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A year ago, wishing a Happy 2020, one 
would not have anticipated in the worst-case 
scenarios what might happen already two 
months later. The outbreak of  the COVID-19 
pandemic at the beginning of  March 2020 
led to a personal, social and economic shock. 
The EU immediately engaged in responding 
to this unprecedented crisis at on all fronts 
and its action resulted in adopting over 1000 
measures to date.

At the outset, at political level, the Presi-
dent of  European Commission established 
a Coronavirus response team to coordinate 
the EU response to the pandemic. 

At the start of  the pandemics, the Com-
mission activated Emergency Support Instru-
ment1 involving EUR 2.7 billion to rapidly 
address the human and economic consequen-
ces of  a crisis and fund actions in the Member 
States.

The EU action focused on various areas, 
from public health, research and emergency 
support, through jobs, economy and travel 
to transport, borders and mobility or still, tac-
kling the disinformation. The present article 
will only outline the selected examples of  
main action in these fi elds.

In terms of  public health and researchpublic health and research, the 
Commission distributed to Member States 
10 million masks for healthcare workers, and 
further, made EUR 100 million available 
from the Emergency Support Instrument to 
buy rapid antigen tests. It also invested EUR 
35.5 million from the Emergency Support 
Instrument to the International Federation of  
the Red Cross to scale up COVID-19 testing 
capacity in the EU, train volunteers and pro-
tect the most vulnerable. 

In November 2020, the Commission made 
fi rst steps towards building the European He-

  * The information and views set out in this article are those of  the author and do not necessarily refl ect the offi cial 
opinion of  the European Commission.

** Wetstraat / Rue de la Loi 170; B-1049 Brussel/Bruxelles, België/Belgique, Tel. +32 2 299 11 11.
1  Proposal for a Council Regulation activating the emergency support under Council Regulation (EU) 2016/369 

of  15 March 2016 and amending its provisions in respect of  the COVID-19 outbreak of  2.4.2020, COM(2020) 
175.
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alth Union2 aiming at strengthening the EU’s 
health security framework, and reinforcing 
the crisis preparedness and response role of  
key EU agencies. 

Of  particular interest is the EU vaccine 
strategy, which aims to ensure fair and affor-
dable access to safe and effective vaccines for 
everyone in the EU. Delivering on this under-
taking requires running clinical trials in paral-
lel with investing in the production capacity 
needed to produce millions of  doses of  a suc-
cessful vaccine. On 21 December, following 
positive assessment by the European Medici-
nes Agency, the Commission has given the 
conditional marketing authorisation for the 
fi rst vaccine. The safety and effectiveness 
of  vaccines, which have received conditional 
marketing authorisations, are rigorously mo-
nitored. In line with the EU vaccine strategy, 
once authorised and produced, each vaccine 
will be available to Member States at the same 
time and at the same conditions. 

As to the economic measures, including economic measures, including 
jobs protectionjobs protection, one of  the fi rst measures 
launched in April 2020 by the EU to help 
Member States fi nancially was the Corona-
virus Response Investment Initiative. By mo-
bilising unspent existing EU funds, the initia-
tive provided an immediate liquidity boost to 
Member States’ and regions’ budgets and hel-
ped them to redirect cohesion policy funding 
to a number of  priority areas, including heal-
thcare expenditure, short time work schemes 
and working capital support for small and 
medium-sized enterprises. 

At the same time, the Commission propo-
sed Support to mitigate Unemployment Risks 
in an Emergency (SURE), a short-term em-
ployment support scheme of  EUR 100 billion 
to help protect jobs3 which was adopted by 
the Council in May 2020.

In May 2020, the Commission proposed 
the biggest ever package of  EU fi nancing to 
support Europe’s recovery from the pande-
mic, which resulted in EU leaders’ agreement 
to a Recovery Package of  EUR 1.8 trillion. 
This combines the EU budget for 2021–2027 
and NextGenerationEU4. Under the agre-
ement the Commission will be able to bor-
row up to EUR 750 billion on the markets 
on behalf  of  the EU, thus limiting the imme-
diate impact on Member States’ budgets.

Worth underlining are also the Commis-
sion’s guidelines to on seasonal workers in the 
EU in the context of  COVID-19 outbreak5. 
They provide guidance to national authorities, 
labour inspectorates, and social partners to 
guarantee rights, health and safety of  seasonal 
workers, and ensure awareness of  seasonal 
workers of  their rights.

With regard to borders, mobility and tra-borders, mobility and tra-
vellingvelling, to limit the spread of  the pandemic 
outbreak, Member States adopted different 
measures restricting citizens’ free movement 
rights, such as closing of  borders, strict or 
undergoing quarantine. 

To protect transport workers and maintain 
the fl ow of  goods, the Commission issued 
guidelines for border management measures 
to protect health and ensure the availability 
of  goods and essential services6. In parallel, 
it provided guidance to ensure the free move-
ment of  workers7, especially in the healthcare 
and food sectors.

New risks in the workplace and additional 
protection to all workers, particularly those 
working in direct contact with the virus were 
ensured through necessary updates of  EU 
law.

The Commission worked closely with 
Member States to ensure a gradual return to 
the free movement and made a proposal for 

2  Communication “Building a European Health Union: Reinforcing the EU’s resilience for cross-border health 
threats” of  11.11.2020, COM(2020) 724 fi nal.

3  Council Regulation (EU) 2020/672 of  19 May 2020 on the establishment of  a European instrument for tempo-
rary support to mitigate unemployment risks in an emergency (SURE) following the COVID-19 outbreak, 
OJ L 159, 20.5.2020, p. 1.

4  See https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/eu-budget/long-term-eu-budget/eu-budget-2021-2027_en 
5  Communication 16.7.2020, C(2020) 4813 fi nal.
6  COVID-19 Guidelines of  16.3.2020, C(2020) 1753 fi nal.
7  COVID-19 Guidelines of  30.3.2020.
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a coordinated approach. On 13 October 2020, 
the Council adopted a Recommendation8 on 
coordinated approach to the restriction of  
free movement to provide for clarity and con-
sistency in defi ning the risk level in the re-
gions. The European Centre for Disease Pre-
vention and Control started publishing the 
common map to serve Member States as 
a basis for risk assessment9.

The Communication of  28 October 202010 
underlined the need for the national restric-
tions to be proportionate and non-discrimina-
tory for the citizens of  different Member 
States. 

Finally, in fi ghting disinformationfi ghting disinformation, the Com-
mission remains in contact with social media 
platforms regarding measures to promote 
adequate content, improve users’ awareness, 

and limit coronavirus disinformation and 
advertising related to it. This is particularly 
important to address the risk of  increasing 
unwillingness to respect the preventive me-
asures, the lack of  trust in the vaccine and 
the overall pandemic fatigue. The Commu-
nication of  28 October 202011 called upon 
Member States to relaunch adapted commu-
nication campaigns at the national level.

As set out at the outset, the EU adopted 
over 1000 measures and will not stop its 
efforts in the challenging period to come. 
These efforts cannot go alone and the coordi-
nated and solidary response at the Member 
State level will be crucial to combat the crisis 
and come out of  it stronger. Wishing the re-
ader a Happy 2021, let us hope that by its end 
the pandemic will only be a song of  the past…

  8  Council Recommendation 2020/1475 on a coordinated approach to the restriction of  free movement in respon-
se to the COVID-19 pandemic.

  9  https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/
10  COM(2020) 687 fi nal.
11  Idem.
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