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The Chairman, John Bruton, welcomed the members1 to the 9th meeting and invited them to 
continue their brainstorming, this time about the concept of European strategic autonomy. The 
working method aims at an ‘open innovation’ approach between governments, business and 
academia, to inject innovative policy ideas into the EU system. It results from an initiative in the 
Competitiveness Council.2 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Following this brainstorming, the High Level Group (HLG) on Trade Policy Innovation proposes the 
following recommendations:  
 

• The HGL recommends to avoid the notion of strategic autonomy; instead, a resilient 
Europe should be the overall target. It is Europe’s long-term interest to remain open to the 
world, but also to give itself both offensive and defensive instruments to protect the 
welfare of its citizens, while promoting multilateralism, which helps protect against abusive 
power; 
 

• To strengthen its resilience, the EU should first of all ensure that there is a proper 
functioning single market internally and a level playing field externally. It should turn 
attention to all framework conditions to absorb sudden shocks, to resist coercion, and to 
facilitate companies to build strategic reserves and/or to re-shore critical production. It 
should equally develop coherence between an appropriate industrial and innovation 
policy, to realize Green Deal, and its commercial policy.  
 

• The silo approaches in the EU, inside the institutions and between them, and with member 
states, are a growing weakness in today’s changing geopolitical context. The system itself 
is not efficient and agile enough. Synergies and transversal thinking, policy design and 
execution, may have improved a little, but there has been no game change yet. These 
systemic deficiencies are a collective responsibility and require specialist external 
management advice.      

 

1 Members participate in their personal capacity. All recommendations for action and all ideas for further consideration have not always 

been agreed   on by all members, but advice is based on a very wide consensus. The final version is written under responsibility of the 
chairman and the executive director 
2 Competitiveness Council, 5-6 December 2011, Presidency Note.  
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• It is important to make a precise diagnostic of needs and to examine case by case which 
kind of bilateral cooperation will help diversification of supply chains. But while keeping 
them open, they should become more diversified and transparent; this requires more 
structured due diligence from business. Re-location is not the sole solution to be 
considered. It may be more efficient to design better synergy between commercial and 
industrial policies and the research & innovation policy.  
 

• The HGL recommends to stimulate the regional dimension of supply chains through the 
EU’s Horizon program; the existence of research and technology innovation ecosystems is 
important; 

 

• The EU should study how companies could use better the labour costs differences for 
manufacturing inside the single market. This would reduce inequalities between countries, 
improve consumer spending power there and ultimately, benefit all; 
 

• The EU should continue its free trade agenda but take a more inclusive approach and more 
attention to collateral effects through independent impact assessments and stakeholder 
dialogues3; 
 

• The EU should continue to promote EU rules and standards internationally but not as a 
protective tool; 
 

• The EU should maintain its commitment to multilateralism and the WTO system, while 
seeking the necessary reforms to bring it in line with the sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) and the Climate Agreement; 
 

• The HLG advises that the Green Deal, in particular the reform of Emissions Trading System 
(ETS) and a Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), should be synergized with the 
EU’s external objectives, such as building better European resilience and the Africa 
Partnership. This should be included in the political discussions4; 
 

• The HLG recommends that a better alignment of vision, coordination and inclusive policy 
design among EU officials is needed in order to improve synergy between various policies.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

3 See HLG on Trade Policy Innovation, Report on reconceptualising trade, June 2019, presented to the Trade Policy Committee in July 2019, 
www.highlevelgroup.eu  
4 See HLG on Africa-Europe Partnership, A roadmap towards an effective, fair and equitable partnership, September 2021, 
www.highlevelgroup.eu 
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I. Resilience vs autonomy  
 
Overall, it is questionable whether strategic autonomy is a suitable concept to underpin the EU´s 
defence and/or industrial policies. Strategic autonomy is too linked with protectionism, which 
contradicts the EU´s liberal worldview. Instead, less inward-looking alternatives such as resilience 
should be preferred. The 2020 Strategic Foresight Report puts forward resilience as a new compass 
for EU policies. Resilience is correctly defined “as the ability not only to withstand and cope with 
challenges but also to undergo transitions, in a sustainable, fair, and democratic manner.” 
 
Thus, a resilient Europe should be the overall target. Europe should remain open to the world while 
providing itself with instruments to protect the welfare of its citizens.  
 
 

II. Reshoring of critical products 
 
The Covid-19 crisis tested supply chains, giving rise to calls for more autonomy. That said, following 
on the idea above, proposals aiming a government-imposed reshoring of supply chains are not 
desirable. Instead, the objective to be achieved is to ensure resilient supply chains, targeting the 
critical products (raw materials, active pharmaceutical ingredients, etc.) as announced by the 2021 
Commission updated Industrial Strategy.  
 
Supply chains must remain open, diverse and transparent. A general reshoring is a significantly 
costly manoeuvre, difficultly operational, which would result into higher prices both for the 
industry and consumers. It would also have negative effects on developing countries, potential 
multiple consequences for Europe too (such as increased migration pressures). Thus, it is Europe’s 
interest to remain open to the world, but also to give itself both offensive and defensive 
instruments to protect the welfare of its citizens, while promoting multilateralism, which helps 
protect against abusive power 
 
The reshoring of part of the supply chains is already naturally occurring in some sectors. Regional 
value chains are growing already, due to the need of proximity to customers and environmental 
rules affecting transport costs. This is not happening due to a centralised political mandate, but 
due to corporate decisions founded on economic, environmental rationales. Starting from there, 
companies could envisage the possibility of nearshoring towards less industrialised regions in 
Europe, where investment is needed, and/or towards Africa, which is geographically close.  
 
Technologies (robotisation, AI) and favourable framework conditions are contributing to help 
relocalisation of critical industries more than what protectionism can do.  
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III. Pursuing a Free Trade Agenda     
 
The EU should continue its free trade agenda on the basis of a multilateral rule-based worldview. 
This is also a means of strengthening security of global value chains. Being open to trade constitutes 
a strength and not a weakness if transparent and inclusive. 
 
The establishment of free trade agreements is a means of promoting EU rules and standards. This 
is a great manifestation of the EU as a normative power, enhancing regulatory frameworks 
internationally. But it should not serve protectionism, in particular with developing countries. 
 
This free trade agenda should be open to the input by stakeholders. This is crucial to enhance 
dialogue with EU policy-makers; this way they can understand the collateral effects that their 
decisions in the trade field can have.  
 
 

IV. Pursuing Multilateralism and WTO-compatibility 
 
The EU should remain committed to multilateralism and WTO-values. This is a foundation of the 
EU´s liberal, multilateral worldview.  
 
Multilateralism is also a means of fighting the abuse of power by opposing international actors. 
 
The policies embedded in the concept of European strategic autonomy could turn multilateralism 
away. In such an event, instead of having a ruled-based multilateral global order, international 
great powers would further pursue their selfish, national interests in the developing regions of the 
world.   
 
Notwithstanding the above, commitment to multilateralism and WTO, by contrast, does not mean 
naivety towards a system and organisation that is not perfect. Indeed, the EU should seek the 
necessary reform. To ensure the viability of the WTO-system, all relevant international actors need 
to be taken on board; a WTO lacking a great international power would achieve partial goals only.  
 
 

V. The external dimension of the Green Deal  
 
The Green Deal, should be coupled with the EU’s external objectives. It should serve to build better 
European resilience; and should not be used as means of boosting protectionism under an 
environmental narrative. The notion of European resilience must be visible in environmental 
instruments such as CBAM or ETS.  
 
Before ensuring WTO-compatibility, the EU needs to ensure that European norms and values are 
respected. For instance, before considering if EU international instruments such as CBAM are 
WTO-compatible, one should first observe if they are aligned with European Common Goods, such 
as such as competitiveness, competition law, social policies, cohesion, etc.  
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The Green Deal needs to be coupled with other EU external objectives. The Partnership with 
Africa could be a paradigmatic example, as it offers opportunities for diversification of supplies 
in the context of its own structural transformation. For instance, new instruments, such as 
technology sharing stemming from EU green-tech development, could be used to stimulate Africa’s 
transition into green energy. At the same time, given its geographical proximity to Europe and its 
reduced productions costs, Africa could help Europe build geographically close, resilient supply 
chains.   
 
 

VI. A coherent Trade Policy based on harmonious thinking  
 
Achieving resilience depends to a large extent on a coherent European Trade Policy; which, in 
turn, relies on the capacity of the different actors involved in the developing of EU trade policies 
to think harmoniously.  
 
The design of trade policies, because it is an exclusive EU competence, is in danger of insufficiently 
incorporating not only other EU policy goals but also the impact on member states’ welfare 
systems. 
 
At the same time, the trade community – business, civic society as well as public institutions – 
will need to improve dialogue to counterargument populistic voices that defend an inward-
looking, anti-liberal and autarchic model; instead of an open, diverse, Europe that can rely on 
resilient supply chains while leading the multilateral world order.  
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