of women 

on boards, accession to the Istanbul Convention and on a revision of the maternity directive.

Gender equality policy 2015–2020: Incremental changes 
and hot potatoes (tough nuts)

According to the Gender Equality Index published in 2019 by the European Institute for Gen-

der Equality, “the European Union has continued to move towards gender equality at a snail’s 

pace”. With a Gender Equality Index score of 67.4 out of 100, the EU is still far from fulfi lling 

its promise. Improvements are slow. Since 2005, the EU’s score has increased by only 5.4 

5 https://www.oecd.org/gender/data/do-women-have-equal-access-to-fi nance-for-their-business.htm.
6 Ahrens, P. and A. van der Vleuten, “Fishfi ngers and Measles? Assessing complex gender equality in the 

scenarios for the future of Europe”, Journal of Common Market Studies. 
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points (+ 1.2 points since 2015). In some member states (all the eastern member states less 

Slovenia plus Greece and Portugal), the index scores at less than 60%.

Equally the European gender equality report,7 which is one of the monitoring documents of 

the European strategy for gender equality, enumerates incremental progress like the provision 

of training of offi cials and NGOs in Italy to prevent violence against migrant women, measures 

to tackle gender discrimination in academia in Ireland, a manual for political parties highlighting 

stereotypes which affect women in politics in the Czech republic, the publication of a database 

of women in business in Croatia, media attention to the ‘equal pay day’ awareness-raising 

campaign in Sweden, “Vouchers for the provision of fl exible child-minders service to workers 

with nonstandard work schedules” in Latvia, the implication of labour inspectors into monitoring 

wages and working conditions in Belgium and Portugal.

It also reports that the labour market participation of women remains at about 11.5 

percentage points lower than that of men. The pay gap is solidly set at 16%. Women’s 

participation in the highest management positions is ridiculously low, with only 6.3% of CEO 

positions in major publicly listed companies in the EU being held by women and more than 

20% of older women are at risk of poverty or social exclusion, compared to 15% of older men. 

In some countries, more than 10% of older women cannot afford the necessary health care.

As to progress on legislative initiatives for gender equality during the last fi ve years’ mandate, 

the last Commission found three ‘hot potatoes’ (tough nuts) on its plate: the ‘women on 

boards’ directive (to improve the gender balance among non-executive directors of companies 

listed on stock exchanges) which had been discussed since 2012 and is still blocked in the 

Council; the ‘maternity directive’ presented in 2008 which was eventually withdrawn by the 

Commission in July 2015 and replaced by an initiative on work-life balance; and the ratifi cation 

and accession of the EU to the Istanbul Convention.

On work-life balance, relative success was registered eventually as the negotiation was 

fi nalised and a directive introducing a set of legislative actions designed to modernise the 

existing EU legal and policy frameworks (inter alia encouraging a more equal sharing of parental 

leave between parents) entered into force on 1 August 2019.8

As for the Istanbul Convention, 21 member states have ratifi ed, while other ratifi cations 

are still pending as the opposition of the remaining governments is focusing on the use of the 

term ‘gender’ in the Convention.9 The question of the accession of the EU to the Convention 

which would strengthen the implementation of the Convention’s measures to prevent violence 

including domestic violence, protect the victims and prosecute the perpetrators, is currently 

on hold, awaiting the opinion of the European Court of Justice.

This inventory would not be complete if we did not mention work done by the services of 

the Commission on Equal Pay (evaluation), on the reinforcing of equality bodies in the member 

7 European Commission (2019), 2019 Report on equality between women and men, Brussels. Available 
at: https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/fi les/aid_development_cooperation_fundamental_rights/annual_re-
port_ge_2019_en.pdf.

8 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELLAR:4119596d-a475-11e9-9d01-01aa75e-
d71a1.

9 Paternotte D. and R. Kuhar (2017), “The anti gender movemement in comparative perspective”, in R. Kuhar 
and D. Paternotte (eds), Anti-Gender Campaigns in Europe, London: Rowman and Littlefi eld.
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states and on the sustainable development goals agenda for 203010 as well as two punctual 

initiatives for mainstreaming gender equality in the digital11 and transport12 sectors.

Winds of change and disrupters

The institutional legacy of the last EU mandate on gender equality took place in a specifi c con-

text where factors linked to the policy had a positive and/or negative impact on progress. They 

will defi nitely have an infl uence on the fi rst year of the new mandate. We will look in particular 

into: 1. the resistance to gender equality and the possible ‘backlash’; 2. the advances towards 

parity democracy; 3. the effects of the #metoo movement; 4. the sustainable development 

goals and the Beijing+25 anniversary. We take it for granted that attention to these factors is 

necessary to making a success of the coming period.

Turbulent times: Backlash?

In November 2017 the annual colloquium of the European 

Commission on Fundamental Rights focused on Women’s 

rights in turbulent times, indicating the concern of EU 

decision-makers regarding the spread of anti-gender ideas 

and nationalist backlash against women’s rights, both of 

which threaten the principles and commitments embedded 

in the Treaties.

This colloquium drew on fi ndings laid down in three 

documents: a special Eurobarometer survey, conducted in 

2017;13 the EU gender equality index, showing that gender 

equality has been advancing “at a snail pace in all the member 

states”;14 and a study compiled by the Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA),15 underlining the 

persistence of gender discrimination and gender-based violence, experienced mostly by 

women and girls, across the EU. All three documents suggest that the EU and its member 

states have not done enough to safeguard the dignity and rights of women and girls, much 

less to advance gender equality, in general, “severely limiting their ability to enjoy their rights 

and to participate on an equal footing in society”.

Backlash? Only the FRA report used this term explicitly, but for many policy makers, this 

event marked a clear realisation that – far from following the linear progression that one could 

10 European Commission (2019), Refl ection Paper “Towards a sustainable Europe by 2030”. Available at: ht-
tps://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/fi les/rp_sustainable_europe_30-01_en_web.pdf.

11 https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/eu-countries-commit-boost-participation-women-digital.
12 https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/social/women-transport-eu-platform-change_en.
13 Special Eurobarometer on gender equality 2017. Available at: http://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffi ce/publ-

icopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/SPECIAL/surveyKy/2154.
14 EIGE Gender Equality Index 2017. Available at: https://eige.europa.eu/publications/gender-equality-index-

2017-measuring-gender-equality-european-union-2005-2015-report.
15 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2017), Challenges to women’s human rights in the EU. 

Available at: https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/fi les/fra_uploads/fra-2017-challenges-to-women-human-
rights_en.pdf.

The EU gender 
equality index shows 
that gender equality 

has been advancing at 
a snail pace in all the 

member states



96

have imagined some 15 to 20 years ago – one of the EU’s biggest policy success stories, 

gender equality, is being progressively undermined and deconstructed.

The threat to women’s advancement represented by the rise of political intolerance, neo-

liberalism, neo-nationalist movements and politicians who praise ‘traditional family values’ all 

over Europe is real. This translates into an assault on the real lives of women: many feminists 

are verbally assaulted online on a daily basis, some even receiving death threats.16 In one of 

the perversions of the #metoo facts, a prominent woman in France claimed that “rape can 

be pleasurable” and that sexual harassment is not an offence… and it was published! This 

cultural backlash advocates the return of a natural gender order in which so-called traditional 

family values were imposed by representatives of the state, backed by churches, courts, and 

other institutions.

This rising intolerance is a source of concern to a majority of democratically minded people 

everywhere, and rightly so. Having declared gender equality a fundamental principle, the EU 

not only has a legitimate right to fi ght it: it also has a moral responsibility to do so.

This new context is not simply cultural: it is political, it is economic and ‘manmade’. 

Researchers analyse the ‘backsliding’ of gender equality and the impact of neo-liberal policies.17 

Recently, a report commissioned by the European Parliament’s Commission on Women’s 

Rights and Gender Equality tracked the regressive strategies adopted by governments in six 

countries: Austria, Hungary, Italy, Poland, Romania and Slovakia.18 Despite great variations in 

both the intensity of the backlash in individual states and the nature of the policies that have 

been implemented, a few frequently adopted measures stand out. These include: restricting 

the space for egalitarian civil society mobilisations; defunding or otherwise marginalising 

gender equality institutions; redefi ning institutions and policies from a focus on women (or 

gender) to a focus on ‘the family’; and tacitly or overtly supporting a campaign that constructs 

and elevates ‘the theory of gender’ (also referred to as ‘gender ideology’) into a casus belli.19 

Other recurrent features include support for ‘men’s rights’ movements, and critiquing, including 

by declining to ratify or threatening to withdraw from, the Istanbul Convention on addressing 

violence against women and domestic violence.

These political positions stand and get their proponents elected in the absence of policies to 

promote women’s decent employment, the lack of affordable childcare, a minority of women in 

decision-making positions and unpunished violence against women. They exploit the absence 

of policies for gender equality which the new Commission could address with a wide-ranging 

use of targeted instruments within the framework of the structural funds.

This said, gender equality is a fundamental value of the EU according to article 2 of the 

16 Verloo, M. (ed) (2018), Variety of Opposition to Gender Equality in Europe, New York: Routledge.
17 Zarachenko, “The neo-liberal fuel to the anti-gender movement”; Grzebalka W. and E. Kovacts (2018), 

“Beyond the anti-women backlash”, International Politics and Society. Available at: https://www.ips-journal.
eu/regions/europe/article/show/beyond-the-anti-women-backlash-3160/.

18 Juhász, B. and E. PAP (2018), Backlash in Gender Equality and Women’s and Girls’ Rights, Brussels: Eu-
ropean Parliament.

19 Grezebalska W., A. Petó and E. Kovatz (2017), “Gender as a Symbolic Glue. How Gender Became an Um-
brella Term for the Rejection of the (Neo)liberal Order”, Political Critique. Available at: http://politicalcritique.
org/long-read/2017/gender-as-symbolic-glue-how-gender-became-an-umbrella-term-for-the-rejection-of-
the-neoliberal-order/#.
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Treaty on the European Union and, in case of proven violation of the rights of women, article 

7 could be invoked. This threat, which could take the form of sanctions, while not desirable, 

exist and could be used.

Parity democracy: Not only numbers matter

Women members make up 40.4% of the European Parliament, 12 out of 27 commissioners 

are female including the President – this cannot but make a difference to achieving a balanced 

set of high-level decision-makers. Equally important is the leadership of the European Central 

Bank by a woman.

This said, it seems important to recall at this stage that change for a more balanced use 

of power will not happen only with numbers. The concept of parity democracy, which was 

developed at the end of the last century, aims to acknowledge the equal value of women 

and men, their equal dignity and their obligation to share rights and responsibilities, free from 

prejudices and gender stereotyping. This creates a radically new approach to gender equality 

policies, where the correction of past discriminations is complemented by the fundamental 

right to equality, which becomes a legal requirement. Eliane Vogel Polsky, the Belgian lawyer 

who championed the concept, explained parity democracy in the following way: 

“The construction of the right to equality as it has been developed so far is diffi cult to implement 

because it is subject to legal systems created without women. If parity representation is 

recognized to be a necessary condition of democracy rather than a remote consequence, 

then the rules of the game and social norms will have to change. This could radically 

transform society and allow for real gender equal relations”.

As we are nearing parity in numbers, decision-makers should remember not to take for 

granted rules and norms as they are but to reassess systematically their fi tness for the needs 

of women and men alike.

‘Me too’

This expression, fi rst used by grass-roots activist and victim of sexual assault Tarana Burke 

in 2006 to create solidarity and help sexual assault survivors, became viral with a # on social 

media following the exposure of the widespread sexual-abuse allegations against Harvey 

Weinstein in early October 2017. Social media rapidly spread the movement across the world, 

inciting women of all backgrounds to share their stories of sexual harassment. Beyond the 

headlines, data show the far-reaching impacts of the #metoo movement. Hundreds of women 

and men have fi led harassment complaints, called hotlines and come forward with their own 

#metoo stories.

For EU policy-making, the visibility of the movement has had clear and implicit impacts: the 

European Ombudsman, for instance, drafted a list of good practices based on a review of the 

anti-harassment policies in 26 EU institutions and agencies ranging from awareness-raising, 

workplace risk assessment and regular policy-monitoring to mandatory training, swift procedures 

and rehabilitation measures.20 Also the extensive media coverage of sexual harassment and its 

20 “EU Ombudsman creates ‘good practices’ list to combat harassment”, The Parliament Magazine, 2 Janu-
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consequences brought gender inequalities out of the dark and 

gave more legitimacy to debates on the Istanbul Convention 

and the use or development of EU legal instruments to fi ght 

sexual harassment. It also empowered women across the 

globe to speak out against what would earlier have been 

seen as their unfortunate fate. Many more women and men 

started to embrace a ‘feminist’ vision, while criticism and 

backlash contributed to a very welcome politicisation of the 

issue. As addressed in our recently published FEPS pamphlet 

looking at social media data, the movement did not take the 

same form or make the same claims in all member states 

but many governments were compelled to address the issue 

and discussions about EU protection against gender-based 

violence reached the kitchen sink.21

Never before had an opportunity to visibly develop Europe-wide policies that contribute to 

protect citizens arisen in such a favourable context. This should be seized upon to advance 

with the Istanbul Convention, but also to use the binding power of the European Court of 

Justice and propose a directive.

The year of Beijing+25

One of the EU major contribution to the 1995 Beijing UN Conference on Women, Peace 

and Development was the insistence on gender mainstreaming. At the end of each of the 12 

critical areas of the Platform for Action, the EU insisted on a paragraph stating that the parties 

to the conference should, in all their actions, ensure that they were conceived to “promote 

equality and eliminate discriminations”.

As we are reaching the 25th anniversary of the Beijing Platform for Action, this is, for 

the EU, the main message to carry: how the integration of a gender perspective has been 

developed into EU (and member state) policies, with what tools, what effect and how it can 

be improved.

In line with the concept of parity democracy which can only be effective if the rules of 

the game and the norms are fi t for women and men (health check), the concept of gender 

mainstreaming, which has the potential to be a game changer, will be effective if no policy, 

action or programme is left unconsidered, be it in education, energy, transport, the economy… 

you name it.

ary 2019. Retrieved from: https://www.theparliamentmagazine. eu/articles/news/eu-ombudsman-creates-
‘good-practices’-list-combat-harassment

21 Corsi, M., L. Thissen and G. Zacchia (eds) (2019), The #MeToo Social Media Effect and Its Potentials for 
Social Change in Europe, Brussels, FEPS. Available at: https://www.feps-europe.eu/attachments/publica-
tions/metoo_web_s.pdf.
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Time for a reset

The rather meagre progress accomplished in the last fi ve years by the yardstick of the potential 

at stake (gender equality as a transformation factor) confi rms an intuition which I have carried 

for a long time: we cannot continue to present the European gender equality policy as a suc-

cess story when the main narrative is always hampered by failures to convince the member 

states or the second-rate status of gender equality when it comes to attracting investments or 

balancing national budgets.

I nurtured this intuition when working on the Beyond GDP agenda following an inspiring 

Commission conference in 2007 and the Stiglitz, Sen, Fitoussi Commission on the 

measurement of economic performance and social progress of 2008/9.

Then, in the few years following the 2008 fi nancial crisis, I was comforted by the fact that 

a number of academics and politicians were seriously arguing for a radical change in the 

economy. The neo-liberal model had lived and proven its inadequacy in terms of redistribution22 

and creation of welfare. Economists were developing alternative models putting forward the 

need to create well-being rather than blind economic growth, arguing for caring and for the 

‘real’ economy rather than the growth of fi nancial markets, for respect rather than exploitation 

of people and the environment. Sylvia Walby even attempted a feminist interpretation 

of the crisis.23 “If the Lehman brothers had been Lehman sisters!” For a short while even 

an essentialist discourse pleaded for having less testosterone and no longer a culture of 

permanent competition, expecting women to be systematically caring and cooperative.

Unfortunately, it did not last long before the unchanged pursuit of growth and jobs came 

back to the forefront of the EU agenda. The teachings of the crisis were in the end rather 

thin and in particular it did not seem to affect the perception or situation of women or the 

emergence of new governance methods. 

In the context described before, gender inequalities are a threat to democracy, and of what 

can be seen as positive factors for change. I was particularly comforted very recently by the 

content of the report New Visions for Gender Equality 201924 as part of the preparation for the 

new European strategy for gender equality revealed in March 2019.25

By scrutinising existing research, measures, policies and trends in relation to the gender 

equality commitments of the Treaties, the authors pave the way for logical but radical changes. 

Masselot’s plea for using gender mainstreaming to advance a value-based economy, is 

particularly convincing. She argues that despite the strong Treaties commitments to gender 

equality and gender mainstreamig, economic issues in particular are treated as gender neutral, 

ignoring that “Gender dynamics are part and parcel of any society and as such, they are at the 

heart of European integration”.26 The recognition that “gender equality and the economy are 

22 Piketty, T (2014), Capital in the Twenty-First Century, Harvard University Press.
23 Walby, S. (2012), Crisis, Polity.
24 N. Crowley and S. Sansonetti (eds), New Visions for Gender Equality 2019, Brussels: European Commis-

sion.
25 https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/better-regulation/initiatives/ares-2020-267703.
26 Kantola, J. and E. Lombardo (eds) (2017), Gender and the Economic Crisis in Europe: Politics, Institutions 

and Intersectionality, Springer.
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strongly interconnected in a mutually constitutive relationship” would be in line with promises 

of the Treaty. “Yet the ‘EU’s economic/social binary places women’s interests outside this 

sphere”,27 entrenching gender equality concerns as political rather than economic.28 

This exclusion (or lack of implementation) of the gender mainstreaming commitment bears 

many consequences. For instance, as the economic model, which the EU subscribes to, does 

not incorporate the values it has proclaimed in the Treaty.29 Such an economic model considers 

these values to be too costly, as it was well illustrated when the proposed amendments to 

the Pregnant Workers Directive (COM(2008) 637) were rejected by the Council in December, 

withdrawn by the Commission in June 2015, because they were deemed too costly.30

The European semester is another example of this phenomenon as it subordinates social 

aims to fi scal and macroeconomic imperatives and prioritises economics-oriented policy.31

“Even when social policy is increasingly incorporated into the European semester,32 some 

recommendations have much stronger legal standing than others. Recommendations 

connected to the Stability and Growth Pact have a Treaty basis, while social policy 

recommendations often do not. This means that any confl ict between recommendations 

is biased towards the economic recommendations. The asymmetry in the legal standing of 

the different recommendations from the European Semester, according to whether they are 

economic or social, is harmful to the achievement of gender equality.”

Moreover, the state of the knowledge of EU economic experts contributes to the practical 

segmentation between economic and gender equality issues. Such knowledge is, overall, 

homogeneous and refl ects little understanding of feminist economics.33 Consequently, 

European integration has developed on the basis of a common economic space34 constructed 

through the pursuit of gender-blind and gender-biased economic goals promoted by the 

EU.35

27 Cavaghan, R. and M. O’Dwyer (2018), “European economic governance in 2017: A recovery for whom?”, 
JCMS, Journal of Common Market Studies 56(1): 96–108.

28 Kronsell, A. (2005), “Gender, power and European integration theory”, Journal of European Public Policy 
12(6): 1022–40.

29 Power, M. (2004), “Social provisioning as a starting point for feminist economics”, Feminist Economics 
10(3): 3–19.

30 Foubert, P. and Š. Imamović (2015), “The Pregnant Workers Directive: Must Do Better – Lessons to be 
Learned from Strasbourg?” Journal of Social Welfare & Family Law 37(3): 309–320.

31 Copeland, P. and M. Daly (2018), “The European Semester and EU social policy”, JCMS: Journal of Com-
mon Market Studies 56(5): 1001–1018; Hubert, A. and B. Helfferich (2016), “Integrating gender into EU 
economic governance: oxymoron or opportunity?”, FES Discussion Paper, https://library.fes.de/pdf-fi les/
bueros/bruessel/13256.pdf

32 From the 2019 Report on equality between women and men, page 8: “in the 2018 European Semester, 
eight member states received a country-specifi c recommendation under the European Semester frame-
work linked to women’s labour market participation (Austria, Czechia, Germany, Estonia, Ireland, Italy, Po-
land, and Slovakia). The recommendations covered issues such as improving the labour market participa-
tion of women, addressing the high gender pay gap, ensuring the availability, affordability and/or quality of 
(full-time) formal childcare services and reducing tax-benefi t disincentives for second earners”.

33 Elson, D. (2002), “Macroeconomics and macroeconomic policy from a gender perspective”, in Public Hear-
ing of Study Commission on Globalisation of the World Economy – Challenges and Responses, Deutscher 
Bundestag: 1-18.

34 Hoskyns, C. (2008), “Governing the EU: Gender and macroeconomics”, in Global Governance, Palgrave 
Macmillan: 107–128.

35 Cavaghan, R. and M. O’Dwyer (2018), “European economic governance in 2017: A recovery for whom?”, 
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And the authors of the above-mentioned New vision for gender equality 2019 conclude: 

“If gender mainstreaming is to drive a value-based economy, it should evolve in a way that: 

includes enhanced knowledge relating to the interdependence between gender equality and 

the economy; substantially reduces male dominance in key decision-making positions; and 

embraces an intersectional approach”.

Conclusion

Expectations are high in this fi rst year of a new decade when for the fi rst time in history 

a woman presides the Commission, for the fi rst time in history a Commissioner is in charge of 

equality, and the number of female MEPs is at its highest ever. Expectations are high not only in 

the EU, but also outside. The Beijing+25 celebrations in June this year will be an opportunity to 

show the world that gender equality is a value that counts in Europe and is worth fi ghting for.

There are expectations for a strong specifi c gender equality policy, framed by a binding 

gender strategy which will commit the EU institutions and the member states. It will be 

presented in March. It will certainly address the pay gap with 

more than cosmetic measures, it will have to avail resources to 

fi nance work–life balance measures and it will have to promise 

legislation and resources to eradicate gender-based violence. 

Beyond specifi c measures however, it is the effectiveness 

of mainstreaming gender equality into policies which will be 

the test case of the new programme. Properly implemented, 

gender mainstreaming has the potential to shift the way we 

measure the economy and to implement a value-based 

economy, where the value of gender equality could guide the 

EU economy rather than the other way around. A value-based 

economy requires gender mainstreaming to include gender 

budgeting more effectively. If the economy is understood as a basic human need, then gender 

equality, childcare and education do not necessarily represent costs, rather investments likely 

to result in long-term economic growth.

Next June at the Beijing+25 event, the EU will have the opportunity to show a turbulent 

world that values count.

JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies 56(1): 96–108.
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Desecuritise migration 
to liberalise it

Giacomo Orsini

Since the arrival and residence of selected groups of migrants started being treated as a major 

security issue, complex management systems have been put in place to curb and control 

their mobility into Europe. Today, new and interconnected sets of policies operate to deter 

unwanted people from migrating; detect those crossing the border unauthorised; detain those 

already in the territory without documentation; and fi nally, deport them back to their countries 

of origin. Moving from a critical assessment of the ground-level functioning of each of these 

4Ds, I here question the effi ciency of such measures and show how they eventually serve to 

increase societal anxieties towards migration. I thus fi nally offer a view of how desecuritising 

and liberalising migration could, instead, solve much of the tension that Europeans experience 

or feel as a consequence of the numerous so-called ‘migration crises’ which keep unfolding 

at Europe’s border.

Despite the sharp drop in the number of recorded arrivals of undocumented migrants to 

Europe, media and political attention was once again focused in 2019 on a series of ‘crises’ 

in the Mediterranean. The closed ports policy of Italy’s (former) interior minister Matteo Salvini 

polarised the public and monopolised the European political debate on migration. With NGO 

and coastguard boats stuck for weeks outside the ports of Sicily with their loads of rescued 

people on board, European governments argued for weeks about whether and where to 

relocate the migrants – including children and pregnant women.1

In a similar way to the last (too many) years, the arrival of third country nationals (TCNs) was 

thus treated once again in problematic terms. Dealing with a number of extremely politicised 

‘crises’ unfolding at the border, which attracted enormous media attention, politics could only 

concentrate on ad hoc and eventually short-term solutions. There was, in sum, no questioning 

of Europe’s long-standing repressive approach to the governance of migration. If anything, 

1 Tidey, A. (2019), “NGO ship with 47 migrants docks in Sicily after being stranded at sea for two weeks”, 
Euronews, 31 January. Available at: https://www.euronews.com/2019/01/31/ngo-ship-with-47-migrants-
docks-in-sicily-after-being-stranded-at-sea-for-two-weeks. 
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with anti-migrant parties gaining momentum, political discourse worsened in tone as policies 

to target unwanted TCNs turned tougher than before.

Since political formations such as Vox in Spain or Fidesz in Hungary understand the 

immigration of selected groups of foreigners as an existential threat for Europe, they often 

advocate draconian policies to keep these foreigners out of the continent.2 However, 

alternatives coming from other parties – including progressive ones – do not differ signifi cantly. 

One example comes from the leader of the Spanish Socialist Party (PSOE) Pedro Sánchez. 

Advocating relocation as the only possibility to deal with the Italian refusal to allow NGO vessels 

to enter Italian harbours, he implicitly reinforced public perceptions of foreigners as a burden 

for the host society.3 In a way, he turned the stances of anti-migrant parties sitting in the 

opposite section of the Spanish parliament more credible.

Due to such widespread consensus in framing migration as an economic, social, political 

and even cultural problem,4 policy responses can only concentrate on keeping unwanted 

foreigners away from the EU. This means that efforts are made solely to create increasingly 

restrictive and selective legal and policy environments for international migrants. Starting from 

this security-focused approach, policy efforts of the last two decades have developed along 

four main strategies – i.e. the 4Ds of Europe’s governance of migration.

National and European policies operate today, both inside and outside the EU, fi rst to deter 

would-be migrants from deciding to move. To this end, authorities set a variety of strategies 

whose effects are to increase the perceived and actual costs of migrating without documents. 

Furthermore, thanks to upgraded surveillance at the EU’s external border, authorities have 

concurrently improved their ability to detect undocumented foreigners. Moving inside the 

European territory, several facilities have been established since the 1990s to detain unwanted 

TCNs, and eventually deport them back to their country of origin.

Regardless of the ruling coalition, such a combination of strategies has been developed 

consistently over the last two decades at both the national and EU levels. Yet even by assuming 

that migrants could constitute a danger for the host societies – which is something contested 

by much academic research – empirical data suggest restrictions to be scarcely effi cient in 

controlling and managing migration. Rather than reducing perceived and experienced societal 

risks, the implementation of these restrictions actually serves to (re)produce most of the 

tensions related to migration in Europe.

Based on the 4Ds model briefl y presented above, I here fi rst deconstruct and critically assess 

European securitised approaches to the governance of migration. Moving from more empirical 

evaluations, I then offer an alternative – and eventually progressive – option to de-securitise and 

2 Fotheringham, A. (2019), “Anti-feminist, anti-migrant: Spain’s far-right doubles down”, Aljazeera News, 
26 November. Available at: https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/11/anti-feminist-anti-migrant-spain-
doubles-191126180554383.html; Orbán Launches Fidesz EP Campaign: 7-point Programme Against 
Migration”, Hungary today, 4 May 2019. Available at: https://hungarytoday.hu/orban-launches-fi desz-ep-
campaign-7-point-programme-against-migration/.

3 Sánchez, G. (2019), “El nuevo giro de Sánchez en inmigración: de 'impulsar' un mecanismo de desem-
barco a negarse a activarlo para el Open Arms”, El Diario, 8 August. Available at: https://www.eldiario.es/
desalambre/Gobierno-soluciones-Comision-Europea-desembarco_0_928807313.html.

4 Balzacq, T., S. Lé onard and J. Ruzicka (2016), “‘Securitization’ revisited: theory and cases”, International 
Relations 30(4), pp. 494–531.
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liberalise international migration. By marking a real difference 

from what is promoted by the increasingly popular anti-migrant 

political formations, this might be the only option to counter 

undemocratic tendencies in most of the EU. As demonstrated 

by the Portuguese case for instance, promoting more humane 

and inclusive migration policies does not imply losing public 

support.

This discussion builds both on the vast academic literature 

on the subject and on the primary data that I collected from 

a number of fi eldwork studies conducted since 2008 in some 

key locations of Europe’s prolonged ‘migration emergency’ – 

namely Lampedusa, Melilla and Morocco, Malta, the Canary 

Islands, and the Strait of Gibraltar.

The 4Ds of Europe’s securitised governance of migration: 
A critical assessment

Following the dramatic events of 11 September in New York, the Laeken European Council of 

December 2001 laid the foundations of today’s integrated governance of migration in Europe.5 

Since selected groups of TCNs came to be treated as major public dangers, national and 

European authorities began developing new and interconnected strategies to limit and control 

their immigration into the EU.6 As a result, today a complex governance system operates at 

the external frontier of the Schengen area of free movement of people, as well as inside and 

outside the European territory, to perform four main functions.

First, a wide range of policies serve to deter would-be immigrants from deciding to move 

to Europe. For this purpose, authorities have introduced, for instance, new and tougher visa 

regimes with selected non-EU countries. Similarly, since 1993 authorities have imposed 

sanctions on private carriers transporting undocumented people across any section of the 

European external border.7 More importantly, starting from the 1990s, several international 

agreements have been signed with countries such as Turkey, Libya, Tunisia, Morocco and 

Niger. With these deals, the EU and single member states have externalised the control and 

repression of unauthorised migration abroad.8

5 Hobbing, P. (2005), “Integrated Border Management at the EU Level”, Working Documents 227, CEPS, 
Brussels.

6 Boswell, C. (2007), “Migration Control in Europe after 9/11: Explaining the Absence of Securitization”, Jour-
nal of Common Market Studies 45(3), pp. 589–610.

7 Scholten, S. (2015), The Privatisation of Immigration Control through Carrier Sanctions: The Role of Private 
Transport Companies in Dutch and British Immigration Control, Leiden: Brill Nijhoff.

8 Czaika, M. and M. Hobolt (2016), “Do restrictive asylum and visa policies increase irregular migration into 
Europe?”, European Union Politics 17(3), pp. 345-365; Spijkerboer, T. (2018), “Bifurcation of people, bifur-
cation of law: externalization of migration policy before the EU Court of Justice”, Journal of Refugee Studies 
31(2), pp. 216–239.
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Second, due to the lifting of border checks across member states as a result of the 

deepening and expanding of Schengen, border surveillance has cumulated at the external 

frontier of the new area of free movement of people. In order to detect unauthorised border 

crossings there, several surveillance devices such as radars, drones or helicopters, and law 

enforcement offi cials have come to be deployed at the outer frontier of the EU – often under 

the coordination of FRONTEX, today’s European border and coast guard agency. In practice, 

efforts have concentrated on small and remote border (is)lands due to a number of migration-

related tragedies that have unfolded there.9

Third, as authorities have enhanced deterrence and detection capabilities, they have also 

established countless facilities to detain unauthorised foreigners and limit their mobility.10 While 

the terms of migrants’ detention vary across member states, there is today no EU country 

without facilities of this kind in place. As stated by the state secretary for migration of the fi rst 

government of Pedro Sánchez in Spain, national detention systems for migrants are central to 

“fi ght against irregular migration”.11

Fourth, offi cially detention is meant to allow authorities to identify undocumented people 

and eventually deport them back to their countries of origin. From a securitised perspective, 

deportation consists of ‘the fi nal act’ in the governance of unauthorised migration, since it 

removes the societal threat from the national territory.12

With migration being framed as a top security issue, an 

interconnected set of policies has been integrated into system 

in order to target unauthorised TCNs entering or living inside 

Europe. While signifi cant differences exist in the specifi c 

approaches promoted by distinct parliamentary forces, the 

actual opportunity to use the 4Ds to govern migration is 

hardly contested. However, little or no empirical data exist to 

demonstrate the validity of these policy options to limit and 

control unauthorised migration. On the contrary, the on-the-

ground observations of the micro/local functioning of these 

strategies reveal how they eventually serve to make migration 

more dangerous and visible – thus increasing societal anxieties 

towards undocumented migration. In other words, designed 

to grant safety to Europeans against the threats brought by undocumented migrants, the 4Ds 

seem to work to make Europe feel less secure.

9 Orsini, G. (2019a), “Europe’s border vs. locals’ border: scaling-down the border play/spectacle. Methodo-
logical notes from Lampedusa and beyond”, Etnografi a e Ricerca Qualitativa 2, pp. 237-244.

10 Ferrer-Gallardo, X. and A. Albet-Mas (2016), “EU-Limboscapes: Ceuta and the proliferation of migrant de-
tention spaces across the European Union”, European Urban and Regional Studies 23(3), pp. 527–530.

11 Martín, M. (2018 ),'Culpar a los migrantes de los males de la sociedad es políticamente indecente', El País, 
18 December. Available at: https://elpais.com/politica/2018/12/17/actualidad/1545062034_673140.
html.

12 De Genova, N. (2018), “Afterword. Deportation: The Last Word?” in S. Khosravi (ed), After Deportation. 
Ethnographic Perspectives, London: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 253-266.
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In general, it is almost impossible to determine the effi ciency of deterrence in stopping 

potential migrants from deciding to move abroad.13 Figures relative to Europe certainly do 

not show any steady decrease in the arrivals of undocumented migrants over the last two 

decades. Signifi cant fl uctuations derive arguably from other factors such as the intensity of 

confl icts, or national as well as international political (in)stability.14

Most of the migrants and asylum seekers whom I met in Lampedusa, Malta or Melilla, 

came from Libya, Tunisia or Morocco after they had spent years living and working there. 

Somewhat surprisingly, deterrence was one of the reasons why they decided to move further 

north in Europe. After these North African countries started collaborating with the EU to manage 

undocumented migration in their territories, law enforcement, which historically turned a blind 

eye to the presence of irregular people, suddenly began chasing them.15 Persecuted by the 

police and with only limited access to the national labour markets, migrants decided to leave.

Furthermore, as deterrence combines with increased surveillance at the border, people 

today cross into Europe through more isolated and dangerous lands and waters.16 One 

example is the Sicilian Channel and other parts of the Mediterranean where thousands have 

perished in their attempt to reach the EU.17 Here, it is not just that deterrence makes detection 

at the border more complicated. In addition, deterrence plus detection contribute to making 

Europeans feel less secure.

The numerous tragedies that are generated at the border are frequent reminders of 

a ‘migration emergency’ taking place (almost permanently) at the edges of the EU. Because 

of the extreme visibility of these tragedies, they represent undocumented migration in Europe 

for politics, the media, and thus the general public. Most ‘illegal’ residents in the EU are 

overstayers: they have entered for instance via an airport, and have remained after their visa 

expired.18 This means that, despite the obsessive attention on what happens in Lampedusa 

or Lesbos, what happens there tells little about unauthorised migration in Europe. Additionally, 

this means that it is not at the border where unauthorised migrants can be found.

Yet increased surveillance at the border means that those unable to obtain a valid permit 

to enter the EU are forced to put their destinies in the hands of smugglers. This increases 

business opportunities for criminal organisations, as well as actual insecurity for both migrants 

13 Czaika, M. and H. de Haas (2015), “Evaluating migration policy effectiveness” in A. Triandafyllidou (ed), 
Routledge Handbook of Immigration and Refugee Studies, London: Routledge, pp. 58-64.

14 Brzoska, M. and C. Fröhlich (2016), “Climate change, migration and violent confl ict: vulnerabilities, pathways 
and adaptation strategies”, Migration and Development 5(2), pp. 190-210; Pries, L. (2019), “The Interplay 
of Organized Violence and Forced Migration: A Transnational Perspective”, in A. E. Feldmann, X. Bada and 
S. Schütze (eds), New Migration Patterns in the Americas, Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 27-55.

15 Orsini, G., A. Canessa, L. Martinez and J. Ballantine Pereira (2019), “Fixed Lines, Permanent Transitions. 
International borders, cross-border communities and the transforming experience of otherness”, Journal of 
Borderland Studies 34(3), pp. 361-376.

16 Norton Chambers, S., G. Alan Boyce, S. Launius and A. Dinsmore (2019), “Mortality, Surveillance and the 
Tertiary ‘Funnel Effect’ on the U.S.-Mexico Border: A Geospatial Modeling of the Geography of Deterrence”, 
Journal of Borderlands Studies.

17 Perkowski, N. (2016), “Deaths, interventions, humanitarianism and human rights in the Mediterranean ‘mi-
gration crisis’”, Mediterranean Politics 21(2), pp. 331-335.

18 Ambrosini, M. (2018), Irregular Immigration in Southern Europe. Migration, Diasporas and Citizenship, 
Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.



108

and Europeans.19 Such considerations become even more controversial if we consider 

that, despite the many technological advancements and the policy efforts made to enhance 

surveillance at the border, there remains simply no way to gain substantial control of frontiers.

As recommended by scholars from the University of Palermo, I fi rst went to other tiny ports 

on the Southern coast of Sicily before moving to Lampedusa. I was told that in these tiny ports 

I could see “as many Lampedusas as I wanted”. Accordingly, the port of Portopalo di Capo 

Passero – located on the southernmost tip of the island – was littered with numerous wrecks 

of so-called ‘migrant boats’. Locals told me that these wrecks were frequent as people arrived 

in overcrowded fi shing vessels, on board sailing boats and other yachts, or in small tenders 

pulled to the limits of Italian territorial waters by bigger fi shing vessels – the so-called ‘mother 

boats’. In practice, given that search and rescue at sea takes hours, when authorities are busy 

dealing with one vessel others are meanwhile crossing just close by.20 While Salvini stopped 

NGO vessels just outside the ports of Sicily, thousands of other people managed to reach the 

Italian shores independently by boat. In the very days when the Italian government stopped the 

Sea Watch 3 with 42 people on board before it could enter the port of Lampedusa, over 300 

African and Asian migrants reached the same tiny island.21

If border control is complicated at sea, it is no more effective on land. Even the fortifi ed 

six-metre-high triple fence installed along the border separating the Spanish city of Melilla from 

Morocco is not enough to guarantee closure and control. This small detached Spanish territory 

came to the attention of European media when hundreds of sub-Saharan Africans climbed 

the fences en masse to enter Europe unauthorised.22 As I went there a few weeks after one 

of these episodes, I was surprised to notice that the residents of the migrant reception centre 

came mainly from Algeria, China, Bangladesh and Pakistan. According to the director of the 

centre, this was the normality. As he said, in order to enter Melilla undocumented, people use 

forged documents and cheat – or bribe – a border guard.23

As regards the detention of undocumented migrants, similar considerations apply. Because 

of the non-criminal nature of undocumented migration – which remains an administrative record 

in most European countries – there is no evidence demonstrating that, if free, unauthorised 

migrants would be more prone to commit crime than regular residents.24 In other words, 

limiting migrants’ freedom does not automatically or implicitly improve public order – or thus 

19 Aronowitz, A. A. (2001), “Smuggling and Traffi cking in Human Beings: The Phenomenon, The Markets that 
Drive It and the Organisations that Promote It”, European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research 9(2), pp. 
163-195.

20 Jumbert, M. G. (2018) “Control or rescue at sea? Aims and limits of border surveillance technologies in the 
Mediterranean Sea”, Disasters 42(4), pp. 674-696.

21 Del Frate, C. (2019), “Sea Watch: a Lampedusa arrivati 300 migranti in un mese (oggi altri 40)”, Cor-
riere della Sera, 26 June. Available at: https://www.corriere.it/cronache/19_giugno_26/caso-sea-watch-
lampedusa-arrivati-300-migranti-un-mese-07ebf6b4-981a-11e9-ab34-56b2d57d687f.shtml.

22 Zapata-Barrero, R. and N. D. De Witte (2007), “The Spanish governance of EU borders: Normative ques-
tions”, Mediterranean Politics 12(1), pp. 85-90.

23 Orsini, G., A. Canessa, L. Martinez and J. Ballantine Pereira (2019), “Fixed Lines, Permanent Transitions. 
International borders, cross-border communities and the transforming experience of otherness”, Journal of 
Borderland Studies 34(3), pp. 361-376.

24 Pickering, S. and J. Ham (eds) (2015), The Routledge Handbook of Crime and International Migration, 
London: Routledge.
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security – for Europeans. Yet by detaining undocumented migrants behind the bars of detention 

facilities, authorities project these migrants as public dangers, consequently fuelling society’s 

fears towards foreigners.25

However, it could be said that detention facilitates deportation because authorities have full 

control over the mobility of the deportable foreigner. Nevertheless, data show that only a small 

number of ordered deportations are actually executed.26 As a representative of the Maltese 

government told me, when the authorities from the migrant’s country of origin are unwilling or 

unable to collaborate, identifi cation can become a very complex business. Furthermore, he 

added, deportation implies the existence of extremely costly repatriation agreements with the 

countries of origin27 and the existence of these agreements has reshuffl ed power relations 

at the expense of European states – as demonstrated, for instance, with the EU-Turkish 

agreement of 2016.28

Is an alternative governance of migration 
possible in Europe?

Even by problematising migration as a burden and a risk for host societies, there remains a sig-

nifi cant implementation gap to be tackled. It is not only that the EU security-centred governance 

of migration fails to deliver more control on unwanted migration. 

What seems to be the case is that securitised policies are quite 

central in (re)producing migration as a danger and a threat. Poli-

cies developed so far seem to activate a vicious circle where 

their implementation produces more societal insecurity; this, in 

turn, increases the public demand for more securitised options 

and the likelihood of politicians to deliver them. 

This might explain why Europe’s political imagination has 

only recently begun deviating from this obsession with security-

centred understandings of migration and the governance of it. 

Over almost two decades, no alternative to the strengthening of the 4Ds has been suggested 

– let alone implemented. While divergences exist between different political formations, these 

are about the intensity with which securitised strategies should be implemented.

The New Social Contract for Europe, put together by the Socialists and Democrats Group 

for the European elections of May 2019, refers to the need to “manage migration better [by 

opening] safe and legal channels” for people to enter the EU. Yet this statement is merged with 

25 Gold, S. and J. S. Nawin (eds) (2018), The Routledge International Handbook of Migration Studies, London: 
Routledge.

26 “Enforcement of immigration legislation statistics” (2019), Eurostat, June. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/
eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Enforcement_of_immigration_legislation_statistics.

27 Slominski, P. and F. Trauner (2017), “How do Member States Return Unwanted Migrants? The Strategic (non-) 
use of ‘Europe’ during the Migration Crisis”, Journal of Common Market Studies 56(1), pp. 101-118.

28 Allen, W., B. Anderson, N. Van Hear, M. Sumption, F. Dü vell, J. Hough, L. Rose, R. Humphris, and S. Walker 
(2017), “Who Counts in Crises? The New Geopolitics of International Migration and Refugee Governance”, 
Geopolitics 23(1), pp. 217-243.
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others referring, for instance, to “cooperation with countries of origin and transit” and the need 

for Europe to maintain “effective control of its borders”.29 After all, the contract was drafted 

a couple of months after the Spanish socialist leader signed an agreement with Morocco to 

return undocumented migrants rescued at sea directly to the Moroccan authorities.30

Using the words of an important member of the Walloon Socialist Party (PS) in Belgium 

– Paul Magnette – “there is not, on the one hand, the Right which is attached to the nation-

state and citizenship, and on the other, a naïve, lax or ‘cosmopolitan’ Left which advocates the 

opening of all frontiers”.31 While signifi cant differences distinguish the approaches of right and 

centre-right parties from those proposed by parties on the left and centre-left, the terms of the 

equation remain the same. Here, for social democrats as well, migration remains somehow 

problematic and must be handled with a series of differently repressive control strategies.

Somewhat counterintuitively however, a stop to dealing 

with migrants as a security issue and, as a consequence, the 

liberalisation of international mobility – that is, allowing people 

to cross frontiers in an orderly and legal way – can potentially 

solve most of the tensions that migration to Europe today 

seems to generate. First of all, it must be understood that 

contrary to what it is often assumed, no data show that opening 

up borders implies any automatic and massive increase in 

immigration. Figures concerning international mobility in Africa 

for instance show that, similar to most other areas of the world, 

migration happens mainly within the continent. When deciding 

to move, people tend to remain close to their countries of origin or they move within national 

boundaries – i.e. rural/urban migration.32 This is the case also when relatively high inequalities 

exist across countries, and borders are left open – as is the case in Europe, for instance. After 

all, constantly mutating migratory trajectories respond to a variety of factors which are not 

necessarily related to migration policies per.33

While it is unclear whether liberalising migration would imply any sudden and signifi cant 

growth in the number of TCNs reaching Europe, opening legal paths could potentially solve 

many of the tensions Europeans feel with respect to migration. First, allowing people to travel 

29 PES Social Democrats, “A New Social Contract for Europe. PES Manifesto 2019”. Available at: https://www.
pes.eu/export/sites/default/.galleries/Documents-gallery/PES-Manifesto-2019_EN.pdf_2063069299.pdf.

30 Martín, M. (2019), “España acuerda con Marruecos devolver pateras a sus costas”, El País, 21 February. 
Available online at: https://elpais.com/politica/2019/02/20/actualidad/1550682280_062643.html.

31 Translated by the author from "Pour Paul Magnette, 'la question migratoire mérite mieux que les carica-
tures’”, RTL Info, 25 January 2018. Available online at: https://www.rtl.be/info/monde/france/pour-paul-
magnette-la-question-migratoire-merite-mieux-que-les-caricatures--989812.aspx.

32 Lopes, C. (2016), “Migration debates are becoming illogical*”, Africa Cheetah Run. The Former Executive 
Secretary’s Blog, 15 July. Available at: https://www.uneca.org/es-blog/migration-debates-are-becoming-
illogical; Mingels, G. (2019), “Global Migration? Actually, The World Is Staying Home”, Spiegel International, 
17 May. Available online at: http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/why-global-migration-statistics-do-
not-add-up-a-1090736.html.

33 Schapendonk, J., I. van Liempt, I. Schwarz and G. Steel (2018), “Re-routing migration geographies: Mi-
grants, trajectories and mobility regimes”, Geoforum; Crawley, H. and J. Hagen-Zanker (2019), “Deciding 
Where to go: Policies, People and Perceptions Shaping Destination Preferences”, International Migration 
57(1), pp. 20-35.
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regularly would divert most would-be migrants away from smugglers or traffi ckers – thus 

undermining the expansion and profi tability of criminal networks. Furthermore, to cross the 

Sahara Desert fi rst, and then the Mediterranean, often takes months or years, and costs 

thousands of euros for smugglers and the corrupted police.34 A fl ight, on the contrary, would 

cost much less and would allow TCNs to arrive in Europe with more fi nancial capital to be 

invested, for example, in settling. As a consequence of liberalising migration, at least part of the 

fi nancial burden would be removed from public administrations which run reception centres 

in their territories. Importantly, allowing people to travel regularly would also put an end to the 

many migration-related tragedies taking place on Europe’s periphery. It would make it much 

easier to desecuritise and would normalise national or European media and political debates 

concerned with unauthorised migration.

More generally, allowing foreigners to enter Europe legally would make the management 

of migration more orderly and effective. In fact, liberalising migration does not mean removing 

control on people’s international mobility. On the contrary, by registering their cross-border 

movements, individuals remain identifi able. This, in turn, would facilitate the work of law 

enforcement agencies, as most migrants would become more easily detectable. After all, 

when successful, unauthorised migration goes undetected.

What is more, as legally recognised subjects, newcomers will less likely enter informal 

labour markets or crime – further reducing risks for the host society. One argument which is 

frequently put forward to sustain the implementation of tougher measures to control migration 

is that, without restrictions in place, European workers will suffer the unfair competition of 

cheaper non-European labour. However, these views usually do not account for the social 

and economic effects of restricting legal mobility. It is because people reside unauthorised in 

a country that they will most likely work in the informal labour market. Due to the precariousness 

of their residence permits, they will accept to work under all possible conditions to keep their 

job and, with it, the right to remain in the country.35

On the contrary, liberalising TCN mobility to, and within, Europe could change migratory 

patterns and reduce risks for national labour markets. First of all, if migration is made cheaper 

both in fi nancial terms and those of lost human life, people will fi nd it easier to adapt their 

trajectories to available opportunities. This means that they will eventually move somewhere 

else if they do not fi nd living conditions satisfying in the destination country. Opening borders 

would then favour the best match between labour market demands and the availability of 

workers: unemployed migrants would search for a job elsewhere if they were allowed to move 

without facing big legal and administrative costs to do so. By contrast, restrictive migration 

policies go against an effi cient distribution of labour because, given the very high human and 

fi nancial costs of migrating, people will rarely decide to leave a country even when they have 

found no job there.

34 Schapendonk, J. (2018), “Navigating the migration industry: migrants moving through an African-European 
web of facilitation/control”, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 44(4), pp. 663-679.

35 Lewis, H. and L. Waite (2019), “Migrant illegality, slavery and exploitative work”, in G. Craig, A. Balch, H. 
Lewis and L. Waite (eds), The Modern Slavery Agenda: Politics, Policy and Practice in the UK, Bristol: Policy 
Press, pp. 219-242.
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As we have seen, liberalising international mobility can potentially push the whole of Europe 

away from the prolonged ‘migration crisis’ which has monopolised and somewhat paralysed 

policymaking in Europe. Signals are fi nally coming, especially from progressive political forces, 

of attempts to stop (re)producing migration as a risk or a burden for the host society. Yet 

despite some traces of such attempts to desecuritise migration, policy efforts do not seem 

to be shifting away from the more traditional – and securitised – approaches which have 

structured the governance of migration in Europe for at least two decades.

Depending on the specifi c issue at stake, the arrival and presence of TCNs should be 

treated merely as a demographic or humanitarian issue, for instance – without having to 

mobilise keywords in public discourse such as fear, danger or risk. After all, as has been 

seen, migration is not dangerous per se: what turns it risky and problematic in Europe are the 

securitised policies designed and implemented to govern it thus far.
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Brexit Britain 2020: 
Johnson triumphant, 

Labour in meltdown, where next?

Roger Liddle

This chapter examines the political prospects for Brexit Britain in the light of the December 

2019 general election result. It examines the reasons for Boris Johnson’s decisive victory and 

Labour’s devastating defeat. Brexit has now happened, but there is no clarity about Britain’s 

future post Brexit national strategy and political economy. Much depends on the outcome of 

the ‘future relationship’ negotiations with the EU in 2020, which the chapter considers. A ‘bad’ 

trade deal for Britain must be likely: a major political clash with the EU is possible that could 

have large consequences for the future EU-UK relationship. Boris Johnson, with his victories in 

former Labour seats in the industrial towns of the midlands and the north, has created a new 

Conservative coalition. But the politics of this new coalition are as yet uncertain. Will they still 

lead in the direction of ‘Global Britain’? By what means will the Conservatives seek to retain 

their newfound working class support? The chapter ends with a discussion of the huge chal-

lenges facing Labour in remaking itself as a credible party of government. 

The historic signifi cance of Brexit

Legally Britain ceased to be an EU member on 31 January 2020. This not just marks the clo-

sure of a seven year political and parliamentary controversy (since David Cameron made his 

fateful promise of a referendum on our EU membership in January 2013), or at least its fi rst 

stage. It is the end of an epoch in British history with untold, unknown consequences. This 

epoch began in 1962 when Prime Minister Harold Macmillan launched Britain’s fi rst applica-

tion to join the European Economic Community; since then, until 2016, our EU membership 

was regarded by governments of every party as a vital part of Britain’s ‘national strategy’, both 

in terms of the UK’s ability to compete in world markets (and pay for the imports on which 

our standard of life depends) and our leverage post-Empire to punch above our weight in the 

world.
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1962 in turn marked the close of three decades of national protectionism and imperial 

preference which the economic crisis of 1931 had ushered in. And 1931 marked the fi nal 

retreat from free trade which had been the orthodoxy since the repeal of the Corn Laws in 

1848, though Joe Chamberlain bitterly divided the Conservative party in the early 1900s by 

launching his campaign for Tariff Reform. We are now entering a period of what must be a 

profound reassessment of Britain’s place in the world and how as a country we earn our 

living. 

What will be Britain’s new national strategy post Brexit? The general election offered few 

clues. Andrew Gamble, in a brilliant lecture last November,1 sketched out four broad possible 

futures for the UK political economy beyond Brexit.

• Global Britain or Singapore-on-Thames: the UK positioned as a low tax, light regulation 

jurisdiction able to trade freely and take commercial opportunities wherever they arise. 

To achieve this, Brexiteers are prepared to accept if necessary, an economic shock 

“if it is the catalyst for a signifi cant restructuring of the UK economy, pushing the 

Anglo-liberal model further in a deregulatory direction, resuming the journey that was 

interrupted after Thatcher’s fall in 1990”.

• European Britain, or social democratic Britain: a close relationship with the EU, effectively 

keeping the UK in the single market and geopolitically, “fi rmly within the orbit of the 

EU, committed to multilateral cooperation and upholding the rules-based international 

order”.

• Green New Deal or Red/Green Britain: a signifi cant rupture with the Anglo-liberal 

status quo, but support for the EU on the basis that ‘another Europe is possible’. 

“An interventionist, entrepreneurial state to enable a shift to a decentralised non-

hierarchical economy, answerable directly to local communities, with fi nancial services 

and corporate capital reorganised to support a local, sharing, everyday economy and 

a radical redistribution of wealth”.

• Protectionist Britain or Fortress Britain: “anti-globalist, anti-free trade, and anti-

immigration, as well as anti-EU and multilateral institutions”. Gamble believes this world 

view would draw support from those most adversely affected by Brexit in the older 

industrial areas. “Populist, nationalist, anti-establishment and anti-elite”. “Unlikely to 

capture the Conservative and Labour parties as presently constituted” but historically 

strong – among the Tariff Reformers and Social Imperialists in the fi rst half of the 

20th century and in Labour’s ‘alternative economic strategy’ of the 1970s and 80s, 

championed by Tony Benn against successive Labour leaderships.

Which course Britain will take (and in Gamble’s judgement, this may take several general 

elections to determine) depends on the large uncertainties of domestic politics in the coming 

years: the character and political positioning of Boris Johnson’s ‘new’ Conservative party, and 

how Labour responds to its devastating defeat.

1 SPERI lecture, London, 8 November 2019. 
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Britain and Europe post Brexit: The looming clash 

It pains me to write this, but the brave attempt to force a second referendum with the hope of 

stopping Brexit is over and done. Yet the general election has resolved little else.

‘Brexit is a process, not an event’, as new Conservative MPs are about to discover. Michel 

Barnier, the European Commission’s chief Brexit negotiator, made this clear from the start of the 

Article 50 negotiations in the early summer of 2017. Three major issues had then to be settled 

in the fi rst stage: the status of EU citizens living in Britain; the fi nancial aspects of the ‘divorce’ 

settlement; and the avoidance of a hard border in Northern Ireland. The original Brussels plan was 

to sort these so that a Withdrawal Agreement could be ratifi ed by early 2019 and negotiations on 

the future relationship then begin. For these negotiations a transition period of two years to the 

end of 2020 was agreed, extendable by a further two years by mutual agreement. 

Barnier identifi ed four baskets of issues for these negotiations: 

• Trade: in Brussels’ eyes, that covers everything from market access and customs issues to 

state aid rules and competition policy, data protection rules for cross-border data transfers, 

social, environmental and consumer regulation, free movement of people and much else 

besides.

• Security: police and intelligence cooperation, access to common databases, the Euro-

pean arrest warrant (a growing area of EU activity).

• Foreign policy and defence cooperation.

• Other areas of potential cooperation such as research and education programmes.

In truth, each of these baskets contains multiple parcels, the full complexity of which will 

only be appreciated when in due course each is unwrapped. We hear a lot about the fi rst 

basket – relatively little about the rest – in part because elite opinion in Britain has always seen 

the EU as about economics and trade and ignored its wider reach.

The Johnson government has chosen to downplay the complexity of the task it is facing: in 

the Conservative view, Brexit has been ‘done’ on 31 January, with only a few irritating technical 

details about the future relationship to tidy up. It is rumoured 

that the term ‘Brexit’ is be banned from Whitehall and ministerial 

discourse. The Department for Exiting the European Union is to 

be wound up (probably a good thing because inter-departmental 

coordination is probably best achieved through the Cabinet 

Offi ce under the direction of the prime minister). Yet, call it Brexit 

or not, the reality is that the UK is about to embark on the most 

complex set of international negotiations in its history.

The future UK-EU trade deal covers around 40% of UK 

exports of goods and services, over 12% of total UK GDP, 

broadly like the whole of UK spending on health and education combined. The huge economic 

signifi cance of this bilateral trade negotiation far outweighs the signifi cance of any trade deal 

with any other part of the world, including the United States, but I somehow doubt ministers will 

acknowledge that fact. Even if advocates of ‘Global Britain’ are correct in their assumption that 
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in time the UK’s new sovereign right to strike its own trade deals will reorient the UK economy 

to parts of the world with higher growth potential (I am sceptical),2 the economic relationship 

with the EU is likely to remain by far the most signifi cant of all external relationships for years to 

come, certainly for the duration of a Johnson premiership.

Little has so far been ‘agreed’ on the future trade relationship. The Political Declaration 

accompanying the Withdrawal Agreement3 contains what little there is. This is not a legally 

binding mandate for the forthcoming negotiations, rather a political statement skilfully drafted to 

mean what both the UK and EU wanted it to mean for their own immediate purposes. The British 

point to the ambition for a ‘no tariffs, no quotas’ deal in goods and the creation of a “free trade 

area, combining deep regulatory and customs cooperation”: the EU adds the crucial qualifi cation 

that “the future relationship will be based on a balance of rights and obligations (…) must be 

consistent with the Union’s principles, in particular with respect to the integrity of the Single Market 

and Customs Union and the indivisibility of the four freedoms.” Textual exegesis of the Political 

Declaration however reveals some subtle shifts from the May to the Johnson draft: the ambition 

for “frictionless trade” and a “high level of regulatory alignment” in goods has disappeared. The 

Johnson government talks of a ‘looser’ relationship, whatever that may mean.

On two big issues the Political Declaration amounts to little more than waffl e. (To avoid 

sounding like an anorak, a little more detail is added in footnotes.) First ‘no tariffs, no quotas’ 

amounts to a signifi cantly lower level of ambition than “frictionless trade” because it does not 

avoid border checks (in themselves time-consuming and costly) due to the potential absence 

of regulatory alignment on standards and compliance with EU rules of origin. Without a solution 

to these issues, huge, potentially existential, problems for some UK manufacturers could arise, 

especially for fi rms that have built their business models on extensive cross-EU border supply 

chains.4 This is a key issue for high profi le foreign manufacturers such as Nissan, Airbus and 

Siemens, which are often situated in the Midlands, Wales and the North and whose continuing 

presence in the UK has huge symbolic as well as economic signifi cance. 

Secondly, the absence of tariffs and quotas is irrelevant to trade in services.5 This amounts 

in all to 40% of British exports and the share is growing. We also enjoy a big surplus with our 

2 Most trade economists believe geographical proximity is the most important factor in determining the de-
gree of potential trade integration between countries. An interesting exception to this rule was the UK recov-
ery in the decade immediately following the Second World War, when global exports boomed, especially to 
markets protected by Imperial preference in the British Empire and Commonwealth.

3 Political Declaration setting out the framework for the future relationship between the European Union and 
the United Kingdom. 19 October 2019. 

4 On regulatory alignment, while it is diffi cult to envisage a manufacturer with an extensive Continental export 
business wanting to diverge from EU standards, how do they ensure their UK suppliers have complied with 
those standards, especially if as a result of new trade deals that the UK concludes, goods have been admit-
ted to the UK market which are not EU-compliant. On rules of origin, even if a deal could be negotiated with 
the EU that for these specifi c purposes continued to treat the UK as part of the single market (a contentious 
proposition in itself), there would be no legal obligation on third countries in the rest of the world that have 
trade deals with the EU, to treat the UK as compliant in a similar way. For example, UK car exports to Korea 
could be hard hit.

5 For UK service companies, the key issues where the EU single market matters are legal rights of establish-
ment in EU member states, mutual recognition of professional qualifi cations, and free movement of people. 
Also, as a member of the EU, UK-based companies have been able to bring claims of unfair discrimination 
before Continental courts and ultimately the Commission and the ECJ: with Brexit that protection will auto-
matically be withdrawn.
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EU partners in services trade with the UK unlike the large defi cit in goods. My suspicion is 

that the Conservatives calculate that they can afford to neglect services. While opinion in the 

City of London is divided on the future relationship, the Bank of England is insistent that the 

UK fi nancial services cannot be an EU rule-taker. For different reasons, the hedge fund and 

private equity millionaires, many of whom are big Conservative donors, want to escape EU 

rules in the belief that deregulation will follow and make them richer. The demonology of the 

Left helps them get away with it. When people think of services, they think of greedy bankers. 

But only a third of our EU service exports consist of fi nancial services, and indeed much of 

that is highly worthy and respectable activities in the City of London such as capital raising for 

businesses throughout the European single market. The remaining two thirds include great 

British success stories such as law, accountancy, consultancy, architecture, design, digital 

companies, TV and fi lm production, and cultural centres of excellence. Of course, a bad 

Brexit deal for services will hit profi ts, but the greater loss will be the number of creative and 

rewarding jobs for this and future generations of young Britons.

The third problem the Conservatives face is their self-

imposed deadline: no extension of the transition period 

beyond this coming December. In the government’s view, this 

timetable is perfectly achievable because the starting point 

for the negotiations is that Britain and the EU are already fully 

aligned. But that misses the whole point of Brexit to which the 

Johnson government is particularly attached – the ability to 

diverge in the belief that this restores national sovereignty and 

sets Britain free to steer a destiny as Global Britain without the 

‘burden’ of EU laws and regulations.

There is no way that the EU will be relaxed about 

this ambition. In the eyes of our partners, the creation of 

a freewheeling competitor, right on their doorstep, is a 

huge threat. This is not just an obsession of Commission 

bureaucrats, though it is: Chancellor Merkel and President 

Macron have made it clear that if Britain goes its own way in 

this manner, then a price will be paid in the conditions of access to EU markets. These will 

become a lot more diffi cult. The choice is Britain’s.

In my view, a ‘barebones’ trade deal on goods might be negotiable by next Christmas, 

leaving lots of other issues for 2021 and beyond. Such a deal will most emphatically not be 

a good deal for Britain – in the jargon, more Canada minus, than Canada plus plus. In all 

reputable forecasts, such a deal would seriously diminish UK growth potential in the medium 

term. Its content might involve some ‘mutual recognition’ of technical standards, sector by 

sector and the possibility of some divergence if ‘equivalence’6 is maintained. However, for the 

EU, such fl exibility would be conditional on across the board binding commitments to maintain 

equivalent standards of social and environmental regulation as well as EU-model rules on 

6 Measuring regulatory quality by outcomes not by an exactly similar rule book.
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governance of state aid, competition and public procurement. Such commitments could not 

simply be aspirational: they would require enforcement mechanisms (perhaps through joint 

EU-UK committees, but where the European Court of Justice basically remains the decider 

of what complies with EU law) and penalties for non-compliance, for example the ability on 

the part of the EU to withdraw ‘equivalence’ at short notice and the rapid imposition of trade 

sanctions if the rules are breached.

Brexiteers bluster that EU member states will not allow such insistence on ‘doctrine’ to put 

at risk their huge trade surpluses in goods with the UK. I am not so confi dent. The member 

states with the largest trade surpluses with the UK – Germany, France, Belgium and the 

Netherlands – are also the strongest defenders of the integrity of the single market, in contrast 

to member states to the EU south and east, which sometimes take a more relaxed view as 

being in their own interests.

Another major problem for this autumn is fi shing. Brexit restores Britain’s position as an 

independent coastal state: the UK regains sovereignty over who fi shes in UK waters. Brexiteers 

promise a renaissance of UK fi shing. Maybe. However, half the fi sh presently landed in the UK 

is sold to the rest of the EU. Will the EU agree to unfettered access for UK fi sh to EU markets if 

the fi shing boats of EU member states are banned from UK waters? One would have thought 

a sensible compromise was negotiable here, particularly as fi shing accounts for only some 

0.5% of UK GDP,7 but the politics of fi shing are not calm and rational: Continental member 

states have signifi cant fi shing interests as well as the UK. To say Spain will be vocal on this 

subject is a massive understatement. Also, President Macron, facing elections in May 2022, 

cannot afford to be denounced as a soft touch.

On the EU side, the politics of determining this ‘future relationship’ with the UK will be 

far more complex than those shaping the Withdrawal Agreement. On the latter under the 

Lisbon Treaty, the EU took decisions by qualifi ed majority. In trade deals with “third countries”, 

which Britain has now fatefully become, unanimity is the rule. Every EU member state has a 

potential veto. When it comes to doing a deal, the ball is no longer only in Britain’s court. The 

hard December deadline exposes the UK to high risks. The combination this autumn of a 

confrontation over fi shing rights, with an EU determination to secure provisions that limit the 

potential for a ‘race to the bottom’, is potentially toxic. National interests will come into play: 

some member states will be tempted by the prospect of UK-based fi nancial institutions and 

global companies reassessing their longer-term commitment. Sir Ivan Rogers, the former UK 

Permanent Representative to the EU, forecasts a diffi cult, even poisonous autumn.8

I have no doubt that for sound geopolitical reasons, at a time of great turbulence in transatlantic 

relations, crisis in the Middle East and a see-sawing China-US relationship, European leaders 

want to maintain a close relationship with Brexit Britain. On defence and security, President 

Macron could not have been more explicit. I am sure this is Boris Johnson’s fi rst instinct as well, 

7 There are also differing interests within the sector. Inshore fi shers on the west coast of Scotland are more 
concerned about maintaining their strong exports of salmon, lobsters and shellfi sh to the Continent while on 
the east coast deep sea fi shers are itching to break free of the EU quota regime and EU competition in UK 
waters.

8 Speech by Sir Ivan Rogers to the University of Glasgow, 25 November 2019. 



121NATIONAL FOCUS

as the January 2020 Iran crisis suggests. But the EU system is not set up to deliver political 

‘grand bargains’, at least very easily. The core of European unity is economic, based on complex 

Treaties and a patient construction of common rules enforced by supranational mechanisms. The 

EU will never accept that Britain can enjoy the ‘market access’ benefi ts of membership without 

meeting the obligations that go with it. Given the Johnson 

government’s preference for a loose trading relationship, the 

British government will have to accept that Britain will face 

discrimination against its exports in EU markets that it does not 

face now: that is the harsh reality of Brexit. It must try to reach 

a deal that safeguards UK economic interests to the limited 

extent it can. Britain will in the medium term at least, be the 

poorer therefore. It is a tough political sell.

Can a destructive clash be avoided? Boris Johnson 

has a Master of Arts in political escapology. The Withdrawal 

Agreement he negotiated last September displayed on 

his part, a remarkable fl exibility of approach. In ditching his 

solemn commitment to the Northern Irish Unionists that there 

would be no border in the Irish Sea, he showed a supreme 

gift for turning a fundamental betrayal into a famous negotiating triumph, with Conservative 

backbenchers cheering him on. To achieve a deal within his self-imposed timescale, he will 

most likely have to accept unpalatable safeguard clauses and make some concessions on EU 

fi shing in British waters. This will annoy the Scots (on fi shing) as well as the ERG group of hard 

line Brexiteer backbenchers.9 He may have enough political capital in the bank to pull this off. 

This may follow a period of bluster about ‘no deal’, though why a course of action he rejected 

in the early autumn of 2019 could suddenly seem attractive in the winter of 2020, is unclear. 

He may agree to extend the transition deadline if he can put the blame on the hopelessness 

and divisions of the Europeans. There is real risk he will try somehow or other to excuse his 

own failures with a populist attack on Brussels. He may simultaneously switch his attention 

to a trade deal with the US, which will enrage member states even more. There could well 

be adverse consequences for all the other elements of the post Brexit relationship with the 

EU, such as the defence and security partnership as well as future research and industrial 

cooperation. Who knows, but we are in for bumpy autumn, and a ‘bad deal’ could hit the 

economy hard against a background of weak economic growth.

The new Conservative party

Much depends on the character of Boris Johnson’s ‘new’ Conservative party, his strategy for 

re-election in 2024 and his government’s national strategy for post-Brexit Britain. Johnson has 

transformed the Conservative party. Many Tory supporters of Britain’s EU membership either 

9 Ed: The European Research Group is a Eurosceptic research group within the parliamentary Conservative 
party. It provides information and research for Conservative MPs. 
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retired at the last election or had the Whip withdrawn before it. In addition, there are new Con-

servative MPs for many midlands and northern constituencies which would previously have 

been regarded as ‘hopeless’. A signifi cant number of successful Conservative candidates 

were selected at the last minute from shortlists drawn up by the Johnson offi ce.

The true character of this ‘new’ parliamentary party will take time to emerge. Many 

commentators have pointed to a potential tension between the Global Britain enthusiasts for 

a free economy, deregulation and Singapore-on-Thames, on the one hand, and those on 

the other, who fi nd themselves representing old industrial constituencies where, as Gamble 

has pointed out, the instincts of their electorates are likely to be protectionist and populist. 

There is a genuine tension here, but I suspect it is exaggerated. The new northern MPs were 

elected to deliver Brexit. I doubt if they will be pushing for a ‘soft’ Brexit in order to protect their 

constituents: rather they will be cheering Johnson on, when he tells Brussels to get lost. The 

new ‘Red Wall’ MPs will be more rank populist than ‘One Nation’. The core of Conservative 

support in these ‘Red Wall’ seats comes from the elderly and retired who are impervious to the 

economic arguments against a hard Brexit. Pro-Europeans never found a way to persuade this 

large group to put the futures of their grandchildren fi rst. A signifi cant factor is that since 2010, 

pensioners have been protected against the hard edge of austerity, enjoying steady real-terms 

increases in their standard of living while poorer working families have been harshly squeezed. 

This is the phenomenon of materially contented but nonetheless resentful populism.

Populism is part of Johnson’s political currency. In the General Election campaign, he 

sought to exploit the release from prison of the London Bridge suspected killer as an example 

of Labour being ‘soft on crime’, backed by a Conservative press demanding that the only 

remedy for such offenders was “to lock ’em up and throw away the key”, a response that 

ministers cravenly did little to contradict. We can expect an attitude in that vein to welfare 

scroungers, irregular immigrants, refugees and asylum seekers (unless the conscience of the 

nation can be stirred). Yet in all probability the immigration policies that will be pursued after 

December 2020, when free movement ends and Britain regains full control of its own border, 

will do very little to curb actual numbers. The UK has always had full control of its borders in 

the case of non-EU citizens: since the Brexit referendum, their number has soared while net 

migration from the EU has dramatically fallen.

Where the Conservatives may have more diffi culty in meeting the expectations of their 

new supporters is on public services such as the National Health Service (NHS) and effective 

reforms to Britain’s creaking social care system. When it comes to immigration it may be 

possible to square Global Britain’s support for lower taxes and an open economy by means 

of an opportunist populism. When it comes to additional large amounts of additional public 

spend, the task is harder.

This goes to the core of the new post-Brexit ‘national strategy’. In my view they are bound 

to recognise (internally, if not for public consumption) that the Brexit they are opting for will 

cause economic disruption. They need to develop a new growth model for the UK. This new 

model economy will, I suspect, be based on three big domestic initiatives: 

• Increased public spending on research and innovation, where Dominic Cummings, 

the prime minister’s Rasputin, is emerging as British universities’ best friend, including 
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initiatives, such as creating an MIT of the North, outside the ‘golden triangle’ of Oxford, 

Cambridge and London.

• A step change in infrastructure investment to integrate labour markets across and be-

tween regions and enable the benefi ts of new poles of economic growth to be more 

widely spread beyond their city centre cores.

• A new effort (where much before has failed) to enlarge training opportunities in appren-

ticeships and technical skills (essential to ensure that new money piling into infrastruc-

ture and research does not simply lead to sucking in better-educated EU citizens).

When it comes to real impact, all this is medium to long-

term stuff. It may not have produced clearly visible results 

much before the 2024 general election. For the coming fi ve 

years, the general economic outlook does not look promising 

and if the forecasters are right, the immediate impact of Brexit 

will make matters considerably worse. The Conservatives will 

not want the central plank of their policy – Brexit – to take the 

blame for weak economic performance. That suggests that 

the government will be desperate to cover up any bigger hole 

in the economy that their Brexit deal creates.

Weighty arguments will be made for a large fi scal stimulus 

while the economy goes through an inevitable period of 

adjustment and restructuring. This stimulus will ensure that living 

standards continue to grow and public services are protected, 

while the government’s plans for new investments raise growth 

potential and tackle weak productivity, which in turn should 

boost tax revenues and close the public defi cit. Such a policy will be awkward for the Chancellor 

as he may need to breach his own recently announced fi scal rules. But I cannot see this problem 

over-concerning the prime minister. Rising public defi cits and debt will not discombobulate the 

fi nancial markets if they are presented as part of a clear investment plan to set the economy on 

a new path. Such a problem might come later if the supply side shocks of Brexit are bigger than 

anticipated and result in a widening UK trade defi cit and cast market doubt on the government’s 

ability to fi nance its programme due to its dangerous dependence on overseas borrowing – the 

“kindness of foreigners”, as the Bank of England governor Mark Carney put it.

But Johnson will also seek to keep the fl ame of Global Britain alive. While for tactical reasons, 

the government will avoid any suggestion of a ‘bonfi re’ of EU regulations and standards in 

pursuit of competitive advantage, it will nonetheless work towards this goal incrementally. This 

is likely to go hand in hand with the negotiation of new trade agreements with the rest of the 

world, particularly a new trade deal with the United States, which the government will regard 

as a hugely symbolic victory for the goal of Global Britain.

In other words, the national strategy will be Global Britain eased by public spending 

‘goodies’ and laced with a strong dose of opportunist populism. Who can tell now whether 

this programme will succeed or fail – or somehow be been blown off course? A ‘bad’ Brexit 

may create a political opportunity for a revived Labour party and a resurgence of pro-European 
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feeling. But equally the Conservatives may turn to anti-Brussels populism to explain their woes, 

which may or may not be effective. We shall see.

How will Labour respond to defeat, 
Brexit and the new Conservatives?

The historic pattern of UK politics when governments are elected with a large parliamentary 

majority, is for the Opposition to disappear into irrelevance. Its profi le may then slowly rise as 

mid-term blues damage the incumbents, government backbenchers start to be restless about 

the prospect of holding their seats, leadership challengers to the prime minister emerge and 

the next general election begins to loom ominously across the horizon. Oppositions always 

bluster about ‘holding the government to account’. However, with a solid majority of Johnson 

loyalists, the executive under the control of Boris Johnson is now the master of the legislature, 

though this is not good enough for the Conservatives. Their manifesto makes clear that they 

are looking for ways to strengthen the executive over remaining dissident voices such as the 

House of Lords and the Courts, in the name of enforcing the ‘people’s will’. This Rousseau 

doctrine has gained new legitimacy as a result of the 2016 referendum. Johnson wants to 

curb a Supreme Court that can strike down government Bills and executive decisions in the 

name of human rights, or some Strasbourg or ECJ precedent. In their eyes the strengthening 

of the executive against the courts is one of Brexit’s great prizes: they call it the re-assertion of 

parliamentary sovereignty!

This Conservative dominance gives Labour a much-needed opportunity to sort itself out 

and begin the long and painful task of remaking itself as a credible governing alternative. But 

the fi rst doubt one has is whether the party’s MPs, trade unions and members fully grasp the 

true depth of the existential crisis Labour faces.

Labour has now lost its fourth general election in succession – 2010, 2015, 2017 and now 

2019, by far the largest margin of all.10 Assuming the Conservative government lasts its full 

fi ve-year term, the Conservatives will by 2024 have been in offi ce for fourteen years, a longer 

period than New Labour’s three terms from 1997 to 2010, and comparable in length to the 

other two post World War Two periods of extended Conservative rule 1951-1964 and 1979-

1997. In the 79 years since 1945, Labour will have been in power for a mere 30 of them.

One of the comforting (and potentially misleading) fi ndings of the British Election Study 

is that voter volatility has dramatically increased: only half of voters supported a single party 

consistently over the last four elections. So big swings of opinion are theoretically possible in 

10 In 2010 the Conservatives had to form a coalition with the Liberal Democrats to provide a stable working 
majority. In 2015 the Conservatives gained enough seats from the Liberal Democrats to secure a small 
overall majority of 12. In 2017 Theresa May, despite a poll position as strong initially as Boris Johnson’s 
in 2019, fought a disastrous campaign. Against the predictions of most experts, and the expectations of 
most Labour ‘moderates’, Labour with Jeremy Corbyn as leader surged to 40% of the vote. Deprived of 
their overall majority, the Conservatives were forced into a ‘confi dence and supply’ agreement with Northern 
Ireland’s Democratic Unionists. However, in 2017 Labour still lost badly – winning only 262 seats against 
the Conservatives’ 318. The two-party system reasserted itself in a remarkable way. It seemed Labour had 
done brilliantly, but in cold reality it hadn’t.
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future, but so far that volatility has expressed itself in all kinds 

of different and contradictory directions. At the next general 

election, Labour faces a huge mountain to climb. Without 

a humble recognition of that reality, the climb may prove 

insurmountable.

In 2019, the pattern of recent general elections was 

reinforced. Labour performed nearly as well as in 2017, and 

in some places better, in London and big cities, university 

towns, among most ethnic minorities, graduates and in areas 

with concentrations of younger people. Labour’s 32% vote share was boosted by massive 

victories in ‘cosmopolitan’ urban seats. Labour is now a party of progressive cosmopolitan city 

dwellers: the workplace with the strongest Labour identifi cation is the university!

Look now, by contrast, at Labour’s working-class support: 

• Among the most disadvantaged social category (social class DEs)11 the Conservatives 

had a 13-point lead, as against an 8-point Labour lead under Ed Miliband in 2015. This 

2015 lead sank to 3 points, despite Corbyn’s ‘brilliant defeat’, in 2017. 

• Among households with an income of less than £20,000 a year, the Conservatives 

were ahead 45-34, an 11-point lead as against a 7-point Labour one in 2015.

• Among voters with an educational level no higher than GCSEs (exams young people 

take at 16) the Conservatives led by a staggering 58-25. This group includes the Con-

servative bastion of self-employed trades people and people who did well for them-

selves in earlier generations, before going to university became the norm for half 18-

year olds.

These fi gures are brutal for Corbyn Labour. The Corbyn leadership pitched itself as Labour 

party shorn of neo-liberal Tory-lite Blairism, once again proud standard bearers of the working 

class against the elite vested interests lining their pockets. The truth is that working people in all 

parts of Britain overwhelmingly rejected Corbyn Labour. Whatever claim Corbyn can justifi ably 

make for his principled integrity and consistency, he will tragically now have to live with the 

fact that Gordon Brown and Tony Blair did far more for working people, through the minimum 

wage, tax credits, Sure Start, wider educational opportunities and radically improved NHS, 

than he will ever now achieve.

Labour did particularly badly in the old industrial towns of the English north and midlands, 

and especially former mining areas. This so-called ‘Red Wall’ crumbled with often massive 

swings against Labour.12 Shocking as these results are, they refl ect long-term international 

trends, not confi ned to Britain. Witness Hillary Clinton’s loss of Michigan and Pennsylvania to 

Donald Trump. Witness the switch in socialist support to Marine Le Pen’s Front National in the 

old left-wing strongholds of France’s Pas de Calais and Nord. 

11 Ed: Social grading in the UK divides up households based on the job of the highest earner. The grades 
range from A (people in higher managerial and professional roles) to E (which includes casual workers and 
the unemployed receiving state benefi t).

12 In Blyth Valley in the one-time Northumberland coalfi eld, the swing against Labour was 10.19%; in Basset-
law in Nottinghamshire it was 18.42%; in Bolsover in Derbyshire 11.45%; in Rother Valley in South Yorkshire 
10.8%; in Workington in Cumbria 9.73%; in Leigh in Lancashire 12.28%; in North West Durham 10.48%.

Labour is now a party 
of progressive 

cosmopolitan city 
dwellers



126

This long-term decline in areas of once overwhelming strength well predates the emergence 

of Brexit as an issue. Brexit may have been a trigger for Leave-supporting working class 

voters, but it is hard to argue that there is a long-term underlying cause. For example, in the 

old mining seat of Ashfi eld in Nottinghamshire, the Liberals ran Labour very close in 2010. In 

West Cumbria, the fascist British National Party (BNP), UK Independence Party (UKIP) and 

strange collections of independents have been running Labour hard in local elections for a 

decade or more.

Many Labour activists blame this situation on economics. “If only socialist policies could 

bring back decent paid jobs” and reverse the deindustrialisation of the 1980s; the decline of 

shopping centres in the towns; the drift of talented young people away to universities and the 

cities where the jobs of the future are found. “If only!” I fi rmly support a more active regional 

policy with a place-centred focus, a greater emphasis on investment in transport and digital 

connectivity and localised regeneration, together with genuine decentralisation of decision 

making.13 However, there are formidable problems in making such policies work and creating 

a new economic backbone for areas in structural economic decline. It is socially justifi ed to 

make the effort, and it would help, but I am not persuaded it would resolve Labour’s political 

problem. 

Political analysis must be based on objective truth. These constituencies are not the poorest 

areas in Britain: they are not as deprived as some inner-city areas, such as in Glasgow and 

London (both of which, incidentally, voted Remain in the Brexit referendum) or Leave-voting 

Cornwall. Employment remains relatively high, though they do contain real pockets of poverty 

and worklessness (often through several generations). Regional differences in pay exist, but 

they are not nearly as high as regional differences in productivity (for example because of public 

sector national pay scales), and in terms of disposable household incomes, they narrow once 

social security benefi ts and differential housing costs (very large in London) are considered. 

The redistributive welfare state still works to an extent, even under the Tories!14

It is a big error to ignore the cultural and sociological explanations (that are related to 

economics and occupational structure) that have long been undermining the foundations 

of traditional Labour support in midlands and northern towns. What characterises many of 

these seats is that their historic occupational base was the coalfi elds and in some cases, 

iron and steel and railway jobs: jobs where the nature of the work encouraged a high degree 

of collective solidarity, where the nature of the work gave men status and self-respect (unlike 

some service jobs of today), where commitment to the trade unions was central to daily life, 

and where loyalty to the political expression of that collective spirit, the Labour party, was 

unquestioned. For two or three decades after the old jobs had disappeared that spirit survived. 

Now it is mostly gone. I am not arguing that there is no longer a ‘working class’, but there is 

no longer working-class solidarity of the old kind. The trade unions are now strongest in the 

13 The last Labour government tried very hard through the Regional Development Agencies, which the Con-
servatives abolished. Policies for the regeneration of the great northern cities were on the whole a great 
success: the RDAs found the policy problem of ‘towns’ more intractable and to make any real impression 
takes far more money than they had available. 

14 I am grateful for these insights to a presentation given by Torsten Bell, Director of the Resolution Founda-
tion. 
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public sector and sociologists would classify most of their members as middle class: they 

have limited reach into the modern working class, which is predominantly based in the service 

sector, where the typical workplace is fewer than 50 employees, and are particularly weak in 

their appeal among women and young people. With collective anti-Tory solidarity broken by 

structural change beyond repair, the deep unpopularity of Jeremy Corbyn with traditional white 

working-class voters proved an even bigger trigger for the collapse of the Red Wall than Brexit. 

One can complain about the unfair bias of the ‘mainstream media’, but all Labour leaders have 

had to face this and overcome it.15

Labour, however, must be very wary of the argument that the road to recovery lies through 

renewing ourselves as the party of the working class in its heartlands. Yet, at the time of writing, 

this seems to be the predominant Labour response. “How does Labour win back working-

class support?” should be a different question from the emotionally charged and in my view 

erroneous question of “how does Labour once again make itself the party of the working 

class?”. Yet in the early weeks of the Labour leadership election, candidates are absurdly 

falling over themselves to stress their working-class roots and their activism on the picket lines 

in the industrial disputes in the coal mines and Wapping in the 1980s. (For the record, I write 

this as the son of a Carlisle railway clerk: my mother was the daughter of a West Cumbria 

coalminer and leading trade union activist). This is not the route to remaking Labour.

For one thing regaining the seats lost in Labour’s ‘Red Wall’ is a necessary condition of 

winning an election, but it is by no means a suffi cient one. The focus on Labour’s collapse in 

its former heartlands underplays the scale of Labour’s defeat. After the 1992 election defeat, 

Labour member of the House of Lords Giles Radice famously ascribed Labour’s electoral 

problem to ‘southern discomfort’: the party’s inability to win marginal seats in the southern and 

midlands regions of England, below the line between the Wash and the Bristol Channel. Tony 

Blair’s massive victories in 1997, 2001, and to a lesser extent 2005, were based on an ability 

to win and hold such seats. Take some examples of the Conservative majority today in such 

seats compared with Tony Blair’s victories.

Majority 1997 2005 2019

Crawley

(Gatwick Airport)
11,707 (Lab) 37 (Lab) 8,360 (Con)

Dartford
(Ken’ts Thames estuary) 4,320 (Lab) 706 (Lab) 19,160 (Con)

Harlow 
(Essex new town) 10,514 (Lab) 97 (Lab) 14,063 (Con)

North Warwickshire (Birmingham outer 
suburbs) 14,767 (Lab) 7,553 (Lab) 17,956 (Con)

Nuneaton (Warwickshire ex-mining) 13,540 (Lab) 2,280(Lab) 13,144 (Con)

Stevenage (Hertfordshire new town) 11,582 (Lab) 3,139 (Lab) 8,562 (Con)

Swindon North (Wiltshire expanded town) 7,688 (Lab) 2,571 (Lab) 16,171 (Con)

15 Remember the ‘demon eyes’ campaign against Tony Blair.
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Of course, some may say: “look how many votes Tony Blair lost between his fi rst victory in 

1997 and his third in 2005”: but after the disaster of 2019, what chance of persuading some 

ambitious young potential candidate that Labour might be in with a chance in one of these 

seats? ‘Southern discomfort’ has become ‘Southern despair’.

Labour will never win an election unless it sees itself as the champion of these more 

dynamic parts of England and develops a policy platform that can unite the old industrial 

areas with the seats it needs to win in the South. This is not an impossible goal, but a bad 

starting point is to imagine Labour’s recovery strategy as one of reasserting its traditional 

working-class identity, and particularly if that is combined with 

an explanation of defeat that gives centre place to Brexit. In 

the 2019 election, this would have been a major tactical error: 

if Labour had advocated a stronger Leave position, it would 

have lost at least as many votes as it gained and perhaps 

contributed to a strong Liberal Democrat revival.

But there is a bigger danger in bowing the knee to Brexit 

populism. The argument is that Labour must listen to ‘our 

people’, not that they are right. If Labour governments in the past 

had been a slave to mass working class opinion, they would 

never have fought against colonialism, legislated to outlaw 

racial discrimination (despite the London dockers marching in 

support of Enoch Powell), or legalised homosexuality. The big 

risk with Brexit populism is that it leads Labour down the path a Protectionist and Fortress Britain 

national strategy. One can imagine the slippery slope: we got it wrong on Brexit, therefore we 

got it wrong on immigration. When factories are threatened with closure, we should offer an 

open cheque book to preserve jobs and fi nd ways to block imports. And we should never ever 

contemplate the idea of deepening cooperation with our European friends across the Channel 

because the ‘working class’ won’t wear it. Such a course would be a disaster for our long-term 

prosperity and national security.

Labour needs to argue for a different national strategy: one in my view based on a mix of 

social democratic pro-Europeanism and the Red/Green New Deal, implemented by a state 

that steers rather than directs a sustainable economic path. The Red/Green ambition will never 

work without a European commitment to common rules and the mobilisation of the European 

Union as a force for leadership in the world. That requires a European Britain that seeks 

partnership with the EU and there should be no commitments made now, or in the next few 

years, that rule out where this partnership might lead in years to come.

Labour will never 
win an election 

unless it develops 
a policy platform that 

can unite the old 
industrial areas with 
the seats it needs to 
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Italian politics: 
The great escape

Eleonora Poli

The so-called yellow-red coalition government (formed by the 5 Star Movement, the Demo-

cratic Party and some other small political parties) has so far been costly for the Democratic 

Party (PD). When it comes to national parliament voting intention, the PD currently scores 18% 

(-5%), followed by the 5 Star Movement (M5S) with 16% (-4%), thus lagging far behind the 

League (33%).1 To regain electoral support, the PD needs to deliver what is an anti-Salvini 

coalition and transform it into a coalition that functions properly. Effective economic reforms 

that both respect the EU parameters and benefi t middle- and low-income families are of vital 

importance. Yet there is also a need for innovative green policies aimed at more sustainable 

economic development and civil rights reforms, against the diffusion of the intolerance upon 

which Matteo Salvini has been building a successful political propaganda. Given that these 

needs are also shared by the M5S, they represent strong common political terrain for a work-

able political coalition.

The aim of this paper is to offer an assessment of the rollercoasters that characterised the 

Italian political landscape in 2019, when Italy changed from an unprecedented full populist 

coalition government, forged upon an agreement between the 5 Star Movement (M5S) and 

the League, to an even more unthinkable coalition government between the M5S and the 

Democratic Party (PD). By highlighting the salient moments of the 2019 Italian political scene, 

this paper will try to assess the reasons behind the PD’s decision to form such an unusual 

coalition. Indeed, no party in the Italian plethora has been more critical of the PD than the M5S. 

Against this backdrop, given that in recent years the PD has been struggling to maintain sup-

port from its traditional electorate, the party needs now more than ever to demonstrate that this 

coalition is a bold but successful choice for the progressive forces. This paper will therefore 

not only highlight the PD’s big achievements so far, if any, but also how such a coalition could 

be useful in revitalising the PD. Indeed, going beyond the M5S populist patina, there might be 

1 For updated data on voting intention, see “Poll of Polls”, Politico. Available at: https://www.politico.eu/
europe-poll-of-polls/italy/.
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room for the PD to fi nd common terrain with its coalition partner and transform an anti-Salvini 

coalition into a coherent and functioning political cooperation.

Some background information

As a sort of space-time hole, August normally exists to provide the majority of Italians with a 

well-needed break from any sort of work-related matters. Most notably, any battle in the Italian 

political arena ceases to be fought, and politics disconnects from “business as usual” to enjoy 

a couple of weeks’ break and to recharge. 2019 was different. From August to September 

2019, not only did one of the most unexpected political coalitions break down – that between 

the M5S and the League – but an equally unexpected coalition developed between the M5S 

and the PD.

Those who are happy with such an outcome should be thanking Salvini, the leader of 

the League – one of the most anti-European parties on the EU landscape. Until the moment 

Salvini demanded a vote of no confi dence in the Italian prime minister Giuseppe Conte, an 

agreement between the PD and M5S had been unthinkable. Indeed, when in March 2018, 

the 5 Star Movement won the national elections (32% of the vote),2 it was Matteo Renzi, 

the former secretary of the Democratic Party, who stopped any chances of a coalition with 

the M5S. With a blunt public declaration and a soon-to-become-viral hashtag #senzadime 

[withoutme], he ruled out any form of political cooperation between the Democratic Party 

and the M5S.3 Not that the M5S was any keener to ally with the PD.4 Indeed, the M5S had 

been a ferocious opponent of Renzi’s government (February 2014-December 2016) and had 

campaigned against the 2016 constitutional referendum, which led to Renzi’ resignation as 

prime minister. However, following the election, Beppe Grillo’s 5 Star Movement had to fi nd a 

partner to reach a majority within the parliament and form a government. At the time, the PD 

seemed the most natural ally, or at least the closest. Indeed, with Grillo excluding any coalition 

with Berlusconi, it seemed impossible that the League would abandon its historical centre-

right coalition with Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia and Giorgia Meloni’s Brothers of Italy to fi nd an 

agreement with the M5S, as in fact unexpectedly happened. Although it took several months 

to reconcile the two parties’ contradictory political programmes, a coalition government with 

nationalist and populist features – a combination defi ned as ‘sovereignist’ – was formed under 

the leadership of prime minister Giuseppe Conte.5 Since then, the Italian political story has 

2 For the electoral result of the March 2018 election, see: https://elezionistorico.interno.gov.it/.
3 Riccardi, K. (2018),“Elezioni 2018, #senzadime: elettori Pd si scagliano contro l’accordo con i 5 Stelle”, 

La Repubblica, 6 March. Available at: https://www.repubblica.it/speciali/politica/elezioni2018/2018/03/06/
news/twitter_senzadime_coalizioni_elezioni-190626615/.

4 Chiaramonte, A. and A. Paparo (2019), “Volatile Voters and a Volatile Party System: The Results”, in L. Cec-
carini and J. Newell (Eds), The Italian General Election of 2018, Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 247-270.

5 See Contratto di Governo. Available at: https://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it/2018/05/18/governo-m5s-lega-il-
contratto-di-governo-versione-defi nitiva-del-testo/4364587/; Morillas P. and E. Poli (2018), "Why the New 
Italian Government Puts the EU Reform at Risk", CIDOB Opinión 536, Centro de Estudios y Document-
ación Internacionales de Barcelona, Barcelona, June; Poli E. (2020) “European Economic Governance and 
Sovereignism” in S. Griffi th-Jones, B. De Souza Guilherme, C. Ghymers Hannot and A. Ribeiro Hoffmann 
(eds.), Crisis Management and Democracy Lessons (to be) learned: The case of EU and Latin America, 
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ceased to be about the triumph of the M5S or the PD’s catastrophic electoral results (18%), 

the worst in its history.6

It became about Salvini and how he managed to transform a regional party, such as 

the Northern League, developed in the shadow of Berlusconi’s Forza Italia, into the League, 

a national and nationalist party, able to lead the Italian government almost alone. Indeed, 

following the national elections in 2018, Salvini obtained the majority of his party’s vote from the 

North of Italy. Pushing a campaign based on the fear of migrants, the anxiety of losing welfare, 

and nostalgia for the past, Salvini attracted both voters that used to support Berlusconi and 

the electorate of the traditional Northern League. However, he obtained only 17% of the vote 

– more than Forza Italia (14%) but less than the PD and the M5S. Nevertheless, within a 

year, Salvini doubled the League’s support, also attracting voters from the South of Italy, and 

attained 33% of the vote at the European Parliament (EP) elections in May 2019. After months 

of political wrestling with the M5S on several strategic issues, from the construction of the 

Trans Adriatic Pipeline (TAP) in Apulia to that of the Turin-Lyon 

high speed railway (TAV), the striking success of the League 

at the European elections encouraged Salvini to demand a 

vote of no confi dence in the Italian prime minister Giuseppe 

Conte in August 2019.7 In Salvini’s calculation, this should 

have triggered a snap election in autumn that, according to 

the polls, he could easily have won. Yet he failed to take into 

due consideration the fact that Italy is a parliamentary republic, 

which formally allowed the M5S and the centre-left Democratic 

Party to form a new political majority within the parliament and 

create a new government without the need for new elections. 

In less than a month, from being the interior minister and one 

of the most powerful political fi gures in Italy, Salvini became 

to be published, Cham: Palgrave Macmillan; Marangoni, F. and L. Verzichelli (2019), “Ircocervo, chimera 
o camaleonte? Formazione e prime mosse del governo Conte” in E. Bressanelli and D. Natali (eds), Po-
litica in Italia. I fatti dell’anno e le interpretazioni. Edizione 2019, Bologna: Il Mulino; Kriesi, H. (2018), “The 
implications of the euro crisis for democracy”, Journal of European Public Policy 25.1 (2018), pp. 59-82; 
Fabbrini, S. (2019), “Italy and the EU: A Relationship with Uncertain Outcomes” in M. Kaeding, J. Pollak and 
P. Schmidt (Eds), The Future of Europe, Cham: Palgrave Macmillan; Fabbrini, S. and T. Zgaga (2019), “Italy 
and the European Union: the discontinuity of the Conte government”, Contemporary Italian Politics 11.3 
(2019), pp. 280-293; Vassallo, S. and M. Shin (2019), “The new map of political consensus. What is new 
in the wave of support for the populists?”, Contemporary Italian Politics 11.3 (2019), pp. 220-235.

6 Pritoni, A. and R. Vignati (2018), “Winners and Losers. Turnout, Results and the Flows of Vote”, Journal of Mod-
ern Italian Studies 23 (4), pp. 381–399; Pasquino, G., (2019). “The Formation of the Government” in L. Cec-
carini and J. Newell (Eds), The Italian General Election of 2018, Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 297-315.

7 Biancalana, C. and P. Colloca (2019), “Il voto per il Movimento 5 stelle: cronaca di un crollo annunciato” in 
M. Valbruzzi (ed), L’Italia sovranista e la sfi da all’Europa. Le elezioni europee ed amministrative 2019, Bolo-
gna: Istituto Carlo Cattaneo, pp. 190–197; Bressanelli E. and D. Natali (eds) (2019), Politica in Italia. I fatti 
dell’anno e le interpretazioni. Edizione 2019; Bologna: Il Mulino; Colloca, P. and M. Valbruzzi (2019), “Chi 
ha vinto, chi ha perso: analisi dei risultati delle elezioni europee 2019” in M. Valbruzzi (ed), L’Italia sovranista 
e la sfi da all’Europa. Le elezioni europee ed amministrative 2019, Bologna: Istituto Carlo Cattaneo, pp. 
157–166; Valbruzzi M. (ed) (2019), L’Italia sovranista e la sfi da all’Europa. Le elezioni europee ed amminis-
trative 2019, Bologna: Istituto Carlo Cattaneo; Vignati, R. (2018), “Dal Pd al M5s, dal M5s alla Lega: analisi 
degli spostamenti divoto” in M. Valbruzzi and R. Vignati (eds), Il vicolo cieco. Le elezioni politiche del 4 marzo 
2018, Bologna: Il mulino, pp. 185–211.
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a simple senator. Now being in opposition (with popular support of around 32%), Salvini is 

free to criticise the government for a budget law that was inevitably going to be diffi cult when 

passed by the yellow-red government in December 2019. He is also able to enjoy not being 

responsible for it. At the same time, however, the new yellow-red coalition has also been 

costly for the PD as it resulted in the former prime minister and PD secretary, Matteo Renzi, 

leaving the party in September 2019. After pushing for such a coalition to be formed in order to 

prevent Salvini from taking over the lead of the country, Renzi then decided to leave the PD. He 

formed a new party called Italia Viva, which positioned itself at the centre of the Italian political 

spectrum with the aim of taking over some of the more moderate Berlusconi voters and those 

left-wing supporters who were unhappy about the PD’s coalition with the M5S. This incoherent 

political move has not yet, however, turned out to be winning. Italia Viva is still at 5% and, as the 

situation currently stands, it is not predicted to grow any further. As diffi cult as it might be for the 

PD, Renzi’s exit could nevertheless be positive. Certainly, he has been a political heavyweight, 

whose political intuitions, right or wrong, have been diffi cult to contain and redirect within the 

party’s general political line.

Strengths and weaknesses of the yellow-red coalition

Although the alliance of convenience made by the two parties has been successful in keeping 

Salvini away from the government, it is evident that their different political identities make 

day-to-day political cooperation increasingly diffi cult. While the PD is deeply rooted in a well-

defi ned left-wing ideological camp, the M5S has a colourful political make-up. It is a fi ercely 

populist movement which refl ects both right- and left-wing ideas. When it comes to the socio-

economic agenda, the M5S has introduced the so-called ‘reddito di cittadinanza’, a basic 

income scheme to fi ght against the increasing number of Italians living in poverty. In 2019, their 

number reached 5 million, representing 1.8 million families and 8.4% of Italy’s total population.8 

While the basic income scheme does not tackle the sources of the problem, and has not so far 

contributed to reducing the number of poor people, the M5S has been attempting to introduce 

more guarantees for workers through the Dignity Decree, and to increase employability by 

empowering national employment offi ces.9 Leaving aside the effectiveness of such reforms, it 

is evident that their connotations are closer to a traditional progressive agenda. Yet with regard 

to security and migration, the M5S and 72% of its electorate seem to be more on the right of 

the political spectrum, as demonstrated by their support for the anti-immigration policies put 

forward by Salvini when he was interior minister.

Given the undefi ned nature of the M5S, it is diffi cult for the PD to predict its partner’s political 

moves, and several areas of friction make day-to-day cooperation quite diffi cult. Certainly, the 

M5S has become a more institutionalised party, and since leading the Italian government it has 

8 Le statistiche dell'Istat sulla povertà, Anno 2018. Available at: https://www.istat.it/it/fi les/2019/06/La-
povert%C3%A0-in-Italia-2018.pdf.

9 Merler, S. (2018), “Italy’s ‘Dignity Decree’”, Bruegel, July. Available at: https://bruegel.org/2018/07/italys-
dignity-decree/.
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abandoned much of its anti-European rhetoric, such as the idea of a referendum for exiting the 

eurozone. While one of the conditions upon which the new yellow-red coalition was formed was 

a declared discontinuity with respect to the previous M5S-League government (yellow-green) on 

European issues, the yellow-red coalition’s position on the EU is still ambivalent given that 45% 

of its electorate, compared with 7% of the PD’s, still supports the idea of an ‘Italexit’.10

Nevertheless, the M5S has accepted the election of PD member David Sassoli as president 

of the European Parliament, and the appointment of former prime minister Paolo Gentiloni (PD) 

as European commissioner for the economy. Considering 

the support granted by the M5S to the new Commission 

president as well as its attempt to enter a pro-European group 

after the European elections, the movement can no longer be 

considered openly anti-European. Granted, such a wind of 

change is not everlasting, however. As its last political switch 

demonstrates, having no ideology of reference or a precise 

political identity, the M5S is able to change its political stance 

more easily than the traditional parties and PD. This recent – 

albeit volatile – political turn did not come without losses: in 

December 2019, three M5S senators decided to abandon 

the party and joined the League, as they voted against 

some resolutions discussed within the Italian parliament and 

approved by the yellow-red majority on the European Stability 

Mechanism (ESM).

In this respect, being in a coalition with the M5S is certainly a political gamble for the PD. 

To this, one must add that the coalition government is not seen positively by the majority of the 

Italian electorate, who were outraged that a new government was formed between two parties 

which are very different, and without calling a new vote. This regurgitated the idea, already 

widespread among Italians, that politicians’ primary goal is to keep their power rather than to think 

about how they can benefi t citizens at large. At the same time, the M5S and the PD electorates 

respectively do not trust the other party’s leader. Only 6% of M5S voters trust the secretary of 

the PD, Nicola Zingaretti, while only 5% of the PD’s voters trust the M5S leader, Luigi Di Maio.11 

Against this backdrop, it is evident that the yellow-red coalition has been costly for the PD so far, 

especially when it comes to national parliament voting intention. The PD currently scores 18% 

(-5%) of electoral support, and the 5 Star Movement (M5S) 16% (-4%), thus lagging far behind 

the League (33%).12 Since there is no magic cure for re-establishing trust in the party and in 

the government, the PD needs to put forward a set of credible and effective political economic 

reforms, taking the M5S on board, in order to regain electoral support. 

10 Angelucci, D., P. Isernia, G. Piccolino and A. Scavo (2019), “From one marriage of convenience to another: 
Will Italy’s new M5S-PD government last longer than its predecessor?”, London School of Economics. 
Available at: https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2019/09/05/from-one-marriage-of-convenience-to-anoth-
er-will-italys-new-m5s-pd-government-last-longer-than-its-predecessor/.

11 Ibid.
12 For updated data on voting intention see Poll of Polls. Available at: https://www.politico.eu/europe-poll-of-

polls/italy/.
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PD political achievements, 
losses and current challenges

So far, the biggest PD achievement in the new yellow-red coalition can be said to be its capac-

ity to secure strategic offi ces such as the Ministry of Economy. Yet this is also very risky from 

an electoral point of view. For example, the minister of the economy Roberto Gualtieri had to 

draft the 2020 budget law, and had to increase tax revenues and apply spending cuts to cover 

the €23 billion needed to avoid an increase in VAT. Although Gualtieri maintains that Italians are 

paying the price for the economic damage caused by the last government, the introduction of 

new taxes, even if cleverly labelled as 'micro', will certainly raise social discontent and anger, 

providing Salvini with room to increase his electoral support.

The political legitimacy of the Democratic Party is linked to the success of the government’s 

budget law in bringing about healthy and balanced economic growth, while respecting the 

0.6% structural defi cit target for 2020 imposed by the European Commission. This is certainly 

not going to be an easy target to achieve. Italy’s GDP is currently forecast to grow 0.1% 

in 2019, while its public debt is projected to rise to 136.2%.13 At the same time, there is 

no improvement in socio-economic conditions. The number of families in absolute poverty 

increased from 5.7% in 2015 to 6.9% in 2017, while the proportion of employed persons 

at risk of poverty has risen continuously, from 8.3% in 2010 to 9.6% in 2017.14 Against this 

backdrop, it is absolutely crucial for the PD to bring forward a set of welfare and economic 

policies that tax the richest and provide assistance to the middle and working class. Despite 

increased taxes and cuts in public spending, the new budget law provides a set of welfare 

policies, such as the introduction of fi scal bonuses for families as well as for enterprises hiring 

young people or opening new businesses in the South of Italy. These reforms should benefi t 

low- and medium-income people.

Another of the PD’s achievements is linked to the nomination of prefect and migration 

expert Luciana Lamorgese as the interior minister. Indeed, the question of migration is very 

delicate in Italy and was used by Salvini to build on social anger by depicting migrants as the 

main reason behind Italians’ economic struggles. Having a technician rather than a political 

fi gure to deal with migration means that someone with hands-on experience might be able to 

negotiate technical agreements with other European countries, such as the Malta Agreement, 

which has so far proved to be effective. Certainly, much still needs to be done to solve the 

migration crisis successfully. This is evident. However, for the time being, migration has ceased 

to be an everyday topic on the news. This in itself is a signifi cant result, given that the overloads 

of information and misinformation Italians have received in recent years on the problem of 

migrants have contributed to increasing the perception that the country has been invaded and 

left alone to deal with the incoming fl ows of people.

13 European Commission data. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-
performance-and-forecasts/economic-performance-country/italy/economic-forecast-italy_en.

14 Cesarini Sforza, L. (2018), Poverty Watch 2018 Italy, CILAP EAPN Italia. Available at: https://www.eapn.eu/
wp-content/uploads/2018/09/EAPN-Poverty-Watch-Italy-EN-FINAL.pdf.
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The third, and so far most evident, PD achievement within the yellow-red coalition has been 

to leave Salvini and the League outside the government. However, this is a short-term success. 

Indeed, to win the battle against sovereignism in the long term, the PD needs to fi ght on the 

political battlefi eld every day. Yet the party has failed in this. For instance, after half a century 

of left-wing rule, the central Italian region of Umbria ended up supporting Matteo Salvini’s 

candidate, Donatella Tesei, in the regional elections. Tesei was backed by the far-right Brothers 

of Italy and Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia, and she won 57.5% 

of the vote while the PD and M5S candidate Vincenzo Bianconi 

obtained just over 37% of the vote.15 The result was a major 

blow to the government, but mostly to the PD. While Umbria 

has only 700,000 voters, it used to be one of Italy’s left-wing 

fortresses. The defeat in Umbria is less related to the coalition 

with the M5S, and more related to a failure of the previous 

PD government in the region. Indeed, scandals involving the 

previous president of the region, Catiuscia Marini, a member 

of the PD who was forced to resign after being investigated, 

resulted in voters opting for the radical right. The next regional 

elections will nevertheless be of fundamental and even vital 

importance for the PD. These will be in Emilia-Romagna, a historically left-wing stronghold. A 

defeat of the PD in the region, which is one of the most developed in terms of welfare state and 

services and which has good economic indicators, could destroy the party’s reputation to the 

point of becoming life threatening. Indeed, the region has always voted for left-wing regional 

governments since the second world war.

Recommendations

While Italy’s economic situation does not allow the current government to have expansive fi s-

cal policies (Italy still has the second highest public debt in the EU and it has not registered 

suffi cient economic growth to justify more public spending), the PD could win its battle against 

sovereignism and the League by working towards a reduction of the socio-economic gap. In 

2018, 20% of Italians owned about 72% of the entire national wealth. The top 10% (in terms of 

capital) of the Italian population today possesses over seven times the wealth of the poorest 

half of the population.16 Introducing reforms, such as those planned by the government to fi ght 

against tax evasion, could be of help. Yet there is a need to restructure and reinforce the Italian 

welfare system. Some of the reforms of the 2020 budget law go in this direction. However, 

the PD’s political war horse should also deal with the protection of the environment and civil 

rights. In line with other European countries, many Italian city squares have seen a number of 

15 Sciorilli Borelli, S. (2019), “The Italian regional election that could revive Salvini’s fortunes”, Politico, Octo-
ber. Available at: https://www.politico.eu/article/italy-regional-election-umbria-matteo-salvini-league-resur-
gence/.

16 Oxfam, La Disuguaglianza in Italia: Richezza Nazionale, 2018. Available at: https://www.oxfamitalia.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/01/Scheda-Italia_Inserto-Rapporto-Davos_2019.pdf.
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young people demanding more action to fi ght climate change in the Fridays for Future Move-

ment. Climate change is an issue of concern for one in fi ve Italians, with an increase of 12% 

since 2017, but no substantial political parties, including the PD or the 5 Star Movement, 

have been able to represent the issue adequately.17 The introduction of a “plastic tax” by the 

2020 budget law goes in this direction, as it might lead Italy towards the adoption of a more 

sustainable economy. Apart for climate change and the environment, where it is easy for the 

PD to fi nd an agreement with the M5S, civil rights must be central to the PD political agenda 

and to the process of building a more solid coalition with the M5S. For instance, the majority of 

the electorate from both parties (84% and 78% of PD and M5S voters respectively) back the 

freedom of expression and family rights for the LGBT community.18

Beyond the need to make a workable coalition with the 

M5S, the development of a new anti-Salvini social movement, 

called the “Sardines” could foster the political support granted 

to the PD. The movement is not a party one, but since its 

spontaneous development, it has gathered a number of 

people in different Italian cities to protest against Salvini, his 

hate speech and the rise of racism and xenophobic discourse 

in Italy. The Sardines could thus represent a valid electoral 

pool for the party. If the PD is able to mobilise these people, it 

will have enough support to win the next elections. So far, Politico’s Poll of Polls gives the PD 

a mere 18%, followed by the M5S at the 16%. The League still dominates with 33% of the 

consensus.19

Conclusion

While it is impossible to predict the life of the yellow-red government, and whether this coalition 

will last longer (or not) than the previous one, the PD’s relationship with the M5S is fundamental 

for it to be able to deliver effective results – which are needed if the PD is to re-establish its 

political legitimacy.

In this respect, the PD needs to work closely with the M5S on shared issues, building a 

set of credible political and economic reforms on welfare, the green economy and civil rights, 

in order to transform a patchwork government, born simply to avoid the League winning the 

election, into a well-functioning coalition. This is the only way for the PD to defeat Salvini on the 

electoral battlefi eld, and not just at the institutional and parliamentary level. Indeed, the crisis of 

the PD is not directly related to the rise of sovereignism but more to the inability of the party to 

better interpret changes in Italian society and provide clear and coherent answers.

17 European Commission (2019), Special Eurobarometer 490, Climate Change.
18 Angelucci, D., P. Isernia, G. Piccolino and A. Scavo (2019), “From one marriage of convenience to another: 

Will Italy’s new M5S-PD government last longer than its predecessor?”, London School of Economics. 
Available at: https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2019/09/05/from-one-marriage-of-convenience-to-anoth-
er-will-italys-new-m5s-pd-government-last-longer-than-its-predecessor/.

19 Poll of Polls, Politico. Available at: https://www.politico.eu/europe-poll-of-polls/italy/.

Civil rights must be 
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political agenda
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No time for sleepwalking

Georgi Pirinski

The year 2020 is promising to further exacerbate the overlapping imbalances and contradic-

tions after 30 years of transformative disruptions from the collapse of state socialism, plus the 

dissolution, after 75 years, of the Yalta post-war order, topped by the climate crisis in the con-

text of rising fears of a new recession. The cleavages have grown ever more drastic – between 

the several mega rich versus the overwhelming majority in growing precariousness, oligarchy 

versus citizens, urban concentration versus rural decline, humanity in existential confl ict with 

nature.

These precipitous developments evoke two very different responses. One is of denial, of 

seeking the reassuring comfort of continuing as usual.

The American colour company Pantone has chosen Classic Blue as colour of the year 

for 2020 (something between Navy Blue and Royal Blue, though with an “undertone of 

red”), arguing that people are seeking a “reassuring presence instilling calm, confi dence and 

connection, a sense of safety and protection, of evening, rest and tranquillity” versus the 

chaotic tensions of a crazed and speeding world – all this admittedly carrying “very real political 

implications”. This sort of preference can be expected to persist, motivating people to revert to 

the conservative, the traditional and seemingly stabilising choices, thus perpetuating the status 

quo to the interests of those profi ting from it.

But it is precisely the opposite awareness, one for radical and urgent change that will 

be vital for successfully rising to the unprecedented challenges of the multiple crises that 

unavoidably will be deepening. Hence in 2020 progressives must engage in launching broad 

new approaches, building awareness for action to reject the diktat of markets over peoples’ 

lives in favour of rebalancing societies and the biosphere. The 2018 Club of Rome report 

entitled “Come On! Capitalism, Short-termism, Population and the Destruction of the Planet” 

can serve as a useful reference point, putting things into perspective by documenting the 

suicidal features of modern capitalism and making the case for a new kind of Enlightenment.

As to the immediate policy responses for Europe, the ones I feel most relevant are those 

outlined in the “Rewriting the Rules of the European Economy” 2019 FEPS report by Joseph 

Stiglitz and others. Pointing to the sad truth that Europe has not been performing well in 

this century, it argues that the real problem is not with inadequate enforcement of Europe’s 

rules, but with the rules, institutions, and structural reforms themselves, based on the belief 
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that markets, on their own, would lead to economic effi ciency, stemming from the moment 

of capitalist triumphalism after the fall of the Berlin wall. Hence the need to clearly reject the 

nine doctrines of austerity, debt, price stability, markets-know-best, privatisation, shareholder 

capitalism, banks-know-best, markets-will-provide and free trade.

 Members of the European Parliament of the Progressive Caucus, fostering increased 

exchanges, links and actions between progressive allies in the European Parliament and 

across Europe, have called for a radical policy paradigm shift, changing the current economic 

rules by adopting a new Sustainability Pact to replace the Stability and Growth Pact. May their 

call inspire resolute action now!
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What to expect for Europe in 2020? 
Five predictions 

Alberto Alemanno

The new political leadership seems to have overpromised, by generating outsized expecta-

tions that might prove too diffi cult to manage, notably in relation to the EU commitment to: 

1.  Defend the EU’s interests against the Unites States, China and Russia

2.  Take the lead on climate change 

3.  Tackle rebellious EU illiberal democracies

4.  Tame big tech

5.  Overcome the trauma of Brexit.

Let’s briefl y analyse why the EU might have over-pledged on the above commitments.

1. The assassination of Iranian commander Qassem Soleimani has already put the self-

proclaimed fi rst ‘geopolitical’ European Commission to the test, offering a fl avour of what to 

expect from the new EU foreign policy. In a matter of hours, the von der Leyen Commission lost 

the major EU foreign policy legacy left by the Juncker Commission and its high representative 

Federica Mogherini: the Iran nuclear deal (Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, JCPOA). The 

EU is set to remain a bystander of the unfolding situation in Iran, as well as of the situation 

in Libya, the next big civil war at the EU’s borders after Syria – with important unintended 

consequences. 

2. By pressing on with a major economic plan to confront the climate emergency, despite 

Poland’s opt-out from a net-zero emissions target by 2050, the EU might have oversold its 

Green Deal. Although its legislative adoption will not require unanimity, its political acceptance 

by Poland and other green discontents may come at a high price. In addition to making 

demands on the €100 billion Just Transition Fund to help European economies make the 

green transition by moving away from fossil fuels, these countries are set to formulate many 

requests on other contentious policy areas such as the seven-year budget, as well as on 

redline issues such as respect of the rule of law. As the EU takes the green road, the East-West 

divide will deepen further. 

3. On rule of law, the von der Leyen Commission is ‘politically captured’ by the very same 

political leaders it should be holding accountable. The ruling parties of both Hungary and Poland 

were instrumental in the confi rmation of Ursula von der Leyen. Her new commissioners, from 
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Didier Reynders to Vě ra Jourová , appear too shy and cautious in exercising their oversight 

prerogatives on the respect of the rule of law. This will be another major battle line of 2020, 

set to further accelerate as soon as Victor Orban’s Fidesz party leaves the European People’s 

Party to join the European Conservative and Reformists Group (ECR), the EU political group of 

Kaczynski’s Law and Justice Party (PiS).

4. On big tech, the EU is set to confi ne itself to playing its global regulator’s role, thus letting 

China and the US strengthen their market dominance on Artifi cial Intelligence. Despite all the 

talk about the Digital Services Act, it will not be yet another regulatory regime to give the EU the 

‘digital sovereignty’ it aspires to and eventually change GAFA’s1 underlying business model.

5. 2020 will see an acceleration of the Brexit process through a diffi cult and contested 

implementation of the unprecedented withdrawal agreement in parallel with a rocky renegotiation 

of future UK-EU relations. As novel and untested trade arrangements are put on the negotiation 

table, we might expect the EU27 no longer to speak with one voice and to be more exposed 

than ever to UK demands.

The imminent Conference on the Future of Europe will further raise expectations, in particular 

from EU citizens, but prove incapable – by design – of delivering. The template put forward by 

the European Parliament suggests there is a considerable risk that it might soon transform into 

a top-down experiment masked as bottom-up, a participatory moment aligned to Zeitgeist. 

In other words, will the EU Citizens’ agoras be useful sounding boards for the main 

Conference, or an unescapable add-on imposed by the growing participatory Zeitgeist? 

Watch out!

To sum up, the Europeanisation of our societies and economies will persist in 2020, while 

our domestic political systems will continue to pretend to be in the driving-seat of our shared 

future. Yet as these systems’ inherent inadequacy to take up actual challenges will reveal, 2020 

will be the year in which more people realise – and call for – Europe to require its own genuine 

political system.

1 Ed: The Big Four tech companies: Google, Apple, Facebook and Amazon.
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2020 for more growth 
and investment in Europe

Paolo Guerrieri

In 2020 deep change will continue to defi ne the global trading and investment system. From 

a multilateral regime based on a set of rules and institutions, we are moving towards a system 

mostly characterised by bilateral relations where managed trade and economic tools are in-

creasingly used by countries to achieve strategic political goals.

This new global context is dominated by the US-China trade war. This is not only a trade 

dispute, but a geopolitical confl ict as well. The two sides have recently announced a truce, 

but this mini-deal is not going to resolve the biggest problems facing US-China relations – 

from emerging technology to intellectual property protection. The risk of relations deteriorating 

therefore remains high. A dense fog of uncertainty will continue to cloud the world economy 

and trade fl ows in 2020 and beyond.

How the European Union should respond is a matter of increasing urgency. As the largest 

and most open trade bloc in the world, the EU cannot simply wait and see the outcome of the 

current US-China confrontation. If it did this, the EU would risk both diminished infl uence and 

huge commercial damage.

There is need for a European strategic response on two main fronts. In terms of 

macroeconomic policy, the EU will no longer be able to follow its traditional ‘export-led growth 

model’. The euro area as a whole has a current surplus of around 3% of GDP but huge 

external surpluses are no longer sustainable in a world dominated by the US-China trade war. 

European dependency on exports to the rest of the world must be reduced by promoting 

domestic growth and investment in Europe. A new growth strategy should predominantly be 

based on strengthening European domestic growth by increasing investment at the EU level 

and completing the European internal market.

An opportunity to move in this direction in the next few months is provided by the Green 

Deal that was presented by the European Commission as ‘Europe’s new growth strategy’. The 

Commission claims that its plan will stimulate €260 billion in additional investment annually. 

If implemented effectively, this investment has the capacity to increase Europe’s domestic 

growth in the near future and reduce its dependence on exports.

The EU should also push for a more ambitious European foreign trade and investment 

policy. Europe’s response to the Trump tariff war has been quite effective so far. But it is still too 
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piecemeal and defensive. A more encompassing overall strategy is needed at different levels: 

fi rst to address the EU-US bilateral relationship, second to respond to China’s challenge, and 

third to maintain its commitment to an open, rules-based global trading system.

Additionally, the EU needs to continue establishing deeper economic relations with the rest 

of its international partners. Bilateral agreements cover more than two-thirds of the EU’s trade 

relations today and could be used as a sort of Plan B in case the multilateral system breaks 

up.

Bilateral trade agreements could also be used to advance EU social and environmental 

standards. It is therefore crucial for Europe’s defence of the world trading system and the 

global environment, including the fi ght against climate change, to go hand in hand. The stakes 

are high and there many good reasons for the EU and its member states to move in this 

direction.
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Turning green policy into social policy

Tomáš Petříček

What is the main challenge we are collectively facing today? When asked this question, the 

majority of political leaders as well as a large proportion of citizens answer without long hesita-

tion that it is climate change. In Europe, we are rather surprisingly united that we need to do 

more to prevent global warming and to remain leader in this fi eld. In December 2019 we com-

mitted ourselves to reaching carbon neutrality. A very ambitious green agenda will therefore 

signifi cantly defi ne the EU´s new institutional cycle. While fi nally agreeing on the goals and 

principles that will make our global leadership credible in this area, we, social democrats, need 

to make sure that we keep hold of the steering wheel when it comes to the measures and poli-

cies that will lead us to meeting our climate goals. While doing so, we need to ensure that tran-

sition to carbon neutrality will not negatively impact those parts of our society that cannot afford 

to bear the costs of this enormous transformation. We need to come up with policies that will 

make this environmental transition fi rst and foremost fair and socially just. These policies need 

to strengthen social cohesion in Europe instead of undermining it, they need to prevent any 

increase in social inequality in the Union. Instead, they need to provide new opportunities for 

all while making our economy really sustainable and competitive.

At the same time, we need to work on a new, clear and believable narrative that will alleviate 

the growing unease in large parts of our society, especially among workers, that is provoked 

by these necessary changes ahead of us. While we cannot compromise on reaching climate 

sustainability as soon as possible, we have to give Europeans credible guarantees that we 

will not embark on a journey towards a jobless and less prosperous future when adopting our 

ambitious green policies over the next three decades. In a way, this task will be even more 

challenging than fi nding the measures for achieving carbon neutrality. When thinking about this 

new social democratic narrative, we should probably bring this big issue closer to citizens. 

First, everyone is embedded not only in a social environment, but also in the natural/physical 

environment. And we are ever more concerned about this physical environment.

We are already witnessing the direct impact that climate change has on our planet – 

we are facing regular droughts and problems with water supply, crops are being devastated 

by extreme weather conditions which causes a rise in the prices of certain produce, and 

our forests are increasingly under stress because of rising average temperatures. When we 

speak about climate change policy, we fi rst need to focus more attention on these issues, 
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which Europeans are already experiencing. Second, we need to give green/climate policy a 

dominant social policy dimension. We need to emphasise that our social democratic path is to 

create new and better jobs, to have healthier cities and to care in a comprehensive way about 

citizens´ health and quality of life. Moreover, we need to emphasise that our action aims at the 

empowerment of every European, enabling him or her to exploit future opportunities effectively, 

keeping the way of life we are used to and at the same time allowing the changes that are 

needed to make our way of life more sustainable. While this might seem for some like squaring 

the circle, I fi rmly believe it is possible. I consider this dual task – of defi ning credible policies 

and a believable political narrative on this environmental and climate transformation – to be the 

main duty of our movement in 2020.
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Three issues on the EU 2020 agenda 
to bring us closer together

Vladimír Špidla

Debate in society as a whole must be comprehensive. It needs to be about goals rather than 

measures. Only rarely should we arrive at specifi c technical steps. However, due to the wide-

spread accessibility of information, public debates are today getting bogged down in technical 

steps or details. This is because almost anyone can understand them. Many of today’s politi-

cal philosophers say it is no longer possible to tell grand narratives.

But without grand narratives, we are unable to fi nd our bearings in politics. The experience 

is that individuals lack something on which to refl ect and into which to fi t. The constant effort 

to tell a social democratic grand narrative is therefore a major point on the political agenda that 

needs to be addressed pragmatically alongside daily political operations. The instruments are 

a political essay as well as a good metaphor.

I shall briefl y mention three practical points on European agendas for 2020. In view of the 

unpredictable actions of the US administration, the question of the common European army 

and foreign policy will come to the fore. If at least one step towards a common army can be 

taken, it will bring us closer to the federalisation of Europe, which we need.

The European Labour Authority will truly start to work at European level. It is important for 

social democracy that social issues (wage convergence on the one hand and suppression of 

precarious employment on the other) are at the centre of European public debate. It is good 

that the European Labour Authority is based in Slovakia given the importance of the topic for 

the new EU member states.

And fi nally, without a debate about social security and without guaranteeing our citizens 

that their state takes care of their social future, we will not manage to transform our countries’ 

economies from ‘grey to green’ – as Croatia’s Social Democrat Zoran Milanović aptly put it in 

his successful presidential campaign – and to smart.

Indeed, even if we were on the best path to manage this technically, the general public 

would oppose such a policy, despite the fact that no one encouraged them to. It is not better 

engine-tuning that brings success to big changes, but the idea that I can rely on people 

around me and that a change for the better is possible even for me individually.
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2020 must be the year 
of tech for good 

Ivana Bartoletti

Over the past year, we have seen the best of tech: Artifi cial Intelligence is progressing at rocket 

speed, with great benefi ts to health, social care and security alike. But we have also seen the 

worst of tech, as our digital ecosystem is posing threats to democracy, freedom and personal 

autonomy. Technology is never neutral. Rather, technology is about power: the power to re-

shape labour and work, enhance inequality, threaten privacy and code stereotypes into the 

products we create. 

It doesn’t have to be like this. 2020 needs to be the year where we defi ne what tech for 

good is, and establish regulation so that we can hold organisations accountable. 

Technology is shaping our life, and most of it is great. But it has to work for everyone and, 

to make it do so, we need to leverage our European values of dignity, freedom and privacy. 

The optimistic headlines of the PR departments of the major tech companies need to be 

balanced with an inclusive, equal and equitable vision of tech. If unfettered and uncontrolled, 

the Fourth Revolution will not bring its promises to create a better society. 

Collaboration is the key word here.

First, there is no tech revolution without workers. Our digital revolution will take us far if we 

make employees central to it – not an afterthought.

Second, as we have done with privacy, where our rules have become a beacon for data 

protection and human rights across the world, we now have to do the same with AI, robotics 

and the digital ecosystem. True ethics is not a buzzword. It is a choice to be practised all day 

every day, and it can drive how we see technological development and its governance. Tech 

must be person-centred, dignifi ed and an enabler of growth for individuals and the economy 

alike.

Regulating the impact of AI properly oxygenates, rather than stifl es, the European economy, 

raises the bar at a global level and drives competition and innovation.

Third, the fi ght for clean air and a carbon-free economy has to go hand in hand with a clean, 

safe and empowering digital space. Progressive thinking means that we value the environment 

around us – be it the digital environment or our physical one. As citizens navigate through 

both spaces almost seamlessly, we need to rethink how we fi ght exclusion and maintain 

participation and quality of life.
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Artifi cial Intelligence can be a force for good, but it could also wreck our society and harm 

democracies if the unchecked global swarming of tech continues. 2020 will need to be the 

year where we set our path – before it is too late.
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Will 2020 see real leadership 
for the climate emergency?

Stephen Minas

2019 ended with a reality check for everyone who wants to see an effective global response 

to the climate emergency. At the COP25 UN climate conference in Madrid, the heroic efforts 

of the Spanish hosts, the ambitious and constructive positions of the EU and many others, 

and the passionate advocacy of youth and civil society, could not prevent some disappointing 

outcomes. After a year in which devastating fi res erupted from the Amazon Rainforest to the 

Arctic Circle to Australia, the world is nowhere near an adequate collective response to climate 

change. A step change is needed.

In 2020 the EU is attempting to provide real leadership for the climate emergency, 

both domestically and externally. Within Europe, the new Commission is working to make 

the proposed European Green Deal a reality, in response to citizens who overwhelmingly 

supported parties promising more ambitious climate action in the 2019 European elections.

The Commission will propose an EU climate law, writing the 2050 climate neutrality target 

into legislation, and will present plans to strengthen the 2030 emission reduction target from at 

least 40% to at least 50%, compared to 1990. These proposals respond to the need for the 

EU to update its Paris Agreement Nationally Determined Contribution and submit its long-term 

strategy prior to November’s COP26 UN climate conference in Glasgow.

Among the important elements of the Green Deal work programme, including sustainable 

fi nance standards and a ‘climate pact’ to engage citizens, there is the proposed Just Transition 

Mechanism to assist carbon-intensive regions and sectors. Its design and implementation 

are critically important, both to achieve a viable and inclusive transition within the EU and to 

demonstrate globally that it is possible to have robust measures that leave no one behind. 

Delivering the European Green Deal will require sustained cooperation between the pro-

European political forces, but also healthy competition to be the most ambitious, progressive 

and innovative.

My prediction is that the EU will take to November’s Glasgow conference the most ambitious 

and credible climate policy of any major economy. But with 9% of global emissions, the EU 

cannot solve this problem alone. Our success will be defi ned by the partners we succeed 

in bringing with us. This is why the Green Deal is inseparable from its external dimensions. 
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These include the mainstreaming of climate in EU international development assistance and 

private sector fi nancing, the growth of carbon markets and pricing, multilateral and bilateral 

diplomacy including with key partners like China and India, and the possibility of a carbon 

border adjustment mechanism to address carbon leakage.

During his 2012 re-election campaign, Barack Obama remarked that “the future never 

has lobbyists like the status quo does”. That comment, from what now seems a distant past, 

should inform our approach to climate action. Opponents of necessary measures often claim 

to be protecting jobs and industries. However, in the long term, the contradiction between 

prosperity and climate action is an illusion. Our task in 2020 is to work on behalf of future 

generations while leaving no one behind in the present.



153PREDICTIONS 2020

The future of Schengen at stake?

Tanja Fajon 

For many European citizens the European Union project embodies prosperity, freedom, de-

mocracy, cooperation, conciliation, stability and security. The very symbol and one of the most 

tangible achievements of European integration is without a doubt the Schengen area, where 

not just people move freely, but also goods, services and capital.

The area without internal border controls has brought signifi cant benefi ts to European 

citizens and the economy, and today stretches across 26 European countries where people 

can easily travel for pleasure or business, for study or retirement, to exchange cultural and 

social ties. The once war-torn and divided European continent has again been united in a 

peaceful, free and borderless area.

However, the Schengen area has never been under greater threat than it is today, as 

six countries have been illegally prolonging internal border controls for more than four years, 

despite the two-year legal limit. The reason for this is seemingly not because of migration and 

security threats, but because of failing common European asylum and migration policies and 

a complete lack of mutual trust among member states. Reintroduced border controls have 

put the future of the Union’s political integration at risk, as well as our economies. We must 

therefore act before it is too late, and 2020 will thus be crucial.

Hoping for a way out, and instead of taking member states to the Court of Justice for clear 

breach of the EU acquis, the Commission proposed a reform of the Schengen area in 2017 with 

which it tried to legalise what is currently an illegal practice. Under my command as rapporteur, 

we at the European Parliament adopted a progressive and legally-sound text, which would 

address the key concerns of member states and which would prevent abuse of the rules by 

providing more legal clarity and transparency. Sadly, due to a complete lack of political will among 

European governments, the negotiations with the Council left us deadlocked a year ago.

The question now arises as to who most benefi ts from the status quo and what follows. 

If we have learnt anything these past few years, it is that everything is interlinked. Schengen 

cannot be restored without a truly reformed and common European migration and asylum 

policy, but the road there seems extremely diffi cult. This is not only due to the rise of populists 

in many EU countries, but also to the undermining of core European values and principles and 

total rejection of key common policies by the member states, which leaves a grim prospect 

for the future.
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The new European Commission is up against an enormous task and we all anxiously 

await the new pact on migration. Security and migration policy cannot be solved merely by 

border controls, but by a European consensus, sound structural policies, better cooperation 

between member states and addressing the root causes of the migration crisis. The European 

Parliament has put forward all the solutions. It is now time for EU governments to do the 

same!

I sincerely hope that we will be able to reach an agreement on the Schengen reform this 

year. We have to do everything in our power to restore Schengen before it is truly too late. Too 

much is at stake if we do not. Because if we lose Schengen, we lose the European Union.



155PREDICTIONS 2020

Rethinking migration: Europe’s 
indispensable obligation

Anna Diamantopoulou

It is not an exaggeration to claim that the enduring migrant crisis, which began in 2015, was 

a tipping point as regards the way European people think of their societies and their own posi-

tion on the global scene. For the last four years, the European public sphere has been cap-

tured by images of refugees and migrants crossing borders, escaping detention camps, land-

ing on Greek shores and sometimes drowning in the Aegean Sea. Much of European public 

opinion does not consider migrants as “part of our social fabric”, or as part of our “very make-

up as a human family”, as Ban Ki-moon famously proclaimed some years ago. Nor as a way to 

deal with the growing demographic and economic imbalances facing our continent. Instead, 

migration has spread a condition of discomfort and anxiety, triggering persistent security and 

cultural fears that believe large fl ows of uninvited foreigners are here to overtake our countries 

and distort our way of life. This new condition has forced European peoples to re-evaluate their 

view of the preaching of globalisation for a ‘borderless world’. Indeed, this widespread insecu-

rity has implied a breach of confi dence between citizens and their political leaderships, which 

have seemed to fail to protect them from what it is perceived as a threat. Crises of legitimacy, 

internal disruption and changes of political agendas are what have followed.

The migration crisis has played a key role in the decline of Europe’s traditional political 

parties, which have failed to rally Europeans behind a convincing new political narrative. Viktor 

Orban’s fearmongering polemic and Matteo Salvini’s anti-immigration crusade have resulted in 

these leaders’ power being solidifi ed, while fears of uncontrolled migration contributed to the 

electoral gains of far-right parties all across the continent during the last European Parliament 

elections, even in countries whose political system used to guarantee a high degree of stability, 

such as Sweden.

In 2020, Europe should largely rethink its migration policy and reform its framework 

in a way that respects the needs and rights of incomers, while considering the legitimate 

concerns of European citizens and prioritising the need for a functioning European society, 

with its solid values and indispensable liberal democratic rules. Indeed, the long-term vision of 

federal Europe assumes an understanding of the culture and function of nation states. Ursula 

von der Leyen’s New Pact on Migration and Asylum proposal is moving in the right direction. 
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The relaunch of the reform of the Dublin Regulation and of the Common European Asylum 

System, and the reinforcement of the European Border and Coast Guard Agency, are bold 

ideas seeking conversion into reality.

To deal with such a complicated phenomenon as migration, the new Commission should, 

however, put more bold initiatives on the table. Despite the pragmatic 2016 deal with Ankara, 

people’s arrivals from Turkey remain largely uncontrolled. Ankara is undoubtedly capable of 

controlling irregular departures to Europe, but is does not, thus creating the impression that it is 

exploiting the issue for its own economic and geopolitical ends. Europe should therefore enter 

into talks with Turkey and help it in order to ensure that migrants do not attempt this perilous 

journey across the Aegean.

Additionally, the Commission should introduce a more just and functional distribution 

scheme, ensuring that member states receive the number of migrants and refugees that 

refl ects their economic capacity (that is, their GDP), so as to guarantee effi cient economic 

integration as well as avoid disparities that trigger feelings of injustice and discomfort in 

those countries that have been receiving the largest numbers of people. After all, it is not an 

exaggeration to say that the continuation of such an ineffi cient migration policy could even 

threaten Europe’s internal peace.

Lastly, the Commission should put forward a plan for comprehensive investment in Africa. 

African demographic growth is closely linked with Europe’s migration challenge. Africa’s 

economic environment is one that does not help working-age populations save and invest or, 

in some cases, even live decently. This condition provokes working populations and especially 

young people to move to Europe. Creating a concrete and sustainable framework that brings 

more private investment to Africa (with the mandatory involvement of all member states 

according to their capacities), as well as providing support to build a modern and adaptive 

educational and health system, will therefore improve job opportunities in the African continent 

and create the conditions for people to remain in their home countries rather than try to migrate 

to Europe in the years to come. 



157PREDICTIONS 2020

What could, what should happen 
in the EU during 2020?

Gesine Schwan

To play an active role in global politics the European Union needs more inner unity. It therefore 

needs to fi nd solid common ground concerning questions over which it is divided but on which 

decisions should be made together.

Amongst these questions are the European regulation of the welcome of asylum seekers 

and refugees, as well as the regulation of migration in general. For years the European Council 

has tried and failed to fi nd a solution, instead entering into sharp disputes. We should therefore 

turn this divisive issue into an attractive win-win-situation: no more obligation to welcome 

migrants but instead positive incentives for those who are willing and interested in doing so. 

The political actors to organise this are cities and municipalities, as well as rural regions and 

the places where integration really happens – not national governments which currently have 

the exclusive right to decide about entry to the European Union.

In line with the UN Sustainable Development Goals (Goal 17), European municipalities 

should set up multi-stakeholder advisory councils with the representation of mayors and 

administrations, organised civil society and business. These councils should develop strategies 

for the sustainable development of municipalities. They could start with special questions (such 

as demography, the labour force, housing, and climate) and would immediately discover their 

interconnectedness if these questions were considered from the aspect of sustainability.

The European Union should create a ‘Fund for Integration and Participatory Municipality 

Development’. The municipalities could apply to this for the funding of integration. As an 

incentive for welcoming refugees, the municipalities could additionally be fi nanced for their 

own development needs, for the same amount as the integration costs. Furthermore, the 

organisation of the administration of the advisory councils and their yearly transnational 

European meetings to exchange experience should be paid by the fund, in a similar way to 

the LEADER programme.

This should be accompanied by a European integrated asylum system with European 

hotspots following the model of the Dutch asylum system, with lawyers for refugees from their 

arrival and the presence of organised civil society representatives throughout the process. 

This would make the process short and credible. The hotspots should not be limited to the 

Southern European arrival countries.



158

To start such a European strategy, a coalition of voluntarily cooperating states could invite 

their municipalities to make proposals for welcoming refugees and for developing their own 

projects. National states and municipalities could thus experience institutional, fi nancial, 

structural, cultural and demographic renewal. By strengthening a transnational network of 

cities and municipalities, a natural integration process of Europe based on subsidiarity could 

take place, and a revival of citizen participation.

The European Union would become the leader in the implementation of the Sustainable 

Development Goals 2030 by uniting itself through municipalities and regions, giving them 

much more room for their democratic and participatory activities.
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2020: A Progressive restart 
for the European Union

Iratxe García Pérez

In 2020 we will commemorate the 70th Anniversary of the Schuman Declaration. This Decla-

ration was the start of the European Union and brought us permanent peace, freedom and 

democracy. We, Europeans, will be celebrating this anniversary with the launch of the Confer-

ence for the Future of Europe, which will be a valuable opportunity to relaunch our common 

European project. After 70 years, the Union is at a crossroads and it faces three choices: an 

anti-European choice that aims to dismantle the Union; a conservative choice that pretends to 

maintain the status quo; or a new progressive choice that aspires to bring a fairer Europe.

This year will unfortunately be marked by the departure of the United Kingdom, which 

leaves the EU after 47 years of contributing to our common European goals. I cannot hide my 

sadness and disappointment, and I continue to believe that the UK’s place is within the Union. 

However, we have to accept that the House of Commons now has a Conservative majority 

with a mandate to pursue an orderly Brexit and ratify the Withdrawal Agreement as negotiated, 

avoiding any ‘no deal’ scenario. The Group of the Progressive Alliance of Socialists & Demo-

crats in the European Parliament (S&D) will continue to take a constructive approach in building 

a future relationship that serves our common interests while safeguarding the integrity of the 

single market and protecting citizens’ rights throughout the transition period and beyond.

This year, 2020, brings us other challenges, like the new EU Commission work programme, 

the new European Green Deal, the Just Transition Fund or the above-mentioned Conference 

on the Future of Europe. Unfortunately, 2020 will also bring threats to our democracies and the 

rule of law; actions aiming to strike at equality, women’s rights or social justice; and turbulence 

for multilateralism in the international arena.

These last elements are rocking the European Union to its core, and the S&D Group must 

tackle them with determination and courage. What’s more, I believe that we should treat both 

challenges and threats as an opportunity to be seized, and that we should make sure we deliv-

er a new progressive starting point to Europe and its citizens. We must turn these weaknesses 

into a new opportunity to strengthen our views for a fairer future for the new generations.

After the 2019 EU elections, our social democratic family ended up as the second largest 

group in the European Parliament. Our political family managed to obtain key top positions in 
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the EU, including those of the president of the Parliament, the vice-president of the Commis-

sion with the mandate to lead its work on the European Green Deal, the High Representative, 

and commissioners in charge of our most emblematic fl agships.

This new Commission will carry the S&D mark and it will deliver our agenda. Through our 

negotiations with President von der Leyen, we, Socialists and Democrats, managed to deter-

mine the agenda and portfolios of the next Commission. It was possible to achieve this thanks 

to the political credibility and arbitration of our Group during the negotiations. We prioritised 

the need to put forward political agreements with other political families, respecting the current 

Parliament’s pluralism, to achieve our political goals and priorities. And we succeeded! The 

Parliament and the European Council are now more fragmented than ever. We are the only 

political family that can form a progressive and pro-European majority to stand up to far-right, 

nationalist and populist forces. These commitments will be our Group’s roadmap in working 

constructively with the Commission.

New social and sustainable growth for Europe

For us, the future of Europe must lie in the economic, social and ecological transformation of 

Europe without leaving anyone behind. We are leading the green transformation of Europe with 

social justice at its core: the ecological transformation has to guarantee social equality and 

create new opportunities, and not generate additional exclusion and divergences between 

regions and groups of people.

The S&D Group did a very good job in the last mandate. It was thanks to us that the target 

of a 40% reduction in greenhouse gases by 2030 was set. However, we need to go further. If 

we continue to consume and live as we do now, the planet’s resources will very soon be gone. 

That is why the S&D strongly defends the ambitious strategy to implement the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDG) by 2030.

The S&D Group will therefore push hard for implementation of the European Green Deal 

and will make sure that this is translated into a Climate Law proposal. The European Green Deal 

must be the industrial revolution that combines social rights, workers’ rights, sustainability and 

industrial competitiveness. Binding targets and measures should be in place, both at the EU and 

member state level. All sectors need to contribute. Fossil fuel subsidies should be phased out 

and stopped. Policies in favour of direct investments for cleaner technologies across the board 

and in all sectors should be implemented. We need at least 50% – and towards 55% – CO
2
 

reduction by 2030 to be able to reach the target of carbon neutrality by 2050.

Ensuring a just transition to a sustainable economic model is crucial for us, and we want to 

make sure that new indicators according to the SDGs are added to the European semester so 

that not only is macroeconomic growth taken into consideration, but also people’s well-being 

and a respect for the environment. Having a commissioner from our political family coordinat-

ing this transformation reinforces our conviction that the new Commission will have the vision 

and determination to accomplish it. Our political family must ensure that key economic, social 

and ecological targets have the same importance in the policy process.
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To ensure that the Green Deal becomes real and not just words on paper, we need a ro-

bust Sustainable Investment Plan. This plan will promote sustainable investment and quality 

job creation and a Just Transition Fund. We need to anticipate and provide for the effects of 

climate change and digitalisation on the workforce. This fund needs to be fi nanced with ‘fresh 

money’ and not at the cost of the cohesion and agriculture policies. We cannot close our eyes 

to the impacts on certain sectors, regions or groups of people, and we need to fully address 

the social consequences of this transformation. We need to turn this transformation into an 

opportunity. It is understandable that people might react against change if that means losing 

their jobs and quality of life without the guarantee of a credible alternative.

We need to admit that the fi nancing for the Green Deal proposed by the Commission is 

not enough to achieve a climate-neutral and environmentally sustainable economy by 2050 

without leaving anybody behind. Estimates show that Europe needs about €1.2 trillion of sus-

tainable investments per year. I strongly believe that fi nancing climate change should be a joint 

effort between both the EU and member state budgets.

This is why we need a more ambitious EU budget (multiannual fi nancial framework – MFF) 

and to increase the fi nancing earmarked for tackling climate change to at least 30% of the 

MFF. The EU budget needs to be combined with a new basket of own resources, such as 

a levy on non-recycled plastic-packaging waste, a strengthening of the EU Emissions Trading 

System, a digital tax, and a fi nancial transaction tax, or own resources based on the common 

consolidated corporate tax base.

We also need to create more space in the national budgets in order for countries to be 

able to invest in their sustainable path. This is why we need to reform the fi scal rules to ex-

empt sustainable investments from the calculations of defi cit and debt within the Stability and 

Growth Pact.

However, it will only be possible to meet the investment needs with the joint efforts of all 

actors, both from the public and private sectors. The S&D Group welcomes the introduction 

of an EU classifi cation system to ensure that fi nancial institutions and private investors can 

better identify sustainable investments (EU taxonomy). We also support the efforts to turn the 

European Investment Bank into the European Union’s green bank.

Sustainability and growth need to ensure social justice. This means better equipping our 

citizens with the right skills to cope better with the ecological and digital transitions. For us, no 

policy is complete if it does not ensure a better life for everyone, regardless of their gender, 

sexual orientation or ethnicity. To strengthen the social dimension that we fi ght for we want 

full implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights. This means ensuring fair working 

conditions with fair wages for all European workers. It means implementing binding pay trans-

parency measures to fi ght the gender pay gap. It means a credible plan to fi ght poverty and 

social exclusion through a Child Guarantee to be included already in the next EU budget for 

the 2021-2027 period. To ensure this social dimension, the S&D Group will continue to put 

pressure on the new Commission and the Council to take concrete measures.
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The Conference on the Future of Europe: 
A new set-up for the EU

To strengthen our common democracy, we need to renew the trust of citizens in the European 

Union and to make it more transparent. The S&D Group will engage with the Conference on 

the Future of Europe, which will bring together civil society, leaders and representatives to 

discuss what needs to be done to regenerate the EU project. 

In the 2019 European elections, citizens sent us a clear message that they wanted change. 

Europe needs to regain its strength to be able to act. We will start debating the future of Europe 

in May 2020, but we need to do it in a different way from before. The S&D Group has led the 

way in citizen engagement in recent years, with a bottom-up approach to regular debate and 

conversations with local people all over Europe. We must have citizens and civil society at the 

heart of the Conference on the Future of Europe. With citizens’ agorae, which are representa-

tive of our diverse European society, we want to ensure input from people from every corner of 

Europe. The future belongs to young people, so the S&D Group has also pushed for dedicated 

youth agorae to participate in the conference. With a bottom-up approach and the European 

Parliament leading the way, we can start a real conversation with people on a future Europe that 

we all believe in and that provides suffi cient solutions for current and future challenges.

Strengthened democracy for an equal Europe

For the S&D Group, the future of Europe is about equality, democracy and the rule of law. 

These have always been fundamental pillars of the EU.

The S&D Group will work with the Commission to mainstream the gender perspective in all 

proposals and to have a binding gender equality strategy. This strategy will need to ensure the 

economic independence of women, a balance between professional and personal life, equal-

ity in the decision-making processes, and the fi ght against violence against women. Regarding 

this last issue, I will continue to support the follow-up on the Istanbul Convention on preventing 

and combating violence against women. We will also push to include sexual and reproductive 

health rights within the European Health Strategy. With regard to pay, women earning smaller 

salaries just because they are women is inadmissible. We will therefore work to adopt a pay 

transparency directive, which will aim to reduce the gender pay gap by 2% each year.

Any type of discrimination is unacceptable. To ensure equality and diversity, we will push to 

unblock the directive on anti-discrimination. We need to be united in our work to protect our demo-

cratic societies against hate speech, fake news, homophobia, transphobia and xenophobia. 

When it comes to xenophobia, Europe cannot continue to watch news about people dying 

in the Mediterranean. We need to reform the Common European Asylum System package. 

Funding for search and rescue needs to be increased to prevent more tragic deaths at sea. 

We need new laws to defi ne humanitarian visas and to develop legal channels for migration. 

We need to address this challenge in a rational and humanitarian way and not by destroying 

Schengen and bringing back internal borders in Europe.
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Over recent years, we have seen populist governments and movements that have pushed 

the boundaries and undermined democracy, the rule of law and fundamental rights. On the 

future of democracy, the S&D Group will continue fi ghting against any type of violation of our 

democratic system, be it direct or indirect. We need to ensure total respect of its principles 

and the rule of law. To do this, the EU institutions need to use all the instruments at their dis-

posal to defend democracy in Europe, including budgetary consequences for those govern-

ments that neither respect nor guarantee the democratic basis of the EU.

For a key global Europe in the international arena

The S&D Group needs to keep on promoting the values and the agenda I have mentioned 

above – not only within our borders, but also worldwide. We also need to contribute to mak-

ing the EU a stronger geopolitical actor in 2020. We, progressives, are very much aware of 

the challenges facing the rules-based international order, and we strongly defend an effective 

multilateralism to address the current international challenges. 

In a world increasingly dominated by US-Chinese geopolitical competition, the EU should 

reconsider its ‘silos’ approach. The stance of the current US administration emphasises the 

urgency for the EU to better align its foreign and economic policies to ensure the continued 

security and prosperity of its people – in a way that is consistent with our values. Principled 

pragmatism should guide all our external relations.

On trade, the S&D Group will fi ght for a trade policy based on values with sustainability, 

human rights and labour rights at its core. We will work closely with the High Representative to 

oversee the Enlargement and Neighbourhood policy, with a strong commitment to reaffi rming 

the place of the Western Balkans in the European family.

To sum up, the S&D is ready to contribute to shaping European foreign policy. We are very 

much looking forward to joining forces with the European Parliament, the Commission, the 

Council and the European External Action Service, to promote Europe as a key global force 

for peace, justice and sustainable development.

For a courageous restart in 2020

It is our duty to bring new hope and a future for Europe. We already know that conserva-

tives and populists will not. I am aware that this is indeed a very ambitious agenda, and we 

will need suffi cient resources, agreements and negotiations to guarantee it. In addition, what 

we will need as the socialists and democrats of Europe is courage. We already have a brave, 

strong, united and committed S&D Group ready to fi ght for a fairer and better society. I am sure 

that in 2020 our political group will reinforce our political movement to expand our ideas for the 

future of our movement, but mostly for the future of Europe.

The history of our movement is linked to the EU, and it will continue to be so. As Schu-

man stated 70 years ago: “Europe will not be made all at once, or according to a single plan. 

It will be built through concrete achievements which fi rst create a de facto solidarity”. These 
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concrete achievements for the future will be the result of our working tirelessly to implement 

our political agenda.

Indeed, we will have a smaller EU this year, new challenges and threats. However, we have 

our experience, our leadership, our ideas and, above all, the capacity to work fearlessly for 

a better society for future generations. We must turn the current weaknesses to new oppor-

tunities. As president of the S&D Group, I am sure that if we combine our efforts, our political 

movement will be able to put forward a new progressive restart for Europe.
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